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      A collection of three bestselling contemporary romances from Lauren Blakely and Lili Valente, bundled up for the first time ever! In this box set you’ll find brother’s best friend and lessons in seduction, road trip and friends to lovers, and one-night stand with a rival romances!

      

      When the virgin makes her brother’s best friend an offer he can’t refuse — her.

      

      There comes a time in every woman’s life when she’s ready to make a change. For me, that time is now, now, now. And I know just the man for the V-card job.

      My brother’s best friend. Graham is smooth, sexy, charming and, no doubt, fantastic in the sack. So I make him an offer he can’t refuse– seven nights to teach me everything he knows in the bedroom.

      The only rule in our classroom is this—we won’t catch feelings.

      But as we work our way through every single sinfully sexy lesson, it turns out I’m learning something too – how much I want more, no matter the risk.

      

      A sexy friends to lovers romance!

      

      I’m the wrong guy for her. She's sunshine and cherry pie. I'm whiskey and fast cars. 

      But when I find a list my sister left behind for Ruby, I've got no choice but to offer the sexy, big-hearted girl next door both a road trip and a chance to chase her dreams. Once we take off on our trip, we’re testing all sorts of limits, in and out of the sheets. 

      And I’m starting to fall even harder for my sister’s best friend. Too bad I'm moving across the country in seven days…

      

      A scorching rivals-to-lovers romantic comedy!

      

      That red-hot one night stand from the party? Who talked dirty to me and sent me soaring?  Turns out my charming British stud in a suit is as much of a whiz in the kitchen as he is in the bedroom and soon we’ll be going head-to-head in NYC’s biggest bake off. 

      My one-time lover is now my rival. I vow to resist him as we bake cakes, whip up ice cream and prepare to defeat each other in cookie contests.. 

      But the more I learn more about my rival, the more I suspect he just might be everything I’ve wanted.

      If only I knew how to let him in...
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        Want to be the first to learn of sales, new releases, preorders and special freebies? Sign up for Lauren’s VIP mailing list here!

      

      

      
        
        Join Lili Valente’s mailing list for all the latest news, sales, and exclusive subscriber goodies! Subscribe here!
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      When the virgin makes her brother’s best friend an offer he can’t refuse — her.

      As the CEO of a multimillion dollar company, I pride myself on being in control.

      I’m rarely rattled, until my best friend’s little sister makes me an offer I can’t resist. Sweet, sexy, big-hearted CJ wants me to be her teacher. In the bedroom.

      And oh hell, does she ever have a detailed lesson plan. Seven nights of seduction. Seven nights to teach her everything I know between the sheets.

      The only rule in our classroom is the one I make—we won’t catch feelings.

      But as we work our way through every single sinfully sexy lesson, it turns out I’m learning something too.

      The trouble is I don’t have the answer key to what to do when I fall hard for her.
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      Graham

      

      Julie Andrews twirls in a field of flowers, her arms spread wide like she’s going to hug the world, while the Alps rise majestically behind her.

      “That’s the one.” I point to the light-blue T-shirt with the caption—Look at all the fucks I give!—scrawled in cursive above the famous image from The Sound of Music.

      It’s the perfect T-shirt for CJ.

      One, she loves musicals.

      Two, I’m always telling her she needs to give far fewer fucks. Shake off the little things. Don’t sweat the small stuff.

      Hell, look at me. I give so few fucks I’m practically a Zen master.

      Although, for the record, the fucks I do give result in pure pleasure for the giver and the receiver.

      “Would you like me to model that for you?”

      I blink up at the unexpected offer. The curvy saleswoman bats her eyelashes suggestively. “It looks like it might be just my size,” she says, those baby blues drifting down to where she wants me to look.

      Holy hell. That’s an eyeful. But of course, I’m only noticing her impressive rack because I want to get a look at her name tag. Ahem . . .

      Olive.

      I scrub a hand across my jaw. Damn, this shirt would look excellent on Olive.

      Just have her try it on, the naughty devil on my shoulder whispers, determined to knock me off the wagon.

      But that’s not happening. Not today, or any day in the near future.

      I fish a fifty from my wallet and set it on the counter, calling on my best Bruce Willis in Die Hard 2. Just the fax, ma’am. Damn, he was cool in that film. In every film.

      “Just the shirt, ma’am,” I say, flashing her a lopsided grin that has, admittedly, been known to melt panties.

      “Ma’am?” She giggles. “You’re making me feel old.”

      I swallow the teasing response on the tip of my tongue and slam on the charm brakes. Must. Stop. Flirting. I’m on the straight and narrow now. No distractions. Just laser-focus, like Bruce Willis disarming terrorists and saving Christmas.

      “And can you wrap it up, please?” I ask, since CJ deserves the best. I can’t just waltz into brunch, ask her to pretty please with sugar on top help me save my company, and hand her a T-shirt in a plastic bag. Pfft.

      The least I can do is gift wrap my request. Besides, I pride myself on excellence in gift-giving.

      I check the scores for the Portland Badgers, my favorite hockey team, as busty Olive who I’m not going to hit on—not going to hit on, not going to hit on—wraps soft pink paper around the shirt, tying it with a silky white bow before slipping it into a pink gift bag. Perfect for a woman like CJ. Pink is her color.

      I thank Olive and head out of the boutique, the midmorning sun of a gorgeous spring day in Manhattan shining brightly above.

      My driver, Gary, waits for me at the curb of this cobbled street in the Village, and I remind myself to give him an even bigger tip, since he never idles. The dude always turns off the engine while he waits for me, treating the earth right.

      That’s worth every penny of a tip.

      Another thing worth every penny is having a town car at my disposal.

      New York can suck it without a driver.

      I can’t believe there was a day when I didn’t have this. Growing up with jack shit, my shoes held together by duct tape, I was lucky to have bus fare. I won’t ever forget how lucky I am to have all this now, and to take care of my family, too, so their shoes are whatever kind they want.

      I slide onto the cool leather seat, and my phone dings with a note from my good friend Luna, thanking me for recommending she see the newest Zach Galifianakis flick. Apparently, she laughed all the way through. I’m sending a quick you’re always welcome, when another text lands. This one is from Lucy.

      My shoulders tense, and I tell Gary to head to Ruby’s Kitchen on the Upper West Side, a farm-to-table place that has the best eggs in the city.

      “Of course, Graham. Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “I did. A perfect gift for CJ.” A smile crosses my lips as I think of CJ and her nerdy addiction to novelty T-shirts, but the grin erases itself when I glance back down at my phone.

      Lucy. Lush, but loony Lucy.

      I really should block her number.

      But if I did that, she would show up on my doorstep, crazy leaking out of every pore, and I would need a damned crowbar to pry her off of me. Briefly, I wonder what Bruce’s John McClane would do in a situation like this, but then decide he wouldn’t let it happen in the first place.

      Just the fax, ma’am, and yippee-ki-yay-motherfucker.

      

      Lucy: Hey there, G-Man. What are you up to?

      

      I roll my eyes at the nickname I can’t stomach then fire off a quick reply.

      Busy.

      Nothing shuts down a textual flirt attempt like a one-word reply. I’ll just keep Die Harding it through the day, like John McClane would if he were the badass CEO of a sexy-as-sin lingerie company.

      I delete the text and shove the phone into the pocket of my jeans.

      Ex-girlfriends have a way of coming out of the woodwork at the least opportune times, proving my long-standing belief that any relationship that lasts for more than a few weeks is a Big Mistake. Gigantic with a capital G.

      Lucy, for all her sexy curves, filthy mouth, and willingness to tackle any challenge in the book on exotic sex positions, is proving to be the biggest mistake of them all.

      The trouble is, I’ve always been a sucker for the crazy ones. They’re just really good in bed.

      Okay, fine, that’s a lie.

      I’m a sucker for all the ladies. Blond, brunette, redhead. Crazy, sane, smart. I love women. We’ve had a solid mutual appreciation society going on for years.

      Until Lucy came along, and the focus-sucking vortex of her growing obsession with me served as a stark reminder that I don’t have time for distractions in any shape or form. I don’t have a minute to spare on a romantic relationship. Not with my business at stake. My industry is in a massive state of flux, and I need to concentrate on keeping the company train rattling along at full speed.

      That’s why I’m seeing CJ.

      She’s my secret weapon, the key to making sure Adored moves in the right direction, despite the suitors waiting in the wings for my baby, doing their best to tempt my shareholders.

      Absently, I run my hand over the silky bow, frowning as my fingers slide across a card. Plucking it from the bag, I turn it over—In case you change your mind about wanting more than the shirt.

      I smirk. So Olive found a way to get her number into my hands after all.

      But I'm a good boy and have been since things ended with Lucy a few months ago.

      A very good boy, who has no use for a beautiful woman’s phone number.

      Though a quickie would take my mind off of this upcoming board meeting, and Olive did seem like the kind of woman who would be fine with a one-night stand—flirty, but not raring to sink her claws into me . . .

      I grab my phone again and tap out a message to Olive.

      

      Graham: Anything in particular you think would change my mind?

      

      Almost immediately, my phone pings again.

      My eyes practically pop out of my head when I open the multimedia message. Olive is one bold woman. One bold, busty woman.

      I blow out a long stream of air, reminding myself I need to stay strong.

      I type out a reply.

      

      Graham: Sorry, Olive. I sent that message as a mistake.

      

      Before I can hit send, though, she replies again.

      With a dozen smiley panda emoticons.

      I groan, sliding a hand over my face.

      Emoticons. Why did it have to be emoticons? Is it possible for anyone these days to communicate without a stupid smiley face?

      My phone dings once more.

      A winking emoticon.

      Then a red-thong-wearing emoticon.

      And finally, a unicorn jumping over an eggplant.

      Fuck. This is what happens when I let myself even think about stepping off the straight, narrow, and celibate path.

      

      Graham: Sorry, Olive. I’m not the eggplant you’re looking for. I need to delete your number.

      

      Then I do.

      I draw a deep breath and recommit myself to my one-step program.

      The first and only step is this: Resist engaging with the female of the species.

      Resist at any cost.
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      Graham

      

      Skyscrapers slide by as the town car weaves its way up the avenue toward the Upper West Side. As Midtown’s high-rises give way to brownstones and brick residential buildings, I recover my center and my focus.

      Thankfully, I won’t have to worry about Project Resistance with CJ.

      CJ is like a little sister to me. Since her brother passed away, I’ve stepped into the protector role Sean filled so well. The past two years without my best friend and business partner haven’t been easy, but being there for CJ has given me something to do, assuaging my anger and sadness. Every time I get pissed that a texting driver took my friend away, I think of something nice to do for CJ. It’s a coping mechanism that works, and it’s a hell of a lot less complicated than a booty call to the woman of the moment.

      Gary pulls up outside Ruby’s Kitchen, where CJ is already waiting on the curb, and my stress level drops another degree. She wears a sunshine-colored dress with strappy sandals and a jacket slung over her arm. Her chestnut hair curls softly in the spring breeze, and her nose is buried in her e-reader, as usual. The woman is an unrepentant bookworm, obsessed with horror novels that are every bit as scary as she is sweet.

      “Weirdo,” I mutter affectionately as I savor the sight of her, one of the few people in the world I can trust not to make life unnecessarily complicated. CJ shuts the cover on her e-reader as I swing out of the car.

      “And he appears.” She taps her foot playfully as I join her on the sidewalk. She tosses her dark hair off her shoulders as her face melts into that kid-in-a-candy-shop grin she’s never outgrown.

      That’s one of the many things I adore about her. Her absolute fucking sweetness.

      “I’ve been known to make appearances from time to time.” I lean in to give her a chaste kiss on the cheek, enjoying the familiar jasmine scent of her hair.

      “I’m assuming your tardiness means you had a most excellent night,” she says, raising her eyebrows.

      That’s the thing about girls who have known you for more than a decade. They’re well aware of your foibles and shortcomings, your strengths and your weaknesses.

      “No way.” I hold up two fingers. “Scout’s honor. I was a good boy last night. I was only late because I saw something in a shop window I couldn’t resist.” I hold out the gift bag. “For you.”

      “Oh, stop,” she says, smacking my chest. “You’re making it impossible for me to be mad at you.”

      I smile. “You weren’t mad at me, anyway. I gave you an excuse to read for an extra ten minutes.”

      “You speak the truth.” She smirks as she reaches inside the bag with a soft coo at the sight of the paper. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

      Laughing, I say, “It’s just wrapping paper.”

      She looks up and stares pointedly at me. “It’s not just wrapping paper. It’s a sign of thoughtfulness. The last guy I went on a date with brought me a candle his mother gave him three Christmases ago, said I’d look great by candlelight, and suggested we skip the movie and go get naked at his place.”

      I recoil. “What?”

      “Little did he know that if he had wrapped that candle, I might have said yes,” she says, a twinkle of mischief in her big brown eyes.

      Red billows from my ears. Smoke comes out my eyes. The thought of CJ going home with this candle asshole boils my blood.

      “You’re joking,” I grit out.

      She cracks up and points at me. “Gotcha. Anyway. It’s incredibly sweet of you to bring me a gift.” She opens the bag, handing me the paper as she unfolds the shirt and laughs. “Graham, thank you! This is adorable. And way too naughty for casual Friday.”

      “Good thing there’s life outside the office. For some of us, anyway.”

      “Hey, I’m out of the office now, aren’t I?” She tucks her tee back in the bag, and nods toward the restaurant. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” I say, my smile fading as I follow her to the hostess stand and then on through the throng of late-brunch-eaters to a table in the back courtyard.

      As we settle in, the busboy brings the waters, and I cut to the chase. “So, I hate to crash the Sunday Funday vibe, but I invited you to brunch with an ulterior motive. I need a favor.”

      She spreads her napkin on her lap with a raised brow. “What kind of favor?”

      “I need you at next Monday’s board meeting. As you know, we lost an important account last month when Beaux Rêves in Paris went with a cheaper option. Obviously, they aren’t our only account, not by a long shot. But given how volatile the industry has been lately, I need to make it crystal clear to the shareholders that selling isn’t the right path. With the number of mergers and acquisitions going on, they’re seeing dollar signs, but quick money isn’t the answer. That’s where you come in.”

      “You want them to hear from me because of my shares?” she asks, her brow furrowing. “We don’t have anything close to a majority.”

      Though CJ inherited Sean’s share of the business when he passed away, that’s not why I need her at the meeting. CJ has a way of putting people at ease, of winning their trust and confidence. She’s a successful business owner in her own right—her accessories company Love Cycle Creations is growing by leaps and bounds every year. Plus, she was courted early on by an accessories conglomerate and she declined—totally the right call, as her company is now a rising star in her field.

      I nod. “Of course, but that’s not the only reason. I need to convince them that now is not the time to explore getting into bed with a huge multinational retailer. And to do that, it’ll help to hear from someone with an insider’s stock holdings and an outsider’s perspective. I want them to hear from you in particular since you went through something so similar with Love Cycle.”

      “On a much smaller scale, though. My company is tiny compared to Adored.”

      “Size doesn't matter.” I pause to wiggle an eyebrow for effect. “Well, in this case.”

      A faint blush spreads on her cheeks. “You and the innuendo.”

      “I do love innuendo. I also love Adored. That’s why I want to keep it the way it is—growing, profitable, and independent. I don’t want it swallowed whole by some faceless corporate giant.” A smile teases her lips for a moment then disappears. I can’t read her at all, so I’m on the edge of my seat, waiting for an answer. “Please, CJ,” I add when she stays silent for a long beat. “I need you.”

      “You need me,” she echoes, her brow smoothing as she sighs. She takes a drink of water, sets down her glass, and runs the tip of her tongue across her lips.

      I watch her tongue move, wondering why I’ve never noticed how amazing her mouth is. She has the bee-stung lips of a cover girl, in a shade of pink so deep it brings to mind flushed, hot, intimate things.

      Things I shouldn’t be thinking of in her presence.

      In anyone’s presence.

      Resist, man, resist . . .

      Finally, just as I’m gearing up to beg, she looks up, a mysterious smile curving her lips. “I know exactly what you need, Graham.”

      Damn, that sounded . . . naughty.

      I reach for my water glass, needing something to cool me down since innocent words from a woman I’ve known forever are sending my thoughts straight into the gutter.

      “But before I agree to your request,” she adds, her fingers drumming lightly on the white tablecloth, “I need something from you too. Something I’ve been thinking long and hard about. Very long. And very hard.” Her eyes meet mine, trouble flickering in her gaze.

      Glass halfway to my lips, I freeze.

      Christ. Who the hell is this sexy-as-sin woman, and what has she done with CJ?
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      CJ

      

      Are you really going to do this? Really? For real? A voice inside my head keeps squeaking, but I ignore that wimpy coward because this is GO time.

      This is the real deal.

      This is do-or-die.

      The stars are aligning, and the universe has given me the big thumbs-up for Operation V Card. You might not think it would be that hard for a reasonably attractive woman who isn’t overly needy, smelly, or allergic to showers to lose her virginity, but you’d be wrong. I’ve been trying to get rid of this albatross hanging around my neck for years, but I’m looking down the barrel of age twenty-six with no acceptable de-flower-er in sight.

      At least, not until now . . .

      Now, Graham needs something from me—something that I’m happy to give because I’ve always believed in his vision for his company—and I need something from him. Things couldn’t be going more perfectly if I’d scripted this brunch chat.

      And sure, it’s going to be weird, but it’s always been weird between Graham and me. Graham, who I’ve lusted after since before I really knew what lust was. Even when I first laid eyes on him, back when he was seventeen and Sean’s best friend, he was all man—broad shoulders, narrow waist, stubble-lined jaw, and a deep, husky voice that sent shivers down my spine. He ignited all my preteen fantasies. I daydreamed about Graham giving me my first kiss behind the pool house almost as often as I daydreamed about winning a road race cycling medal at the Summer Olympics.

      At eleven, kisses and personal achievements comfortably coexist. At twenty-five, it’s so much harder, especially in a city like New York, where everyone under the age of thirty is obsessed with success.

      Professional success, not personal relationship success. No one wants to fall in love before thirty-five anymore, and even sex is something guys seem to want to pick up at a drive-through window. Or, better yet, have delivered by an Uber driver—sex and a side of cheesy fries from the diner down the block, please and thank you.

      If I wait around to find the perfect guy on a dating app or at happy hour in the Meatpacking District, I’m going to be the world’s oldest living virgin, and that is not a title I’m interested in holding.

      Yes. All in. No backing out now. I flip my hair over my shoulder and straighten my spine. Graham’s gaze flicks down to my chest before darting just as quickly back to my eyes.

      Oh my God, Graham just looked at my boobs! Aha! This is going to work! It’s really going to work! Thank you, sexy yellow dress!

      But when he speaks, his voice is cooler than it was before. “Oh, yeah? What exactly have you been thinking long and hard about, Ceej?”

      I take a deep breath, blurting it out before I lose my courage, “I’ve been thinking about asking you to teach me things. Personal things.”

      He stares blankly, and for a moment I’m not sure he heard me. He brings his water to his lips and drinks again. “Teach you personal things like . . .?”

      I sit tall, even as I twist my cloth napkin in circles in my lap. “You might think it’s easy to date in this city, but it’s not. At all.”

      “Oh, I know it’s not easy.” Graham rolls his eyes, proving he at least sort of gets where I’m coming from. “It’s a minefield out there.”

      “Yes, it is!” I agree, nodding a little too fast. “A minefield, and I know I’m going to step on a bomb sooner or later. But I don’t want to step on just any bomb, you know what I mean? I want it to be a nice bomb. A, um . . . skilled bomb, who knows how to bomb effectively.”

      The metaphor isn’t working. Graham looks more confused with every passing moment, and the waiter is circling behind him like a bird of prey ready to swoop down and snatch our menus, and this opportunity, from my hands.

      I have to act now, before it’s too late.

      “This is the thing.” I lift my hands, fingers spread wide, showing him I have nothing to hide. I’m putting it all out there and hoping he’ll have mercy on me. “When Dad moved to Greece with Betty after I finished college, Sean was so hyper protective that men were too scared to set foot on my doorstep. No lie. And then Sean died, and I was so sad I didn’t care about dating for a long time.”

      Graham’s gaze softens. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want you to be sorry. I just want . . .” I swallow hard. “I want to move on. I want to be a normal twenty-five-year-old woman, but I feel like I’m so far behind I’ll never catch up, you know? I’m drowning in all the things I don’t know. So I just need . . . I need you to teach me about . . . about . . .”

      About sex! Just say it, CJ!

      Sex, intercourse, coitus, banging, the horizontal hula, the bow-chicka-wow-wow.

      Woodenly, I erupt with, “Nookie.”

      Graham stares at me, his eyes wide and unreadable for one beat—two, three—while my heart crawls into my throat and puffs up like a blowfish.

      Oh God, I’ve ruined everything. He’s going to tell me I’m insane. He’s going to tell me that the thought of me in a sexual situation makes him nauseous, and I’m going to feel like a fool for every single flirty thing I said to him. I never should have led with the long and hard bit. I shouldn’t have tried to make this funny or cute—I should have just laid out my proposal with a calm voice and a level head, ensuring I could walk away with my chin up if he said “no, thanks.”

      I expect him to bolt for the door any second.

      Instead, he puts his glass down, hitting the edge of the table and sloshing water onto the gravel beside us, earning a dirty look from the busgirl tidying up at a nearby table.

      He clears his throat as he rights the glass, pulling at the collar of his shirt. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I said ‘nookie,’” I repeat, my cheeks still burning. “But, you know, use your own word. I’m open.”

      “You’re open,” he echoes, still sounding vaguely strangled, though he’s unbuttoned the top button on his shirt. “Open to what exactly?”

      “Graham, I’m twenty-five, and I spend most nights at home watching television or at the gym riding a bike that’s going nowhere,” I confess, embarrassed, though this isn’t news to him. He knows I’m practically a nun. He teases me about it often enough. “I want more than that. I want an adult relationship, but other adults don’t want me.”

      “You’re crazy. I—”

      “I’m not crazy. I’m inexperienced, and the real grown-ups can sense that, and it scares them away. That leaves me with the weird candle guys and the losers looking for a meaningless hookup.” He starts to interrupt me, but I barrel on. “I want more than that. But I don’t have the skills to seal the deal, and at this rate, I’m never going to get them unless I go to drastic measures to catch up. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I think so.” A flush creeps up Graham’s neck as he shakes his head. “But you can’t seriously be saying you want me to . . .”

      His gaze drops to my breasts again, lingering long enough on the place where my dress gives way to skin that it gives me the strength to nod and murmur, “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      He swallows hard, looking over one shoulder and then the other before turning back to me with a harsh whisper, “Sean would cut my dick off. Not to mention the fact that you and I—” He motions between us with a swift jerk of his hand. “We’re friends, CJ. Just friends. I don’t think of you like that.”

      “And that’s fine,” I say, forcing a smile. “You don’t have to think of me as anything but a friend. And a student. I’ll be a good student, I promise. I’m a fast learner. Especially when I’m invested in the subject matter.”

      Graham’s eyes lift to the blue sky overhead as he mumbles something that sounds like a prayer for strength.

      I sigh, my hope fading. But this is my one shot at getting what I need from the only man left in the world I trust, and I’m not going to give up so easily. Just because I’m a virgin, doesn’t mean I’m inexperienced in other areas, like speaking my mind or campaigning for my goals. And, like a good businesswoman, I plan on keeping this deal with Graham on the transactional level. Sure, I’ve lusted after the man. He’s as handsome as anything, and a total softie beneath his occasionally gruff exterior.

      None of that matters in this situation, however. I’m focused, determined, and completely able to separate my heart from my head, just like I have to do at work when juggling my roles as friend and boss.

      That’s what I’ll do if he says yes.

      I must convince him to say yes.

      “Graham, I’m sick of feeling like a fish on a bicycle every time I’m in mixed company. Sure, men check me out, but as soon as they realize I have no idea how to flirt, let alone anything else, their interest fades pretty quickly.” I keep my head up, refusing to feel ashamed. “For once, I want to feel sexy. Like I know what I want and I know how to get it. I thought you, of all people, would understand that.”

      Graham sighs. “CJ, you’re an intelligent, successful woman. And you’re a fucking knockout.”

      He thinks I’m a knockout? He’s never said anything like that before. Never. Not even last New Year’s Eve when I wore my red cleavage dress to the Adored holiday party.

      “You could have any man you want,” he continues, proving he hasn’t been listening. “You don’t need me. And you don’t want me, trust me.”

      With my eyes fixed on his, I lean in until our faces are only a few inches apart, and I play my ace. “But I do want you, Graham. I’ve heard the rumors. You may not be aware of it, but your ex-girlfriends talk. A lot. And they have nothing but good things to say.” I pause, arching a meaningful brow. “About everything.”

      His eyes glitter. “I’m far from the only man in the city with that kind of reputation.”

      “True. But you’re the only one who’s my friend.” I lace my fingers together as I add, “I trust you, Graham. I know you won’t hurt me or take advantage of me or make me feel like a fool if I don’t get it all right straight out of the gate. You’re the only one I can ask a favor like this.”

      He frowns, but I can see him weakening. “What exactly are we talking about? What do you want me to teach you?”

      “Well, the exact lesson plan is up to you.” I shrug one shoulder, playing it casual so I won’t scare him away. “But I would like it to be thorough. I want to be well-versed in all areas.”

      He starts to look shell-shocked again. “All areas?”

      “Yes. Well, you know. Oral. That’s a must. And all the normal stuff. But I’d also like to branch out. Be a little adventurous, you know? Maybe some role-playing or light bondage if things are going well—that sort of thing.” I shrug again, fighting to suppress a nervous giggle. I’ve never said most of those things aloud before, let alone asked a guy to help me do them. In the interest of keeping my cool, I conclude with, “I just want to be able to drive a man crazy. To please and satisfy him in every way.”

      Graham moves his napkin from his lap to the table.

      Swallows.

      Clears his throat.

      He clears his throat again as he crosses his arms at his chest.

      “And I should probably mention that I’m a virgin,” I blurt, figuring it’s better to get it all out up front so he knows the deep water he’s thinking about wading into.

      His eyes bulge in response, but I’m ready for him. This isn’t the first time I’ve shocked and appalled someone with my ancient V card.

      “I know.” I lift my hands at my sides, my palms facing Graham. “It’s unusual. I get it, but going to an all-girls college was not conducive to losing my virginity. At all. Add in the fact that I lived with my brother when I first moved to Manhattan, and everything that happened after, and the stars did not align. And now that I’ve started dating again, well . . . I feel a bit radioactive. Men are a lot weirder about sleeping with virgins than you would think.”

      Graham’s expression is an eloquent mixture of amusement, horror, and disbelief that would be funny if I wasn’t feeling like I just flashed my underwear in church. I can’t remember the last time I felt so completely exposed, all my secrets and hopes twisting in the wind, waiting to see what Graham will decide to do with them.

      After a long, silent moment, he grunts.

      Once. One grunt.

      “So, is that one grunt for a no?” I ask, brows lifting. “Or one for a yes?”

      His blue eyes blaze at me, shining with . . . something new. Something dark and delicious that makes my skin heat and a series of delicious and slightly terrifying tingles dance from my lips to the tips of my toes and back again.

      He shakes his head. “I couldn’t, even if I thought it was a good idea—which I don’t. I’m on a sabbatical.”

      I frown. “A sabbatical? From . . . sex?”

      “Yep,” he says, a smirk curving his lips. “A sex-batical.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Excessive emoji use for one.”

      “That makes you monk it up?”

      He nods. “But more than that, sex complicates things, and I need to be zeroed in on business. It’s all work and no women until I calm the skittish shareholders. I’m all about Adored right now. I made a promise to myself, and I don’t break my promises.”

      “I see,” I say, my eyes narrowing on his as I decide to play dirty. “But I’m not really a woman. I’m just CJ, your friend and a shareholder you need to back you up at the next board meeting, right?”

      “Caroline Jessica,” Graham says, my full name a warning. “You wouldn’t . . .”

      “Oh, but I would.” I smile sweetly. “So, my friend, in exchange for one week of sexual education, I will do whatever you want me to do next Monday. I’ll tap-dance on the boardroom table if you think that’s necessary. Though, for the record, I believe in your vision for Adored and that you’re the only person qualified to lead the company. And I will express that eloquently to the board . . . assuming you agree to play ball.”

      “Christ . . .” Graham’s eyes close as his fingers come to rub his temples.

      “Think it over, and let me know.” I stand, picking up my clutch and gift bag. We haven’t eaten—hell, we haven’t even ordered—but there’s no way I’m going to be able to sit across the table from Graham and force down food after a conversation like this one.

      It’s time to make my exit and hope I’m leaving with the upper hand.

      I pause at the door leading out of the patio to wave goodbye and find Graham watching me with that new, not-entirely-safe look in his eyes again, and I shiver.

      Part of the shiver is fear. What if this ruins things between us? Sure, I have other friends, but no one I’ve known as long or cared about as much as Graham. What if he says no and decides never to talk to me again?

      Then another voice in my head whispers, And what if he says yes? Are you ready for that, Caroline Jessica Murphy?

      But as I flee the restaurant and head out onto Amsterdam Avenue, the electrified feeling lifting the hair at the back of my neck has nothing to do with fear, and everything to do with possibility.
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      Graham

      

      What. The. Hell?

      I rub my finger against my ear as I wander through Central Park in a daze an hour later.

      Maybe I’ve slipped into an alternate reality, like in Fight Club, only I’m now playing the part of a sex tutor after-hours. And the first rule of Sex Club? When the woman you’re supposed to look out for like a little sister propositions you, SAY NO.

      Right?

      How can I possibly say yes?

      My job is to scowl at potential suitors, to tell her no one is good enough for her, and to make it clear she should never settle for some schmuck who regifts candles to lubricate the path to sex.

      You would lubricate the path in a much classier fucking way . . .

      And Devil Graham is back in a big way.

      She needs you. You’re the only man for the job.

      No, Devil Graham, you are wrong. I can’t be the guy who looks out for her during the day, and her sex tutor at night.

      Look how well those split roles worked for the narrator in Fight Club. I would rather stay out of the mental ward, thank you very much.

      “Get out of the way, Wall Street.”

      I snap my gaze up as a speed-demon jogger tears by, barking at me. Huh. Apparently, I’m walking in the fast lane on the running path. Well, excuse the hell out of me.

      I raise a hand in a mock-friendly wave, calling out, “No problem, man. I’ll just be the guy passing you tomorrow.”

      But I don’t run in Central Park. I’m a Hudson River Greenway guy. Besides, wearing a button-down shirt doesn’t make me look like a Wall Street douchebag. I’m just a guy dressed nicely for brunch with a friend I’ve known since she was a kid, who wants me to teach her sex tricks.

      As I walk east across the Great Lawn, I try again to make sense of CJ’s desire to learn how to please a man. Something is off with that. It should be the other way around. Some lucky bastard should be busting his ass—and everything else—to please her.

      My dick insists he and I could teach her how a real man treats a woman. But my dick isn’t the best barometer. Dicks are notoriously untrustworthy. A dick knows one thing—it wants to go home. All the time. Home being the promised land between a woman’s soft, welcoming thighs.

      That’s why I can’t trust my dick to make this call, even though the prospect of sweet, funny, clever CJ asking me—no, begging me—to fuck her is a bigger turn-on than I would have imagined possible.

      And that’s the problem. I need to get my head in the game and put my libido on the sidelines. As I walk, I focus on the best boner-killer known to heterosexual man.

      Another man.

      Yep. Works like a charm.

      Down-boy achieved in seconds as I think of Sean.

      We were raised on the proverbial different sides of the tracks, but none of that mattered when we interned at the same company in high school. Hockey fans through and through, we connected over a shared devotion to the sport, as well as our drive to conquer the business world. Hell, we hatched the idea for our company back when we were dirty-minded teens. But we stuck with it, all through college and beyond, launching Adored and turning it into a success.

      He guarded our company like a bear, watching over it with unwavering devotion.

      He was like that with his sister too. That was his style. He had the overprotective brother thing going in spades. Their mom died when they were both young, and when their dad moved to Greece, all roads to CJ’s social life went through Sean. At six-foot-three, with a bruiser body and a gruff exterior, no one wanted to fuck with him. It’s no surprise, I suppose, that she didn’t date much in Manhattan—not when she was living down the hall from someone who could put the fear of God into other men with one look.

      But even so, it’s still messing with my head that she’s a virgin. Like, a real virgin? Not just today’s virgins, who consider themselves chaste if their ass hasn’t been deflowered?

      How could a woman as beautiful, outgoing, and fucking adorable as CJ be a card-carrying member of the V club at age twenty-five? CJ is the stuff erotic dreams are made of. And in those dirty dreams, I can picture leading her somewhere private and stripping off her blouse, kissing those luscious tits of hers, making her moan. I can imagine discovering the flavor of her kiss, making her gasp as my tongue sweeps across her soft skin for the first time.

      A horse and carriage clomp by, the horse neighing.

      Yeah, that’s my cue to whoa nelly on my brain.

      And to violate the first rule of Fight Club. The real rule.

      I have to talk about this.

      I need a reality check.

      I need my good friend Luna, former business school study buddy and person I can always count on to give it to me straight—even when it hurts. And it just so happens she’s not far away.

      I head to her food truck, texting her that I’ll be there in three minutes.

      As I head up the cobblestone path not far from the carousel, she pops out of the doorway of the blue Luna’s Sweets truck on the other side of the roundabout. “Hey there, stranger.” Luna waves at me, smiling from behind her cat-eye glasses, her blond ponytail swishing in the breeze. “What are you doing here on a Sunday? Let me guess—you couldn’t keep away from my whoopie pies.”

      I hold my arms out wide. “Who in the world can resist a whoopie pie?”

      “No one. And let’s keep it that way. We open in thirty minutes, and I want a line as far as the eye can see. But you can have one now.” She winks and then slips back into the truck, returning a few seconds later with a whoopie pie in a paper boat. “For you, you closet pie junkie.”

      I pat my flat belly. “Shh. Don’t tell anyone the real reason I run five miles every day is that I’m addicted to your whoopie.” I hold up a hand. “Wait, that sounded filthy. Reboot.”

      Luna laughs. “It’s okay. I’m used to your dirty mind. But thankfully, I’m immune to your charms.”

      “You wound me.”

      “I know. You’ve never recovered from me choosing team chick over team dick, have you?” She waits for my usual assurances that yes, having my only bisexual friend swear off cock for the rest of her life was the most traumatizing event of my graduate school experience.

      But my brain is fuzzy, and I’m not ready to fire back with our usual repartee. She seems to sense it, her brows drawing together as she scans my face. “Wow, you look like shit. What’s up?”

      “You look lovely too.”

      She punches my shoulder. “Shut up. I mean that with great affection.”

      I rub my shoulder, pretending she hurt me. “And I appreciate your affection, even the kind where you punch me.” I take a deep breath and dive into the crazy end of the pool. “Ever feel like everything you thought you knew about the universe went up in smoke in a single morning?”

      “Seeing as I barely understand how string theory supposedly ties the universe together, no. But I get what you’re saying. Come on. Let’s take a walk.” She unties her apron, wadding it into a ball and tossing it to the teenager in the truck. “Hold the fort. I’ll be back.”

      We head through the trees and into the shade, Luna wiggling her hands into the pockets of her oversize sweater. “Talk to me.”

      “It’s CJ Murphy. You know, Sean’s little sister?”

      Luna hums thoughtfully. “Cute, curvy brunette at graduation? The one Sean treated like she was made of glass and made her go back to the hotel with their dad before we all went out for drinks?”

      “Yes, that’s the one,” I say. “We’ve stayed close since Sean passed, and I, um . . . well, I learned something about her today.” I take my time with this. A part of me thinks I shouldn’t be sharing CJ’s secret, but Luna is a vault. She keeps all my confidences, always has, and I can’t process this new intel solo.

      “She’s an ax murderer in her spare time?” Luna quips.

      “Ha. Funny. But you’re not far off, oddity-wise.” I take another bite, finishing the pie and taking a deep breath. “But listen, this is personal. So please don’t share.”

      She gives me a you-can’t-be-serious look. “As if.”

      “I mean it, Luna. You can’t even tell Princess,” I say, referring to Valerie, Luna’s tall, strong, kick-ass-and-take-names wife. She’s the head of ticket operations at Madison Square Garden, as well as a part-time karate instructor, and about as far from the princess stereotype as you can get, but it’s sweet that Luna uses that nickname.

      She frowns. “It better be important if you’re asking me to keep it from Valerie. We don’t do secrets—even other people’s secrets.”

      I toss the pie boat in a trash can, stop in my tracks, and heave a sigh. “Yes, it’s important, and I probably shouldn’t breathe a word, but this is screwing with my head, and I need your help.”

      She taps her watch. “I hear you, Graham Cracker. And you know I’ll help if I can. But I can’t do anything until you spit it out.”

      “She’s interested in going back to school,” I blurt out.

      Luna furrows her brow. “For what? Business? Doesn’t she run her own company already?”

      “Not that kind of school.” I cut the bullshit, adding in a softer voice, “She wants me to be her teacher. Her one-on-one, private sex ed teacher.”

      Luna’s mouth falls into an O. “Wow. I just can’t picture . . .” She blinks behind her glasses. “She seemed so shy the one time I met her. She actually came out and said she wanted a sex tutor? Are you sure you understood her?”

      I scoff. “Please. I earned an A-plus in that subject.”

      A sharp-eyed stare is my response.

      “Trust me. There was no innuendo. No subtlety. She was one hundred percent direct. She wants me to develop a lesson plan in how to please a man. Apparently, she doesn’t feel she’s as well versed as she wants to be.”

      Luna snorts. “But no way she’s a virgin, right? She’s a babe. Straight-up foxy. I mean, if I weren’t madly in love with Princess, I’d do her.”

      I roll my eyes. “Good to know.” Then I sidestep the virgin question because that’s not my confidence to share. I don’t have to reveal the full truth to get Luna’s advice. “She’s inexperienced. And she wants some . . . how shall we say, fine-tuning. I guess she feels in today’s world, she needs a few tricks up her sleeve to hold her own on the battlefield.”

      “It is pretty crazy out there,” Luna murmurs. “I thank God every day that I’m not single anymore. And well, I guess it’s natural that she would ask you. You’re her friend, and you have a reputation as a talented guide through hetero O-town, if you’re into that kind of thing.” She shrugs. “So, what did you say?”

      “I didn’t say anything. I mean, this is crazy, right?” I ask, shocked that Luna isn’t immediately telling me to back away from my best friend’s little sister. “I have to tell her no. Sean would have lost his fucking mind. I can’t do that to him.”

      “Sean would have been happy if the poor girl ended up locked in a convent somewhere.” Luna presses her lips together. “And Sean, rest his sweet, over-protective soul, isn’t here to make this decision. CJ is, and you are. And if the woman needs and wants help, it’s something to consider. Do you want to do it? To help someone you obviously care about?”

      I shake my head because I can’t go there.

      But I also can’t help but think of how CJ would respond to a kiss, my body pressing tight to hers. I can practically feel her curves against my chest, hear her calling my name in her husky voice.

      Now that the idea has been planted, I can’t get her out of my mind.

      “But that’s not the point,” I say, clearing my throat. “The point is, I have to convince her to let this go, don’t you think? She should flush the sex ed idea and stick to dating until she finds the right guy.”

      Luna laughs. “You’re a dumbass, Graham,” she says bluntly. “CJ knows what she wants, or she wouldn’t have had the guts to ask for it. Besides . . .” She waves a hand at the city skyline rising like jagged gray teeth above the green trees of the park. “You’ve romanced and bestowed orgasms upon half the female population of the city. And now you have a chance to put all that experience to use for good.”

      I scoff. “Seriously? For good? That’s how you see this?”

      She nods vigorously. “Yes. You’ve been asked to help a friend. And if she doesn’t get a yes from you, what makes you think a determined, bright woman like CJ isn’t going to find someone else to teach her the ropes?”

      My gut clenches at that thought. Someone else teaching her? Touching her?

      “You really think she’d ask someone else?”

      Luna shrugs. “Never underestimate the determination of a woman when it comes to getting what she needs. And for the record, if she played for my team, and she’d come to me before I was a married woman, damn straight I would have taught her how to float down the Lesbian River.”

      “I didn’t realize it was a river,” I say drily.

      Luna wiggles her eyebrows in response. “Just think. What if she goes to a sexpert? Do they have those? If there are people who get paid to cuddle, surely there are sexperts? Guys who will teach CJ all the dirty deeds as long as she’s willing to pay the right price . . .”

      The thought is stomach-turning. I don’t want her going to some sleazy sexpert, or even another friend.

      I don’t want her turning to anyone else. Period. Sex-batical or no sex-batical, that’s unacceptable. And honestly, it’s probably worth breaking my two-months-and-counting fast.

      I raise my gaze heavenward. Sean’s not here—may he rest in peace—but if his sister is fixated on finding someone in this city of millions to teach her how to come undone, and make a man do the same, it’s going to be me.

      And fuck, do I ever want to see her come.

      Maybe that makes me a bad man, but I’m finding being good is rapidly losing its appeal.

      I walk Luna back to her truck, hug her goodbye, and then open CJ’s number on my phone.

      I’m her friend, and I care deeply for her. I want her to know that. I also want to show her what kind of teacher I am.

      The kind who doesn’t settle for less than 100 percent from his student.
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      CJ

      

      I pedal harder. Faster. I’m climbing Mount Freaking Everest now. I’m cresting the icefall, then the Lhotse wall, and now heading to the summit. My heart hammers so hard it’s like a drumbeat in my ears. My blood pumps rapid-river fast.

      But not fast enough.

      I push the tension higher on the bike. Set the incline steeper. Ride harder. My quads scream at me, and my lungs feel like they want to rip right out of my chest.

      But “Don’t Stop Me Now” by Queen blasts in my ears, nearly intense enough to drown out my thoughts.

      Nearly.

      But not enough.

      Because no matter how hard I work out at the gym this afternoon, no matter how loudly I blast my favorite Retro Cycling Goodness playlist, I can’t help but think I am a colossal idiot.

      Who the heck asks a friend to take off their training wheels?

      Correction. Who the heck asks a friend who isn’t even attracted to her to pop her cherry? And then holds his company hostage?

      I need to face-palm right now, but if I do I’ll slide off the bike and crumple to a pathetic death on the floor of my gym wearing my Good Grammar is Sexy T-shirt, and all things considered, that’s not how I want to go. The gym charges a fortune for towel rental so who knows how much they would charge for a full-body disposal.

      As my heart slams against my rib cage, I imagine Graham poring over the newspaper on his tablet, quietly comparing the latest tragic world events to the tragedy of a woman reaching her mid-twenties without finding anyone willing to pluck her daisy. Graham out for a jog and running out of breath because he can’t stop cracking up over silly CJ, the weirdo spinster virgin. Graham in the middle of a meal and losing his appetite as he realizes he’ll have to find a gentle way to tell me that he has no interest in acquiring the deed to my property.

      After all, it’s been hours, and he hasn't called. He hasn’t texted. He’s clearly going to give me a big fat no and tell me to hit the road.

      On the verge of a sneaky death spiral into abject mortification, I jab out a text to my cousin Dylan, the only man I trust to be honest with me in times of dating trial.

      

      
        
        CJ: Am I a hideous, unattractive nerd monster no man in his right mind would want to date?

      

      

      

      Proving he is a prince among men, the kind of badass farmer who can drive a tractor with one hand and text the needy with the other, Dylan responds in just a few seconds.

      

      
        
        Dylan: You’re my sweet baby cousin, so the answer to that question is yes. Stay single. Men are pigs.

      

        

      
        CJ: Not helping.

      

        

      
        Dylan: No, of course you aren’t a nerd monster. You’re the best. When are you coming to Cali? We’ll hook you up with a nice rescue dog from Tristan’s shelter. Dogs are not men or pigs.

      

      

      

      “Still not helping,” I grumble, abandoning my phone and gripping the bike handles tighter. But that’s fine. I’ve got this.

      I raise my chin, try to inhale deeply, exhale completely, and let go.

      It’s cool. I’m chill. I’ll just ride till I collapse, then I’ll nap till the embarrassment washes away in, oh say, 2056.

      My phone rattles on the control panel, startling me.

      I slow my pace, nearly spinning off the bike when I see his name.

      Graham . . .

      My heart leaps into my throat.

      This is it. The moment my brazen attitude slaps me in the face.

      
        
        Graham: Hey.

      

      

      

      I study the text as if something, anything, in those three letters will tell me if that’s a let’s-get-it-on hey or a please-don’t-throw-your-vagina-at-me hey. But I come up empty, so I serve it back to him.

      

      
        
        CJ: Hey.

      

        

      
        Graham: How’s it going?

      

      

      

      I’m hot. Sweaty. Panting.

      But of course that would send the wrong message. And the message I need to send right now is one of repentance and contrition. I need to let Graham know I’m sorry I crossed a line.

      

      
        
        CJ: Oh you know . . . I rode this stationary bike to Brooklyn and back, uphill both ways, and basically bit my nails to the quick in an epic stress fest.

      

        

      
        Graham: You’re not a nail-biter. Also, impressive cardio, Ceej.

      

        

      
        CJ: You’re right. I’m not normally a nail-biter. But I’m clearly not walking the straight and narrow path today. I’ve been worried that I overstepped and now you think I’m a crazy person . . .

      

        

      
        Graham: Not any crazier than I thought you were yesterday.

      

      

      

      I groan as I tug my buds out of my ears. Crazy. He’s confirmed that he thinks I’m crazy. I watch my sex ed plans go up in flames, fueled by the tinder of Graham’s and my forever damaged relationship. Biting my lip, I text—

      

      
        
        CJ: I ruined our friendship, didn’t I?

      

        

      
        Graham: No. Of course not.

      

        

      
        CJ: You’re sure?

      

        

      
        Graham: I’m sure. I’m glad you were honest with me. And that you trusted me enough to share something so personal.

      

        

      
        CJ: Even though I held you hostage with my demands?

      

        

      
        Graham: You’re a tough negotiator beneath that sweet exterior. But I’ve always known you were made of steel and sugar.

      

      

      

      My lips press together. Steel and sugar. That’s not necessarily a bad combo, is it?

      

      
        
        Graham: Seriously, you could never ruin our friendship. No matter what schemes you hatch up in your squirrel brain.

      

      

      

      I wince, my stomach cratering. Embarrassment washes over me. My shoulders sag. He can deny it all he wants, but he clearly thinks I’m storing up psycho for the winter.

      But before I can type something sufficiently relaxed-sounding to hide my shame, my phone pings again.

      

      
        
        Graham: Meet me at Patio West at nine p.m. tomorrow. Be ready for lesson one.

      

      

      

      “Holy shit,” I murmur, hand coming to cover my mouth. “Holy, holy, holy shit!” My hands are shaking so badly with excitement that it takes three tries to tap out my reply—See you there—and hit send.

      Resisting the urge to thrust my arms into the air in a V for victory, I start pedaling, but inside I’m not cycling. I’m soaring, flying so high I can’t wipe the stupid grin off my face or keep giddy laughter from bubbling at my lips.

      I’m finally going to lose it, the one thing I for sure don’t want to keep.

      Goodbye, V card.
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      Graham

      

      “Were you ever so fired up to go to school that you were practically bouncing off the walls?” I toss the question at my running buddy, Campbell, the next morning.

      He gives me the side-eye as we run along the Hudson River Greenway. “No. And neither were you. Where is my friend Graham, and what have you done with him?”

      “There must have been some class you liked. Hell, you’re a teacher now.” Well, he’s a teacher and a rock star. The dude is unfairly talented. He plays a gazillion instruments, fronted a popular band, and now teaches music. Oh, and he was also a teen heartthrob.

      The fucker.

      As we cruise along the path, he arches a skeptical brow. “Okay, fess up. What’s this class you’re salivating over? Have you taken up knitting? Canning peaches? Or are you finally going to learn how to take your shoe-tying skills to the next level?”

      “Hey, don’t mock that last one. It’s hard to get the bow just right.”

      He laughs. “I’d say I have faith in you, but . . .”

      “That’d be a lie.”

      “A bald-faced one.”

      “Anyway, a friend asked me for help with something. I’ll be the teacher. To say I’m excited would be an understatement.”

      He claps me on the back. “Ah, so it’s a class in telling time. I always knew you’d finally learn. But to share the skill with others? That's a beautiful gift.”

      I flip him the bird.

      He grins. “So what’s this class, then?”

      I shake my head and mime zipping my lips. It’s not my secret to tell. “Something awesome.”

      “Gossip tease,” he says. I laugh.

      We finish and I head home to change and shower. Then I take off for work, where my focus powers me through the morning.

      It’s only ten, and I’ve already solved a thorny supply issue with the production department halfway around the world and answered all pressing emails from business partners.

      

      That’s what a good old-fashioned five a.m. alarm and the prospect of taking care of my other favorite kind of business after-hours has done for me.

      Add in a breakfast meeting with my finance team at the Parker Meridien that went swimmingly, and I’d like to bottle this energy and take a hit whenever I’m losing focus.

      I return to the office on Fifty-Sixth, stabbing the elevator button for the twenty-fifth floor and whistling a happy tune.

      Eleven more hours till school starts.

      I’ve never been more excited to go to class.

      Then again, I’ve never been this kind of teacher, and I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy every single second of tutoring CJ one-on-one.

      As the elevator chugs upward, my phone buzzes with a text. I grab it quickly, in case it’s CJ. But my jaw clenches when I see the name.

      I mutter a curse, but then take a deep, fueling breath as I open Lucy’s message. The last time I saw her, the day I broke things off, she’d asked if she could move in with me instead. Can you say whiplash? First, we’d been dating one month. No way did I want her to move in. Second, I wanted to end the relationship—that’s what “this isn’t working for me” means.

      I brace myself for her note, hoping it’s not another plane ticket to fly out of town with her, or some comment about what I was wearing on the running path the other morning, since I’ve noticed her a few times on the greenway when she was never a runner before.

      

      
        
        Lucy: Thinking of you and that scarf you said you wanted to use on me.

      

      

      

      I give my phone the side-eye. What is she talking about? We never discussed a scarf, and I don’t have time for mind games. But I can’t just keep hoping she’ll leave me the hell alone.

      I need to send a very clear message.

      

      
        
        Graham: Please stop texting me. And don’t attempt to contact me again.

      

      

      

      I erase her text. I delete her contact info. Then I hit delete on Lucy’s space in my brain.

      Done.

      Gone.

      Washed clean.

      While my messages are open, I tap out a quick note to my parents, asking if Mom wasted Dad on the tennis court again today. Her quick reply—Of course. Three-love. Booyah!—makes me smile. Their condo, their tennis lessons, the fun they’re having after decades of killing themselves in dead-end jobs—that’s why I’ve worked my ass off since I was a kid with my first paper route. Even on the day the bank kicked my family out of our house years ago, I knew the future was going to be brighter. Because I would make it brighter. I was determined to get out and make good for all of us.

      And I did. My parents love their condo in West Palm Beach, and every day I’m glad I bought it for them before putting the down payment on my own NYC apartment.

      The elevator dings, and the doors whoosh open on my floor, on the kingdom I built from the ground up. I say hello to the receptionist, then stride through the work space, flashing smiles and quick hellos to my team on the way to my corner office.

      When I reach the door, a voice calls out. “Did you see that penalty last night?”

      I swivel around, my eyes widening, my disgust over the ridiculous penalty against my Portland Badgers returning in full force. “It was highway robbery,” I say to Brian, a rising marketing star at the company and a rabid hockey fan too.

      He shakes his head, his blue eyes narrowing as he walks toward me. “I’m telling you, the refs hate our guys because we’re too damn good.”

      “Oh, to be hated for being amazing. Something we should all aspire to.” I glance at my watch. “Hey, you want to review the PowerPoint for next week?”

      Marketing the new lines is critical to my plans for the company. In this fast-moving industry, we need to be spot-on with communicating to consumers. But in a sexy, delicious way.

      “Absolutely. Let’s make it amazing.”

      “Let’s make it so damn good the board will be blown away,” I agree.

      “That’s the only way to treat a board.”

      I push open the door for my office and let Brian head in first. He joined the company a few years ago, a newly minted MBA, and he’s eager as a Boy Scout. He has a fresh-faced go-getter attitude as well as a tenacious work ethic that I dig.

      We roll up our sleeves and tackle the presentation I need to make to the board next week, refining a few slides to make it even better. When we’re done, I hold up a hand to high-five. “This is like a hat trick in the Stanley Cup Final.”

      “You know it,” he says, laughing as he drags a hand through his brown hair.

      But then I have to ask myself if it is.

      It’s almost there, but . . .

      I lean back on my leather couch, thinking.

      My mind snags on something from my emails earlier today. One of our partners wanted to see if they could move up the launch of a new line of candy-colored corsets in time for the fall, a pre-holiday push, but the marketing still feels a little off. Have your cake and wear it too is a cute slogan for the collection, but every model we’re using in the print campaign looks like she hasn’t eaten cake in at least seven years. Maybe eight. I would prefer the marketing package hit an inclusive note, to embrace all body sizes and all women, be they stick thin or curvy and full-figured. We’ve built our high-end brand on that message and can’t stray too far. Adored’s brand mystique has to remain top-notch.

      I share my thought process with Brian, and he nods his agreement. “With a reshoot and a few positioning adjustments, we might be able to pull this off,” I say, a burst of excitement zipping through me, as it so often does when I feel the possibilities of what I can do in this business.

      I started Adored for three reasons. One, I wanted to build a company I loved from the ground up, applying all my business acumen to the sole goal of making my venture so wildly successful that no one in my family would have to worry about money ever again.

      I’ve checked that off.

      Two, I fucking adore women, especially in lingerie, and particularly when lingerie is doing its job making them feel sexy and beautiful.

      And three, I wanted to work with my best friend. We accomplished that, and part of me wants to fight to keep Adored independent because of Sean. I know he would have wanted that too.

      This presentation on the new line will be key to getting the board excited about my vision for Adored, so they can see that selling out is not an option.

      After we’ve finished laying out a plan for campaign adjustments and Brian leaves, I check the clock, pleased that it’s now T-minus seven hours till launch. I’m ready to give myself an A-plus for kicking ass at the office today. Maybe women and work haven’t been meshing for me lately, but hell, it sure seems that night school is better than an iced coffee for focus.

      Note to self: if you ever change careers, consider being a sex tutor. It streamlines the focus and keeps your dick in the game.

      As the clock ticks past three, I review the design for some new panties. Tilting my head, I study the way the lace skims high on the thighs of the model. How it slides between her legs. How there’s just enough of a pattern to leave most of what’s underneath to the imagination.

      And my imagination goes to CJ.

      What does she wear under those cute T-shirts? What does she sleep in? I’m imagining her in bed in her snug apartment in the Meatpacking District, sliding under the covers in a burgundy baby doll, dark against her pale skin. It’d ride up to her belly, revealing kissable flesh.

      A barely audible groan escapes my throat. Thank fuck my door is closed because I’m staring at the screen as if it’s the best porn reel around.

      But it’s not the panties on the screen that do it for me.

      It’s the movie in my mind.

      I’m undressing CJ, discovering she wears a pale-blue push-up bra with flowers embroidered into it, the demi cups ensuring her tits spill over the tops. I’m seeing a pair of matching panties with delicate patterns and sheer lace.

      In the lingerie business, you learn that every woman is an individual when it comes to her sensuality. Some want to lead with bold animal prints, others crave delicate flowers. Some love unapologetic, make-no-mistake-what’s-on-my-mind black, while others covet bright, fiery red or soft, pale pink.

      I know what I would like to see CJ in, but I also want to learn how she sees herself.

      What does she slide on beneath her clothes to make her feel confident and beautiful? What brings out her seductive side? Has she even figured out the power of a well-chosen panty and bra set?

      Maybe that’s something I can help her with too, and give myself something to look forward to in the process.

      I pick up the phone and arrange for a special delivery.
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      CJ

      

      This could be it. The night everything changes. The night I start the journey from Behind the Sex Curve to Head of the Fucking Class.

      Assuming, of course, that the gift box Graham had sent to my apartment means what I think it means.

      “Sexy panties in a fancy gift box mean exactly what you think they mean, genius,” I murmur to my reflection in my compact as my cabbie whizzes down Sixth Avenue, weaving in and out of traffic in a way that would give me a heart attack if I made the mistake of looking out the window. “This is it. Time to get your head in the game and think positive, ready-to-pounce thoughts.”

      Oh God . . . ready-to-pounce thoughts.

      I thought I was ready—I’m the one who put this kinky bargain on the table, for goodness sake—but now that my theory is about to become reality, I’m so nervous it feels like my tongue is trying to crawl down my throat and hide out in my stomach. I was expecting lesson one to be something tamer—a way to ease into this, like sinking into a pool of slightly too-hot water—but then there were panties.

      And panties mean business.

      “Let you out on this side?” the driver asks, motioning to the corner just ahead.

      “Yes, th-that’s fine.” I fluff my hair, run my tongue over my front teeth, and snap my compact shut with a firm click before swiping my credit card and adding a healthy tip.

      And then me, my black skirt that hits at the knees, and the black lace panties that reveal more of my butt than I’m pretty sure I’ve ever revealed to anyone are off to the races. The lace underwear isn’t a thong, but it doesn’t cover my cheeks either. They cut halfway across my rear. Perhaps that means Graham is an ass man. The thought makes me simultaneously want to giggle and to hide my face behind my hands while I blush ruby red.

      There’s also an embroidered butterfly on the semi-sheer front, right at the top by my hipbone. If I’m trying to read his panty selection like a mug of tea leaves, I guess that means he thinks I’m a butterfly. Hopefully he’s right, and I’m finally ready to emerge from my cocoon.

      But I remind myself that I’m a business butterfly, and that breed keeps the heart separate from anything below the belt. I move faster down the street, shivering slightly at the chill in the night air, wrapping my arms around my silky pink blouse.

      A few minutes later, after visiting the Starbucks bathroom a few doors down from the restaurant, because anxiety makes my microscopic bladder even more hyperactive, I’m stepping out of the elevator at Patio West.

      Excessively well-dressed and on-trend people gather in cozy clusters around the deck, which is illuminated by antique gas lamps and humming space heaters scattered across the rooftop bar. At this hour, the sun is long down and the lights are turned low, but it’s bright enough for me to spot Graham. I could pin-point him a mile away on a cloudy day with a bag over his head, based on his broad, take-no-prisoners shoulders alone.

      But he’s not here. There are no suitably-sized shoulders in attendance at the bar, or at any of the tables.

      Doubt flashes through my chest for the thousandth time since my panty present arrived. What if Graham’s changed his mind? What if the panties don’t mean what I think they mean? What if he was on his way here and was in a horrible accident and is now in the hospital, fighting for his life, because I’m cursed and will go to my grave an inexperienced virgin haunted by the ghosts of all the penises I’ve never known?

      With my anxiety reaching the tipping point that will send me running home to spend the night watching Hugh Jackman in Les Mis with Stephen King, my senile cat, even if he chews a button off my blouse like he did the other night—the cat, not the actor—I whip out my phone and place an emergency call.

      Chloe, my best friend and the marketing guru who has helped make Love Cycle Creations successful beyond my wildest dreams, answers on the second ring. “Have you run home to hide yet?” she asks, proving I am a predictably predictable coward.

      “No,” I whisper, gliding to the edge of the balcony to stare down at the traffic zipping by below. “But I’m considering jumping off this roof and putting myself out of my misery. My date’s not here.”

      I didn’t tell Chloe that my mystery date is Graham—I’m not ready to cough up that gossip morsel—but I had to tell someone I was leaving the house to see a male of the species for the first time in nearly six months. “Why isn’t he here?”

      “Um, so many reasons—stalled subway car, shitty Uber driver, construction blocking a major artery to the Lower West Side? Need I go on?”

      “He has a driver and a town car,” I mumble, arranging myself behind a potted tree with a view of the elevator.

      “Ooh la la. A fancy man, eh? You didn’t tell me he was fancy,” she says, barreling on before I can reply. “But still. His town car doesn’t have wings, does it? He could be stuck in traffic.” Chloe pauses and mumbles something under her breath along with my name, making me think she’s not alone on the other end of the line.

      Of course she’s not. Chloe is sexy, funny, fabulous, and completely comfortable in her own skin. She loves men and they love her, and she’s rarely without a man of the moment, even if she does tend to shy away from long-term relationships.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling terrible for being the needy boss-friend who interrupts a Monday-night booty call. “Am I interrupting your evening? I can go. This isn’t a big deal.”

      “Of course it’s a big deal, and no, you’re not interrupting,” Chloe says. “So quit being crazy and repeat after me: I’m CJ Murphy. I am a sweet, generous person who loves animals and small children and would do anything for a friend. I also own my own company, am smoking hot, and any dude is lucky to be going on a date with me.”

      Lucky to be going on a date with me.

      Lucky to be going on a date with me . . .

      But this isn’t really a date—it’s a sex lesson—but I can’t tell Chloe that. I’m not ready to confess that to anyone. Maybe not even myself.

      I’m so much more scared than I thought I would be.

      Dear God, this is really happening. Graham will be here any minute—he runs late, but he always shows—and my life is going to be changed FOREVER.

      “You know what, Chloe? I think I need a drink.” Tucking my purse under my arm, I make a beeline for the bar. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Or call me later,” Chloe says. “I want to hear how it goes! Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I end the call and slip onto an empty stool beneath an antique replica of a World War II fighter plane. In a heartbeat, the bartender spots me and heads my way, clearly sensing my sudden and powerful need for liquid courage.

      But before I can open my mouth to order, he says, “You’re CJ, right?”

      I straighten, surprised. “Um, yeah. Yes.”

      He fetches a dirty vodka martini with extra olives, my favorite drink, from beneath the bar and slides it across the smoothly polished surface. “Your friend ordered this for you about ten minutes ago. Glad you showed. I hate to waste good vodka.” He departs with a wink, leaving me even more unsettled.

      There, underneath the elegant stem of the martini glass, is a folded note, my name on it in Graham’s handwriting.

      Drinks and winks and mysterious notes, oh my . . .

      My face flushes as I reach for it. He’s going to tell me he made a mistake. He’s going to tell me to go home, change into my snowman-covered flannel pajamas, and embrace my life as a person who is always on the outside looking in.

      The cool spring breeze on my exposed arms suddenly feels like ice, summoning goose bumps from my skin. With shaking hands, I unfold the note and read: Go to the restroom.

      I wrinkle my nose and murmur, “I already peed before I came up, thank you.” Who knew meeting a man who knew you so well could be so . . . completely unromantic?

      But then, this isn’t about romance. This is a business arrangement with pleasurable benefits, and I would be a fool to forget it. The part of me that’s still a young girl with a crush on her older brother’s best friend has to stay out of sight and out of mind. There’s no room for her around here, only for grown-up CJ and her practical and grounded expectations.

      I glance around the patio, but there’s still no sign of Graham, and I confess I feel silly texting him to say I don’t have to pee. Seriously, this isn’t a doctor’s visit where you need to whiz in a cup.

      I take a small sip of my drink, then a larger one, my foot bobbing as I await the arrival of the man of the hour. The man of the week, who might very well be planting his flag in my moondust before the evening is through.

      Cursing under my breath, I down the entire cocktail in one long gulp. Hell, I need it. And—bonus points—I think maybe I can pee now. If I try really hard.

      Licking the sea-salty goodness from my lips, I slide off my stool and amble down the hallway toward the restrooms, already feeling looser in my limbs, my equilibrium slightly off in the three-inch peep-toe heels Chloe insisted were the only choice for a “first date.”

      More like first bang . . .

      I take a deep breath. Then another. “That’s right, cool, easy, and breathing. Always breathing,” I whisper as I squint at the doors on the left, looking for the ladies’ room sign. “You can do this.”

      I pause in front of a door marked private. Before my stress-and-martini-affected brain can sort out what’s so hush-hush about this room, the door opens and a familiar hand clamps around my upper arm, pulling me into a darkened room, a private lounge it seems.

      I blink, my pulse spiking as my eyes adjust to the dimness, and Graham chastises me in a deep voice. “Don’t ever drink a cocktail that you haven’t personally watched the bartender pour.”

      “Then don’t order me drinks to leave with your notes.” I’m impressed with how sassy I sound, despite the hammering of my heart. “And were you spying on me? That’s not creepy at all.”

      “Creepy?” He shakes his head in the near darkness as he draws me closer, until the spicy, addictive smell of him swirls through my head, making me even dizzier than I was before. “Miss Murphy, are you trying to hurt my feelings?”

      “Never,” I whisper, adrenaline making my chest feel as if it’s filled with a swarm of butterflies on a sugar rush. “I’m going to be very respectful of your feelings. And very appreciative of your time and attention.”

      “That’s sweet,” he murmurs. “But before you start thanking me, let me give you something to be grateful for, beautiful.”

      My lips part to tell him I’m already grateful, but before I can speak, his mouth finds mine, needy, urgent, hungry.

      This isn’t a soft and tender first kiss.

      It’s a downright claiming.

      His big hands cup my cheeks, and as he holds my face, he devours my lips. My knees go weak. Tingles spread everywhere. My insides hum. Holy hell. This is kissing. This is kissing like I’ve never been kissed before.

      I feel owned, and I relish it as his tongue explores me, his teeth nipping, his faint stubble rubbing against me. Everything, all of it, sets off a swirl of sensations inside me, making those sugar-rush butterflies spin like they’re caught up in a hurricane.

      I’ve spent so many nights dreaming about the taste and feel of him—from the days when I imagined him kissing me at homecoming, to sometime last week when I woke up from a dirty dream starring Graham in a pair of running shorts and nothing else. But no fantasy could ever have prepared me for this. He tastes exactly like I thought he would, like mint and salt and that clove-and-brown-sugar aftershave he wears.

      And, oh, how I want to be thinking deep, meaningful thoughts. Or at least taking copious mental notes about how un-freaking-believable this feels, but all I can think is Holy crap, Graham is kissing me. He’s kissing me, and it’s the best thing that has ever happened to my mouth, bar none. Forget gourmet cupcakes and that chocolate bar from Paris. They’ve got nothing on this man’s drop-dead sexy lips.

      You’re going to be hooked in one go, like a drug addict . . .

      The thought flitters through my mind, funny and scary at the same time, before I lose the ability to process any thoughts or feelings aside from the intense sensation of heat—sizzling, burning, exploding like a thousand fireworks inside me.

      Graham wraps his arms around my waist and tangles his fingers in my hair, holding my mouth prisoner, though there’s no need. I have absolutely no urge to escape.

      No, I want to be right here. Right now. With Graham kissing me as if he’s never wanted anything as much in his life. His tongue, lips, teeth, and powerful chest are all pressed to mine, assuring me of his commitment to lesson one.

      Oh, lesson one, you’re already so much better than I could have hoped . . .

      “Yes,” I murmur as his lips drift down my jawline and tug aside the fabric of my blouse, baring my collarbone.

      “Yes?” he echoes. “So far, so good?”

      “So, so good,” I assure him, my fingers driving into his thick hair as he drags his teeth across the skin at the base of my neck.

      “Good. Because that’s what tonight is about. Making you feel good. You shouldn’t worry about pleasing any man until he’s proven he can please you.”

      My heart beats faster, the sentiment thrilling me. Or maybe it’s just that I’m already falling under this wild spell of sensation, this kiss that feels like a prelude to so much more. To everything I’ve never experienced but so desperately want.

      Deftly, with an ease that makes this crazy thing we’re doing seem wholly sane, he cups my breast, his thumb rubbing the outline of my nipple. His touch sends sparks racing through me, and my entire body screams with arousal as he tilts my head back, leaving me to stare helplessly up at the ceiling as his tongue laves my neck.

      “First lesson,” he rasps against my skin. “The public quickie. Tell me you’re ready.”

      Public? Is this public?

      Dim red light casts shadows on lush burgundy walls. The notes of faraway jazz music skitter through the air in this dark little room, but it feels like we’re alone. Not that it really matters—right now, I would say yes to anything Graham wanted to do to me. Anything, anywhere, as long as he doesn’t stop making me feel like I’m shot through with starlight.

      My lips part to tell him so, but I can’t seem to make my vocal cords cooperate. I can’t remember ever feeling this overwhelmed by pure, electric sensation.

      “Tell me,” Graham urges, teasing my nipple harder through the fabric of my blouse.

      “Yes!” I gasp, as his other hand skims the hem of my skirt, roughly edging it up over my thighs as my brain begins chanting oh my God, oh my God over and over.

      “Perfect.” His voice is calm and controlled, as if he isn’t the least bit affected by the dark magic he’s working on my body. “Now turn around for me, Butterfly.”

      I do as I’m told, spinning to find myself staring at my own reflection, but I don’t look like myself. I look wild, hungry, and . . . sexy as hell.

      “That’s right. Look at how hot you are,” Graham says, suddenly so close his chest presses against my back as his hands slide up the sides of my skirt, baring my thighs and then that scrap of black lace he insisted I wear. That delicate, beautiful fabric that is the only thing covering where I’m already so wet, so desperate to be touched. “You’re a goddamned sex goddess.”

      He’s right. I am, I realize as he lifts my skirt higher, smoothing his hand over my bottom as my eyes go dark with hunger.

      I look like I’ve been possessed by the spirit of some ancient fertility goddess, a creature with no shame, only hunger, desire, and bottomless, fathomless passion.

      I know it won’t last, and that cautious, careful CJ will be back sooner or later, but I mean to make the most of every second, every kiss, every husky groan as Graham glides his finger beneath the lace on one side of my sexy new panties.
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      Graham

      

      I’ve been hard as steel since the moment I put this lesson plan into motion. Now, I’m on the verge of exploding.

      Holy fuck, but she’s hot. Unbearably hot.

      CJ, sweet, sexy CJ, is all grown up and bringing me to my knees.

      That’s exactly where I want to be with her, soon. I can’t wait to be on my knees with my tongue between her legs, tasting her, feeling her tremble as I make her even hotter, wetter.

      Why did I waste precious time stressing out about being her teacher? It’s so clear now that the answer should have always been yes. Hell to the motherfucking yes.

      My hands glide up her hips as I tease my fingers beneath the fabric of her barely-there lace panties, which look every bit as delicious on her as I knew they would.

      “Your ass was made for fine lingerie,” I murmur into her hair. “I’m going to send you these in every single color.”

      “If you insist,” she says, her breath catching as I draw the panties down.

      “You were made for something this gorgeous.” I hold her gaze in the mirror as I bare her round, firm, heart-stopping ass and the thatch of dark hair between her legs.

      Fuck me, but she’s perfect.

      I drop to my knees, unable to resist pressing a kiss to her bare ass, kissing her once, twice, before I rake my teeth over her tender flesh.

      She cries out in response, her surprised sound transforming to an exquisite moan as I drag her soaked panties all the way down to the floor and urge her to step forward, one sexy heel at a time. As soon as they’re free, I fist my fingers in the fabric—the crotch is so damn wet, Jesus—before tossing it aside.

      She’s every bit as turned on as I am, hands now braced on the mirror to steady herself, and it’s probably going to kill me. I’m going to be dead by the time we’re done, but hell, what a way to go.

      I stand, draw her back to my front, and run a finger along the seam of her pussy. She melts against my body as I glide back and forth through her slick, swollen flesh. She’s so ready, so eager, and the sweet, sexy scent of her is driving me insane. I explore her gently, pulsing and teasing, her gasps and moans like music in my ears. She arches her spine, trembling as I reach her throbbing clit. I slide my fingers across it, and she gasps, the sound of her sheer, unadulterated pleasure making my dick impossibly harder.

      She tosses her head back, her fingers clawing at the glass in front of her as I trace circles across that swollen bundle of nerves.

      “Oh, Graham,” she murmurs, her voice a shot of desire into my veins. “It’s so good. I had no idea it could be so good.”

      “And it’s only going to get better,” I promise as I slowly, gently, press a finger inside her, making her gasp. Jesus Christ, she’s tight, incredibly tight.

      Pinning her closer against my chest, I nibble on her earlobe as I go deeper, my thumb rubbing her clit at the same time. She cries out again—whether from the bite or the finger fucking, I don’t know, but I’m hoping it’s both, it’s everything, it’s all the heat and fire we’re creating in this dark, secret room.

      “I can’t wait to hear you come,” I say, my cock so hard she can surely feel it pressing against the curve of her sweet ass. “Are you going to come for me, Butterfly?”

      She nods and whimpers softly. “God, I think so. I think I’m close . . .”

      My rhythm falters for a moment as a tragic suspicion sweeps through me. I know she’s never had sex, but surely . . .

      “Have you ever come, baby?” I ask gently.

      “N-not with someone else around.” Her eyes slide closed as embarrassment tightens her features.

      I freeze for a nanosecond, processing this new info. Lesson one is apparently going to be even more of a leap than I’d assumed.

      But I’m going to make damn sure that leap is more than worth it. Silently, I thank the stupid bastards who didn’t break their tongues making her come, because I get to be the first to coax a delicious, intoxicating orgasm from her.

      And I won’t fail.

      “That’s about to change,” I rasp out.

      Her lips press together, but her eyes stay closed. “It’s my fault. I get nervous and I can’t—” Her words break off with a soft cry as I rub her clit in another firm circle and then another. “I-I can’t . . .”

      “Shh, baby. You can,” I promise. “And you will.”

      Or I will die trying, I add silently, completely ready to give my life if that’s what it takes to bring my beautiful, sexy CJ to the other side of the cliff. I will deliver her first orgasm right here, right now, or I don’t deserve to walk out the door still pretending to be a man.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      CJ

      I open my eyes in time to see my cheeks flush scarlet in the mirror and Graham watching me over my shoulder. His big, strong hands and wickedly talented fingers continue to work between my legs, building the swell of pleasure that threatens to pull me under any second.

      I want to be pulled. I want to fall. Pleasure crawls up my legs, curls tight in my belly. I’m on the edge, so close I can taste it. I’ve brought myself here countless times. I’ve flown off the edge to so many fantasies. I know how it feels, the delicious pressure, the intense waves. But what will it be like when I don’t have to work for every ounce of it solo?

      My lashes flutter, but Graham shakes his head, holding my gaze.

      “Keep those eyes open, gorgeous. Let me see you get hotter for me.”

      With my arms trembling, I press my fingers flat against the glass as he palms a breast, squeezing and kneading as his other hand rocks between my legs. I climb higher, higher, until the air is so thick with desire I can barely breathe.

      I’m shaking. I’m shaking everywhere, panting and moaning, and I can barely take all these wild sensations chasing through me.

      “I love turning you on,” he says, his breath hot in my ear. “You’re the sweetest, sexiest thing I’ve ever felt, and the smell of you makes me crazy.”

      I gasp as the steel rod of his erection presses more firmly into the small of my back. I’m too drunk on everything to speak. Pleasure, anticipation, fear, desire . . . all surging, pulsing, building. This feeling is beyond anything I expected, anything I could have imagined before I knew what it felt like to be in Graham’s arms.

      His mouth is on my neck, devouring my skin, his tongue sending waves of electricity coursing through my body as he picks up speed with his hand. The driving rhythm makes every nerve vibrate with a terrible, beautiful longing.

      In all the times I’ve given myself pleasure, I’ve never felt anything like this. I’m crazy, wild, lost, but so close to being found.

      So close, so close . . .

      God, yes . . .

      “Graham!” I buck against him, meeting his thrusts. Now he has two fingers inside me, stretching me, moving harder and faster, his thumb racing over my clit as I ride his hand. And suddenly, there it is, that deep, desperate pull between my legs, in my stomach, rising higher, tighter until it bursts.

      I come so hard my vision blurs, and I have to bite my tongue to stop from screaming. Shudders rack my body, and pleasure washes over my skin, lapping sweet and vicious inside my bones until I know I will never be the same.

      I press my bare lower body against Graham and my cheek against the cold mirror, ready for him to pull away, but he clearly has no intention of stopping. His fingers continue their nimble work, thrusting and rubbing. Before I’ve fully recovered from the first time—my first non-solo flight ever—I’ve re-boarded the roller coaster, swooping down and then up, up—

      This time, I nearly stop breathing.

      This time, I don’t just leave earth. I leave my body, soaring skyward as bliss pulses through me, changing me, transforming me. Teaching me things I’ve never known before. Dark, delicious secrets that can only be communicated when two people are skin to skin.

      As I drift down through puffy, orgasm-colored clouds, Graham withdraws his hand from between my legs and gently but firmly guides my mouth to his. He kisses me deep, hard, but-oh-so sweet, sending heat spreading through my chest.

      “You’re incredible,” he murmurs against my lips.

      Am I? Really? I haven’t done anything for him.

      At least, not yet . . .

      Oh, but I want to. I want it almost as badly as I wanted the release he coaxed out of me like the master of pleasure he is.

      I really did pick the best teacher in the entire history of the world.

      I reach back, running my hand up the length of his hardness through his pants. But before I can do more than touch—before I can even come to terms with just how large he is down there—he bats my hand away.

      “Not now,” he says, his voice tight, almost irritated.

      I straighten my spine, embarrassed. “But I want . . . You’re supposed to, I mean . . . I mean, I’m supposed to . . .” I stop, my face burning as I ease my skirt over my hips.

      Graham, however? He just leans back against the wall, smoothing his shirt calmly as he shrugs. “Don’t worry about ‘supposed to’ right now, okay? I’m the teacher, remember?”

      I swallow. “I-I know. And that was wonderful.” Life-altering is more like it. I still can’t feel my feet. “But I want to learn how to drive men wild.”

      And how to drive you wild in particular . . .

      “Mission accomplished, gorgeous. But this is as far as we go tonight.”

      Before I can respond, he leans down, kissing me like I’m the heroine of a classic movie. He kisses me like they used to kiss when films were black and white and passion had to fill in for all the other colors. He kisses me like I’ve always dreamed of being kissed—like I’m the one, the girl, the long-lost lover-friend my man has been looking for—before whispering, “Until next time, Butterfly,” and slipping out the door.

      “Graham?” I squeak, but he doesn’t come back. He’s gone.

      Lesson one is over.

      Still shell-shocked, I blink faster, looking around our small, private lounge, my hand flying to cover my mouth when I spot the enormous floor-to-ceiling window on the far wall. The one with a view high above the streets of Manhattan and the lights blazing in the windows of the building on the other side of the street. Which means—

      Someone could have seen.

      Well, duh, that’s the point of a public quickie.

      I drag in a deep breath, wondering what the heck I’ve gotten myself into. Lesson one was insanely good, yes. Better than I’d even hoped. Almost too good.

      So good it felt . . . dangerous somehow.

      No matter how much I trust Graham, I don’t know if I trust myself.

      Do I have what it takes to fly that high, that close, without sustaining life-shattering injuries in the process? Sure, I know Graham would never hurt my body, but what about my heart? That squishy, love-hungry organ that has always been way too sweet on Graham for its own good?

      As long as I keep my head up, I’ve got this. There’s no reason my heart needs to overextend itself. This is a seven-days-to-seduction deal, and like any good business arrangement, you simply see it through, brush your hands, and move on when you’re done.

      “Woman up,” I say to myself. “You’re a big girl. You can do this. You have to do this, and you will be just fine.”

      Smart or not, I must see this through. After what I just experienced, I’m more certain than ever that I have Grand-Canyon-size gaps in my erotic knowledge, gaps that only Graham can help me fill. Too bad I have plans tomorrow night, but I’m confident he’ll give me extra credit work the next time I see him.

      After taking a few more deep breaths and smoothing the worst of the wrinkles from my skirt, I find my panties on the floor. Stuffing them in my purse, I totter out the door and make my way unsteadily through the bar. It’s grown more crowded—a good thing, since no one seems to notice the disheveled, sex-rumpled girl making her way to the elevators. In the lobby, I charge past the line of people waiting for a taxi.

      Time to walk this off, girlfriend.

      My head is still swimming. My feet are giant gummy bears that wobble unsteadily beneath me as I plod the ten blocks to my apartment building. Sounds are louder. Lights are brighter. The world has shifted. I’ve walked home at night a million times, but suddenly, everything is different, sparkling, dusted in magic.

      I’m floating up the two stories to my apartment’s front door when my phone hums in my purse.

      

      
        
        Graham: Home safe?

      

      

      

      I smile, heat rushing to my face again as I remember his hands on me, erasing the memory of all hands that had been there before.

      Before I can reply that yes, I’m home, another text hums through.

      

      
        
        Graham: Sending you something to help you get to sleep, though I hope you realize only crazy people read horror novels before bed. Assuming you haven’t bought this one yet, since it just released yesterday.

      

      

      

      I grin as I open my e-reader app to see the newest hide-under-the-covers read by my favorite mistress of horror. I tap out a thank you as I close my apartment door behind me.

      

      
        
        CJ: Thank you so much! I can’t wait to read it. You’re a genius.

      

        

      
        Graham: Sleep well, sweetheart, and don’t stay up too late. You need to rest up for lesson two. I know you’re busy tomorrow, so I’ll see you on Wednesday. Be ready.

      

      

      

      Lesson two . . .

      Oh my God, lesson two.

      I shiver, my thumbs quivering as I reply.

      

      
        
        CJ: Will do. Thank you and . . . good night.

      

        

      
        Graham: Good night . . .

      

      

      

      Lesson two, ready or not, here I come . . .
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      Graham

      

      Never-ending first-Tuesday-of-the-month status meetings are par for the course at Adored. But since efficiency is my watchword, we can usually make it through them in less than an hour.

      That’s due in part to Sean’s legacy.

      He was a master at getting things done fast, smoothly, and right-the-first-time. I learned a lot from him. If I run into a thorny situation at work, I’ll often ask myself what he would have done.

      The trouble is, as I wonder briefly how to quell the shareholders’ urge to slap up a “for sale” sign prematurely, I fight like hell to not think of him.

      Because of what I did to his sister last night.

      I glance at the photo on the wall of the conference room, one of Sean and me at a hockey game shortly after Adored went public. We were having the time of our lives, rooting for our team and high on the success of our new public venture. Now, though? I see him up in heaven, banging a fist on the cloudy floor, wanting to know why the fuck I thought it was okay to show his baby sister how to come so hard she saw stars.

      “And that’s what we have going on in distribution,” Debra says, the bespectacled head of that department finishing her status report.

      “Great. Fantastic.” I turn to goateed Taylor, who’s up next with a download on production.

      As he talks about factory capacity, my mind drifts dangerously again to CJ, her hot body clenching on me when she came. She was so tight, and it felt fucking amazing, but the best part was how abandoned and shameless she was, rocking against me, chasing her own pleasure.

      She shook me to my core.

      How could she do that? Be so innocent and yet mind-blowingly sexy at the same time? That’s what’s driving me crazy. She’s a beguiling mix of contradictions—a wildly sensual woman and yet a virgin.

      I want her again. Right here. Right now. Want to push up her skirt and slide into her.

      But. She. Is. My. Partner’s. Sister.

      Oh yeah, and I’m in a meeting.

      I do my best to refocus, but Taylor already gave me a heads-up on this yesterday, and I have more pressing things on my mind. I like to take my time with a woman, explore her body, drive her wild with pleasure, but I’m not really known for going gentle and easy. That’s not my MO. And I’ve never been with a virgin, not even when I was one. Hell, I lost my virginity to a woman who was way more experienced. She was four years older and knew exactly what she wanted, and I was a lucky son-of-a-bitch that she was willing to deal with my teenage self.

      But I’m a guy. I didn’t need coaxing along the road to sexual self-realization.

      Now, with CJ, I’m . . . concerned.

      What if I scare her or, God forbid, hurt her without meaning to? I could never forgive myself.

      What if I lose control and take her hard, fucking her up against a wall because I just can’t hold back. Can’t take another second of being so close but not close enough?

      That’s why I left so abruptly last night. Staying there, breathing her in with her body so warm and smelling like sex, would have killed my resolve. I had to get the hell out of her sensuality zone and cool off.

      Though cool isn’t the best adjective to describe the scenes that played out in my head when I returned home, unzipped my pants, and came in my hand mere minutes after the door shut behind me.

      But cool, calm, and collected is how I’ll have to be for lesson two. Sucks that I have to wait another night to get my hands on her since she has theater tickets tonight. Fucking Hamilton. But I’m sure I’m not the first guy to play second banana to that musical.

      I drag my fingers through my hair before dropping my hand to the armrests of the leather chair Sean once occupied. I move them to my lap as if I’ve been burned by the ghost who’s haunting me, whispering in my ear, If you hurt her, I will break your fucking back.

      And he would. He absolutely would.

      But I don’t want to hurt her. I only want to bring her pleasure.

      “Graham?”

      I swivel around. My COO Christopher stares at me from across the table, expecting a response. And I’ve no idea what item on the agenda he’s referring to, or when the hell we moved from Taylor to Christopher.

      Plus, I’m sporting an incredibly inconvenient erection.

      Shit. Time to call upon the old standby. I imagine them all naked. As horrifying an image as that is—it will require bleach to wipe it away—it does the trick.

      I tap my fingers on the conference table. “Yeah, I was thinking about that one,” I bluff. I can’t let on that my mind wandered. Not with the board vote next week. Besides, I’m supposed to be on a sex-batical, not an intensive immersion course. I need to act like my brain isn’t hanging out on naughty shores all day long.

      “Yes?” Christopher leans forward.

      I heave a deep sigh. The kind that says a thoughtful answer is coming.

      “And I wonder if we’re ready for that yet?” I say, figuring this is like the SAT. If you don’t know the answer, you take a guess. That seems like a reasonable response to any question that might have arisen.

      Christopher furrows his brow. “We’re not ready to move up the release of the new corsets? We just secured space for them in our lineup.”

      Oops.

      Wrong guess.

      But am I CEO or am I CEO?

      I lean back in my chair, let a slow smile spread, and point at him. “Gotcha.” I slap the table. “Of course we’re ready. We’re ready to launch that rocket into the holiday stratosphere. Santa’s going to have a bag full of naughty this Christmas.”

      I’m rewarded with cheers and laughter.

      I stand, give a quick wave, and say, “I have an important call to make. Good work, good focus, and great hustle.”

      That earns me some smiles for keeping the meeting on time.

      Inside my office, I close the door and will my mind to concentrate on the mountain of work that awaits me. With iron focus and sheer determination, I power my way through the afternoon.

      In the early evening, I take off, saying goodbye to Brian. “Don’t work too late.”

      He shuts his laptop. “I’m on my way out now. I need to head home to Missy and bring her some pepper steak. She’s been craving that like mad the last few weeks.”

      “How far along is she now?”

      “Thirty-seven weeks.”

      I clap him on the back. “Excellent. And is everything going well?”

      “Perfectly. Knock on wood.”

      “Send her my best, and on the way home, why don’t you pick up some takeout from the Hunan Garden around the corner? Put it on my personal account.”

      A grin spreads across his face. “I really appreciate that.”

      “My pleasure.”

      A productive day at work, a gesture of goodwill toward a colleague and his lady, and a hard workout in my future—it’s all good. But I can’t help wishing CJ were going to be with me tonight.

      I’d really like to take her to night school. Right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Instead, I go to the gym, meeting up with Campbell.

      “Hey, bra man. What time is it when the big hand is on the six and the little hand is on the seven?”

      I tap my temple. “Time for me to kick your ass on the treadmill.”

      He laughs and turns up the speed on his machine. As we run, he updates me on some woman he just met, had a fantastic night with, and is making plans to see again.

      “She must have lost a bet with a friend. That’s why she has to date you?” I offer.

      “Definitely. But seeing as I delivered a four-peat, I think we both won that bet.”

      I’ve got nothing. I simply have to salute him.

      When I leave the gym after a muscle-burning and heart-pounding five-mile run, followed by an intense session of weights, I’ve exhausted my body and distracted my mind.

      At home, I pour myself a Scotch and settle in to catch up on one of my favorite flicks of all time, Office Space. At this point, I can recite it as I watch, including the bit where the douche boss in his blue shirt and white cuffs monotones the line that makes every employee cringe. “Yeah, I’m going to need you to come in on Saturday.”

      But rather than laughing at a too-true bit, I’m back where I started the day.

      With CJ.

      Bending her over my desk.

      Working overtime on her body. Making her come on a Saturday. A Sunday. Hell, every day.

      Damn, I’m an easy bastard, managing to get hard watching a dark comedy.

      I glance down at the tent in my shorts. Thanks, CJ, for yet another erection courtesy of you. Tomorrow—and lesson two—can’t come soon enough.

      I flick off the TV, since there’s no way I’m going to take care of this while Bill Lumbergh, the douche boss from the flick, is on the screen.

      But my office is where I’d like to see CJ.

      Perched on the edge of my desk. Knees up, heels on, panties off. I flash back to the softness of her skin, damp with sweat, and the incredible way she’d smelled, like innocence meets desire.

      My dick stretches against my boxer briefs, demanding attention. Persistent bastard. Didn’t I fucking deal with him this morning in the shower already?

      But I heed the call.

      I push down my briefs and draw out my cock, like an iron spike already. No surprise, I suppose. I’ve been operating at attention nearly all day. I close my hand over my shaft, my skin hot to the touch. I close my eyes, remembering the sexy sounds CJ made as she neared the edge, the sweet taste of her skin. My blood rushes hot and fast as I stroke from base to tip, my thoughts lingering on the way her eyes widened when she’d touched my dick, the sheer excitement in her gaze, like a wild thrill was rushing through her. Like she wanted to touch my dick as much as I wanted her to.

      I grip harder, jerk faster, picturing spreading her open on my desk.

      My dick aches for release, like it has all day, and finally, finally, I’m going to get there. I’m dying to taste her, to bury my face in her pussy. A bolt of pleasure shoots down my spine as I imagine driving my tongue inside her, sucking on her clit, making her come so hard I can feel her all over my mouth, my face. Then flipping her over, and fucking her hard on the edge of my desk. Bent over at the waist, her skirt hiked up. Begging for more. Begging for me to fuck her harder, faster.

      Please, she’d cry, in the most desperate voice I’ve ever heard. Please don’t stop, Graham.

      As my tempo speeds up, I hear her voice in my head, begging me to come inside her, and that’s all it takes. An orgasm barrels down my spine, and I come hard, my hips shooting up.

      Aftershocks radiate through me, my body still shuddering with the image of that intoxicating woman.

      Heading to the bathroom, I wash my hands and clean up.

      I shouldn’t want this. I shouldn’t want her this much. But even though I know better than to let my libido get away from me, I can hardly wait for tomorrow.

      And I decide part of being her teacher is letting her know that.

      I settle back on my couch, take a hearty drink of my Scotch, and grab my phone.

      

      
        
        Graham: Hope the show was great tonight. Just so you know, I can’t stop thinking about how sexy you are.

      

        

      
        CJ: The show was PHENOMENAL, and you were pretty damn sexy yourself. (How’s that for a flirty compliment, teacher?)

      

      

      

      I laugh and tap out a reply.

      

      
        
        Graham: I’m giving you an A+ in everything.

      

        

      
        CJ: Confession: I always did enjoy earning high marks in school.

      

        

      
        Graham: I’m not surprised that you were an excellent student. You take direction exceedingly well.

      

        

      
        CJ: And that extends to the lovely white box you sent me tonight. I’m not quite sure how to put it on with all these straps, but I’ll figure it out. Hopefully without accidentally tying myself up in the process.

      

      

      

      I smile at the image.

      
        
        Graham: If there’s any tying up to be done, I’ll be doing it.

      

        

      
        CJ: I can’t say I would mind that being on the lesson plan . . .

      

      

      

      And it’s officially time to switch from texting to calling.

      She answers on the first ring. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey to you too,” I say, a stupid grin forming on my face just from hearing her voice. “How was your evening?”

      “It was great. My Macy’s rep really enjoyed the show, and we talked business during intermission. They’re going to be stocking my entire line of recycled typewriter-key jewelry in the fall. And I think I’ve almost talked her into taking a few of my signature collection pieces for the Christmas displays. I should know next week since they plan those so far in advance. Which reminds me, I was thinking about the Adored board meeting. Is there anything I should prepare? I know I said I’d tap-dance on the table, but honestly, that probably won’t help your cause seeing as I can’t, you know, actually tap-dance.”

      “Glad you asked. I’ve been giving it some thought, and two key points come to mind. I’d love you to share a little bit about the offer you had a year ago, when you chose not to sell, and how that decision was the right one. And I think just a general statement about my commitment to the company your brother and I built together would be great. With the way companies swap hands these days, and how quickly CEOs change their minds, these guys just need reassurance that I’m in it for the long haul, so they stay in it for the long haul.” Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to show CJ the corsets, especially given how critical the marketing is to the next growth phase for the company. “Although, there is this other thing. Are you online?”

      She scoffs. “Am I online? When is anyone in our modern world not online or able to get online in, say, ten seconds?”

      “When my hand is in your panties. That’s when you can’t get online.”

      Silence greets me, and for a brief second, I fear I’ve overstepped the mark.

      I’m finally rewarded with her laughter, and I can picture her perfectly—her smile, her twinkling brown eyes, her pretty lips curving up as she chuckles.

      “Well, yes, that would indeed be an obstacle, Graham.” She clears her throat. “And to answer your question, yes, I have my laptop open. I was Facetiming with my cousin earlier. Dylan was attempting to teach me poker so I won’t come in last at the family reunion tournament this year.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “Badly,” she says with a laugh. “I’m the opposite of a card shark. A card guppy, I guess?”

      “Card tadpole,” I joke, finding it oddly cute that she’s terrible at cards. “I’ll give you a poker refresher course before the reunion. In the meantime, let me show you what we’re working on. Check out slides ten to twelve.”

      I send her my file, and when she clicks it open, I hear her appreciative gasp.

      “These are so pretty.” Her admiring tone sets off pride fireworks in my chest. It’s nice to know someone with taste as exquisite as CJ’s likes my work. “I love the light-blue one, and the beadwork on the pink is stunning.”

      “Would you ever wear one?”

      She pauses. “Hmm.” She seems to be considering my question. “Well, yes, but probably not for the reasons you think.”

      Her response intrigues me. I sit up straighter. “What are the reasons I think?”

      “Your tagline. Have your cake and wear it too . . . That makes it seem like this piece is all about the function of holding in my cake belly, or maybe making me look like a piece of cake to someone else. But personally, I’m thinking more about how wearing one would make me feel. The pink one, for example, you could totally wear that for a night out with jeans and a shawl. I can imagine how sexy and feminine that would make me feel. How confident, you know?”

      I nod, the cogs in my brain turning. “Brian and I were brainstorming how to make the marketing work better. I’ll have to talk that over with him. It’s an angle we missed.”

      She laughs gently. “Probably because you’ve never worn one. Or is there something you want to share with me, Graham? Don’t be embarrassed. I’m an accepting person, and it takes all kinds to make the world turn.”

      I crack up, as I scrub a hand over my jaw. “I assure you that my fascination with women’s underthings comes from my desire to see a beautiful woman in them, and then out of them. Not from any secret cross-dressing tendencies.”

      “Good.” She sighs softly. “I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”

      “Me too.”

      “And tonight I have this scary clown to keep me company until bedtime. Thank you so much for the thoughtful gift.”

      I groan. “That’s what the book I bought you is about? If I’d known, I would never have gifted it,” I tease. “I am morally opposed to the perpetuation of scary clown stories. How can horror fans seriously enjoy them? They’re a messed-up kind of terrifying.”

      “They are. And that’s exactly why we like them,” she says with a laugh.

      “Twisted,” I breathe. “Tell me more. What other messed-up things do you enjoy being scared by, Miss Murphy?”

      I settle into my couch and listen to her tell me why she loves horror novels—they make her feel wildly, electrically alive.

      “And is Mr. King one of your favorites, like he was for Sean?” I ask.

      “He is indeed. Though, when Sean adopted Stevie from the shelter, I suggested Tiger Lily as a name, for my favorite flower. And because Steve has freckles on his nose like the flower petals. But, being all macho man, Sean stuck with Stephen King.”

      I smile at the image she paints of my best friend. “I can picture that conversation clearly.”

      “He made the right choice, though. I swear this cat is addicted to books too. He runs over to sit on me as soon as I crack one open.”

      “It’s good of you to take care of him.” I remember driving CJ to pick up Stephen King at Sean’s place the day he was killed. He’d want me to take care of Steve, to make sure he doesn’t go back to a shelter, she’d said amid tears that seemed to flow endlessly.

      She sighs, a little wistful, a little sad. “It’s easy, really. And Sean loved this cat. The least I can do is look out for him like he would have,” she says, before adding in a lighter tone, “but my next pet is going to be a hedgehog. I’m obsessed with their cuteness.”

      “Then you’re going to have to move out of the boroughs, baby. Hedgehogs are illegal in the city.”

      “No!” she gasps. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. My friend Luna was going to get one for her wife, but the rescue group said they can’t adopt them to city-dwellers.”

      We talk some more, and I find myself enjoying this phone call more than I ever expected to when I picked up the phone . . .

      . . . an hour ago.

      We just passed an hour, chatting about everything and nothing, and this very well might be my favorite hour so far today.

      “Thanks for your thoughts on the new line,” I say as we sign off, both agreeing it’s time to head for bed so we can get up and conquer the world tomorrow. “They were helpful. I’m going to mull them over with Brian tomorrow.”

      “My pleasure,” she murmurs in a husky, sleepy voice that makes me wish I were there to tuck her in—and to get a jump start on the pleasure I have planned for lesson two.

      “Sleep tight, sexy,” I say. “I’ll be dreaming about all the things I’m going to do to your body.”

      Her breath rushes out. “Me too. Not even scary clowns will be able to keep those dreams away.”

      “Good.” I hang up with a grin and another hard-on. Because that’s what this woman does to me. It’s almost embarrassing, but that’s not going to stop me from bringing my thoughts of CJ into bed with me tonight and taking things . . . ahem . . . in hand one more time.

      Three times in one day—I haven’t been this determined with my self-love since I was a teenager.

      I’m not sure what my sexy little virgin is doing to my libido, but I don’t want it to stop. Not any time soon.

      But as I glance at my phone one last time before bed, the date stares at me. We didn’t even have a lesson tonight, and already our seven days of seduction is now down to five.
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      CJ

      

      There’s something wrong, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      “You’re sure this is the exact same design as the mock-up you sent over yesterday?” I tilt my head to one side, squinting at the printout of the ad Chloe is going to run on social media as soon as I give it the thumbs-up.

      Usually, I can spot the puzzle piece that doesn’t fit in sixty seconds or less, but my instincts are dull today. I would blame chatting late with Graham, but it wasn’t the chat that was the problem. It’s the hours I lay awake afterward replaying every kiss, every touch, every word he spoke to me at Patio West, and imagining all the things we might get up to together tonight.

      Sexy things. Erotic things. Exciting, exhilarating, life-changingly amazing things that had me up until way past midnight giving Sparky the Wonder Vibrator a workout he hasn’t seen in months.

      All I want to do is replay Graham and CJ’s Greatest Hits over and over until my brain turns to mush—but focus must be achieved.

      I have three thousand up-cycled, vintage hardcover-books-turned-adorable-purses in my warehouse in Georgia, already wrapped in tissue paper and ready to ship. I need to get them out into the world to make room for the typewriter-key earrings my production team is hard at work on for next season.

      The purses must be advertised and sold. I must get this ad exactly right. And I must stop thinking about sex for at least the next five to ten minutes.

      “Is her dress a different color?” I ask, shaking my head as the backs of my eyes begin to ache.

      “No, the dress is the same.” Chloe crosses her arms over her chest as she perches on my desk beside me. I sit on my desk more than I sit behind it. I’ve always been the kind of person who thinks better on her feet. “I did tweak the background filter the tiniest bit, but—”

      “That’s it.” I snap my fingers, pointing at the sky behind the model’s head. Thank God, I haven’t lost it—yet. “The new shade of yellow is making her skin look sallow, and that’s throwing the rest of the color scheme off just a hair.”

      “I thought it made the purse pop.” Chloe hums beneath her breath. “But you’re right. She looks like she has food poisoning. Sorry about that. Maybe my monitor needs to be recalibrated.”

      I wave a hand. “No worries. Let’s just shift it back and take another look.”

      Chloe accepts the printout but doesn’t move from her perch. “Totally. I’ll get right on that as soon as you serve up the gossip. And I want every detail, Murphy. I’ve given you almost forty-eight hours alone with your dirty little secrets. Now, it’s dish time.”

      “Who says I have dirty secrets?” I circle back behind my desk to mark “meet with Chloe” off my list—the only thing more fun than making lists is marking things off them.

      Oh, and being semi-naked with Graham with his hands all over me and his lips hot on mine. That’s definitely way more fun than anything list-related.

      “Um, your face.” Chloe tosses her blond curls over her shoulder as she turns to pin me with one of her always-sees-through-me looks. “The goofy grin and the dreamy expression. The way you keep biting your lip to keep from smiling and then smiling anyway. And giggling. So much giggling, Murphy. It’s just silly.”

      “I am not giggling,” I scoff, fighting the urge to giggle because that’s what happens when you’re determined not to do something.

      “And the sudden appearance of eye makeup,” Chloe continues, ticking items off on her fingers, “and perfume, and strappy shoes, and the fact that you’ve worn sexy dresses to the office two days in a row.”

      I glance down then back up at Chloe with an arched brow. “I didn’t realize a simple, black, short-sleeve dress was a sexy choice.”

      Chloe sighs. “Just tell me who’s romancing the happy into you, CJ, so I can do my due diligence as your best friend, google his ass ten ways to next Wednesday, and make sure he’s worthy of you.”

      Romancing me? No way. There will be no romance between Graham and me. It’s all business. Well, the business of pleasure. I snicker quietly at my own private joke.

      Chloe wags a finger in the air between us. “No lies in this office. That’s rule number one, and you wrote the rules.”

      I bite my lip, but this time fighting back a smile has nothing to do with it.

      Chloe knows Graham. She’s even joined us for happy hour a few times in the Village on her way back to Brooklyn on her bike. More importantly, she knows Graham’s reputation as a ladies’ man. She’s usually not the kind to judge a guy for something like that, but Chloe also knows about my . . . unique situation.

      I twist my lips to one side and then the other, possessed by the warring urges to keep my sex ed plan under wraps and to finally share with someone the monumental changes taking place in my life.

      Especially a friend I know I can trust.

      “Okay.” I glance over her shoulder and then circle to close the door to my office. I don’t mind dishing with Chloe, but the rest of the staff doesn’t need the scoop on the status of my still amazingly intact virginity.

      I snick the door closed and turn with a deep breath to face her. “So, first up, I want to assure you that this was my idea, I know exactly what I’m getting into, and my expectations are totally in line with what my friend is prepared to deliver.”

      Chloe’s usually sunshiny expression transforms to a frown. “Uh-oh. I don’t like the sound of this. You always say you know what you’re getting into right before you do something insane, like bid three times over asking price for Hamilton tickets, or decide to bike to the Jersey shore, or foster a litter of abandoned baby pit bulls that pee on every pair of shoes you own.”

      I shake my head. “It’s nothing like that. Nothing that’s going to end badly, though I did discover an incredible junkyard on my way to Jersey before I pulled the hamstring, and the pit bulls were adopted by great families, and Stephen King managed not to get eaten by one. Plus, our Macy’s rep loved the musical, and it totally softened her up about holiday product placement. So I’m saying all’s well that ends well.”

      Her frown becomes a scowl.

      “Fine.” I lift my arms in surrender. Clearly I need to spit it out before her imagination runs wild. “I wasn’t out on a first date Monday night. I was having my first lesson with Graham. He’s agreed to be my sex ed teacher.”

      Chloe’s green eyes bulge.

      “And it went really well,” I say, hurrying on. “And pretty soon I’m going to know everything I want to know about being a man-magnet and finally have my V card punched in the process. It’s a win-win. All win. Total win.”

      And I just said “win” four times.

      My repetition does not go unnoticed. “So, what you’re saying is, you’re winning?” Chloe counters slowly, taking her time with each word. “At least until you crack your head open on the bottom of the pool because you went right from the wading area to jumping off the high dive at the Olympics.” Her expression grows distinctly concerned. “CJ, you know I like Graham, but he’s a . . . and you’re a . . .” She waves her hand up and down, gesturing to me from head to toe.

      “I’m a pigeon, and he’s a bald eagle?” I suggest.

      Chloe snorts. “Um, I was thinking more a shark and a baby seal, but okay. Eagles eat pigeons, right?”

      “Actually, they eat fish. But Graham is not going to eat me,” I say, then a scandalized snort escapes my lips as I realize how that sounds. “Sorry.” I wave a hand in front of my face as I swallow the burst of laughter because, of course, he’s going to do just that. And soon, I hope. “I shouldn’t be going there. I’m not open to talking specifics. That stays between Graham and me.”

      “Does it?” She arches a honey-colored brow. “Because last time I checked, Graham wasn’t the kind who minded everyone knowing who he was fucking, how often, and in what kinky positions.”

      “That’s not Graham,” I say, jumping to his defense. “He doesn’t kiss-and-tell. His exes are the ones who talk.”

      “And how many of them are there? Fifty? One hundred? Two hundred?” Chloe bites her lip. “You did have Mr. Man Whore tested before you jumped on his pony, right? I’m worried about your health, you know, not just your heart.”

      “Graham would never expose me to anything that would hurt me,” I say firmly, not a sliver of doubt in my mind. “He’s clean. He cares about me. And we are both approaching this as adults who are friends and are deeply respectful of each other.” I wiggle my shoulders back and forth. “And we haven’t gotten to the pony-riding yet, but soon, maybe. Maybe very soon.”

      Chloe nods for a long moment, her lips pursing, then squishing into a wiggly line, then spreading into a melancholy smile.

      “What?” I ask, flopping a hand her way. “What does that smile medley mean, exactly?”

      “It means I believe you,” Chloe says slowly. “And I hope everything goes exactly as planned.” She pauses before adding in a careful tone, “And I’m here for you any time you need to vent or cry, and I promise not to say I told you so.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Just tell me I can handle this, okay?”

      She smiles again, more sympathetically this time. “Like I said, I’ll be here to catch you when you fall. Or if you fall.” She shrugs. “Who knows, it could work out great. Crazier things have happened.”

      “That’s true,” I agree. “Crazier things happen all the time.”

      “Especially in this city. Which reminds me, Roberto asked me to make sure you wanted to shoot the apron samples on that urban farm in Brooklyn,” she says with an eloquent roll of her eyes. “He seems to think aprons only belong in a kitchen.”

      I cluck my tongue in exaggerated disapproval. “Silly Roberto. Of course I want to shoot at the farm. And I want the models wearing nothing but swimsuits and aprons. It’s going to be so sexy and fun.” I nod, thinking back to my conversation with Graham last night as I add, “And I want the girls to have such a good time that everyone who sees these photos thinks about what a blast they’ll have in an adorable, retro-style apron.”

      Chloe’s expression takes on an appraising air. “Agreed. I like your embracing of the sexy. Maybe Graham will be good for you, after all.”

      I cast my eyes to the ceiling with a breezy laugh, playing it cool. “Could be. Definitely a possibility.”

      But inside, I’m not anything close to cool. I’m hot, bothered, eager, and so excited to see Graham again that for the rest of the day, time seems to crawl at a snail’s pace. A sea slug crossing the ocean floor against an incoming tide would move faster than the clock.

      I’m beginning to think the day is never going to end when a text pops up from Graham at four thirty.

      

      
        
        Graham: St. Regis sleepover. You and me. Meet me in the lobby bar at six, and we can go up together. Be sure to bring your new present so I can show you how to put it on properly. And of course, how to take it off . . .

      

      

      

      I run my finger over those last few words, as tingles spread through my chest. How to take it off . . .

      My heart beats faster, and my spirits lift. Only ninety more minutes and I’ll be seeing Graham again. Ninety more minutes.

      It’s nothing.

      It’s forever.

      It’s going to be over in four more nights.

      I close my eyes, trying to push that last errant thought out of my head. Of course it’s going to end. It’s designed to end. It’s a seven-day project, like a week-long sex-cation.

      And on that note, I let my mind wander to the kind of sex-cation we might be having tonight.

      As dirty, sexy images flash before my eyes, I’m pretty sure I just did that goofy lip-bite, smile-fighting, smile-anyway thing Chloe was teasing me about before.

      But who cares? Ninety minutes . . .

      I can’t wait.
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      Graham

      

      The St. Regis lobby bar is an old standby for me. With its vintage leather seats, warm wood accents, and art deco murals depicting sun-drenched vistas and a larger-than-life King Cole attended by fawning jesters, it’s simultaneously opulent and grounded in reality. Even kings fall prey to fools, and golden afternoons only last so long. For me, the St. Regis encourages thoughtful celebration.

      I drank a Scotch here with Sean after we signed a lease on a new office space for Adored, courtesy of our stocks selling for more than we ever dreamed and our company expanding.

      I had a martini with Luna here the night before her wedding and talked about what it meant to forsake all others, and how scary that was for her, even though she couldn’t imagine spending her life with anyone but Valerie.

      Hell, I treated CJ to Sunday morning mimosas here on her twenty-fifth birthday not quite a year ago, back when she was just a friend I was proud to see becoming a strong, successful woman in spite of the hell she’d been through the year before.

      It had seemed only natural to suggest we meet here in this luxurious, classy place where I come to celebrate. These lessons feel like something worth celebrating, and I would be telling dirty, filthy lies if I said I hadn’t been looking for a good excuse to rent out the Tiffany suite.

      CJ is going to look fucking stunning framed by crystal chandeliers, priceless works of art, and Tiffany-blue walls, wearing nothing but Adored’s signature Madison Avenue corset, garter belt, and white silk stockings . . .

      A moment later, as if summoned by my oh-so appreciative thoughts, a sweet voice calls out from the entrance to the bar. I turn on my stool to see CJ bustling toward me in a sexy little black dress—I’m a sucker for a demure collar and a hemline barely long enough to cover a woman’s ass—and four-inch heels that prompt erotic visions of her in those and nothing else.

      “Hey there,” she says, pressing a breathless kiss to my cheek and pulling away with a flustered smile. She drops her black jacket on the chair next to me. “Sorry. Am I late?”

      My breath catches as I spy a glimpse of lacy corset through the peek-a-boo paisley eyelets sewn into the bodice of her dress. That tiny window is even sexier than a view straight down the front of her shirt. It hints at things concealed under her clothes, things she’s going to share only with me. Like the corset I sent her yesterday, the one I chose just for her. All I can picture is how enticing it’ll look against her skin.

      Then, how much better it’ll look on the floor of the hotel room.

      “No, you’re good. I’m just early,” I say, fighting what feels like my fiftieth CJ-inspired erection of the day.

      “Early,” she echoes, her eyes going wide. “Is this a first for you? I mean, I know you’re always on time to work, but in a social setting, isn’t five minutes late your modus operandi?”

      “No,” I lie, then immediately fess up because lying to CJ feels wrong. “Okay, maybe, but I don’t believe in keeping my students waiting. Especially my favorite students.”

      Her lashes sweep down and back up, and a smile that’s pure sex kitten curves her lips. “I believe I’m your only student, Professor.”

      “You can be both my only and my favorite, Miss Murphy,” I say, losing the battle against the thickening situation in my pants. But seriously, there’s only so much a man can take.

      She reaches up, her fingertips skimming over the skin exposed by my open collar. “What are you teaching me tonight? I came dressed as requested.”

      “I saw that,” I say, then nod toward the bar. “You want a drink before we head upstairs?”

      She shakes her head. “No, but an answer would be nice.”

      I grin wickedly, not even bothering trying to hide it as I take her hand, drawing her out of the bar toward the elevator, her jacket over her arm. “Why? Nervous?”

      She laughs. “No. Should I be?”

      “Liar,” I whisper as the elevator doors close behind us and I draw her mouth toward mine. And damn, if she doesn’t taste even better than she did two nights ago. She responds with a hunger that drives me wild, her arms wrapping around my neck as she boldly pulls me closer. She presses her curves against my chest with a soft moan, clearly wanting more, much more.

      Taking lesson two slow is going to be a Herculean test of will, but I’m up for the challenge.

      “Okay, so maybe I’m a little nervous,” she murmurs as my lips roam over her jaw, finding the flesh of her earlobe. She’s wearing little diamond earrings shaped like bow-ties, beautiful and delicate, just like her.

      “Don’t be.” I take the entire lobe into my mouth, tasting the warmth of her perfumed skin melding with the cold stone of the gem for a moment before I set her free. “You’re dressed for success.”

      She shivers lightly against me, her lips parting, but before she can speak, the doors open and she falls silent.

      “Seriously, nothing to worry about,” I assure her, wondering if I shouldn’t have ambushed her the way I did the first time. But sooner or later, she’s going to have to learn to take the wheel. Might as well begin as she’ll need to continue.

      “Let me tell you a secret,” I say as I lead her down the hall. “A lot of men are terrified to make the first move. Even successful men used to taking control in the boardroom can falter in the bedroom.”

      CJ wrinkles her nose. “You? Falter in the bedroom?”

      I laugh and scoff, “Well, no, not me. But the average guy. I’ve been thinking about how you came to be a twenty-five-year-old virgin, and it’s not something that happened in a vacuum. I’m betting you scared a lot of men away.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yes, because I’m soooo scary.”

      “You are,” I assure her, pausing in front of the door to the suite. “You’re drop-dead gorgeous, successful, and a little bit shy, so it can be hard to know what you’re thinking. I’m sure that’s a scary combo for a lot of guys.”

      Still looking dubious, she steps inside, taking in the elegant dining area to the left—complete with Tiffany chandelier—the seating area to the right, and the luxurious pedestal bed straight ahead. With its airy cotton drapes hanging from the ceiling, cloaking the mattress in mystery, it looks like something straight out of a castle. “So pretty . . .” She clasps her hands together, turning back to me with wide eyes. “This is too much, Graham.”

      “It’s just enough. And you’re going to look beautiful up on that bed.”

      Her eyes widen as I tip my chin toward the table, where a bottle of Dom is chilling in an ice bucket. “I have champagne if you’ve changed your mind about a drink.”

      “Now I’m worried,” she says with a breathy laugh. “Is this lesson going to require liquid courage?”

      I take her hand and bring her toe-to-toe with me. She gazes up at me, the heat that flickers in her expression assuring me she needs no liquid courage. “No. You’ve got this, Butterfly.”

      She gulps. “I do?”

      “You do.” I press a kiss to her forehead—knowing better than to kiss her lips if I want the strength to walk away from her, even for a few minutes—and turn to cross the room. I reach the throne-size, button-studded armchair, shift it to face her direction, and sit down, taking in the view. With her naughty heels and sexy-sweet dress, she’s gorgeous. Knowing my lingerie is against her skin takes gorgeous to breathtaking.

      I’ve never seen anything sexier in my life.

      “Lesson two is about driving a man crazy and taking control of an erotic situation. Setting the mood, so to speak.” I lean against the backrest, getting comfortable in the chair. “So, we’re going to start with something no man can resist. A striptease from a beautiful woman.”

      CJ bursts into laughter, her head falling back before she shakes it, sending her ponytail flying from side to side. “Oh, no. No way. I can’t.”

      “You can,” I assure her. “And you will if you want to get an A in this class.”

      She bites her lip, her fingers tangling in front of her in a way that’s both endearing and completely sexy. “But I really don’t think I can, Graham. I’ve never done anything like that before. I’ll make a fool of myself.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      She snorts. “Yes, I—”

      “No. You won’t. Because I’m going to help you.” I lift a finger, holding her gaze until she sighs heavily and gives a small nod, which I sense is the closest I’m going to get to enthusiasm at this point. “Start by lifting the hem of your dress. Slowly, taking your time. Owning the room.”

      She reaches for the bottom of her dress and immediately breaks into another round of laughter. She’s gasping by the time she says, “I can’t. Seriously, I can’t.”

      “Caroline Jessica Murphy,” I say in my best displeased teacher voice. “Are you going to do as you’re told, or am I going to have to turn you over my knee?”

      She blinks once, twice, her eyes as round as the antique plates hanging on the wall behind her. “Are you serious?”

      “Why?” I let my gaze track down her curves. “Would you like that? To have me spank you for being disobedient?”

      Her eyes go even wider. “Um, I . . . I don’t know. I’m not sure I would like that.”

      “But you aren’t sure you wouldn’t?” I arch a brow, heat surging to my groin.

      She shakes her head and whispers, “No, I’m not sure about that either. When you look at me like that, I can imagine liking all kinds of things I’ve never imagined liking before.”

      “Good.” Her confession makes me even hotter. “Now, take off your dress for me, CJ. I want to see you in my lingerie.”

      She draws her lower lip between her teeth as she slowly reaches for the hem of the dress and then in one fluid motion pulls it up and over her head. And fuck me, but she’s gorgeous. Heart-stopping. Even more beautiful than I thought she would be.

      The blush-pink satin is so her, the crisscross fabric across the front suggestive and yet innocent at the same time. It’s a hint of what’s to come. A promise that if I’m very good, I can unhook the lingerie, let it fall to the floor, and admire her completely.

      “When I saw that color, I knew it would look perfect against your skin. I knew it would make you feel so damn sensual. Does it, CJ? Does it make you feel beautiful? Alluring? Irresistible.”

      She nods, her lips parting, a soft little murmur falling from them. “All of that.”

      “Good. Because you are.” My gaze drops to the matching garters that hold her stockings in place, and I groan. “So fucking irresistible.” I motion to her hair. “Now your hair. I want it down.”

      “You want it down,” she echoes, reaching both arms up to work the band from her hair, setting it free to fall in glossy waves around her shoulders. “You’re a bossy one, aren’t you?”

      “I know what I want. And right now, I want you to untie the bow at the top of your corset,” I say, my voice low and coaxing, daring her to own the moment. “Slow and confident, like you’re unveiling a priceless, precious work of art.”

      Her breath hitches, but she obeys, pulling at the silk ribbon, making my pulse spike as she loosens the bow and her breasts spill over the top of the plunging neckline. My first glance is enough to make my heart stop. Her breasts are each a perfect creamy handful, graced by a dusky pink nipple. I’m dying to get my mouth on her, but not yet.

      Not yet. Slow. Easy.

      If I go too far, too fast, I’ll scare her or hurt her, neither of which is an acceptable outcome.

      Her hands cross above her chest as she whispers, “I’m embarrassed,” proving she’s misunderstood my silence.

      “Oh no,” I insist, shaking my head. “No, no, don’t be. God, you’re beautiful. I was just lost in thought.”

      “That can’t be a good sign, if I’m taking my clothes off and you’re lost in thought?”

      “Thoughts about how much I want to get your nipples in my mouth,” I say, desire thick in my voice. “How much I want to taste you. Every inch of you. You’re driving me crazy, Butterfly, so please don’t stop. Show me more of you. Torture me, slow and sweet.”

      Awareness flickers across her face, like the sun rising in the morning. Like the power of her sensuality is dawning on her at this moment. It’s intoxicating to witness. It’s a privilege to see her step into her sexual beauty.

      “Torture . . .” she repeats.

      “Exquisite torture,” I add.

      With slow, deliberate flicks of her fingers, she draws the ribbon through one eyelet and then another, loosening the corset until the last bit of ribbon slides free and the silk boning falls to the floor at her high-heeled feet, leaving her in nothing but the lace garter belt, matching panties, and thigh-high stockings.

      “Good?” she asks, running a finger beneath the waist of the garter belt.

      “So good,” I murmur, my dick so hard there’s no way she hasn’t noticed the totem pole erected at the front of my pants. “Now the stockings.”

      Inch by inch, no, centimeter by centimeter—what an incredibly fast study she is when it comes to driving me out of my mind—she rolls the stockings down her toned thighs to the knee, then to her ankle, exposing more of her soft skin. I pull in a shaky breath, desperate to feel every inch of her bare beneath me, writhing and calling my name as I glide in and out of her tight heat. She’s crossed the line into goddess territory, and by the Mona Lisa smile on her face as she slowly turns her back, peeking at me over her shoulder as she grants me another killer view, I suspect she knows it.

      “How do you feel about stripping now?” I ask. “Now that you’ve driven me out of my mind with wanting you?”

      “Pretty good,” she whispers with a nervous laugh. “But just FYI, I’m not going to be able to get the garter belt off in a sexy way. It’s designed so that I have to take it on and off over my head, and it tends to get stuck on certain . . . obstacles.”

      I laugh too, partly because the sound of her laughing is infectious. Maybe also because it can be fun to laugh even when you’re burning with lust.

      “Obstacles like your perfect tits?” My heart pounds as she wiggles out of the garter belt with her back to me, slaying me with every shift of her hips.

      “You really think they’re perfect?” she asks, freeing herself and tossing the belt to the floor as I make a mental note to consult with my design team for a garter fix.

      “I do, but I’d like to feast my eyes on them again. Turn back to me. I’ve seen how gorgeous you look in the lingerie I make. Now I want to see how gorgeous you look out of it.”

      Slowly, carefully, she turns to face me, revealing nearly every stunning inch of her. She’s ridiculously beautiful—the kind of angel fallen from the heavens men write poetry about. Innocence still flickers in her big eyes, making her all the more irresistible. She has no idea how dangerous she’s becoming, how easy it would be for her to hold a man’s soul in the palm of her hand.

      Hell, I would sell mine in a heartbeat if that was what it took to ensure my mouth was on her skin in the next ten seconds. My cock jerks again, throbbing insistently in my pants, demanding to be allowed to attend the party.

      Control. Must maintain control . . .

      “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I say, my jaw clenched in an attempt to keep from scaring her, but my next words still emerge as a growl. “Come. Here. Right now.”

      She tosses her dark hair to the side again—God, she has a lot of hair, wild hair, all wavy and messy, the way I like it. “Now?” she asks, teasing me, apparently having no idea how close I am to the edge.

      “Now,” I repeat, my voice harsh. By the time she glides to a stop in front of me, my restraint is wearing thin. From the edge of my seat, I reach out and, almost violently, yank her close. The air whooshes out of her lungs as she braces her hands on my shoulders, setting her breasts to bobbing so near to my face it almost kills me.

      “Did I really drive you crazy?” she breathes, excitement and surprise clear in her gaze as she meets mine. “You still look fairly calm.”

      I take her hand and plant it flush against my chest, covering it with my own. “Feel that?”

      Her eyes widen as my heart does its best to jackhammer through my ribs. “Wow.”

      “Indeed,” I agree, letting my gaze roam over every inch of her. “Do I have permission to touch, Stripper Goddess CJ?”

      “Oh, yes, please,” she whispers, her fingers threading gently into my hair.

      Carefully, I plant my hands on the backs of her thighs, drawing her closer then skimming my palms up over the ample curve of her ass. I can feel her tremble as I bend to kiss her belly, traveling to her navel, her hipbone.

      “You taste like honey.” I open my mouth, my tongue swirling into the hollow near her hip, wanting to lick every inch of her at once.

      I lower my face to the top of her blush-pink panties, pressing a kiss to the fabric, inhaling her sexy scent as I do.

      “Graham,” she says my name so softly it barely registers.

      “Yes, Butterfly?” I look up at her. Her brown eyes are fierce and strong, full of passion.

      “There’s a problem with my panties.”

      My brow knits. “What?”

      “A big problem.”

      “These panties were tested six ways to Sunday by the design team.” I shake my head. I can’t conceive of what possible problem there would be. The fit, the feel—everything looks like it’s made for her body. That’s what my team does. They make beautiful lingerie that hugs the woman who wears it.

      The flicker of a smirk spreads on her face. “That’s not the problem.”
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      CJ

      

      He stares at me with worry in his blue eyes.

      He’s going to learn he has nothing to worry about.

      And I’m about to experience something wholly new for me.

      Stepping into the role of a seductress.

      I lean closer to him, my breasts dangerously near his face, my lips moving closer to his ear. A thrill races through me at what I’m about to do, and I can barely hear him over the heartbeat pounding in my ears.

      I’m not climbing a mountain or diving out of a plane, but to me this feels the same. I’m letting go of my safety harness and stepping into the sexual unknown. So far, he’s directed me. He’s told me what to do. I’ve cherished him taking the lead, and I want him to keep doing so.

      But for a moment, I want to hold the reins.

      My lips reach his earlobe, and I nip ever so gently on it. He groans like an animal, and the sound electrifies me. “The problem is,” I whisper, “that they’re still on.”

      His breath hisses, and he grunts my name like it’s a forbidden word. “CJ.”

      And then I take the next leap, telling him what I want. “Take them off,” I whisper.

      A growl is my reward, masculine and husky and so damn sexy. “You had me going, and look at you. You’re teasing the teacher, and I fucking love it.”

      I want to shout it worked, it worked, but I’m too turned on to do anything but melt into his touch. I thought I was turned on the last time we were alone, but this is even more intense, like tiny electrical shocks are racing across my skin.

      He hooks his fingers in the sides of my panties, and with a jerk, takes the reins again. I step out of the lingerie.

      “Now spread your legs for me, Butterfly. Let me see you.”

      Flushed all over and dizzy with desire, I weave my fingers into his hair, holding onto him for support as I part my trembling legs, widening my stance, grateful that once again he’s in charge.

      “So sexy, so hot,” he says, gazing hungrily at my newly exposed skin. Then, without warning, he leans over, flicking his tongue over the seam of me, and my knees go boneless.

      God, how can one simple touch of his tongue be so intense?

      I feel it everywhere, absolutely everywhere as he licks me again, teasing and probing, exploring me until I truly can’t stand another moment. I gasp as my legs buckle.

      “I’ve got you, baby.” He catches me, easily lifting me into his arms and carrying me to the fairy-tale bed.

      When he lays me down on the smooth white sheets, my pulse spikes, anxiety rearing its terrified head as he kneels between my legs and runs his warm hands down my thighs. I’m naked as the day I was born, and he’s still fully dressed.

      I blush at the inequity, my voice raspy as I ask, “What are you doing?”

      “Finishing what I started,” he says, his hands hooking behind my knees.

      I know what he means, and I want it—oh, God, how I want it—but it feels even more intimate like this, lying down and stripped bare, with nothing to hide behind and nowhere to run if things get too intense. “I don’t know if—”

      “It’s okay. I know,” he says, slowly but surely spreading my legs wide. “And I need to make you come on my mouth, Butterfly. I need it like I need air.”

      Far be it from me to deny him breathing.

      He lowers his face, kissing me there with such reverence my heart breaks a little. I never imagined it could be like this, that kinky things could be so unbearably sweet or filled with so much affection. That they could make me feel not just turned on, but cracked open, like a flower widening to the sun with no choice but to reach out and soak in the light it needs to stay alive.

      But this might kill you. To have this and then lose it so fast . . .

      For a moment, the thought is enough to scare away the rush of pleasure, but then Graham moans and tilts his face, beginning to devour me with a single-minded intensity that leaves no doubt he loves everything he’s doing to me, and I let go. I let go of worry and fear, and I give in to this, to this man who is everything I hoped he would be and so much more.

      I fantasized about him when I was younger. But I never expected true pleasure could be this good, this transporting. I never knew he’d enjoy it so much either, but judging from the sounds he’s making as he devours me, we’re both sliding into a new plane of bliss.

      I relax into sensation, letting my knees fall wide open, threading my fingers through his hair. Pure pleasure radiates through me as his tongue laps me up. It’s such an intoxicating mix of soft and filthy at the same damn time.

      He slips his hands under my ass, pulling me to the edge of the bed and spreading me as his tongue glides across my wetness, up and down, then centering on my clit, where I ache for him. I ache exquisitely, and he knows just how to satisfy the need howling inside of me. He flicks his tongue, slow and deliberate, making my hips shoot up. Oh God, but I need more. More of him there, oh there, yes, there . . .

      I rock into him, and he strokes faster, lavishing attention where I want him most, driving me into a fevered frenzy.

      “Right there, oh yes, please, yes,” I beg, gripping his hair more roughly, bringing him even closer as he sucks hard on my clit and the storm inside me intensifies.

      My head thrashes from side to side, my hair flying into my face. “Oh, God, Graham. Oh, God,” I gasp, and then I’m hurtling over the edge, coming with such force that it feels as if I’m tearing apart at the seams, shattering as my insides clench and release with a ferocity that is almost frightening.

      I’ve always loved being scared. Only this isn’t terrifying in the same way. This is wonderful and wicked, and it makes me feel so much more alive, like my entire body is plugged in, lit up and flickering with a million lights.

      I run my hands through his hair, expecting him to slow his pace and stop, but he doesn’t. He continues to consume me, his tongue pulsing deep inside, drawing out the exquisite release until I feel as if I’m having an out-of-body experience. Or perhaps another orgasm.

      An unexpected second wave crashes over me, and I cry out. My vision blurs.

      He slows his pace, pressing a final tender kiss to my center before he moves up.

      “Oh . . . my . . . God,” I pant, words becoming a hum of happiness as Graham rises over me and finds my lips with his, kissing me hard and deep. I taste myself on his tongue, but unexpectedly, I don’t mind it. In fact, I almost like it. He tastes like he belongs to me, like mine.

      Mine. Damn, but I like the sound of that way more than I should.

      “That was amazing,” I whisper, my voice dreamy. “Both.”

      “You’re amazing. Multiplied,” he says with a wink, then rolls onto his back in one swift motion. He pulls me on top of him, his hands cupping my ass as my thighs part and the thick ridge of his cock presses between my legs. Even through his pants, the sensation is enough to make me moan, low and hungry, in my throat.

      I want that. I want him. I’m ready for every inch, no matter how much it might hurt, because being without him inside me hurts so much more.

      “I’m ready,” I say, as his hands travel over my ribcage and mold to my breasts. He guides one to his mouth, circling his tongue on my nipple until it draws even tighter, harder.

      “Butterfly,” he says, full of concern, “it’s too soon. I don’t want to rush you.”

      I shake my head hard, nearly coming out of my skin as he sucks my nipple into his mouth. “But that makes me want it even more.”

      He chuckles against my skin. “I love that you want it. And you have to know how badly I do too. But I’d be a terrible teacher if I let the second lesson get too far out of control.”

      He lets go of my breasts and shoots me a sexy smile. This man. He knows how to make a woman want him, crave him, need him.

      But it’s more than all that. After only two lessons, I’m dying for him.

      “I can’t believe you have me this worked up already,” I say softly.

      “You worked up is my favorite dirty dream.”

      I nibble on the corner of my lips, thinking of my dirty dreams, and how he’s starred in so many of them. How he’s guiding me through the reality of them now. And once more I step into the sensuality that he’s helping me see I possess.

      “I have dirty dreams about you,” I whisper.

      He swallows. “You do?” The words come out like gravel.

      I’ve surprised him again. Caught him off guard. And I like it.

      Based on the pulsing shaft pressing into me, he likes it too.

      I nod. “I dream about stripping your clothes off.” I’m not going to bother with finesse. But I like speaking my dirty mind with him. A dirty mind I always knew I had but was never able to put to good use until him.

      He spreads his arms out wide on the bed, an invitation. “Then explore me, CJ. Take my clothes off like it’s your dirty dream.”

      “Is this lesson three?”

      A grin tells me he likes my impromptu plan. “Yes, it’s lesson three. You’re such a fast learner you deserve another session tonight.”

      He parks his hands behind his head.

      Part of me can’t believe this confident, cocky man wants a virgin to take his clothes off. But the look in his eyes says that’s precisely what he wants.

      Me.

      I’ve turned him on.

      I’ve aroused him.

      I’m going to undress him.

      Sparks race over my skin, and it’s hard to imagine I can want him this much after coming twice.

      But I’m learning all sorts of things are possible now that I’m visiting a country I’ve never traveled to before. One I very much want to spend a lot more time exploring.

      I scoot back and tug his white dress shirt from his pants.

      Graham has always looked good enough to eat, even clothed. I’ve feasted my eyes on him hundreds of times, but as my fingers open the small buttons of his crisp white shirt and spread it open, baring his chest, he literally takes my breath away.

      He’s the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.

      He has abs for days, and I trace the grooves of them with my fingertips. He shudders as I explore his flat belly, then again as I travel higher, my eager hands spreading over his firm, strong pecs. I sigh happily, certain now that I’m going to want to visit Graham Country many more times.

      I let my fingers skim the line of hair from his navel to the smattering of darker, curlier hair across his chest, and murmur, “You’re lovely.”

      “Like a butterfly?” he teases even as an almost pained expression crosses his face.

      “Yes,” I agree, laughing lightly. “Like a butterfly. A very manly butterfly.”

      I lean down to kiss him and end up nibbling on the skin of his abdomen the way he did mine. When I reach the close of his pants, I don’t hesitate to pop open the top button, unzip his zipper, and pull them down over his hips. The movement draws his boxer briefs down too, but I don’t stop. I don’t hesitate. I keep drawing the fabric lower until his erection springs free and the tips of my fingers go numb.

      He’s long and thick and just the right amount of veiny. His shaft pulses as I stare at him, my throat going dry. I gulp. It’s beautiful, but huge, and I have no idea what I’m doing. Slowly, I reach out to touch the head, but my confidence drains away in a heartbeat. I don’t know how to touch a man.

      Graham, of course, notices. “You can stop,” he says, through a clenched jaw. “It’s okay.”

      Briefly, I consider stopping, letting that possibility play out. But that’s an abhorrent thought. I don’t want to stop. I want to know.

      I raise my chin, calling on my inner tough girl, and my most honest self. “No. Just . . . show me how to touch you.” My tongue slips out to wet my lips. “Teach me.”

      His eyes blaze with desire as he takes my hand and wraps it lightly around his thick shaft.

      He groans at the same time that I gasp.

      I murmur incoherent sounds in soft disbelief at how thick he is, how hard and heavy. At how desperately I can tell that he needs this. My touch.

      That emboldens me.

      I stroke him up and down, ending with a gentle squeeze, my eyes asking if it’s okay.

      Graham rewards me with a groan. “Fuck, yes. You got it, Butterfly. Just don’t stop.”

      “Are you sure I’m doing it right?” I ask, needing the confirmation again, even though he’s already given it.

      He laughs lightly. “I’m positive.” Then his laughter ends, and his eyes darken. “Do it again. Don’t stop.”

      As I run my hand along his erection, a worry tugs at me. This man is so skilled in the bedroom. Am I going to put him to sleep with my tentative explorations? I run my fingers down the length of his cock to his balls. I touch them, very gently, feeling inadequate and wishing I had done my research on how men like to have their balls played with.

      “I’m not going to break,” Grahams rasps out, his fingers gently encircling my arm. “Look at me, CJ.”

      I do, blowing the hair out of my face with pursed lips.

      His eyes hold mine. His are fierce, honest, and a whole lot of hungry. “I promise you, there is nothing you can do that would be wrong. Nothing. You understand? That’s the lesson, CJ. You’re perfect as you are, and your touch drives me crazy.”

      “I want to do more than make you crazy,” I say, my fingers tightening around his shaft. I take a breath, gathering up the guts to say what I want more than anything right now. “I want to make you feel as good as you make me feel. I want to make you come, Graham. For me. Because of me.”

      Cursing under his breath, he nods. “Do you fucking know how close I already am? I want nothing more than to come all over your hand.”

      His words light me up. Electricity races through my body, a wild thrill at the prospect of bringing him to the cliff and then over. It’s dirty, it’s erotic, and it’s all so deliciously new. I want it desperately.

      “How do you want me to touch you?” I ask.

      He wraps his hand tighter around mine, guiding me up and down his length. Faster, rougher than I would on my own. “That’s what you do. You keep going,” he says, moving my hand even faster. “Up and down, not too hard, probably a little faster near the end. We’re a lot less complicated than women.”

      “Easy sounds good to me right now.”

      “Trust me. You’re making me look so fucking easy.”

      His playful words assuage my worries, and I draw in a breath. I can do this. I can absolutely do this. I grip him harder and follow his direction, stroking faster and rougher. He grits out my name in a twisted curse, and I feel a fresh wave of heat in my body.

      “Butterfly?” he whispers.

      “Yes?”

      “Slide your hand between your legs, and bring some of that wetness to my cock.”

      Duh. Of course, he needs lube. Fortunately, I’ve got a more than ample supply thanks to the double dose of pleasure he gave me. I do as he asked then return my wet hand to his cock.

      “Hey, look. It slides much easier,” I say playfully as I demonstrate.

      He smiles. “Yes, it does.”

      Then his smile falters, replaced by a look of intense concentration as I stroke him again. I pump him up and down, finding the rhythm that makes his breath come faster. A little more wetness, a little less friction, and he’s rocking into my hand, thrusting his hips into my fist.

      My breath catches and pleasure camps out in every cell in my body as I stare at the two of us, my hand on his hard-on. I’m wildly aroused from watching him, from doing this to him. His eyes squeeze shut, and I gaze at his throat, where the pulse seems to beat faster in his neck. His lips part, and he groans, louder than before. I’ve never heard anything so sexy in my life.

      “That’s it. A little faster.”

      I up the pace, gripping him even harder.

      “Yes. That,” he says on a groan. “Coming.”

      I bite my lip, thrilled at the way his pleasure overtakes him, how he groans and thrusts, and then he’s there, coming in my hand.

      “Fuck,” he mutters. Then he says it again and again. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to keep going at this tempo, but he seems to know I need his guidance, because he places his hand on mine, and slows my pace, even as he pants hard, coming down.

      I let go, wash my hands, and return to his side. He presses a kiss to my forehead. “I haven’t had a hand job in ages, and let me tell you, it was worth the wait. I don’t think I’ve enjoyed an orgasm that much in years.”

      I beam. It’s crazy to feel pride over a hand job, but I do. “I think it’s safe to say I’ve never enjoyed giving one as much either, and I loved every second of my first.”

      He laughs, drawing me in for another kiss. “I better clean up,” he murmurs, kissing me once more before excusing himself.

      When he returns, he slides in next to me. “Sleep with me,” he murmurs, tugging me into the crook of his arm, and my heart skips a beat. Something stirs in my chest, a deeper feeling, a warmth that extends beyond what we did tonight.

      “I would love to sleep with you,” I say with a smile, and neither one of us misses the double meaning of the words, or the fact that tonight they mean something softer, more tender.

      “You feel good, all nice and warm,” he says in my ear, then presses a soft kiss to my neck.

      “So do you.” I settle in next to him, sighing happily as he spoons me. “Is this another lesson? Are we squeezing in lesson four?”

      “How to cuddle after a fantastic orgasm,” he murmurs.

      “Now that I think I’ll excel at.”

      But he shakes his head against my hair. “It’s not a lesson.”

      “It’s not?”

      He brushes my hair away from my skin, his touch gentle. “Nope. It’s just what I want more than anything right now.”

      That feeling in my chest? It intensifies. It multiplies. It soars. It’s almost better than my double Os. I let myself feel it for a few seconds before I return to the task of keeping my head and heart separate.

      But separate doesn’t mean resisting a good snuggle. I cuddle against him, savoring the heat from his body, my thoughts drifting into sleepy pastures.

      Until my phone howls in my purse.

      Literally howls, the full-moon baying of wolves that means there is serious trouble at home. My landlord never calls unless there is a bona fide emergency, the kind that cannot wait until morning.

      “Don’t answer that,” Graham murmurs. “I’m about to have a fantastic dream about you falling asleep in my arms.”

      “I was going to have the same dream. But I have to grab this call.”

      I hit the green button and bring the phone to my ear, where my “Hello?” is met by an endless stream of cursing in a Czech accent. But in between all the cursing, I catch a few key words—broken pipes, ruined carpet, structural damage, damned cat, and loose in the building.

      With a silent groan of abject misery, I promise to be there as soon as I can, to clean everything up and pay for all damages, and to get my renegade pussycat back in his cage ASAP.

      I love that little guy. God, how I love him.

      But right now, I wish my brother had owned a pet rock.
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      The entire way to the Meatpacking District in the cab, all I can think about is muzzles. Surely they have cat muzzles, right? Something snappy-looking but secure that CJ can wrap around her cat’s destructive mouth before she leaves the house. I mean, I get that Stephen King is old and blind and easily confused about what is food and what isn’t, but right now, I would have zero issues with muzzling the fluffy bastard.

      And I wasn’t even cock-blocked by the stupid cat.

      I was . . . snuggle-stonewalled. Cuddle-confounded. Spoon-stymied.

      Jesus. What’s wrong with me? I’m pissed at a senile old feline because I didn’t get to curl up and slip into the land of nod with the loveliest woman ever?

      I look in the rearview mirror, answering my own question.

      Yes. Evidently, yes.

      “You don’t have to come up. You can wait out front if you don’t want to deal, or if you want to answer emails or whatever,” CJ says, bolting from the cab as soon as I’ve passed a twenty through the hole in the glass. “It’s going to be ugly. And wet. And there’s probably going to be a lot of yelling. My landlord isn’t happy.”

      “And why should he be?” As soon as she turns her key, I follow her through the front door and toward the third floor. “Your pet wreaked havoc on his property.”

      “No, I wreaked havoc on his property when I forgot to put the baby lock back on the kitchen cabinet,” she says, huffing as she hurries around the first-floor landing. “Stephen King can’t help it. He suffers from dementia, and dementia increases his stress levels, and increased stress levels make him want to chew things.”

      “Nothing a muzzle won’t cure,” I mutter under my breath.

      CJ frowns at me over her shoulder but doesn’t stop climbing. “I heard that. And I’m not going to muzzle him. I believe in letting creatures age with dignity. Especially creatures who I happen to love, and who I don’t want to see wander out into the street and get run over.”

      The reminder of how much she adores this crazy old cat sends the frustration in my chest rushing away, banished by the vulnerability in her voice.

      “I’m sorry. And don’t worry. We’re going to find Steve. And he’s not going to get run over. Not on my watch.”

      Yep. I’m Ed Harris, guiding the astronauts safely home from a failed moon mission in Apollo 13, delivering his brazen vow: We've never lost an American in space, we’re sure as hell not gonna lose one on my watch!

      Cat-retrieval failure is not an option.

      The time for honor is upon me. It’s my duty to help the woman find her feline.

      As we reach the third floor and speed-walk toward the sound of Slavic cursing at the end of the hall, CJ reaches out, giving my hand a quick squeeze. “Let me handle Arno, okay? He sounds scary, but he can be reasoned with. Usually. Sometimes.”

      Before I can respond, or suggest that maybe she should go look for the cat while I soothe Arno’s rage with a few crisp one hundred dollar bills, CJ darts through the door to her apartment and into the heart of the chaos.

      Arno, a balding man with rheumy blue eyes and too-pink features, gesticulates wildly at CJ and the heavens and hell, and everything in between, but my gut tells me he’s not a threat. He’s angry, yes, but harmless. The real danger is coming from under the sink. Water is gushing out of the cabinet and onto the already soaked carpet, where a stain the size of a small elephant is growing larger every second. It’s completely saturated. If water hasn’t soaked through to the subfloor yet, it will soon, and then this repair is going to go from expensive to sky-high.

      I have no idea why Arno hasn’t turned the damn water off, but if he’s too busy yelling to take care of business, I have no problem doing it for him.

      Picking my way around the chunks of mauled potato and onion littering the floor—it looks like Stephen King snacked on a few other things, besides piping—I squish through the soaked carpet, kneel down, and reach beneath the sink. The hot water knob sticks, but eventually gives with a squeal, and in just a few seconds I have both the hot and cold water shut off at the source and the situation relatively under control.

      As soon as the water stops gushing, the flood of cursing ceases.

      “How do you do?” Arno asks in a thick accent.

      I turn to see him motioning toward the sink and figure he isn’t actually inquiring about the state of my health. “I shut it off at the source. The valves are under the sink.”

      His pale brows furrow as he blinks. “Under sink?”

      I nod, trying to keep my voice judgment-free. “Yep. Right there. Under the sink, just turn them all the way to the right. And I’m guessing it’s the same set-up in every unit, so you’ll know next time you have a problem.”

      He grunts, seemingly impressed, and I silently wonder how a man can be a damned landlord—or an adult, for God’s sake—and not know how to shut off water to the sink. But this is the same man who thought it was acceptable to install all-over shag carpeting in the unit, even in the kitchen, so he’s clearly not in the habit of tackling apartment issues properly.

      “Thank you, Graham,” CJ says, beaming at me like I just saved a baby from a burning building. And though I know I did nothing even close, I can’t deny it feels good to be looked at like that. Especially by her, this woman who is all I think about lately, all I dream about.

      She claps her hands together and adds in an upbeat voice, “Now we just need to find Stephen and get this cleaned up and—”

      “No, you out.” Arno’s chest puffs as his arms flail toward the door.

      CJ’s face goes white. “Oh, no. Please, Arno, I promise nothing like this will ever happen again. I’ll lock the child safety locks every time. Please, I love living here, and I’ve never been late with my rent, not once in three years. Can’t we—?”

      “No, no, not out for good,” Arno says, his bluster softening in the face of CJ’s pleading. “Out for week. To fix carpet and floor and to make tile. We make tile here now so easier to clean.”

      CJ nods quickly. “Oh, yes! That would be wonderful. The shag was hard to keep clean, if I’m being completely honest. And I’m happy to cover the tile costs.”

      “You’ll do no such thing.” I wade back across the soaked carpet, water oozing in through my shoes to dampen my socks. “The guy who redid my bathroom last year is amazing, and he owes me a favor. I’ll get in touch with him tomorrow morning and get a crew over to clean up the water ASAP. Hopefully we can have this all dried up and tiled by next week. My treat.” I extend a hand to Arno. “Agreed?”

      “You pay bill?” He cocks his head, studying me out of the corner of his eyes. “All bill? Whole bill?”

      “Every dime,” I assure him.

      “And you pick nice color,” he adds, pointing at my chest. “Nothing too crazy. No pink.”

      “No pink,” I agree drily. “It will be tasteful and of the highest quality.”

      With his lip curling in apparent satisfaction, Arno nods and clasps my hand, pumping my arm up and down. “Good. Done.” He releases my palm and points his stubby finger in CJ’s direction. “You find cat. You take him out. I let work crews into apartment and make sure valuables are safe. No worries.”

      CJ presses her hands together. “Thank you so much, Arno. Thank you.”

      Grumbling and nodding, Arno waves away her thanks and shuffles stiffly across the room. A moment later, CJ and I are alone with the soaked floor, the potato and onion chunks, and the smell of wet carpet, which is better than wet dog, but not by much.

      “Thank you,” she says. “I appreciate the sweet offer, but I insist on paying for the work and the clean-up.”

      I shake my head as I reach out, pulling her in for a hug. “Not a chance, Murphy. I’ve got this covered. Consider it an early birthday present.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      Failure is not an option tonight. That applies, too, to my offer to pay. Given the uncharitable thoughts that just coursed through my head about her poor cat, I need to pay. It’s only right. “Butterfly, this is not up for negotiation. I’m paying for it. It’s that simple.”

      She pulls back from the embrace to stare at me, searching my eyes, like she can find an answer there. “You’ve already done so much for me.”

      “And you’ve done so much for me.” As the words emerge, I realize how true they are. We’ve only spent a few nights together, and they’ve not only been insanely sexy, but fun and tender too. More than I expected. “I intend to pay.”

      She softens. “You’re so chivalrous.”

      It comes out the same way she said I was lovely earlier, and it does funny things to my chest. “That’s me. Chivalrous Graham.”

      “That means I’m paying for birthday brunch this year. No arguments.” Her arms go around my waist as her cheek rests on my chest, sending a wave of pure contentment washing through me. This night certainly isn’t proceeding the way I thought it would—I was sure I’d be dreaming dirty dreams while she dozed in my arms—but somehow, it’s okay. It feels like about anything would be okay, or at least survivable, as long as I get to hug CJ after it’s over. She just feels so good, so right.

      “I guess we should get hunting for this wayward kitty,” I say, pressing a kiss to the top of her head because I can’t help but touch her. “Any idea where he might have gone?”

      CJ tips her head back, gazing up at me with a crooked smile. “I have a few ideas, but you’re not going to like them. When he freaks out, he tends to hide in the darkest, dustiest places he can find. Once, I found him behind the furnace. Another time, he wedged himself behind the toilet.”

      I frown. “Are you implying that I’m a squeamish man who won’t brave the elements on a rescue mission?”

      She laughs. “No, you’re a very manly man who knows how to turn off water and has a tile guy on speed dial. But you’re also wearing very expensive pants.”

      “Forget my pants. Let’s get that cat and get out of here. I would like to get you back in bed sometime before midnight, Miss Murphy. I was enjoying spooning you very much, but I also think I’ll enjoy sliding my hand between your legs in the middle of the night.”

      Heat flashes in her eyes. “I would like that too.”

      “Maybe even a refresher on lesson one or two?”

      Her eyes darken, a hint of desire flickering in them. “Extra credit is good.”

      I chuckle and smack her rear, hauling her close for a hot second and planting a kiss on those soft, delicious lips. “You’ll get lots of homework, I promise.”

      Then I let her go because it’s kitty-cat time. “Let’s go kitty hunting.”

      We start with her apartment, but unsurprisingly, there’s no sign of Steve. But with the amount of screaming that went on in here tonight, I wouldn’t have expected an anxious animal to stick around. A thorough search of the hallways and common areas comes next. We scour the stroller storage and the janitor’s closet on the first floor, where snow shovels and mildew-scented mops crowd in the darkness, but there are no signs of fuzzy feet or a twitching tail.

      Down in the basement, we pace every inch of the boiler room, using our phones for light as we poke into windowless rooms that clearly haven’t been touched—or cleaned—in the past century.

      “If there isn’t black mold down here, I’ll eat my own hand,” I mutter as we finish another horror-movie-worthy exploration.

      “Don’t eat your hand,” CJ says, with a yawn. “I like your hand. Your hand does nice things to me. Maybe even in the middle of the night.”

      I wrap my arm around her waist with a sigh, knowing the chances of getting my hands back on her later are diminishing with every passing minute. “Where to next?”

      “The courtyard, I guess.” She starts up the stairs in front of me, granting me a killer view of the hem of her dress swishing temptingly against the backs of her thighs. Lord have mercy . . .

      “Have I mentioned how much I love this dress?”

      She reaches the top of the stairs and turns to smile at me, her wild hair backlit by the orange glow of the lobby light. “No, you haven’t. But thank you.”

      I shake my head, too struck by the beauty of that smile to reply. Damn, she’s pretty. And sweet. And so much fun to be with that I’m actually enjoying this stupid cat hunt. At least a little bit.

      Though by the time we search the courtyard—crawling on our hands and knees to peek under every bit of decorative stonework large enough to hide Stevie—my pants are ruined, my bones are starting to ache, and I’m so tired all I want to do is curl up in the pink playhouse by the playground equipment and go to sleep.

      “You checked the playhouse?” I ask, fighting to suppress yet another yawn.

      “Yes. Twice.” CJ yawns eloquently before hitting a button on her phone with a sigh. “It’s almost two o’clock. If we don’t find him in the next few minutes, I want you to go back to the hotel, or your place, without me. Get some rest.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I’ll stay here and look.” She shrugs, her hands lifting helplessly at her sides. “I mean, I can’t give up. He has to be somewhere. I know he didn’t leave the building. He wouldn’t do that, right? Even if someone held open the door to the outside world? He wouldn’t run off into the city, because if he did, I’d never find him, and he’d definitely get run over.”

      With my heart aching for her, I pull her close, rocking her gently from side to side. “I’m staying. Until the bitter end. Until every soldier is brought in from the field of battle.”

      She hums into my shirt, sagging against me. Then she lifts her head—sharp and sudden. “That’s it.” She steps out of my arms, turning to face the playground equipment. “The field of battle . . .”

      I frown. “The slide?”

      “The kids play knights and dragons out here all the time,” she says, moving toward the swing set. “And they’re always dropping their toys and their snacks. And Steve’s nose still works pretty well, considering the state the rest of him is in . . .” As she reaches the structure, she falls to her knees, scraping the wood chips away until she gets a clear view beneath the blue tunnel running from one section of the equipment to the other.

      Her cry of victory is one of the sweetest sounds I’ve heard tonight. “There you are! Stevie, baby, come here. Oh, poor pumpkin, you must be so scared.”

      When she stands, there’s a giant, fluffy Himalayan with wrinkled whiskers, a freckled nose, and soft blue eyes snuggled into her arms.

      “Stephen King, good to see you again.” I lean down to get a better look at him in the dim glow of the motion-activated lights illuminating the yard. “You’re a handsome old gent, I’ll give you that.”

      The cat meows, as if returning the compliment, and CJ giggles. “He is. I’m a sucker for a pretty face. And a sweet spirit.” She hugs him closer. “Come on, love, off to the vet for you. You can visit with Dr. Miller while we get the house cleaned up.”

      By the time we get Steve into his cat carrier, gather his food, pack CJ’s bags for a week out of her apartment, and deliver the cat to the 24-hour vet, it’s three thirty in the morning.

      A huge yawn escapes me as we stand outside the vet’s office.

      She joins me in the yawn parade. “If it’s okay, I think I’ll go crash at the hotel until morning. Then, since I don’t have a place to stay for the week, I can look for an apartment rental or something tomorrow when I’m not fried.”

      But there’s no need to return to the St. Regis. I have a better idea. “Come home with me. We could both use some sleep, and my bed is sinfully comfortable.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I scoff. “I’m not sending you to the St. Regis solo, and my place is closer. We aren’t done with our non-lesson of cuddling, my butterfly. Besides, we only have a few more nights of classes, and I want to make the most of my time with you. Although, of course, I want you to feel free to stay at my place even after the board meeting, until your apartment is fixed. I have more than enough space, and I’m happy to have you.”

      She stiffens briefly in my arms, and I fear I’ve said the wrong thing.

      “Right? Do you want to make the most of this?” I ask, tucking a finger under her chin and raising her face so she can meet my eyes.

      A flicker of sadness colors her expression—maybe she hates being away from her home base as much as I do—but then it’s gone, replaced by a certainty. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      An Uber ride later, we drag our exhausted bodies into my place and take care of our pre-bed business. I’m the first to collapse onto my king-size mattress. She slides on a T-shirt that says When I think about books I touch my shelf, and the sight of it on her—a naughty little bookworm—makes me laugh. “So very you,” I say, and she curtsies and gets into bed with me.

      As we snuggle under the covers, that “just right” feeling returns.

      When this evening started, I pictured it ending with a departure from the St. Regis before dawn, well before CJ wound up tangled up in my arms.

      But now that I have her here, it’s the perfect end to her stripping.

      Just for me.

      Only for me.

      It’s so good that I drift off to sleep with the sweet smell of CJ filling my head and dream the nicest dreams I can remember having in ages.

      But the next morning, as so often happens with sweet dreams, there’s a nightmare just around the corner. Waiting in my lobby. Dressed in a hot-pink raincoat and stiletto heels.
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      CJ

      

      Best. Sleepover. Ever.

      Spending the night with Graham was never on my sex ed agenda—I figured that belonged in a relationship class rather than a seduction course—but now I can’t imagine my lesson plan being complete without this extra session. Drifting off in his arms, waking up with his lips warm on my neck and his husky voice asking if I want coffee, meeting his eyes in the mirror as he shaved and I swept on a coat of mascara—it was all wonderful. Perfect. A lesson in intimacy and the “morning after” that I won’t soon forget.

      Because I’ll be repeating it tonight.

      And the next night, and the next, and the next.

      Then I’ll be moving into his guest room . . . I guess. Once the seven days of sex-cation are over, and if my apartment is still under construction . . .

      I knew from the start that we had an expiration date, but when Graham said that last night, about me staying past Monday since he has plenty of room, it hurt a little. I didn’t realize how upsetting it would be to imagine a future without his kiss, his touch, or the new closeness that’s growing between us. I’m seeing sides of Graham I never knew were there, and experiencing the pleasure of his company in ways that go beyond the physical.

      Though that’s quite nice too. If “nice” means absolutely toe-curlingly incredible.

      I’m daydreaming about everything we did to each other last night—about the moment when I made him lose control in my hand, and how much I want to do that again—when we step out of the elevator into the lobby. Graham stops dead, cursing softly beneath his breath.

      I follow his mildly horrified gaze to a leggy woman posed near the front desk. Everything from her hot-pink raincoat, skin-tight pink skirt, scandalously low-cut gray blouse, and sky-high stilettos screams, “Look at me!” Add in the bouncy blond hair and expertly made-up blue eyes, and she’s probably one of the prettiest people I’ve ever seen in real life.

      But there’s something . . . not right about her smile, something that reminds me of what it feels like to be the last kid picked for volleyball in gym class every single day.

      Anything with balls, I’m bad at. Which reminds me . . .

      Note to self: research how to correctly play with a man’s balls so you have something new to show Graham tonight.

      “Hey, G-man,” the woman purrs, eliminating any doubt that she’s exactly what she looks like—one of Graham’s women. I’ve only met a few of his former girlfriends, usually in passing at a reception or event, and they’ve all been stunning to the point where other women feel like trolls in comparison.

      “Lucy.” Graham’s voice is clipped, brimming with irritation. I glance up at him, my eyes wide.

      So this is the woman Graham said turned stalker on him after their breakup a few months ago.

      Ouch.

      I glance back at her, trying to hide my knowledge of her past misdeeds—who buys an ex-lover a plane ticket to Barbados or takes up running solely for the opportunity of bumping into him on his morning jog, for goodness’ sake? Running is abhorrent. But I school my expression, keeping my face neutral, since I don’t want her to feel embarrassed. I’d be deeply embarrassed if I knew an ex of mine had been talking about me with his new lover.

      “Hey, I know this is kind of out of the blue.” Lucy’s eyes flit from Graham to me and back again with a nervous laugh. “And I’m sorry to, um, interrupt your morning. I just, I think I left my scarf at your place. You know, the black silk I always wear with this outfit?”

      She motions down at her décolletage—which is impressive, borderline inappropriate if she’s on her way to the office, and could definitely benefit from a scarf tied at the neck to help conceal some of the extra boobage going on—but Graham’s eyes remain fixed firmly on her face.

      “I don’t have anything of yours in my apartment, Lucy,” he grinds out through a tight jaw. “It’s all gone, and I would appreciate it if you would honor the boundaries we talked about.”

      Her brows pinch. “I know you said I shouldn’t come over,” Lucy says, her voice creeping half an octave higher. “But I was just a couple blocks away and I thought—”

      “Think again next time,” Graham says. “You should know by now I don’t say things I don’t mean. So I would appreciate it if you would take me at my word. Like when I texted you the other day, and asked you to stop contacting me. I meant it.”

      Hurt flashes across Lucy’s features, her emotional pain so obvious, I can’t help but flinch in empathy. God, this poor woman. She’s a wreck. Like a very beautiful, well-put-together addict hunting for a fix she’s never going to be able to lay her hands on again, no matter how finely she dresses or how hard she tries.

      The thought sweeps through my head followed by an eerily clear mental image of me standing where Lucy is now, clutching my suitcase and thanking Graham for a great seven days, when all I really want to do is cling to his leg and beg him to let me stay a little longer.

      Maybe a lot longer.

      My stomach churns at the thought. This is precisely what I promised myself I’d avoid. This is what I’ve been determined to keep at bay.

      Lucy apologizes softly, her eyes shining with tears, and as she hurries toward the door, I realize how easy it would be to get hooked on Graham. Hooked just as hard. I already crave his touch, ache for his laughter, yearn to be wrapped up in his arms at the end of the night and wake there in the morning.

      “Sorry about that,” Graham murmurs, lifting a hand to the man behind the lobby desk as we move toward the revolving doors. “She doesn’t seem to be getting the message that it’s over.”

      I force a sympathetic smile. “Well, hopefully she will now. You were pretty firm.”

      He grunts. “I have to be firm. I was pretty damn clear the other day too. We moved past the let-her-down-easy phase a long time ago.”

      “I get it,” I say, though of course I don’t. I’ve never had that kind of relationship before, the kind that leaves you so desperate you’ll keep rolling over and showing your vulnerable underbelly, no matter how many times you’re kicked to the curb. I cringe at the thought, and the stark realization that I don’t want to experience that kind of devastation. I don’t want to become Lucy. “See you tonight?”

      “Tonight.” Graham leans down to kiss the top of my head. “I’ll be home by six thirty. I’m going to skip the run today.”

      “Same here. I’m too beat for biking. I’ll probably be back around six thirty as well. Thanks for letting me stay.”

      “Letting you stay.” He chuckles as we emerge into the cool spring morning and he starts toward the town car parked at the corner. “You say that as if it’s some sacrifice on my part. You know I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He pauses, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder as his brow furrows. “Do you need a ride? We can swing by your office first. It’s no trouble at all.”

      I wave a hand and continue backing toward Chelsea, buttoning my jacket. “No, it’s fine. I want to walk. It’s not far, and I do my best brainstorming while walking.”

      “Are you sure?” He narrows his eyes with a smile, looking so handsome, so tempting, that I almost reverse direction and hurry into the car beside him.

      But in the end, I shake my head and wave. “I’m sure. Have a great day.”

      I need to walk, to think about the work ahead and what to tackle on my agenda. The cool air usually helps clear my head. But by the time I reach the door to the space Love Cycle shares with several other up-and-coming designers, I’ve barely been able to think about sample shots or inventory. All I can think about is Graham, and how deep into the water I’ve waded with him already, so deep I can barely keep my head above the surface.

      Needing advice I can trust, I whip out my phone from my purse. It’s early on the West Coast, but luckily the California branch of my family gets up insanely early. Comes with raising hops for a living.

      Dylan answers on the second ring. “What’s up, Trouble?”

      “I am in trouble. How did you know?” I murmur, stepping into the stairwell for privacy. “You got a second?”

      “I’ve got as long as you need. You okay?”

      My breath rushes out. “No, I’m not. I told you I was seeing someone, right? But that we absolutely had to keep it casual? Well, I think I suck at casual. So what now?”

      “You give me this guy’s number, and I call him and tell him to treat you right or I’ll fly out there and break his face.”

      I roll my eyes, but the alpha male thing is deeply ingrained in all the Hunter boys, and Dylan is no exception. “I don’t want his face broken. I like his face. I just need tips. Tricks. How do I take an emotional step back while still enjoying…you know?”

      Dylan clears his throat. “We’re talking about ‘you know’ now? Can we go back to when you used to call me for tips on getting to the next level in your video game?”

      “Sadly, no.” I lean back against the cool concrete wall. “I’m grown up. No going back.”

      Dylan sighs. “Yeah, me too. It’s tough out there in the dating jungle. I won’t lie. I guess…” He’s quiet for a beat that gives me no comfort. “I guess all I can say is be careful, be honest about what you want, and don’t settle for less than you deserve. You’re a damned fine person, CJ. Any man worth your time is going to realize that.”

      Touched, but no closer to a game plan than I was before, I tell Dylan, “Thanks, cous. Love you,” and sign off.

      I head up the stairs, hoping the exercise will aid in clarity, but all I get is more warning prickles buzzing at the back of my neck.

      It would be dangerous to tread any deeper into this thing with Graham. My gut is issuing a red alert, and my heart is hammering out a careful, careful, be careful rhythm that makes it impossible to focus on my to-do list.

      I know what I need to do. As soon as I reach my desk, I lock myself in my office and search for a hotel room for the next week.
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      Graham

      

      At work, the run-in with Lucy weighs on me more than I expect. I grab my phone and send a text to my buddy.

      

      
        
        Graham: Lucy showed up at my place out of the blue this morning.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Whoa. What happened?

      

        

      
        Graham: She was in a trench coat.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Jesus, man. That’s not good.

      

      

      

      That's exactly what it was. So not good we can’t even joke about it.

      

      
        
        Graham: And I was with someone.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Someone? Who’s this someone?

      

      

      

      I’m not ready to dive into the details, but I need to get the Lucy encounter out of my head.

      

      
        
        Graham: Someone I like spending time with. That’s why it was, to say the least, a fuck ton of annoying to find my ex lurking in the lobby.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Did you make it clear she needs to stop that shit?

      

        

      
        Graham: I did.

      

        

      
        Campbell: How did the new lady handle it?

      

        

      
        Graham: She was cool. She’s honestly kind of all-around cool.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Awww, someone has a crush.

      

      

      

      A crush? I don’t think it’s a crush. But it’s something. That’s for sure. And maybe that’s what’s weighing on me more than Lucy’s lack of boundaries.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That afternoon my phone bleats with a code red text.

      That’s Luna speak for a massive shopping emergency.

      Even though I have a shit ton of work on my desk, I won’t ignore my friend. I call her while tapping out the last line of an email to our design team, approving the quick garter fix they worked up this morning. “Talk to me.”

      “I’m stuck.” It comes out in a long, needy whine, and I strain to make out the sounds behind her, the clicking of shoes, a few can I help yous, the ding of an intercom.

      In my best stay-calm voice I say, “Tell me where you are. Are you stuck in the linen department at Bloomingdales again? Are you rocking in a corner yet, or are you still upright and semi-functional?”

      She chokes out several miserable-sounding sobs. “Yes. Bloomingdales. Upright. But just barely. Shopping is so awful. How do you people manage this?”

      “By ‘people’ do you mean men?”

      “Everyone. Men, women, children. This is the worst. I can’t do it, Graham. Help me, Obi Wan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.”

      “When you put it like that . . .” I glance at the clock. Fortunately, Bloomingdale’s is close. “Tell me what department you’re in. Try to describe it. I’ll be there in ten minutes to perform a search-and-rescue.”

      “There are things for the home. Like cake dishes, and ice cream scoops, and blenders. Does that mean I’m in hell? Because they aren’t selling ice cream and cake, so it sounds like hell.”

      “Stay there. I’ll find you in housewares.”

      I hang up, and head to the elevator. Luna’s being dramatic, of course. She knows how to navigate her way out of Bloomingdale’s. But she detests shopping with the force of a thousand suns, and since I happen to be a master at picking the right item for the right person, I see it as my personal duty to lend a helping hand.

      I find her holding a stainless steel elephant napkin holder in one hand and a miniature purple hammer in the other, staring back and forth at each, those cat-eye glasses low on her nose. A huge purse is slung on her shoulder.

      When I reach her, I pat her on the back. “Breathe.”

      She takes a deep breath, and I remove each item from her hands, setting them down at their displays. “Luna, no one wants an elephant napkin ring for a gift, and I assure you, as cute and kitschy as this hammer is, no one actually needs it.”

      She blinks up at me. “Yes, you’re right.”

      “Tell me who you’re shopping for. And why you didn’t call me first. We’ve been over this. You’re not supposed to go into the big department stores by yourself,” I tease, talking to her like a child.

      She squares her shoulders. “I wanted to get something nice for Valerie because she’s had a rough week at work, and the other night she mentioned something about how nice the table looked when it was set all fancy at a restaurant. So, naturally, I thought she wanted napkin rings.”

      I shake my head in sympathy and pet her hair. “Sweetheart, I assure you, no one ever wants napkin rings. If Valerie had a hard week at work, there’s only one thing you can give her.”

      “Graham, I did that last night.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Twice.”

      “Shut your filthy mind off and go get your wife a gift certificate for a spa day.”

      Her eyes sparkle, and she snaps her fingers. “You are the king of gift giving.”

      I blow on my fingers, the sign for too-hot-to-handle.

      “That’s exactly what I need to do.” Her smile is infectious.

      “And look, there’s a great spa around the corner. Stellar Spa. Some of the ladies at the office rave about it. You go there and get a day of pampering for your woman.”

      She grabs my cheeks and plants a kiss on my forehead. “I love you.” She’s about to turn around when she says, “Hey, how are things going with your lesson plans?”

      I don’t bother to hide the smile that tugs at my lips. “They’re going great.”

      “And she’s a good student?”

      I let that word roll around in my brain for a moment. Student. CJ hardly feels like a student. She feels like so much more. That’s why the run-in weighed on me. But “more” is precisely what I need to be on guard against. More can distract me from my mission—to laser in on growing Adored.

      “The classes are mutually enjoyable.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “I’d badger you for more details if I wasn’t in a rush. Oh, by the way.” She dips her hand into her cavernous bag and hands me a small, white bakery box. “A whoopie pie for you.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “Luna, did you know you were going to call me from Bloomingdale’s before you walked through the revolving door?”

      She shrugs sheepishly. “I might have preplanned a baked bribe.”

      “I’ll always accept your baked goods, bribe or not.” I make a shooing gesture. “Now get your ass to Stellar Spa.”

      With an afternoon snack in hand, I leave the store. Once outside, my phone buzzes with a note from CJ that stops me in my tracks.

      For a full five seconds.

      Then I charge into the nearest coffee shop, one next door to a florist, set the whoopie pie down, and get to work on this new crisis.
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      CJ

      

      My heart wages war with my brain, but no way am I letting that tra la la organ win this battle.

      Booking a hotel is the sensible action to take. Informing Graham is the adult thing to do. I will be both sensible and adult. With the web page for the Warwick Hotel open on my laptop, ready and waiting for me to finish reserving a room, I tap out a note.

      

      
        
        CJ: Thank you again for the offer to stay at your place. I’m so grateful, but I’ve decided I should stay at a hotel. I don’t want to cramp your style, and sleeping over night after night was never part of our bargain.

      

        

      
        Graham: Part of the bargain? That’s not what this is about. I don’t want you to stay with me as part of a bargain. I want you to stay with me because I like having you with me. And for the record, you aren’t cramping my anything. Is this because of Lucy?

      

      

      

      “No,” I mutter to myself. “Not in the way you think, anyway.”

      There’s no way Graham can know how Lucy has made me realize how vulnerable my heart is. Not to mention my sanity. Graham literally makes women crazy with wanting him, and I don’t need crazy in my life. I like peace, harmony, and routine, thank you very much. I get more than enough crazy dealing with twenty employees and an out-of-state production and warehouse situation.

      I decide to lean on a little humor.

      

      
        
        CJ: I don’t think multiple sleepovers are in the sex education curriculum.

      

        

      
        Graham: Multiple orgasms are, though, and they’re aided by multiple sleepovers. Plus, last time I checked, I was the teacher. And the teacher would like his model student in his bed.

      

      

      

      Since humor isn’t working, I’ll need to break out the big guns. I gulp. Time to be direct.

      

      
        
        CJ: You are, but I don’t need to learn how to be a considerate houseguest. I know how to do that. And in this situation, that means I should stay in a hotel.

      

      

      

      He doesn't reply right away, and I set my phone down to focus on work, then it buzzes again with a text.

      

      
        
        Graham: This isn’t about being a houseguest. This isn’t about politeness, CJ. This is something else, since I’m pretty sure until my ex showed up that you enjoyed spending the night with me too. It’s over with her. It’s history. And I truly want you to stay with me. So what is it going to take for you to give me another chance to convince you? I’d really like to fall asleep with you again, and wake up with you, and do everything in between.

      

      

      

      I’m starting to type a reply when my phone rings. His name is big and bold. Demanding. Like him.

      And damn it, I like his demands, which is part of the problem.

      “Hello, Graham,” I say, playing it cool. I love that he’s calling to plead his case—it makes me feel special—but I truly intend to book that room.

      “Butterfly.” His tone is firm, a little commanding, a lot sexy.

      “Yes?”

      “You are one tough woman, and it sounds like your mind is made up. But I can be pretty persuasive. Give me twenty minutes to change your mind.”

      A shiver runs through me. Is he suggesting some afternoon delight? The idea is, well . . . a whole lot more than delightful. “Are you saying you’d like to pop over to my office and—”

      “—bend you over your desk and remind you why you want to stay at my place?”

      The shiver turns into a pulse, beating low and hot in my belly. Still, I try my best to think rationally. “Graham, this isn’t about sex or lessons.”

      “I know, Butterfly. Trust me. And that’s precisely why I’m not coming to your office to bend you over the desk. Nor to spread you out in front of me and devour your sweet pussy.” His voice is husky, and a small gasp escapes my lips at his words. “I’m not going to shut the door to your office or kiss you until you melt for me the way you did the first night, the way you do every night. Even though I want that. Badly.”

      I grip the edge of my desk, tingles spreading like wildfire across my skin. God, I want that badly too. Must. Stay. Strong.

      “So what are you going to do?” I ask evenly.

      “Just wait. You’ll have the answer in twenty minutes.”

      He hangs up.

      I shake my head, trying to rid it of thoughts of that man. The trouble is, he seems dead-set on convincing me, and judging from the flush flooding my cheeks, my body wants to be convinced. But I need to stick to my plan. Batten down the hatches. Time to be an iron butterfly without a single soft spot in my armor.

      On impulse, I reach out, punching the intercom and calling my intern. “Katie, could you grab me one of those green smoothies from the market downstairs? The kind with extra kale and seaweed?”

      “Gross,” Katie pipes back, proving I’ve done an excellent job of making her feel comfortable here, despite the fact that she’s the only team member under twenty-one. “But will do, boss. You want an iced coffee too? To wash out the nasty taste after the green thing?”

      I hesitate only a moment before giving in. “Yes, Katie. Please. That sounds perfect.”

      And it does. I will build up my fortitude with green superfoods, caffeinate myself to brimming-with-confidence levels, and then stand firm against Graham’s superpowers of persuasion. There’s nothing he can do to convince me.

      Twenty minutes later, Katie knocks on my door.

      “Come in.”

      When she opens it, she’s carrying a massive bouquet of flowers. Bright orange, sunshine yellow, fiery flowers. Her face is hidden behind three—wait, no, four dozen tiger lilies.

      I don’t recall telling him I loved tiger lilies.

      But then I remember our phone call a few nights ago. I mentioned them briefly, simply in passing.

      The man knows how to listen. He pays attention. He cares.

      Talk about a superpower.

      Fighting off a massive grin, I take the flowers and set them on my desk.

      “These, obviously, are for you,” Katie deadpans. “Based on the sheer number, some guy either needs to make up or convince you to be his, and if you say no, I’ll say yes because a man who sends four dozen flowers is a keeper.”

      The smile won’t disappear. “Thank you, Katie.”

      She hands me the card. With nervous fingers, I open it.

      Stay with me.

      Katie clears her throat. “Um, there’s more.”

      “More?”

      She thrusts a white box at me. The sticker reads Luna’s Sweets. Inside is a delectable-looking whoopie pie. I haven’t had one of these in ages, and it smells delicious. There’s a note here too. A longer one.

      I made dinner reservations at eight. I’m taking you out to your favorite restaurant. But feel free to have dessert first. These whoopie pies are irresistible. Just like you.

      The grin? It consumes all of me. Not just my face. I swear it’s a full-body smile.

      Katie clears her throat. “I have your kale smoothie and the coffee. Do you still want them?”

      I shake my head. “No. I don’t need them anymore.”

      I don’t need fortification because I don’t want to resist him.

      Because I’m beginning to understand that he’s not the only teacher around here. I’m teaching myself too, pushing myself to step out of my comfort zone and grow. And the lesson I have mapped out for CJ Murphy for the next few nights is this—learn to enjoy myself with a man without falling head over heels and losing my grip on my sanity.

      I will savor this whoopie pie, I will savor the whoopee, and then I will walk away from both with my head held high.
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      CJ

      

      By the end of the day, I’m so hyped up on sugar and anticipation that I decide to hit the gym after all. I would rather shower there than at Graham’s, anyway. The girly part of me likes the idea of arriving at dinner all dolled up and ready to knock Graham’s socks off, instead of allowing him to peek behind the curtain and realize how many times I poke myself in the eye while getting my eyeliner just right. Plus, I snagged a new dress this afternoon at a boutique I love, and some pretty new lingerie, so I’m all set for date night.

      I text Graham that I’ll meet him at eight. He texts back that he can’t wait to see me—sending another wave of anticipation rushing through my chest—and I burn up the next two hours with a bike ride, a shower, and a blow-out at the salon on the corner.

      At seven fifty, I slip through the thick dinner crowd at Eataly on Fifth Avenue, the combination authentic Italian grocery and vast palace of sinfully delicious eateries of my dreams. But my favorite, of course, is the rooftop bar and grill. I make my way to the hostess stand by the elevators, where a big-eyed Italian girl in a red dress informs me Graham is already waiting for me on the roof.

      As the elevator zips skyward, I realize Graham never actually said we were meeting at Birreria, and I smile. There’s something special about not needing any other directions aside from your favorite restaurant at eight.

      He knows me.

      And I know him.

      As I exit the elevator, I head directly for the far end of the bar, where I suspect Graham will be sitting with a half pint of the on-site brewery’s latest concoction. And he is.

      “Hey there,” I say as I come to a stop beside him.

      He turns from the view of the post-sunset pink sky behind the skyscrapers of Manhattan, his eyes lighting up in a way that makes me thankful for showers, blow-outs, and smoky ash eyeliner that exactly matches my short-sleeved sweater dress.

      “Hello, Butterfly.” He shakes his head as his gaze skims up and down, taking me in with an appreciation that makes me feel like the most beautiful woman on the rooftop. “You’re stunning tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I say, reaching out to smooth his tie. “You don’t look bad yourself. I like you in a tie.”

      “Note to self—skip the gym and keep the tie more often.” He drops a ten-dollar bill on the bar and slides off his stool, motioning toward the front of the restaurant. “Let’s see if our table’s ready. I checked with the hostess a few minutes ago, and she said it should be set soon.”

      “Perfect. I’m starving,” I admit, shivering slightly as he puts his hand at the small of my back, guiding me through the growing crowd milling around the bar. Even through my clothes, his touch is enough to send electricity zipping across my skin.

      “Cold?” he asks.

      I shake my head, saved from having to say more as the hostess makes eye contact with Graham and motions for us to follow her up the steps to the dining area. I don’t know why I’m suddenly feeling so self-conscious, but I’m nearly as nervous as I was that first night at Patio West.

      Okay, that’s a lie. I know exactly why I’m feeling self-conscious, and I decide to confront the issue head-on.

      As soon as we’re seated with menus and the hostess has stepped away with assurances that our server will be with us soon, I brace my hands on the table and lean in to whisper, “Thank you for the flowers. And the dessert. I’m sorry we fought.”

      Graham leans in, mirroring my pose. “We didn’t fight. We had conflicting opinions that were amicably resolved with assurances and presents.”

      “Very nice presents. The flowers were incredible,” I continue in a soft voice. “But still. You were right. I was letting the meeting with Lucy affect my thinking when that really has nothing to do with us.”

      “Exactly. That was a very different situation.”

      “Totally different,” I whisper with a firm nod.

      Graham’s forehead wrinkles as he whispers back, “Why are we whispering?”

      My grin turns into a laugh. “I don’t know,” I say at normal volume, my shoulders relaxing away from my ears as I sit back in my chair. “Growing up, my dad had a thing about keeping dinner conversation light and as emotion-free as possible. I guess he got in my head a little.”

      “Parents will do that to you,” Graham agrees. “I can’t leave the apartment without doing a walk-through to make sure all the lights are off. I keep hearing my dad’s voice in my head preaching the evils of wasting electricity.”

      “Aw, Bob,” I say affectionately, thinking of his gruff, no-nonsense father, who loves to laugh—loudly—at anything and everything. “How’s he doing? Did they let him back in the fishing club yet?”

      “Not yet,” Graham says. “But he and Mom took up tennis so he has an outlet for his competitive streak. From what he tells me, they’re crushing it in the mixed doubles over-fifty-five division in the local league.”

      I shake my head in admiration. “That’s awesome.”

      “It is. Now as long as they can resist the urge to play each other too often, they should be able to make it to the over-sixty-five division without filing for divorce. The only thing they love more than each other is winning.”

      “No. I’ve seen the way they look at the other. You can’t fool me. They are proof that love can last.”

      His smile softens. “Yeah, they are.”

      I start to ask him if his mom’s still working part-time, when our server appears. Graham lifts a brow in my direction as he points to the menu. “The usual, I assume?”

      I nod. “Yes, with the chimichurri on the side and—”

      “No beans on the antipasto plate,” he finishes before communicating the rest of our order. We both love to try new things, but when the flank steak, truffle pasta, and antipasto variety platter are this good, I can’t bring myself to part from tradition.

      “My mouth is already watering,” I confess, biting my lip as our server hurries away. “You’re going to have to fight me for the last mozzarella ball tonight.”

      Graham laughs. “You can have it. I had more than my share last time we were here, before Thanksgiving, when you had to leave early so you wouldn’t miss your show. How was that one, by the way? Funny Farm, wasn’t it?”

      “Fun Home,” I correct with a roll of my eyes. Graham is pretty well versed in the classic musicals, but I haven’t dragged his appreciation into the current century just yet. “It was incredible. Beautiful. Funny. Heart-wrenching. I ugly-cried so hard at the end I had to go to the ladies’ room as soon as the curtain was up and clean the mascara off my cheeks.”

      His brows draw together in concern. “And that was an enjoyable night at the theater for you?”

      I nod enthusiastically. “Oh, yes. It was. The story is about a lot of things, but the theme that got to me was how the fear and shame we don’t deal with as we grow up is passed on to our children. A kind of legacy of pain, you know? And how loving and accepting yourself, even when society is telling you that you don’t deserve love, truly is a gift you give the world, not just the person in the mirror. I thought that was beautiful. And important.”

      “Wow,” Graham says, sobering. “I didn’t realize musicals got that heavy.”

      I shrug. “Sometimes. There were funny parts too, but I think that was the part I needed to hear.”

      Graham’s head tilts quizzically. “Really? But you always seem so . . . you. Unapologetically you, and happy about it.”

      I grin. “Well, I am usually. But there are times, like when facing down my twenty-sixth birthday without experiencing things I was certain I would have experienced by this point, that I struggle.”

      He nods thoughtfully, holding my gaze as a slow smile curves his lips.

      “What?” I laugh again. “Why are you smiling?”

      “I’m smiling because I’m glad you decided to stop waiting for experiences to find you and decided to hunt them down for yourself. And I’m glad I’m the one who gets to show you what you’ve been missing.”

      My cheeks flush, and my chest feels warmer than it did before. “Me too.”

      His eyes glittering, he adds, “And you are absolutely worthy of love and acceptance. You’re one of my favorite people and, as you know, I have excellent taste.”

      My gaze falls to my bread plate as the warm feeling floods through the rest of me, all the way to the tips of my fingertips and toes. And I know what this feeling is. It is familiar to me from bear hugs from my brother, and hour-long girl-talk sessions with Chloe, and long, lazy summers with my grandmother before she passed away, learning how to knit and laughing over old episodes of SNL.

      But I’ve never experienced it like this, all tangled up with wanting to press my lips to every inch of the person who’s inspiring the sensation, to thank him for making me feel loved in my body as well as in my soul.

      I know Graham doesn’t love me romantically. But his words are the perfect reminder of why this is so right . . . and so dangerous.

      Who better to teach me how to make love than someone who loves me already?

      But who is it riskier to learn with than someone I know I could fall so hard for, who only loves me as a friend?

      “You okay, Butterfly?” he asks, his hand coming to rest on my knee under the table.

      I look up, forcing a smile. “Yes, I am.” I take a deep breath and add in a teasing tone, “Though I’m not going to look very sexy in whatever lingerie you have picked out for our lesson later. I can’t resist seconds of the truffle stuff, and I’m not even going to try.”

      “You will always be sexy in anything you wear,” he says, giving my knee a gentle squeeze. “But I didn’t pick out any lingerie for tonight. You want to know why?”

      I nod.

      He runs his hand up my knee. “Because the lesson I want you to learn is that you’re beautiful just as you are. You’re gorgeous in whatever you choose for yourself, be that panties, T-shirts, music, friends, work, or anything else.”

      A flush spreads over my chest as my heart beats harder, faster, trying desperately to wiggle closer to him. “Thank you,” I say, because it’s all I can manage.

      “Besides, the other lesson for tonight is that sex can be amazing when you do whatever feels right for you. When you’re ready, whenever that is.”

      When I’m ready . . .

      I nod, nerves and breathless excitement flaring behind my ribs, making it feel like a balloon is inflating in my chest. But before I can give verbal confirmation that yes, I’m ready, all ready, so ready, the server arrives with food and share plates. So much food. Delicious, incredible food.

      But I can barely taste it.

      I can’t focus on the rich, yet delicate cream sauce or the perfectly firm pillows of smoky mozzarella. I am only partially present for my conversation with Graham about Luna, his best friend from grad school who is preparing to launch a new fleet of food trucks in the financial district, or our discussion of why Birreria’s tiramisu is superior to all others in the city.

      All I can think about is that tonight is the night. In an hour, maybe less, I will know things that I’ve never known, and I will never be the same. And Graham will be there, and he will forever be a part of this story, this decision, this transition from one stage of my life to the next.

      And yes, it’s a little scary. But it’s also right. Because I’m ready.
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      Graham

      

      Handle with care.

      That’s what I keep telling myself during the car ride to my place.

      Be gentle.

      Take it slow.

      But when she kisses me like this, all lips, teeth, and a newly discovered confidence that’s downright addictive, I don’t want to take it slow. I want to slam my lips to hers, tangle my hands in her silky hair, yank her head back, and leave a trail of rough kisses up the gorgeous column of her throat.

      I try to slow my pace, but she’s leading now, kissing me hard and relentlessly, almost as if she’s saying over and over I’m ready, I’m ready, I’m ready.

      She might be, but I need a breather for a second.

      I press my hands on her shoulders and separate us. “CJ, you’re driving me crazy.”

      She nibbles on the corner of her lips. “Isn’t that the goal?”

      “Butterfly, you’ve already reached the goal. We need to slow down till we get to my place. I don’t want to hurt you, and right now, you’re kind of making me want to pull you under me and take you right here in the car.”

      Mischief sparkles in her eyes. “I thought you were the one who said you won’t break?”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “Yes, I remember. But it’s you I’m concerned about.”

      “News flash,” she whispers. “I’m not going to break either. And I really like wild, crazy kissing.”

      I close my eyes and groan, my bones humming with pleasure. I glance out the window, grateful for the familiar view of the buildings on my street. The car pulls to the curb, and I thank Gary.

      A few minutes later, the elevator doors close, and I press CJ to the wall, returning the favor from the car, kissing her neck, sucking on her jaw, and devouring her lips. This time, she’s the one who groans first.

      “Payback,” I tease.

      “I want more payback,” she says in a dirty whisper.

      I oblige with more ravenous kisses.

      She moans my name, and it sounds needy and desperate, and that’s exactly how I want her tonight. Because if she feels that way, then there’s a damn good chance I can make her first time amazing for her.

      That’s how I want it to be.

      When the doors open, and we walk down the hall, the words handle with care flash again through my mind. But there are new ones too. Listen to her.

      She’s been telling me something.

      She doesn’t want to be treated like a box filled with china. She wants me to treat her like the woman she is. And I’m determined to give her exactly what she wants, everything she needs.

      Once inside my home, she turns to me and whispers, “Bedroom. Now. Please.”

      A shudder racks my body, a bolt of lust that nearly overwhelms me with its power. Her power. This woman is so goddamn sexy. She might be innocent in body, but in her mind, she knows exactly what she wants.

      When we reach my bedroom, I flick the light on low. “I need to see you.” My eyes roam over her from head to toe, loving the way she looks in that dress. She kicks off her shoes as I let my fingertips play at the hem. A soft smile is my reward as she lifts her arms, and I pull the sweater fabric over her head.

      I groan, probably louder than the last time I came, because of what I see underneath. She kills me with her sexiness, slays me with her pure sensuality.

      Tonight, she’s wearing white. A lace demi-cup bra and lace panties. They are so simple and so pretty, and so intoxicatingly her. The color is a secret message, just for me. She’s giving me this gift of herself, and she’s wrapped her gorgeous body up so perfectly.

      “See? I didn’t need to send you anything. You knew exactly what you needed to wear to feel beautiful.” I run the back of my fingers over her cheek. “Do you feel beautiful? Because you are. So beautiful.” I press my body against hers, letting her feel the evidence of how much I want her.

      “Yes. I do.” A ragged breath falls from her lips as my hands move to her breasts. I cover them, kneading them, squeezing them, then my hands band around her back, and I unhook her bra. Before the soft material can fall to the floor, I grab it and toss it on the bureau.

      I bury my face between her perfect tits, licking the tops, sucking on her nipples. I walk her backward to the bed and lay her down on it. She grabs a pillow, sets it under her head, and looks at me with wide eyes.

      “There’s only one rule tonight,” I say as I unknot my tie and take it off. “You tell me if something doesn’t feel right. Be open with me. I need to know how you feel so I can make it good for you. Can you do that?”

      She nods.

      I bite my lip as I slide her white panties down. “Wait. There’s one more rule.”

      She raises an eyebrow.

      “I need to eat you first.”

      A naughty smile is my reward. “If you insist.”

      After I tug her panties off, I bury my face between her legs, licking and kissing her glorious wetness, and driving her wild in seconds. Soon enough, she’s rocking into my mouth, grabbing my hair, pulling me even closer. Her moans intensify, carrying across the night. Soon, she’s nearing the edge, and I kiss her hungrily, greedily, until I can taste her flooding my tongue, covering my lips.

      “So good,” she moans as she drifts back to earth. “So, so good.”

      “My pleasure. Every second.” I stand, unbuttoning my shirt as she blinks open her eyes. They are glassy and sex-hazy, and her hair is a wild mess.

      “I think you’re trying to get me drunk on orgasms,” she breathes.

      “I see absolutely no reason why you shouldn’t come as often as possible.” Tossing my shirt to the floor, I move my hands to my jeans. She shakes her head and sits up, reaching for the button. “Let me.”

      I drop my hands to my sides and stare as she unzips my jeans, pushing them down my thighs, allowing my dick to make its appearance. A soft, sexy sigh falls from her gorgeous mouth.

      As I take off the rest of my clothes, she gazes up at me, excitement and anticipation clear in her beautiful brown eyes. She’s so eager, so curious, and it’s such a gift to have her trust, to be the first person to experience her like this.

      My heart beats faster, from pleasure but also from something more, something entirely new that I’m only beginning to understand. But I can’t sort it out now. All I can think about is how much I need to be closer to her, joined with her, feeling her tight around me for the first time.

      I grab a condom from my wallet.

      As I open it, she grabs my wrist and says, “There’s something I need to say.”

      I wince inside, but steel myself for whatever comes next. I’m dying to be inside her, but I don’t want her to do anything she isn’t ready for. And as I look in her eyes, it hits me—I care so much more for her than I realized before our classes started. And this has become so much more than lessons in seduction.

      If she’s not ready, I’ll wait, blue balls be damned. If she needs another month, hell, a year, I’ll be here. I’ll wait until she’s ready.

      I just want it to be me that she’s ready for.

      “What is it, Butterfly? Tell me anything,” I say gently.

      Her gaze locks with mine. “I’m so glad it’s you.”

      And if I wasn’t already lost for her, that pretty much seals the deal.
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      CJ

      

      Just because I’ve carried my V card for a quarter of a century doesn’t mean I’ve kept a pure mind too.

      Quite the contrary.

      My brain has run wild. My imagination has frolicked in Naughtyville thousands of times, and though the details—the catalyst and the location—varied, one aspect was nearly always the same.

      Graham.

      Him over me, him inside me, him being my first.

      That’s what I’ve wanted most of all.

      A rush of anticipation fills my body as he climbs over me, but then anxiety rises up, pulling at me, tightening in my belly. A thousand thoughts race through my mind, and my heart jams in my throat, but as I look up at his handsome face, I know it isn’t having sex for the first time that’s making me nervous.

      What scares me is that I’m already failing at the lesson I tried to teach myself this afternoon.

      My heart isn’t in another room.

      I’m here, all in, heart, body, and mind.

      It’s wildly exciting and completely terrifying. But how can I even consider turning back when this is everything I’ve dreamt of and so much more?

      I reach my arms around his neck, pull him even closer, and press my lips to his, kissing away my fears. “I’m so ready,” I whisper.

      “I like the so.” He positions himself, rubs the head of his erection against me, and I gasp. A pulse beats between my legs, where I’m wet, ridiculously wet.

      Relax. I spread my legs wider, letting my knees fall open, inviting him in.

      He pushes the tip inside. “Okay?” he pants.

      A warm, tingly feeling spreads through me. “More than okay.”

      I draw a sharp breath as he sinks deeper inside. Deeper, deeper, maybe halfway in, and holy hell.

      He’s stretching me, and for a moment I feel as if I’m being ripped apart. I grit my teeth, my muscles tensing against the sting.

      “Butterfly.” His voice is laced with worry

      I try to will away the pain, but damn, it hurts. “I’m fine,” I mutter.

      “You’re not fine. Talk to me.”

      I remember I promised I would be honest. I loop my arms tighter around his neck, needing to hold him close as I confess, “It hurts, Graham. But I don’t want to stop. So please don’t.”

      He sighs heavily, but doesn’t move. I look up at him, seeing concern, care, and so much more in his eyes. I see him here with me, in every way, and suddenly I can breathe. And that changes the game.

      As I pull in another breath, I start to relax.

      “Perfect,” he whispers. “Just breathe, baby. Take all the time you need.”

      Another breath, and the stinging sensation fades a little more.

      Slowly, the hurt subsides, giving way to another rush of warmth and desire, the need to get even closer to this man who is so sweetly patient with me.

      I wrap my legs around him. “Now. I want you inside me. All the way.”

      There’s something about saying those words that empowers me. That emboldens my body to accept everything he has to give. This is my choice, my man, my moment. I give myself over to all the possibilities, all the hunger, all the emotion filling my chest to overflowing.

      I swallow hard and grab his ass, pulling him deeper.

      He slides another inch, and like the soft, final notes of a song, the pain ends.

      Another song begins, a primal melody that is beautiful, natural, and oh-so right.

      I still feel stretched, full, but I also feel something wholly new. A spark spreads up my chest to my arms, down to my fingers. This sensation is warm, it’s floaty—it’s what I’ve always wanted.

      A smile spreads across my face.

      Graham laughs lightly. “Looks like everything is okay?”

      “So much better than okay,” I say, and I can’t stop smiling. “It's like champagne. You don’t know what to make of it the first time you taste it, and then you just want more.”

      “You want more, baby?”

      “Oh yes . . .” I start to move with him, my hips rocking up, sensations building and rising inside me.

      His hips swivel, and he goes deeper. But never too hard or too rough. Always with just the right amount of pressure, just the right amount of him in me.

      God, a man is inside me—Graham is inside me—and it is every bit as incredible as I ever imagined.

      My body grows hotter, my skin damper. My heart jackhammers as he moves and I move with him, and somehow, we find the most wonderful rhythm.

      Together.

      Gently but firmly, he guides my leg higher on his hip, opening me more as he thrusts into me. I’m trembling all over as a full, heavy feeling ripples through me. I’m being wickedly, deliciously turned inside out.

      And then, he slides his hand down between us, touching me where I want him most, and that sends me soaring. He rubs and strokes, and soon I’m mindless with pleasure. I’m lost in all these new sensations as he fills me and zeroes in on where everything feels like bliss.

      Soon, that’s all I feel. I’ve passed the brink. I’m reaching something inevitable. Something that was always meant to happen this way, just exactly this way.

      There’s a flash of ecstatic oblivion as desire curls inward, tightens, and then I let go, I fall, and the waves of pleasure overcome me. I reach the edge as he fills me, as he makes love to me, as he takes me over the cliff.

      A few seconds later, he’s there with me too. Saying my name. Saying how good it feels. Telling me he’s coming.

      I’m drowning in the sweetest heat as I watch him thrust one last time then come apart, shuddering, his jaw clenched as he moans low in his throat. And this is another wondrous first for me, watching a man climax inside me, and I like this part just as much as I like my own orgasms.

      Probably because I’m falling in love with him.

      That’s the part that’s truly going to hurt.

      Because in a few more nights, this will end.
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      Graham

      

      All day Friday at the office, all I can think about is CJ. Making love to CJ. How sweet and sexy and incredible she was last night, and how much I need to have her naked in my arms again, calling my name while she comes on my cock, ASA-fucking-P.

      We’re more than halfway through our seven days, and there’s still so much ground left to cover, so many lessons left to learn . . .

      The afternoon is a full course in patience, as CJ and I exchange mutually frustrated text messages about how intolerable it is to have to remain clothed and in separate offices in different parts of the city all day.

      The evening is a master class in anticipation as I treat CJ to happy hour martinis and my fingers skimming up the inside of her thigh beneath the tablecloth at our corner booth.

      Friday night begins with a lesson in how much fun we can have in the shower together, with nothing but body wash and a fresh sponge. It ends with a four-hour tutorial in going nearly all night long.

      Never has exhaustion been so sweet.

      Saturday morning dawns with a warm yellow glow through the curtains that has me up and at ’em, even though I closed my eyes less than five hours ago.

      But I’m full of energy. I finally have an entire day stretching out in front of me with nothing but CJ in it. No work. No meetings. Just full-immersion sex education for the next forty-eight hours. I kiss her softly on her forehead, slide quietly out of bed, and head down the hall to the kitchen with a spring in my step.

      I whistle as I start the coffeepot and dig deep in the drawers for the pans I rarely use. Sure, there’s a voice in my head warning that there’s no reason to be so excited—this sex fling is going to be over tomorrow night and there will be no more lessons, no more CJ in my bed, no more waking up with her warm and delicious in my arms—but I ignore that voice.

      No buzz-killing on the menu today. Just buzz-encouraging.

      Which means pancakes and extra-dark French roast coffee.

      Now if I can just find that pan . . .

      The one you use to, um, cook things . . .
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      CJ

      I wake up feeling like I barely survived one of the hard-core boot-camp weekends Chloe drags me to every June before bathing suit season.

      I’m sore in every single one of my muscles, even ones I wasn’t aware existed until they started aching. My brain is a sluggish lump sitting heavily in my skull, refusing to think thoughts more eloquent than “Coffee now. Coffee good,” and I’m so exhausted I’m pretty sure I’m going to need assistance to drag my butt out of this heavenly soft bed.

      Oh yeah . . . and I’m also completely giddy.

      Graham is mine for the weekend, and I refuse to let anything get in the way of my last two days with him. Two days of Graham making me feel earth-shattering, mind-blowing, perspective-revolutionizing things that have made it abundantly clear what the fuss is all about. The fuss is about orgasms and more orgasms and yet even more orgasms delivered by a sexy-as-hell man who tells me that I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen, the sweetest thing he’s ever tasted.

      I sigh as my mouth begins to water. I’m not sure if it’s memories of Graham, or the scent of vanilla and sugar in the air, but I’m suddenly starving.

      After a full-body stretch, I swing my feet to the floor and pull on one of Graham’s T-shirts and a pair of panties.

      I find him in the kitchen, wearing nothing but boxer briefs and a chef’s apron. Only Graham could mix adorable and sexy so well.

      A skillet sizzles on the stove. Oblivious to my presence, he hustles about the kitchen, pulling items from the refrigerator, setting them on the counter, and rushing back to the stove where the sweet smell is coming from.

      Pancakes?

      I sneak quietly up behind him to plant my elbows on the center island. “Well, well. I didn’t know you cooked.”

      Graham spins with a slightly harried smile. “Good morning, Butterfly. How did you sleep?”

      “Like the dead,” I confess. “But in a good way.”

      He grins. “Me too. And yes, I like to use the kitchen once a year or so, so it doesn’t feel neglected.”

      “Biannually, eh?” I shake my head as I tease, “I’m thinking that doesn’t bode well for the quality of these pancakes.”

      He places the bowl of batter on the counter and snatches his spatula from near the sink, where several other bowls of lumpy batter have apparently already been discarded. “You wound me, Murphy. Here I am, slaving over a hot stove to feed your sexy body pancakes and—”

      “Graham, I think—”

      “And you’re insulting my cooking prowess before you’ve even—”

      “Graham,” I say more urgently as smoke begins to rise behind him.

      “—tasted the fruits of my labor or—”

      “Graham, the stove,” I break in, jabbing a finger at the skillet, where tendrils of brown smoke are quickly turning black. “Your pancakes are burning.”

      Graham whirls around. “Shit.” He snatches the entire pan—charred mess and all—from the stove and practically tosses it into the sink before turning on the water, sending the smell of soggy, burning batter whooshing through the kitchen.

      “Exhaust!” I hurry around the island and flip the exhaust switch. Immediately, the cloud of smoke begins to clear.

      I turn to Graham, who is looking positively sheepish with his spatula in one hand and a potholder in the other, and I burst out laughing. “Give me that.” I take his spatula and use it to make shooing motions. “Make way for a professional. You clearly need a proper class in when to flip your pancake.”

      His brows bob playfully up and down. “That sounds dirty. I didn’t know you wanted to flip my pancake.”

      “Oh, but I do,” I say in my best sexy voice, tossing my hair over my shoulder as I grab the least offensive bowl of batter from the counter. “Get me a fresh skillet, baby. The student is about to become the teacher.”

      Graham offers a snappy salute. “Yes, ma’am. One fresh skillet coming up.”

      Ten minutes later, I’ve instructed my eager pupil in the proper temperature, timing, and flipping technique to achieve perfectly browned pancakes every time. And I actually manage to get a small stack of ready-to-eat hotcakes stacked on a plate next to the stove before Graham circles his arms around me, and my devotion to the curriculum begins to wander.

      “You are so hot right now.” His fingers slip beneath my T-shirt to skim my ribs as he kisses my neck. “All bossy, taking charge of my kitchen . . .”

      “Someone had to take you in hand.” I bite my lip as his palms glide higher. “You’re clearly a pancake-flipping virgin.”

      “You’re so right.” He cups my breasts, making my next breath rush in on a gasp of awareness as his thumb brushes across my nipple. “And so generous and patient with me. I wonder how I can ever repay you.”

      Flipping off the heat to the burner, I lean against him, offering him unimpeded access, glancing over my shoulder to meet his gaze as I whisper, “I have a few ideas about repayment.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He somehow manages to maintain his innocent expression even as he rolls my nipples harder, making me fight to hold in a moan. “Might they have anything to do with a lesson in up-against-the-refrigerator sex?”

      I lick my lips, pressing them tight together as hunger floods my every cell. “I think refrigerator sex is a good start. Though, I may require further payment after breakfast. I have some questions about alternative uses for maple syrup that I would like to explore.”

      Graham makes a contemplative sound deep in his throat. “Tell me more.”

      But before I can answer, and tell him exactly what I have in mind for syrup, he’s captured my mouth with his, sending the taste of sweet, sugary coffee and Graham flooding through my mouth.

      And it is as fantastic as always.

      The best taste. My favorite taste.

      Pancakes are definitely going to have to wait.
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      CJ

      

      The lesson in alternative uses for syrup goes well—very well, if I do say so myself. By the time I’m finished with Graham, he’s so useless I have to bring his plate of pancakes to him on the kitchen floor and feed him syrup-soaked pieces until he recovers his strength.

      “You’re such a drama king,” I tease as I pop a bite between his lips before stabbing another triangle for myself.

      He smiles, his eyes closed as he chews. “Am not. This is what happens to a man when you give him the best blow job of his life.” He continues before I can challenge the truth of that statement. “Besides, I’m conserving my energy for the afternoon’s adventures.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I ask, intrigued. “And what might those be?”

      His eyes open in a sleepy, sexy way that makes my body start to hum again. “You’ll see. It’s a surprise. Something to push us both out of our comfort zones. It’s going to be fun.”

      I arch an eyebrow, unsure what he’s getting at. “If you say so.”

      “But you will need to dress for moderate to strenuous physical activity in the out of doors.”

      My brows lift. “You want to go outside?”

      “Hard to conduct the lesson I have in mind in an apartment.”

      I twist my features into an exaggerated frown. “All right. If you insist. But I confess I was having fantasies about keeping you in bed all day. With few to no clothes on.”

      “Tempting. Very tempting, but there will be time for that tomorrow. Today, we’re taking it to the streets. Get dressed, Butterfly. We’re going out.”

      An hour later, after two subway rides—a trip to The Village Vet to check on Stephen King and spoil him with petting and tuna treats, and a walk through a part of Brooklyn I haven’t seen before—we arrive at the Prospect Park outdoor roller-skating rink, and Graham holds open the gate to usher me inside.

      “You have to be kidding,” I say, my gaze sliding to the families, couples, and wild, sticky-faced kids rolling in frenzied circles. “We both stink at roller-skating.”

      “Which is why this is a perfect chance to learn something new together.”

      “While I love the idea, might I remind you of the debacle known as Chloe’s roller-disco party two years ago?”

      “I know. That’s what’ll make it fun. We’ll fall on our assess in unity.”

      I shoot him a skeptical stare. “Have you forgotten that you nearly wound up with a shattered tailbone? I, for one, have a crystal-clear visual of you landing smack on your cute butt in the middle of the rink.”

      He smirks. “You think my ass is cute.”

      I roll my eyes. “Obviously. But that’s neither here nor there. Why don’t you park that cute butt on a paddleboat and we can do that together instead? They rent those. I saw a sign back there.”

      He shakes his head, wiggling his eyebrows. “I’d rather see your cute butt skating in front of me.”

      I laugh at him and then take a deep breath. Come to think of it, what if I do fall on my butt? What if he falls on his?

      We’ll get back up. We’ll keep on skating. We’ll figure it out together.

      A fresh surge of confidence zips through me. “Fine, then let’s lace up, speedy. I’m ready to race if you are,” I say with a wink.

      “Oh, I was born ready.” He takes my hand. “And don’t worry, I won’t let you fall.”

      His words echo as we head to the rental counter.

      I won’t let you fall . . .

      Oh, but Graham, it’s already too late, don’t you see? I’m already falling. Falling so fast and I can’t seem to stop.

      But I don’t say any of those things out loud. I just grip his hand, determined to hold tight for the time we have left.
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        * * *

      

      We aren’t disco kings on roller skates. I’m not bopping along like a roller-derby girl, and he’s not a skate god on wheels. We are stiff and silly-looking and laughing more than any other couple on the rink.

      And I like it that way.

      As I watch him glide unsteadily around the turns, a little clunky at first but a whole lot determined, I find I’m even more attracted to him than I was before we arrived. I love that he’s not amazing at skating. I love that he’s awkward, but he’s doing it anyway. He’s not letting imperfection get in the way of a good time.

      And neither am I.

      I make it around a few times, skating more comfortably with each lap. Then he skates a few feet in front of me and comes to an only semi-shaky stop.

      “Impressive,” I observe.

      He holds out a hand. “How about a spin?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “No way. Straight ahead without falling is enough excitement for me.”

      “One spin,” his wheedles, fingers curling around mine. “C’mon. No risk, no reward.”

      “I’ll fall.”

      “You won’t fall.” He takes both my hands, skating slowly in a curve. “I’ve got you, Butterfly. Trust me.”

      “I do trust you. Obviously,” I say. My heart jerks as his eyes meet mine and something passes between us, something intimate that makes me forget I can’t spin in skates.

      And in that moment, I’m sure he can see right through me, straight to that starry-eyed dreamer who wants so much more from him than seven days. Will she scare him away?

      But he just holds on tight and says, “Look at us. We rock.”

      We glide faster, spinning in smooth circles, both of us relaxing as we gain confidence. We aren’t going to sign up for synchronized skating any time soon, but I’m smiling, and he’s grinning, and skating is even more fun with him by my side.

      So are sleepovers.

      And dinners.

      And kitty scavenger hunts.

      And pancake-making.

      New things are better with him too.

      Like a certain physical activity he’s introduced me to. One that’s brought me so much closer to him than I ever bargained for.

      Love . . . I’ve fallen in love.

      But if I tell him I earned an F in keeping my heart out of this deal, I know there’s a good chance I’ll lose him as a friend. Graham has firm boundaries, and I’ve never seen him let a woman as close as I want to be to him.

      So close. All the way close.

      And I can’t risk that. I care about him too much to excise him from my life by pushing for more than he’s willing to give.

      My chest hurts, and a lump forms in my throat. The lump threatens to turn into something more intense, but I swallow it down.

      I’m keeping my chin up and my head in the beautiful now, not the uncertain future. When I look back on this magical week, at least I’ll know I soaked it all in, from the first kiss, to hand-holding at the skating rink, to the moment we say goodbye.

      Too bad there’s no class that can prepare me to let him go. Of that, I’m sure.
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      Graham

      

      The day is passing too fast. Way too fucking fast.

      I want to slow time. Or pull a Groundhog Day, wake up tomorrow, and live this day all over again, just like Bill Murray in the movie, but without the existential angst.

      The more I get of CJ without the “just friends” wall that used to stand between us, the more I want of her. She’s like mint chocolate chip ice cream. I could eat a gallon of her without stopping.

      A part of me wants to tell her that as we stroll across the Brooklyn Bridge. I want to tell her that her smile makes me hopeful in a way I’ve never been hopeful before, and that having her hand in mine makes me feel like the luckiest bastard on this bridge.

      But you don’t say those things to a friend you’re teaching how to screw.

      CJ didn’t come to me with a seven-day plan for me to get seven kinds of attached to her. And if I tell her that’s happened, I’ll risk messing up our friendship forever. She made it clear that this was a sex deal, and I can’t let the pancake haze or the skating mojo trick me into thinking she wants more too.

      I want this woman in my life, and I won’t take a chance at losing her. Some of her is better than none. I don’t want to let her go tomorrow, but I suppose I have to.

      CJ sighs happily, looking at the endless sky above us. “This day is perfect. This sky is perfect. It’s so beautiful, isn’t it? Like a painting.”

      “Yes, this is a perfect day. Every hour. Every minute.” I squeeze her hand as we cross the Brooklyn Bridge into Manhattan, ambling along beside tourists posing for selfies in front of the skyline.

      My eyes catch CJ’s, and a slow, wicked smile curves her lips. “What are you thinking?” she asks.

      My shoulders tense as answers rattle through my brain.

      You.

      More.

      Let’s keep doing this.

      I’m falling for you.

      I part my lips, tempted to throw caution to the wind and blurt out any or all of the above. Tell her that I need her to enroll for another semester of lessons because I’m not anywhere close to ready to let her go.

      But I’ve never said those words before, so I fall back on old habits, waving a dismissive hand. “Just thinking about Monday.”

      She nods knowingly. “Ah, the board meeting. Of course.”

      But that’s not why I’m thinking of Monday at all.
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        * * *

      

      We’re quieter as we finish our walk, and the air cools off rapidly. By the time we make it back into Manhattan, the sun is sinking behind the horizon, leaving a bitter wind in its wake. I call a car service—Gary isn’t working this weekend—and CJ and I wait inside a coffee shop till a black town car pulls up five minutes later.

      Once inside, I say hello to the driver then raise the partition, taking CJ’s hands in mine to warm them up. I rub my palms against hers.

      When she lifts her face and meets my eyes, my heart beats faster.

      “Hey, you,” she says softly. “I had so much fun today.”

      “Me too. The best time.”

      “I’ll miss this,” she whispers, and with those words something inside my chest cracks. It’s out of nowhere, but not unexpected.

      It’s been happening all week long. Since she approached me at brunch. Since the night at the St. Regis. Since she settled into my home.

      But it was simmering beneath the surface well before that. When I look back on the last two years, this woman has been here, right beside me, every step of the way. She’s seen me at the toughest times and the greatest times.

      We’ve endured loss together, and now, somehow, we’ve found ourselves on the other side of grief and in each other’s arms.

      And when I look into her eyes, that’s where I want to be. With her.

      I drop my forehead to hers and whisper her name. It’s all I can say. I don’t know how to give voice to anything more than this. I never have. I’ve never felt this. I’ve never fallen so hard, so fast, and so truly for a woman.

      All I know is how to touch her, so I use a language I’m fluent in, pressing my lips gently to hers in a tender kiss that I hope tells her what I can’t speak aloud. She has to feel it too, has to know that what’s happening between us is worth investing so much more than seven days.

      I move my hands under her shirt then down her yoga pants, peeling them off. “I want to watch you ride me in the car.”

      A wicked grin spreads on her face. “Is this a lesson in seduction?”

      I shake my head adamantly. “No. It’s not a lesson. It’s what I want. It’s all I want. You’re all I want.”

      “You’re all I want too.”

      I push down my jeans, find a condom in my wallet, and roll it down my length as the car weaves through Saturday evening traffic.

      Nervousness flashes in her eyes as she glances at the window.

      “No one can see us,” I reassure her.

      She nods then holds my face. “And I don’t care if they do.”

      My heart thumps hard. She’s become so daring. Or maybe she was all along. Maybe she just needed someone to turn the key, to unlock her. God, how I want to be the only one who has that key.

      But I will savor every second of her right now as I bring her down on me.

      A sharp intake of breath.

      Her wetness.

      Her arms around my neck.

      Her lips on my jaw.

      My hands on her body.

      Her taste on my tongue.

      She moves on me, and I push up into her, and we engage in a time-honored Manhattan tradition—getting it on in the back of a town car.

      Only it hardly feels like getting it on.

      It feels like coming together.

      Like making love.

      Like being as close as I can be to the woman who’s opened my heart.

      That’s what she’s done. She’s taught me something so much more vital than what I’ve shown her.

      She’s taught me how it feels to fall in love.
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      CJ

      

      After the past week, I thought I knew what making love felt like. But just now in the car, with Graham’s breath in my lungs and his heart beating in sync with mine and every kiss feeling like a confession that he feels the way I feel . . .

      I’ve never been so close.

      So deep.

      So completely in harmony with another person.

      I know he feels it too.

      At least, I strongly suspect that he does.

      I suspect it enough to climb up onto the high dive, wiggle my fingers in the rare air up here, where the wind is wild and full of possibilities, and seriously consider taking a leap into the great unknown.

      As soon as Graham closes the door behind us and flips on the lights in his apartment, moving into the kitchen to fetch the mountain of take-out menus from the drawer, I draw a deep breath, turn my courage up to maximum strength, and say, “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about my parents.”

      He looks up from rifling through the menus, his brows raised. “Yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Well, my mom died when I was so young, I don’t remember what her relationship with my dad was like.” I keep my tone casual as I wander to the island, crossing my arms on top. “And then Dad married Betty, and that’s a total circus. I mean, I know they care about each other, but he literally does anything my stepmother tells him to do. It’s like he got a lobotomy along with that wedding ring.”

      Graham snorts. “Well, Betty is a pretty hot number. Better men than your dad have been sucked into a siren’s sex vibe.”

      “Gross.” I make a gagging sound, and Graham laughs.

      “Old people do it too, baby. Or so I hear, when my mom has a few too many hot toddies on Christmas Eve and overshares about her last ski trip with the old man.” He holds up two brightly colored menus. “Thai food from the spicy curry place, or the place with the killer summer rolls?”

      “But that’s why I love your parents,” I say, determined not to be swept off course by food, no matter how starved I am. “They still love each other so much, even after all the years and everything they’ve been through. It makes me want to believe that love can last, even though I haven’t seen it up close in my own life.” I swallow, my tongue sweeping out to dampen my dry lips as I inch closer to the edge of that diving board, my heart hammering against my ribs. “What about you? Do you think romance can last forever?”

      He pauses, shaking his head as he glances down into the drawer. “I don’t know, Butterfly. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      I freeze. I can’t move. Can’t speak. I don’t even want to think. I want to rewind this moment and change the script, make different words emerge from his mouth.

      But I can’t. The truth is out and there’s no going back.

      I’ve never felt anything like that before.

      As cold, harsh reality hits, I’m suddenly tumbling, falling . . . but not down into the sparkling water. I’m stumbling backward off the wrong end of the diving board, plummeting toward the concrete on a collision course that’s going to leave me battered and bruised.

      He’s never felt anything like that before.

      Which means he doesn’t feel it for me.

      This is one-sided. This is me, the wide-eyed virgin, falling for the first guy she slept with. My chest heaves, and a stupid hitch tries to work its way up my throat. But I won’t let on that I’m every bit as much of a fool as I’ve feared.

      Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders and fight like hell to maintain a calm facade. If I stay strong, I can try to preserve our friendship, our working relationship. That’s what matters now.

      Don’t let on, CJ.

      He clears his throat, and when he looks up again, he’s smiling and holding a dark menu with sushi on the front. “How about sushi? Keep dinner classic and elegant after a day of adventure?”

      I stare at him, amazed that this is so simple for him, astonished that his stomach is his top priority when the floor is slipping from under me.

      But his focus on food is further proof that I’m in this alone.

      And I need to extricate myself from this situation the same damn way.

      My lips part to say sushi is fine, but I can’t seem to make the words come out. I’m too mortified. Too sad. Too deep in grief for what’s never going to be.

      But thankfully, Graham’s cell buzzes at that exact moment, sparing me from saying sushi is fine for heartbreak, thank you very much—my one piece of good luck this evening.

      He picks it up and is silent for a moment.

      “Whoa, slow down, Brian.” Graham paces out of the kitchen into the dining area overlooking the Hudson. “Is she okay? Are you okay?” He nods, pacing faster. “Got it. No worries. You go have a baby. I’ll take care of everything else.” More nodding, and now a hand raked through his hair. “Absolutely. And let us know how it goes. We’re all rooting for you guys and a safe, easy birth.”

      Graham ends the call and turns back to me with a huff of breath. “Babies.” He laughs once. “They don’t come on a schedule, do they?”

      My brow pinches. Am I supposed to answer that? But I don’t need to because he keeps going. “I have to head into the office. Brian was putting the finishing touches on our new ads tonight so our ad agency can finalize the package for the board by Monday afternoon. But his wife—”

      “Is having a baby.” I force a smile, pretending I’m not in the middle of an emotional meltdown. “I heard. You go take care of business. I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to leave you here starving to death.”

      “I can order food. I’m a big girl.” I make shooing motions with both hands, pathetically thrilled that I haven’t broken down in front of him. “Now go on, get everything handled. I’ll be fine.”

      And I am fine.

      Or I will be. I even manage to kiss him goodbye without falling to pieces and crying like an idiot virgin who had no idea how easy it would be to let love become inextricably bound up with pleasure.

      But once Graham is gone and I’m alone in his house, with his leather-bound books chosen by an interior decorator, and the pans he never uses, and the sterile decorations in the bedroom that make it clear all this man does here is sleep, the truth settles on my chest, crushing in its weight.

      Graham is married to his work.

      Work is his steady date, his primary focus, and the drumbeat that makes his heart dance. Women have always been a passion for him, but never as anything more than entertainment, something fun to appreciate and enjoy in his spare time once the work day is done. He told me so himself at brunch when he said he was on a sex-batical because sex complicates everything. Let alone more than sex…

      And I am no different than the women who’ve come before me.

      I. Am. No. Different.

      Tears are rising in my eyes when I’m saved by the bell a second time. Though, this bell is a pack of baying wolves – my landlord’s ringtone.

      “Hello,” I sniff as I listen to Arno’s heavily accented voice droning on the other end of the line, telling me that my apartment is all fixed and ready to go. “Really?” I ask, unable to believe such a massive mess was set back in order so quickly. “The sink and the tile and everything?”

      “Everything, all done,” Arno confirms. “They fix it all first day and just call me now to say they check and grout is dry. All done. Good as new.”

      Well. It looks like the universe is having at least a little mercy on me.

      “That’s wonderful.” I stand, heading toward the bedroom to pack my bag, my mind already made up. “Thank you so much, Arno. I’ll be home tonight.”

      And then I pack. Because I believe in signs. And all the signs are telling me it’s time to get out before I give any more of myself away to a man who isn’t interested in what I have to give.
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      Graham

      

      Almost done.

      Another slide.

      Another photo.

      Another set of ads to review.

      As I click on the final proof for the new campaign, I study it carefully, making sure every detail, every word is top-notch. Does it reflect the high-end brand we’ve crafted?

      The new models look fantastic—they are every size, shape, and color, and each woman is beautiful in her own way—but I keep seeing CJ in the corset. CJ wearing it better than anyone’s ever worn it.

      At least in my eyes.

      And that’s when I realize what this campaign needs.

      She was right.

      CJ was damn right.

      It’s not enough to change the images. The cake tagline is crap. These corsets aren’t about food. They’re about how they make a woman feel.

      With a renewed focus, I tap out a few lines. Then I tweak them. I tighten them, and I send one final change back to the ad agency.

      

      “This holiday season, feel sexier than you’ve ever felt before.”

      

      Simple, but on point. That feels so much better than a slogan about candy or food. Women love gorgeous lingerie because of how it makes them feel. And men can’t resist a woman who is confident, passionate, and feeling sexy in her skin.

      That’s what I need to convey. That’s what CJ has always shown me when she’s worn Adored.

      I call my agency contact, not caring that it’s Saturday night. He doesn’t either. Sometimes you have to burn the midnight oil. I give him the change, and he tells me he’ll make the adjustment and send proofs back to me shortly.

      As I wait for him to reply, I review the slides one more time, then head to the conference room where the meeting will be held on Monday. I flick on the lights. All the chairs are empty, of course. It’s late on a Saturday night. But as I wander through the room, I picture Monday morning and the big pitch before the board. Before the shareholders. Making it clear I’m 100 percent committed to delivering on my vision.

      God, I love this job, this company. I love what Sean and I built. My eyes stray to the photo of Sean and me at the hockey game, and a faint smile tugs at my lips.

      He’d be proud too. We built something from the ground up, and I continue to run it with integrity, treat our employees well, and deliver a superior experience to our consumers.

      My smile fades.

      Usually, I get a charge being in here, like a pitcher wandering across the mound before a big game, listening to the quiet of a stadium to get psyched up.

      But right now, there’s a strange hollowness in this room. Maybe because I’m the only one here.

      But maybe for another reason.

      Because I don’t want to be here at all.

      I want to be back at my house with my woman.

      But she’s not mine. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

      I was being honest with her. I’ve never felt anything like what my parents have before. Not until now, with her. But I don’t know how to do this—how to risk losing the friend I love to win the woman I love, knowing I can’t have them both. Maybe I’m foolish to think I could have more with her. She chose me because I have a reputation for knowing what to do in the bedroom, not because of my stellar track record with relationships.

      Because that does not fucking exist.

      I return to my desk, but there isn’t anything in my inbox from the ad agency, even though the clock is ticking closer to nine.

      On impulse, I pull out my cell and text CJ.

      

      
        
        Graham: What did you have for dinner, Butterfly? I’m hoping it was something much more delicious than the yogurt I stole from the staff fridge.

      

        

      
        CJ: I actually haven’t eaten yet. I was too busy picking up Stephen King and grabbing groceries and cat food. My apartment is ready early so I decided to head home.

      

      

      

      What? Head home?

      For a second, the words make no sense. When I think of home, I think of my home, because with CJ there, it finally feels like a home. Like a place I want to hang out on a Wednesday night and watch movies, or lounge in bed on a Sunday morning with coffee and pancakes.

      With her. All of it with her.

      And a part of me just can’t process that she’s taken off like that, without a heads-up.

      

      
        
        Graham: You left? You didn’t tell me. I didn’t think your place would be ready so soon.

      

        

      
        CJ: I didn’t either. But hey, miracles happen! It’s so nice to be home with the kitty. I think he missed me. He’s super cuddly and trying to eat my earring. Isn’t that sweet?

      

      

      

      No. That’s not fucking sweet. She should be with me. Her crazy cat should be eating . . . a coaster in my house, a belt loop off my jeans, the top of the toothpaste tube.

      Anything.

      I rub my hand over the back of my neck, trying to make heads or tails of her departure. I cast about for something to say, something to make it clear I’d rather she be with me.

      

      
        
        Graham: That’s great, but selfish bastard that I am, I was really enjoying having you with me.

      

      

      

      I read it once more and hit send. I lean back in my chair and wait. That ought to at least start making it clear how I feel. I’ve never poured my heart out to a woman before, but I don’t see how she can fail to get the message from that.

      I want more of her.

      A few seconds later, a reply arrives, and I tense, hoping it’s her saying she’s called an Uber to meet me back at my place, to stay this night, then the next, then the next.

      

      
        
        CJ: I enjoyed it too. Of course I did. And I know we were supposed to have seven days of lessons, but it’s nearly a week, and after today I feel ready. I’ve learned all I need to make it on my own. But thank you so much. I’ll never forget how wonderful you were. You were everything I wanted in a teacher and more.

      

      

      

      A teacher? That’s all I fucking was to her? A goddamn teacher she’ll never forget? I stare at her note. I turn my phone upside down, as if I can shake out the true meaning of her message.

      But when I read it once more, those cold words mock me.

      I was only her teacher.

      I wasn’t her lover.

      She was clear from the start. She wanted lessons in sex. She didn’t sign up for romance.

      I’m the only one who made that mistake. I’m the jackass who had this all wrong. I scoff, laughing at myself, but it’s not fucking funny. It's ironic. And it serves me right. Before her, I’d never been in love. Hell, I’ve never been in a relationship that lasted longer than a couple of months. Of course I’d fuck it up.

      And make the rookie mistake of thinking she’d fallen in love with me too.

      But even though I’ve royally screwed up when it comes to understanding what love is, I’d like to think I at least know respect.

      And I need to respect the woman’s wishes. So I say something that’s true to my feelings while giving her the distance she seems to want.

      

      
        
        Graham: Thank you. The pleasure was truly all mine. I loved every second of being with you.

      

      

      

      Past tense. Loved. Was.

      I hit send and immediately bring my thumbs back to texting position. Because this sucks.

      There’s a painful ache in my chest. It’s no longer empty. It just fucking hurts, and I want to say so much more. I want to tell her that I’m not ready for this to end, that I don’t want it to end at all. Ever. I want to promise her that I can make all her dreams come true, and that there’s no need to make it on her own.

      Or, God forbid, make it with some other guy.

      The thought makes me sick. Physically ill. Sour inside. To think of some bastard with his hands on my CJ.

      But she’s made her position clear. So I simply text—

      

      
        
        Graham: I’m here whenever you need me, Butterfly. Anytime. Anywhere.

      

        

      
        CJ: Thank you. That means a lot to me, Graham.

      

      

      

      She means a lot to me. She means more to me than she’ll ever know.

      I don’t know how long I sit silently at my desk, numb and more alone than I’ve felt since my best friend died, but eventually, my inbox dings.

      The ads are here.

      The new mock-ups are perfect, so I send my approval and then return to the collection of walls where I will sleep tonight.

      It doesn’t feel like home. Not without her.
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      CJ

      

      I’m awoken Sunday morning by Stephen King sitting on my pillow, purring as he chews on my hair.

      “No, gross,” I murmur, pulling him under the covers with me for a snuggle instead. “No chewing, buddy.”

      But when he starts gnawing on the sleeve of my flannel pajamas, I don’t have the heart to stop him. I don’t have the heart to do much of anything except lie here and feel low.

      So low.

      “I miss him already,” I whisper to Stevie, my fingers gliding through his fur. “I don’t want to go back to being friends. I can’t.”

      Stephen King meows, and I wish I knew what it meant. Deciding I’m not going to get solid advice from a cat—any cat, but Stevie is an especially lost cause—I call Dylan.

      “I’m sad,” I whisper when he answers. “In the dating despair pit.”

      Dylan grunts. “This is about that dick for brains you’re dating, right? Now, you give me his number. Better yet, his address. I’ll make him regret the day he—”

      “No, no,” I say, cutting Dylan off before he can plot Graham’s murder. “It wasn’t like that. I broke my own heart. It’s my fault.” Tears well in my eyes for the hundredth time since last night. “I knew better than to fall for him, but I did it anyway.”

      “Why should you have known better? Is he married?”

      “No!” I say, brows snapping together. “I wouldn’t date a married man. No. He just…doesn’t have time for a relationship.”

      “Fuck that. If he had half the sense God gave a domesticated turkey, he would make time. You’re worth it.”

      “Domesticated turkeys are dumber than wild turkeys.”

      “Yeah, they are.” Dylan sighs. “I’m sorry, kiddo. Getting your heart ripped out sucks. No way around that.”

      I sniff. “I wish I could turn back time and undo it all.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re braver than that.”

      “You’re right. The fallout is awful, but the rest… It was like flying, Dylan. The absolute best thing I’ve ever, ever felt.”

      “You need me to come out for the weekend? Take you to one of those terrible musicals you like? Get you drunk, and we can throw darts at this guy’s picture?”

      I smile. “No. I’ll be okay.” Dylan starts to offer again, but I know he hates the city in the spring—and just about any other time—so I insist, “Seriously, I’ll be fine. Just hearing your voice helps. A lot. Thanks for being there.”

      “Always,” he says. “I’m always here for you, cous. No matter what.”

      Always here for you . . .

      That was what Graham said . . .

      And last night wasn’t the first time he said it.

      A fragment of memory tugs at my mind. It repeats, urging me to listen.

      Only I’m not sure why. But it’s loud, and insistent, so I pay attention as it demands I go searching for something that must be found. I thank Dylan, hang up, and roll out of bed before Stephen King can get his teeth on my socks, headed for the closet where I keep all my most treasured things.
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      Graham

      

      That was the worst night’s sleep of my life. And I’ve slept in a coach seat on a red-eye across the country. Hell, I’ve hit the sack on the floor of my office for an hour of shut-eye after working all night.

      But this tossing and turning sucks.

      She’s not next to me when I wake, and that feels like an affront to the fabric of the universe. When I wander into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee, the sink reminds me of her.

      The motherfucking sink.

      The stove holds a memory, for Christ’s sake.

      Good thing I don’t use it, or I’d think of her every time I cooked, and now I’ve found yet another reason to never make a meal I can’t take out or order in.

      I heave a sigh, trudge back down the hall, and curse my bed once more for taunting me with images of her on it, in it, curled up with me.

      Hell, it’s been less than twelve hours, and everything is a reminder of the woman I fell unexpectedly ass over elbow for.

      It’s a cruel joke. Is this what a broken heart feels like? How does anyone endure this? Get through it? All I know to do when my mind is a traffic pileup is to run. Maybe it will work with a piled-up heart too.

      I pull on my basketball shorts, lace up some sneakers, and text Campbell that I’m going for a run, giving him the location. But he’s probably busy with his four-peat woman. As for me, I need to get the hell out of my lonely shell of a house.

      Cue the sad song.

      Yep, Taylor Swift, time to call me. I’ll inspire your next breakup tune.

      I hit the sidewalk, lengthening my stride instantly, running hard so my mind goes as blank as it possibly can. So I can let the physical overpower the emotional.

      I groan at the thought.

      Emotions are not my strong suit. Hell, they’re not even in my deck.

      All I can do is hope a workout will rid her from my mind. That has to be what the average guy does when he gets fucked by love, right?

      Trouble is, a run is what I do to think.

      To sort through problems at work.

      To find solutions.

      And my brain has a brilliant idea as I finish my workout outside of Central Park. It’s telling me to go talk to a friend.

      But when I jog by the carousel in search of the food trucks, a long line snakes around the mint-green Luna’s Sweet’s vehicle. Despite my sour mood, I smile. I’m proud of my friend. I’m glad her business is thriving. And I won’t disturb her with my sorry story.

      I turn around, lower my shades, and make my way out of the park, wandering past packs of cyclists speeding by and families out for Sunday afternoon picnics.

      I’m half tempted to stop someone, anyone, and ask for help. Ask the harried mom wiping melted ice cream from her toddler’s hand what a note like this means.

      Thanks for being my teacher.

      I open the text from CJ once more, hunting for a hidden meaning when I bump into Campbell. His green eyes study me.

      “Hey. I got your bat signal. But looks like you’re done.”

      “Done is exactly what I am.”

      He shoots me a quizzical look, reading between the lines. “What’s going on, man? Is this about the woman?”

      I bristle, but then shrug in admission. No point fighting the truth. “Isn’t it always?”

      He laughs lightly. “When a man is fucked in the head, it’s usually a woman.”

      I sink down on the bench outside the park.

      He joins me. “How did you fuck it up?”

      “Why do you assume I fucked it up?”

      “Please refer to my first point. When a man is fucked in the head, it’s usually because of a woman, and it’s usually because he fucked it up.”

      Did I? Did I ruin things with CJ? “Maybe I did. So what do I do next?”

      “You can apologize, grovel, pour your heart out, put your heart on the line. Any of those are good options. Personally, I prefer writing a rock song and singing it to her. But  with your singing voice, that’s not gonna happen. So just use your words, man.”

      Use my words.

      It’s easy advice, but what exactly do I want to say?

      He looks at his watch. “I need to take off, get my workout in before I pick Sam up from her game,” he says, mentioning his teenage daughter.

      “Say hi to her from me. And next time, you tell me about that woman of yours.”

      He nods and smiles. “Consider it done.”

      I take off down Sixth Avenue, weaving among the Sunday afternoon pedestrians, reading over CJ’s note again.

      This is like a note that says: Thank you for not smoking. Of course I'm not smoking, and of course I was happy to be her teacher. But I don’t feel like a teacher. I don’t think of her as my student. She’s the woman who has my heart. And I know we could be so much more. We could be everything.

      But there’s no business book to tell me what the hell to do when you’ve fallen in love with your dead best friend’s sister who asked you to spend seven days seducing her. There’s no Forbes article on how to navigate that thorny situation.

      Nor is there anyone in this city of millions I want to ask.

      As I turn the corner on Fifty-Fifth Street, a familiar place draws me.

      The St. Regis.

      I blink, almost surprised I’m here.

      But not entirely.

      This is one of my places.

      This is an anchor, and maybe that’s what I need right now.

      As I head into the lobby, I picture the night with CJ. Only I’m not thinking of the stripping, though that was fantastic. I’m thinking of how we left together—as a team. How we found her brother’s cat. How we packed and returned to my place and fell asleep without screwing.

      My mind jumps to the next night, to dinner, when I told her I was glad I could show her what she’d been missing, and she said two simple words in reply—me too.

      But it wasn’t the words. It was the way she said them. How she looked at me like there was more between us than just sex.

      Like how it’s been for me too.

      I furrow my brow as I stand in the lobby, memories from the last week crashing into me, words I didn’t pay enough attention to at the time.

      Before we made love. “I’m so glad it’s you.”

      At the rink. “I do trust you.”

      In the town car. “I’ll miss this.”

      But more than the words, I linger on the look in her eyes. Was there more hidden there all along?

      I don’t know the answer, but there’s one person I need to talk to. I call Luna’s wife. Right now, I need to use my words with her so I can use them with someone else.
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      CJ

      I find what I’m looking for at the bottom of a shoebox of cards from Sean’s funeral. The church had been full of gorgeous flower arrangements, and every one of them had been accompanied by a card. I saved them all—touched by the evidence of how many people loved my brother and would miss the light he brought to the world—but I’ve never gone back and reread them.

      It still hurts too much.

      Maybe it will always hurt too much.

      In my experience with grief, the weight becomes easier to carry, but I’m always aware of it, slung over my shoulder. Losing my mother so young, I’d made Death’s acquaintance before I lost Sean, but never so intimately. Never with an adult’s knowledge that forever without one of your special someones can be a very long time.

      From the moment I open the box, freeing the scent of cardstock, long-faded flowers, and a church filled with women’s perfume and musty winter coats, there are tears in my eyes.

      By the time I pull out the cards and the program with Sean’s smiling face on the front, two hot trails are leaking quietly down my face. But I don’t fight these tears. I gave myself permission to feel this hurt a long time ago. To deny it would be to deny Sean and to push the memory of him away, which I never want to do.

      I want him close, even if it hurts.

      I find Graham’s card near the bottom and pull it free, opening to the message written inside.

      

      Dear CJ,

      I don’t know what to say.

      I’m usually good with words, but they escape me now that I really need them. When I want so badly to make this easier for you, and for myself.

      But I can’t.

      All I know is that I will never forget him. Sean was one of the best of us. He was a true friend to me, and from now on, I hope you’ll let me be the same to you. I’m here for you. Anything you need. That means today, tomorrow, and ten years from now, because I’m not going anywhere.

      I know I can never take his place. I wouldn’t dare to try. But I’m here to hold your hand or be a shoulder to cry on or to take you for brunch the way Sean used to do. Whatever will help. I know it helps me to know that you’re still here. To know I’ll have someone to share memories with. I don’t want to lose those memories. Or you.

      Sending you all my love today, as we gather to honor your wonderful brother.

      Your friend for always,

      Graham

      

      With my throat so tight it’s hard to draw a full breath, I press the card to my heart. I knew he had said it before. And he means it. He wants to be there for me, and the last thing I want to do is push him away.

      Maybe it’s time to stop moping around my apartment feeling sorry for myself and take action. To fight for Graham’s heart as fiercely as I negotiated for a week in his bed.

      Sure, I could sit here with my hurt feelings and try to figure out the least painful path forward. But then I would be acting like a coward, like a woman who didn’t know how short life can be and how imperative it is to be brave. That may be the most important lesson I’ve learned, and I will draw upon all my courage to put my heart all the way on the line, no matter what. Graham is worth it, and I’m worth it too.

      “I will,” I promise Sean, pressing a kiss to my finger and dropping it to his photograph. “I promise.”

      I box up the cards, tuck them way, then wipe my eyes. Time to be brave.
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      Graham

      

      Valerie opens the door to the arena for me with a stern smile and a wag of her finger. “You have five minutes.”

      “Thank you, Valerie.”

      “No, thank you. That Stellar Spa gift card was everything I needed. If it weren’t for you, Luna would be giving me forks and paperweights.” She shudders before jabbing her thumb down the hallway. “Okay, on second thought, you have ten minutes. I’ll wait here for you.”

      I thank her for doing me a solid and letting me into the arena.

      Maybe this is crazy, but it feels like the sanest thought I’ve had all day. Sean was my rock, the guy I turned to. He was steady, reliable, and quick with an answer. Almost always, the answer was an upbeat one. It was “seize the day” or “go for it.”

      And it was almost always delivered here.

      This arena is where we hatched some of our greatest plans.

      As I walk through the stands, closer to the ice, I swear I can feel Sean’s presence. That might mean I’m losing my mind. Or maybe that’s how it goes when you lose somebody you love. You can feel them in places that matter. In the things you shared.

      If he were here, I’d ask him what to do next.

      When you fall hard for your buddy’s sister, you need to man up and let him know.

      I take a seat then lower my head almost as if I’m in church, but I’m not asking God, or a saint, or even a ghost. I’m asking a friend, who happens to be on the other side.

      My voice is low, barely a whisper. “I miss you, buddy. I miss you a hell of a lot. But we’re doing great things, and I know you’d be proud of what we built. You’d be proud of your sister too. She’s an amazing woman, bright and beautiful and confident. She has great friends, and she knows what she wants in life.”

      I hope I’m part of what she wants.

      I heave a sigh then say the next thing, the hardest part. But once the words are out, there’s nothing tough about saying them. They are the truest words I’ve ever spoken.

      “I didn't plan on falling in love with her. But it happened. And you know what I think? What I hope, at least? That you would tell me to go for it. Even though you’d grumble. Even though you’d threaten me with bodily injury at first, warn me never to hurt her. But in the end, I think you’d say to go for it because you’d know I’ll treat her right. And I will, Sean. I will treat her like she’s the most adored woman on the planet, because she is, and I don’t want to lose this chance at forever.”

      Forever.

      The word clangs in my brain.

      CJ used it last night in the kitchen, while I hunted for the sushi menu.

      “Do you think romance can last forever?”

      I answer for myself this time.

      Yes. Yes, I do. But only if you have the guts to tell the woman you want forever to be with her.
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      Graham

      

      I run.

      I run through the city. I cruise past couples enjoying Sunday evening dates, past families turning in after a day outside in the gorgeous spring weather. I race by guys heading to office buildings to work late on a weekend.

      That’s been me.

      That was me just last night.

      But it’s not who I am now.

      I run with more energy than I had when I started this morning. She’s not far away, but walking is for guys who don’t know they’re in love.

      I don’t bother heading home to shower. I don’t stop to buy flowers.

      CJ doesn’t want or need flowers. This isn’t about that kind of gift. This is about something new, something different. That’s what this has been about all along. She’s the one. She’s always been the one, never been far from my thoughts, even before this week together.

      This time I have to go in naked, so to speak. Venture into unfamiliar territory without my usual tool kit of gifts and goodies, of lingerie and flowers. The arsenal of seduction isn’t what I need right now, not tonight.

      As soon as I reach her building, I run up the steps, powered by pure adrenaline and a mad need to make sure she knows I love her. I grab my phone and stab my finger against her name, calling her.

      My breath comes in harsh pants as I wait for her to answer.

      Her voice is shaky, a little surprised as she asks, “Hello?”

      “I’m outside. I need to see you.”

      There’s a pause. “You’re . . . outside?”

      Breathless, more words come. “I’m here at your apartment. I need to see you. I need to see you now, Butterfly.”

      Seconds later, the buzzer bleats, and I slam my hands against the door, pushing it open. I take the steps two by two up to the third floor. I turn at the landing and into her hall to find her standing in the doorway of her apartment, looking beautiful and vulnerable, and something else too.

      Hopeful.

      I know the look because it’s how I feel. Hope fills me up and overflows.

      I don’t waste time. I’m ready to give her my heart, and I pray, dirty and sweaty and empty-handed as I am, that she’ll want to keep it. I close the distance to her. “I didn’t give you a complete answer last night.”

      She lifts her chin, her gaze locking with mine. “What was the question?”

      “Do I think romance can last forever?”

      Her eyes widen, and she nods as if she’s telling me to keep going.

      “I said I didn’t know because I’ve never felt anything like that before.” I cup her cheeks. “Until you.”

      A sweet, small gasp escapes her lips.

      “I was asleep before you. Asleep without even any decent dreams.” I shake my head. “But now I’m wide awake. And the world is beautiful because I’m in love with you, CJ. I’m crazy in love with you. And I was wondering if you might possibly feel the same way?”

      Her lips part, but for a long moment, she says nothing. My life, my heart, my future hang in the balance as I wait. It’s probably only a few seconds, but it feels like an eternity.

      The moment she finally smiles up at me, love clear in every curve of her face, is better than all her orgasms. It’s her, giving me her heart to take care of.

      And I will handle it with so much care.

      She nods, her voice soft at first. “Yes, I might possibly feel the same way, Graham. I might possibly be so crazy in love with you that I’ve spent every moment since I left your place either in the depths of despair, or plotting ways to bring you back to me.”

      A weight lifts from my shoulders, banished by her words. I tug her close, needing the connection, savoring her warmth. “I thought you only wanted me for my sexy body,” I say, laughing with relief.

      She shakes her head with a huff. “I thought you only wanted a week, and I was so scared of losing your friendship. But then I decided I couldn’t let you go without a fight. I was writing down all the reasons we’re meant to be when you called.”

      “I like it when you fight for me.” I stroke her cheek, smiling because I can’t stop. “I want to read your list.”

      Her gaze lifts to the ceiling. “I didn’t get very far. I’d just started when this guy I really like showed up on my doorstep and said he loved me.”

      “What a jerk that guy is,” I tease.

      She shakes her head, playfulness vanishing. “No, he’s not a jerk. He’s a wonderful man with the kindest heart and the most generous spirit, who doesn’t care for emojis either, and who also happens to be incredible in the sack.”

      I laugh, grateful for the joke. It came just in time, before I started tearing up right here in the hallway.

      “He taught me how good it feels to fall in love,” she continues, running gentle hands up and down my back. “So good, I want to keep learning it over and over.”

      My heart thumps hard against my chest. “Butterfly, we’ll keep learning together. You’ve already taught me so much more than I could ever have taught you. Turns out falling in love is pretty amazing.”

      She swallows hard, and her eyes shine with tears. “I’m so glad it was me.”

      And just like that, she reminds me again why I love her, how she opens her heart and brings me in out of the cold.

      “And I’m so glad you woke me up.” I dip my mouth to hers, this kiss a promise. A vow to never take her heart for granted.

      Her lips brush against mine, and everything in the world feels right and true.

      When we pull apart, I glance inside her place, where Stephen King is rolling around in front of the television, gnawing on her remote control. “What do you think about ditching the seven days to seduction and turning it into an always?”

      “You are my always.” She wiggles her eyebrows, tugs my sweaty shirt, and yanks me into her apartment. “And right now, I want all of you.”

      “Have me, woman,” I say with a growl as the door falls shut.

      In seconds, she’s locked us both in her bedroom, pulled off my shirt, pushed down my shorts, and is whispering in my ear that we can do it without protection since she’s on birth control.

      I didn’t come to her home expecting a gift, but that might be the best present of all. When I slide inside, feeling all of her, I know. I know it’s only going to keep getting better.

      That’s another thing she’s taught me, and it’s a lesson I can’t wait to keep learning every single day.
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      Graham

      

      It’s Monday afternoon. Go time. The board members are gathered inside the boardroom with their beverages of choice, the glossy marketing preview our ad agency prepared, and all their preconceived notions.

      Some of them want to sell.

      I know that.

      And I know there’s a chance that nothing CJ or I say will change their minds.

      A week ago, the thought would have turned me inside out.

      But now, I have this woman, this amazing person who will be on my team—and in my heart and my bed—no matter how the vote goes today.

      I’m going to be okay. Better than okay, because everything that matters is right here next to me.

      “You ready?” I give her hand a quick squeeze outside the heavy brown door.

      CJ looks up at me, her eyes warm and sure. “I am. And so are you. You’ve got this. There’s no doubt in my mind.”

      I grin, fighting the urge to lean down and kiss her.

      Later. After the vote. I’ll do it the very second we’re alone, because I will need her kiss, no matter which way things go.

      I swing through the door, holding it for CJ to enter before me. We take our seats as I smile at the familiar faces—even Bill and Betsy, who are wearing twin “I will not be moved” expressions. Well, too bad, guys. I’m going to move you or die trying . . .

      Quickly, we run through the standard business matters. Then we move on to the key topic. I stand at the head of the table.

      “So, as you all may know . . .” I pause, building the suspense as I take a moment to make eye contact with each person at the table. “I’m a bra man.”

      I’m rewarded with chuckles from most.

      “Yep, I'm a bra man, a panty man, a baby doll man,” I continue. “I love underwear, and I’m not afraid to admit it. I love underwear, I love women in underwear, and I love this company. Adored is more than a name to me. When Sean and I started this venture, we wanted to make sure every person who slipped into our product felt special, valued, irreplaceable. Sometimes that means they’ll look in the mirror and love how a certain item of clothing makes them feel. Sometimes it means they’ll blow their lover’s socks off in lingerie that brings out the kind of woman they want to be.”

      I pace toward the window overlooking the city, motioning toward the sun-drenched skyline. “Beauty means different things to different people. Every woman out there is a unique and beautiful individual. But those women, the women who wear our lingerie, they have things in common too. They value quality, originality, and integrity. They value themselves and believe they deserve the best.”

      My gaze drifts back across the room. “With our industry in a state of flux, it can be tempting to think about other options. Easier options, maybe.” I shrug, lifting my hands at my sides. “Sure, why not sell our lingerie company to a conglomerate peddling everything from socks and suits to snow-cone machines and mail-order tick medicine for your dog?”

      Muffled laughter assures me the room is still with me.

      “But Adored has never been about easy. It’s about a commitment to something fine in a world that’s drowning in fast, cheap, and disposable.” I meet Bill’s gaze, then Betsy’s, watching their expressions soften. “It’s about what women deserve, not what the world has told them to settle for. You want somebody leading this company who understands that, and who understands why Adored is special. A one-company kind of man.” My gaze glides briefly to CJ, enough for only her to understand as I say, “A one-woman kind of man.” She smiles, making my heart do that weightless, walk-on-the-moon thing it does with her these days.

      I finish with a line that is about so much more than business. “I want to be that man, and I hope you’ll keep having me.”

      A polite smattering of applause fills the room as I motion to CJ. “Now Caroline, Sean’s sister, would like to say a few words.”

      CJ stands, beautiful and poised as ever, and I’ve never been prouder to have her on my side. “Hello everyone. Believe me, I know it can be enticing to explore different options. I understand the temptation and have experienced it myself. But in the end, I realized that selling would have been a choice I made out of fear, out of a lack of belief in what I could accomplish.”

      Her tone gentles as she adds, “And fear is never a good reason to make a big change. If a sale was right, you would know it in your bones. It would be something you would be ready to fight for.” She pauses, giving a small shake of her head. “But that’s not the feeling I get here today. I sense that you all believe Adored’s future is valuable, and that it should be trusted to someone who understands that.”

      CJ arches a wry brow as she motions my way. “And, well . . . Graham knows panties.”

      The laughter from the board is louder this time, but I only have eyes for this woman, this dynamite creature bringing the meeting home with a bang.

      “He knows bras and bustiers and corsets.” Her smile fades as she adds, “But he knows something much more important too. He knows how to listen to women. To his customers. To the people who appreciate and value Adored’s products. He listens, he learns, he adjusts, he leads—that’s the hallmark of a great businessman.” She glances back to me, her eyes shining. “It’s also the hallmark of a great man. Thank you.”

      CJ sits to even louder applause, and I know we’ve won them over.

      The vote to move forward with business as usual is unanimous. My company is still mine, and that makes me one happy man.

      But someone else makes me even happier.

      After the meeting, I steal her away, into my office, locking the door behind us.

      “You were incredible,” I murmur against her lips, kissing her hard and deep as I back her across the room.

      “So were you.” Her breath hitches as I lift her onto my desk and slide her skirt higher on her thighs. “You’re sexy when you’re commanding a room.”

      “You’re sexy on my desk.” I kiss a trail down her throat as I work open the buttons on her blouse. “As a matter of fact, I’ve had this recurring fantasy about you on my desk . . .”

      Then I show her, and it’s safe to say we’re voting a unanimous yes to office afternoon delight.
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      Six weeks later . . .

      

      They say good things come to those who wait.

      I’m not sure that’s always true, but I’m never going to regret waiting for Graham, this man who always knows exactly how to make me smile.

      “A roller-disco, monster dress-up, twenty-sixth birthday party,” I read, surveying the invitation he’s submitted for my approval. I beam up at him, smiling from ear to ear. “How did you know I’ve always wanted to dress up like a scary clown and party all night long?”

      He groans in mock dismay. “No clown. Anything but a clown.”

      I slide into his lap on our couch—ours, because I moved in with him two weeks ago, and now his home is our home—and press a kiss to his Saturday-morning scruffy cheek. “Okay, no clown. But yes. I love it. And you. And I can’t wait to see you tricked out as a sexy Dracula.”

      He hums softly as he pulls me closer, murmuring in a terrible Transylvanian accent, “Yes, my darlink, I vill dress as Dracula and bite your beautiful body all night long.”

      He nips at my neck, and I dissolve into laughter that becomes a gasp and a soft moan as his kisses lose their teasing edge. We retreat to our bedroom, and he surprises me all over again with how quickly he can make me wild and ravenous, like I’m drowning in pleasure and beauty.

      And afterward, once we’ve let a yowling Stephen King in to curl at the foot of the bed and chew on an old pair of Graham’s socks—his favorite new chew toys—we snuggle and make more plans.

      Plans for the Fourth of July on his friend Luna’s rooftop terrace.

      Plans for an August vacation to Martha’s Vineyard, where we intend to eat our weight in lobster rolls.

      Plans for a theater premier in September, and his birthday in October, and a visit to his parents’ place in West Palm Beach in November for Thanksgiving.

      Though every day feels like Thanksgiving lately.

      I have so much to be grateful for.

      For this man, this life, this joy, this love . . .
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        * * *

      

      Graham

      

      It rains every single day we’re in Florida for Thanksgiving, torrential downpours that keep CJ and I locked in the house with my parents, held captive to hours of embarrassing stories from my youth, endless poker tournaments for pennies, and way too many servings of pie.

      And it is unexpectedly . . . perfect.

      Mom and Dad love CJ—they especially get a kick out of her All the Fucks I Give T-shirt she wears for luck when we’re playing five-card stud—and CJ loves them. She fits in like she’s slipping into an empty place in our family none of us knew was there until she stepped up.

      For Christmas, my parents fly north to enjoy the holidays in the city, and I make sure to get them a hotel near all the Midtown action. We enjoy the tree in Rockefeller Center, the museums, and the Rockettes’ Christmas Spectacular, and CJ and I spend our nights alone, keeping each other warm while the snow falls outside. CJ’s cousin Dylan is going to join us for New Year’s Eve, when we have plans to paint the town a wide variety of colors with Campbell and our rowdier friends.

      But tonight, it’s just me and my favorite friend.

      “Did you get everything you wanted?” I ask her as Christmas Day draws to a close and we head down the hall to bed.

      “I already had everything I wanted, but yes, your gifts were perfect, as always.” She presses up on tiptoe to kiss my cheek before adding in a naughty voice, “Although there is one thing I didn’t find under the tree . . .”

      I arch a brow, feigning ignorance, though the hand she runs over my ass leaves little doubt what my vixen has in mind. “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “You,” she murmurs, lifting her chin. “Naked and at my mercy.”

      I kiss her, smiling against her lips. “That can be arranged, Butterfly. Right this very second, in fact.”

      And it is.

      And I am—at her mercy.

      When it comes to CJ, my heart is wide open, defenseless, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ANOTHER EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ

      Eleven months later…

      

      I tug on a pretty pink sweater, fasten on one of my typewriter necklaces, then give my hair one final fluff.

      Appraising my reflection in the mirror, I decide I look pretty damn good for a woman heading to Sunday morning brunch with her roommate.

      Laughing at that word—as if it can even begin to encompass the depth of what we share in this home—I head to the living room, stopping to give Stephen King a scratch on the chin.

      A quick purr tells me he likes the attention.

      “Of course you like attention. You’re a man,” I say, then rub his ears. Good thing I enjoy spoiling the men in my life.

      I grab my purse and sling it onto my shoulder. I’m scanning the room for my phone when it rings loudly from the coffee table. It’s Ted, the weekend doorman.

      “There’s a delivery for you.”

      “Send it up.”

      A few minutes later, I answer the door and thank Ted as I take a slim white box from him. When the door shuts, I tug off the ribbon.

      I furrow my brow as I find a number two pencil in it.

      What on earth?

      There’s a note. Bring the pencil to brunch, my butterfly.

      I shrug happily. That’s Graham. He is the king of gifts, and I have to say, I love this special skill of his. Stephen King’s new leather studded collar is proof that Graham can shop his butt off for anyone, or any creature.

      Tucking the pencil into my purse, I catch the train to Brooklyn and Sweetie Pies, a fantastic pie shop where Graham said he’d meet me after his workout. We’ve become regulars at Sweetie Pies. So much so that I’m on a first name basis with the owners, Barb and Pete.

      But this morning it’s Ruby, their daughter, who shows me to my table with a spring in her step.

      Which is amazing to see, considering I know she’s been in physical therapy for nearly a year after a bad car accident.

      “You’re looking good today,” I say, sliding into the booth near the window.

      “Thanks,” she says, her dark eyes shining. “I’m feeling good. Hard not to on a week like this.”

      I arch a brow. “Oh yeah? What’s on your agenda?”

      “My last PT appointment,” she says. “Then dinner with the family to celebrate, vacation days, and I may have just splurged on an obscene number of new art supplies.”

      “Nice!” I tap a finger to my menu, where adorable pies, drawn by Ruby, dance with forks and a cheeky-looking cup of coffee. “I meant what I said, by the way. I’d love to see more of your sketches some time.”

      “We’ll make a date,” she says, casting a cagey look toward the door. “Next time you’re in. Right now I have to run to take care of a few things. Nick will be taking care of you, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say, wondering what else Ruby has up her sleeve. She looks like she has a secret, and I’m hoping it’s a love-flavored one. She’s just so sweet and been through so much after the accident. She deserves an epic romance.

      Of course, these days I tend to believe everyone deserves epic romance. That’s what a year of blissful togetherness with an amazing man will do to a girl.

      I’m about to text Graham something cheesy about missing him even though we’ve only been apart a couple of hours, when a voice speaks from over my shoulder.

      “Miss Murphy?”

      I look up at the young face of a waiter. Must be Nick. “Yes. Good morning.”

      “I have something for you.” He hands me another white box, tied with a silver ribbon this time. It’s bigger than the one sent to the house, about the size to hold a shirt or sweater.

      Gently, I tug at the bow, letting it fall open. I reach inside to find . . .

      A black composition notebook?

      My brow pinches as I pick it up and read the front.

      A new lesson plan.

      I’m flipping it open when a voice I know well lands on my ears. “There’s something I want you to teach me.”

      Graham stands next to me, looking as handsome as ever in jeans and a navy blue button-down, rolled up at the cuffs.

      “And what would that be? How to order a double order of pie? Because I can do that, since I’m starving.” I laugh, gesturing to the booth seat across from me, but he remains standing. “Don’t you want to sit down?”

      He shakes his head. “I want to kneel.”

      He drops to one knee, and I gasp. My eyes turn to saucers as he opens his palm. Another box. A small, blue velvet one. “Teach me how to cherish you, to love you, and to honor you every day of our lives for as long as we both shall live.”

      Tears don’t even have the courtesy to wait. They roll down my cheeks as he takes out a gorgeous emerald-cut diamond.

      “Will you marry me?”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes,” I say, as he slides it onto my finger and I wrap my arms around him. “But you don’t need lessons in anything. You’re already perfect for me. In every single way.”
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        * * *

      

      Graham

      

      Sometimes I compare my life to the movies. I turn to my favorite heroes for guidance on what they might do in a given situation.

      When I think of my favorite films, there’s no question which one I’m starring in right now.

      Every chick flick ever made.

      And I couldn’t be happier to picture the closing credits rolling over me as I take my seat across from the woman who’s going to be my wife, and prepare to enjoy the best pie in New York City and decades of wedded bliss.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Eager for  another romance in the Good Love world? Ruby is next and her best friend’s brother romance! Turn the page!
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      Intrigued by Dylan? Interested in Campbell? They have their own stories in Lili’s  The Baby Maker and Lauren’s Once Upon A Real Good Time!

      

      Sign up directly for our newsletters to receive an alert when new books are available!
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      A sexy best friend's brother romance from bestselling authors Lauren Blakely and Lili Valente!

      

      I’m the wrong guy for her. She's sunshine and cherry pie. I'm whiskey and fast cars. I'm also keeping one hell of a secret from the woman I've wanted for years. But when I find a list my sister left behind for Ruby, I've got no choice but to offer the sexy, big-hearted girl next door both a road trip and a chance. A chance to discover how big she can dream. And if some of those dreams play out in the bedroom? Well, there’s nothing wrong with a few -- okay, several -- hot nights together as we hit the beach, visit old stomping grounds, and test all sorts of limits, in and out of the sheets. Seven days, then I'm off, moving across the country, far away from her. No way can things get complicated in a week. Ruby and I aren’t the kind of dream that has a shot of coming true. Especially once she learns what I’ve done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HIS PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      I have this theory—every guy has a girl who got away.

      Well, woman.

      Woman who got away.

      Because that’s what we’re talking about.

      Women.

      Sometimes she’s the pretty, witty teenager who stretched out on the hood of your car and stared at the stars after some douchebag dumped her at senior prom.

      Sometimes she’s the one who picked cherries with you two summers ago, her voice breathy with excitement as she extolled the virtues of the ripe, red fruit, her favorite in the world.

      As if you didn’t already know how much she loved them.

      As if you didn’t know every piece of her by heart.

      And sometimes she’s the friend who strolls into your shop on a Friday evening with pie on her face.

      Pie you want to kiss off her cheek, her nose, her lips.

      When Ruby shows up at my garage looking good enough to eat, a crazy part of me starts thinking maybe this is it. My time. My chance.

      But I know better.

      It’s not my time. It’s time I gave her the list.

      Lists aren’t my thing.

      I don’t mean useful lists like pick up bread, call Mom, finish the paperwork that’s been piling up, and hang a kick-ass photo of that 1964½ Mustang you restored in the garage.

      Because who wouldn’t want to see that screaming set of wheels sparkling like she just rolled out of the factory? That classy old lady makes everyone, especially her new owner, ridiculously happy.

      That’s a good thing—making people happy.

      Those aren’t the kind of things I’m talking about.

      I’m talking about bigger lists.

      About dreams.

      See the Northern Lights. Learn Japanese. Run a marathon. Spread kindness without expecting anything in return.

      Those type of bucket lists never interested me. Because that’s how you should live every single day.

      Give it your all. Leave everything you’ve got on the field every damned game because none of us know if we’ll get to play another.

      See the Northern Lights if that floats your boat. Learn Japanese if languages are your thing. Be nice, for fuck’s sake because there are too many mean people in the world and that sucks.

      But you know what sucks more?

      Regret.

      My sister and I always used to say, Live without regret.

      That’s the last thing I want for Ruby—regret. But I can see that’s where she’s headed. She’s in a rut, the dangerous, dream-killing kind. That’s why she needs this list. Now. Before any more time goes by. Before she wakes up ten years from today and wonders what things might have been like if she hadn’t let herself get stuck and stay that way.

      Ruby deserves better than that. She deserves every fucking drop of joy she can squeeze out of life.

      Because she’s . . . Ruby.

      Ruby.

      The one who got away.

      Except she was never mine.

      No matter how easy it would be to fall in love with her, I’ve never let it happen, though I’ve come dangerously close a few times.

      But that’s item number one on my “To Don’t” list.

      Never ever fall in love with Ruby Valentine.

      I’d be the wrong guy for her.

      There is no list, no shared experience, and no road trip that can ever change that.

      Especially when she learns what I’ve done.
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      I do not have a crush on Jesse Hendrix.

      I have crushes on other things.

      Like new watercolor paints.

      Ink pens that don’t smear.

      Sunsets. Kittens. That pun I wrote in my journal that will be hilarious on a birthday card.

      But not my best friend’s older brother.

      Please.

      What would that say about me?

      I mean, aside from the obvious—that I have excellent taste.

      Jesse is just stupidly gorgeous, the kind of handsome that, once you’re no longer in his presence, your mind insists you must be remembering incorrectly. There’s no way sandy-brown hair, dark brown eyes, a chiseled jaw, and nicely sculpted arm muscles could combine to create the kind of sucker-punch to the ovaries women everywhere experience when they lock eyes with him.

      Old or young, looking for love or happily coupled, no matter their race, color, or creed—one look at Jesse and ladies melt into steamy lust puddles at his feet. Even my friend Lisa swore a few weeks ago that if a woman-killing meteor struck Earth, wiping out all womankind, Jesse is the only man who could tempt her to the straight side of the fence.

      And I can’t argue with that.

      The man sure as heck tempts me.

      Lisa says it’s his “fuck me” eyes. Those eyes that imply that no matter what he’s doing, he’s also thinking about fucking, vividly imagining how he would pleasure any woman he met if they were naked and willing.

      His eyes are incredible, but until that conversation, I’d only thought of them as soulful, expressive—fitting the artist’s heart behind his grease-streaked overalls.

      But since Lisa said the “fuck-me” thing, every time I lock eyes with Jesse, it’s a struggle. A struggle not to think about him doing bad things to me. Or me doing bad things to him.

      I’m equal opportunity when it comes to bad things.

      At least, I think I am. Hard to say for sure, though, since it’s been a while. But no matter how long it’s been, friends with benefits isn’t an option when it comes to Jesse.

      I’m his little sister’s best friend.

      I am, because I refuse to put that part of what we were to each other in the past tense.

      I will always be Claire’s friend, just like I’ll always be his friend.

      I never expected Jesse to become someone who mattered so much to me. But when my life seismically shifted two years ago, Jesse and I shifted too.

      We became friends, good friends, the kind who need each other to survive.

      I’m not the kind of person who puts friendships like that at risk, or who crushes on guys who are out of my league.

      Jesse is a masterpiece hanging in a museum. I’m a quirky mug someone’s grandmother picked up at a craft fair.

      We don’t exist in the same more-than-friends universe.

      Even when he gives me a treasure map I didn’t know I was looking for, one that promises to turn my confused, stagnant, shell-shocked life around, I refuse to let my mind go there.

      Nope.

      Jesse and me? It’s never going to happen.

      We’re on two different paths, and that’s not going to change, no matter what happens this summer.

      Even if all roads do seem to lead back to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          

      

    

    







            JESSE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m ready.

      I park my hands on my hips, survey the garage, and drink in the place that’s been my second home for nearly a decade. Checking out the way this shop looks.

      Awesome.

      That’s how it looks.

      Best in the city, best in the Tri-state region. Hell, let’s be blunt—best in the country.

      It’s been dubbed the gold standard by countless magazines and papers, and topped tons of “best of” lists. That’s why my garage was featured in a reality series showcasing kick-ass rebuilt classics.

      Framed posters of the cars I’ve restored line the walls. Like the Studebaker Golden Hawk that dampened as many panties as the leading man who drove it for six seasons of The Bad Doctor.

      Or the 1971 Pontiac GTO that starred in a recent reboot of Disco Nights and Hollywood Days.

      And, my personal favorite—the sleek black Bentley that ended up splashed across the movie poster for a blockbuster spy flick.

      All courtesy of Jesse’s Garage.

      I’m barely thirty, and I’m one lucky bastard to have had my tools, my hands, and my vision all over these sweet wheels.

      Sweeping out an arm to encompass the goodness, I turn to my buddy Max. “Admit it. She’s perfect.” Because all garages, all cars, hell, all good things are shes.

      “Of course she’s perfect. That was the plan.” He sets the final page from a stack of documents on the counter beside us. He offers me a pen. “And because she is, I’ll need your John Hancock one last time.”

      I scratch out my signature on the final page, then hand it to him with pride thrumming through me.

      I did this.

      I made this happen.

      Max takes the pages, drops them into a folder in his messenger bag, and pats the side of it. The messenger bag is incongruous on a lawyer. But then again, so are the skinny pants and paisley patterned button-down. Max is rocking a look I call Brooklyn hipster attorney versus city-slicker in a three-piece suit.

      “And now you, sir, are the proud owner of a brand-new Edsel,” he says.

      “Anyone ever told you you’re a smart-ass?”

      “Anyone ever told you not to hire a friend as your business attorney?” he asks with a wink.

      “Look at you. A lawyer, cracking jokes.”

      “Almost as unheard of as hand delivery of documents from legal counsel.”

      “Benefits of being friends with said legal counsel.”

      He adopts a blank expression. “Friends? We’re friends?”

      I roll my eyes. “Dickhead.”

      He glances at his watch. “That’ll add another five minutes to your hour.”

      “But it took less than five seconds to say.”

      “Billing increments. You know how it goes.”

      “Speaking of you working off the clock for a buddy, want to grab a beer tonight to celebrate the deal?”

      He taps his chin. “Hmmm. In that case, add a full sixty minutes.”

      “Then I’m rescinding the offer.”

      “I suppose that’s only fair,” he says, then nods toward the street outside. “And yes, I would kill for a beer, but there’s a diaper at home needing changing. And then I have to play with my kid.” He rolls his eyes like toddler time is a drag, but I know it’s the opposite for Max. He’s crazy about his nearly two-year-old daughter, Penny.

      “Sounds like a fun Friday night.”

      “It’s my favorite kind,” he says, in a whisper. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      “Your secret love of the dad life is safe with me.”

      He taps his temple. “And all yours are safe in the vault.”

      I laugh, then clap him on the shoulder. “Good thing I’m an open book.”

      He takes off, and I wave goodbye, not really minding that we’re not grabbing a beer. Beneath the smart-ass, Max is relentlessly upbeat these days. He’s a lawyer happy with his practice, a man happy with his wife, and a dad over the moon to finally have the kid he and Theresa went through years of fertility treatments to conceive.

      And hell, I’m glad he’s living the good life. That’s how it should be. We should all be happy in the jobs we pick, with the people we fall for, enjoying the lives we choose to live.

      But sometimes his Zen gets under my skin.

      No matter how proud I am of the things I’ve accomplished, I haven’t quite found my sweet spot.

      By all counts, I should be on Cloud Nine. I’m a self-made man on the road to even bigger, brighter success thanks to this deal. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, so why does my gut feel . . . hollow?

      Own up to it, man.

      I have a pretty good fucking idea.

      And, with the paperwork finished, that’s the only loose end left to tie up here.

      It’s a big one.

      Huge.

      But there’s no time like the present, especially when you’re already operating on borrowed time.

      I fire off a text.

      

      Jesse: Good luck this afternoon, Ruby. Big day for you, so here’s a huge congrats. Also, I’d love it if you could stop by later. I have something for you.

      

      Ruby: Monkey wrench? Motor oil? New horn for my beach cruiser bike? Can it be one that sounds like an ice cream truck?

      

      Jesse: Is this your way of telling me you’re getting into bike-based ice cream sales? So very you, with the side hustles.

      

      Ruby: Ha. No way. I’m happy with a water bottle and a sketch book in my basket, thank you. But I’ll put that on my short list for alternative careers in case I get kicked out of the family business. And yes, I’ll stop by for the not-an-ice-cream-truck-horn surprise. Thank you.

      

      Jesse: You’re welcome. I can throw in some motor oil too, if you want. Now that I think about it, that seems perfect for your big day. What newly sprung patient couldn’t use a big drum of motor oil sitting around the house? Good for keeping the arms buff, and you can use it as massage oil in a pinch.

      

      Ruby: You’re so good to me. See ya later!

      

      Her words fly through the chink in my armor.

      I tuck my phone into my pocket and head back to finish organizing the parts room, my stomach suddenly sour.

      I want to be good to Ruby. Always. But I’m not sure what she’s going to think about the bomb I’m ready to drop this afternoon.

      I can guarantee one thing—this will be one helluva surprise.
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      It’s a beautiful day.

      The sun shines in a clear blue sky and a cool summer breeze blows through the park, carrying the scent of barbecue and cotton candy from a carnival underway on the other side of the lake. Children are laughing at the splash pad, birds are singing, and I'm officially done. I’m whole. Free.

      Steve, my militant-but-secretly-sweet-as-coconut-pie therapist, offers me a high-five as we finish our last physical therapy session, one he graciously agreed to conduct in the park, beneath my favorite shade tree.

      “Woman, you are a model patient. Truly.”

      I give a playful curtsy. “All I’ve ever wanted to be.”

      “What more could any person want?” he asks, before adding in a softer voice, “Seriously, you slayed this, Ruby. Take a moment and own it.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, falling silent for a few seconds as my heart swells. Steve has been a fixture in my life for 365 days times two. He’s been my cheerleader, my drill sergeant, and in some ways, my shrink. My throat goes tight. “I’ll miss you, but I’m also really glad I don’t have to see you again. Except at the grocery store when we’re buying cherry granola.”

      Steve and I have a habit of running into each other outside of therapy—he’s a life-long Park Sloper and I’m always in his neighborhood for work—so I know our paths will cross again. Just not while he’s forcing me to do squats until my femurs feel like they’re about to splinter into a thousand pieces.

      He squeezes my shoulder with a smile. “I get it, girl. That’s how it should be. Now go out there and conquer the world.”

      He pulls a cherry lollipop from his gym bag and offers it to me, making me laugh. “Even better than granola.”

      We wave goodbye, and I set off across the park.

      The candy melts on my tongue, filling my mouth with my favorite flavor on earth as I head up toward Sweetie Pies. I love cherries—fresh, baked, juiced, or reduced to their sweetly sour essence and used to flavor candy—I’ll take it all. Gladly. Gratefully.

      Any day with cherries in it is a good day.

      A day with cherries and a new lease on life? Heck, I should be dancing down the sidewalk, singing and twirling and tossing flower petals and hugging strangers. I should be triggering my own spontaneous musical number, complete with backup dancers and a solo by a famous tenor who sticks his head out of the sunroof of his limousine as it cruises by.

      Plus, Jesse has a surprise for me.

      My step should be springing like whoa.

      Instead, I have . . . dread.

      Dread, on a day I was positive was going to be a turning point, the end of the saddest portion of my life and the first page in a shiny new chapter titled “Back to Normal.”

      And the worst part is I have no idea why I feel like a balloon filled with poison is hovering over my head, primed to pop.

      Why dread? Why now, when my damaged legs are finally strong enough to carry me through a five-mile run, New York is enjoying its coolest, most delightful July in ages, and I have two weeks of vacation stretching out in front of me like a table filled with fancy supplies from my favorite East Village art store?

      I even have new pens and paints waiting for me at my apartment. Once we’ve closed up shop at Sweetie Pies for our annual summer break, I’ll be able to doodle and watercolor-wash for hours without anyone interrupting to ask if I’ve alerted the produce delivery service that we want the blueberries from Maine, not Vermont, because the Vermont ones are unacceptably squishy this year. Or to warn me that the rising price of buttermilk is a shocking development that should be factored into the budget for next month. Or to loudly, frantically, and dramatically fret that a freak November heat wave is going to ruin the Thanksgiving shipping season, and more than a hundred years of success will be wiped out due to poor performance in the fourth quarter.

      I do love being part of the family business—Sweetie Pies has been a Brooklyn tradition since 1915, when my great-grandmother started selling her now-world-famous caramel apple crumble off a cart near her Park Slope brownstone—but my parents are old pros at making mountains out of business molehills.

      Pete and Barb laugh more than any couple I know, but they also worry—a lot—about everything, from the price of eggs to the cleanliness of the sidewalk outside the shop to whether selling day-old pies is an affront to the Sweetie Pies commitment to quality or just good business sense.

      The one thing they haven’t seemed to worry about is me.

      From the day I woke up in the hospital after the accident, aching all over and not sure which pain was worse—the agony in my legs or the keening in my heart when I learned my best friend was gone—my mom and dad never doubted that I would make a complete recovery. I would not only walk again but run and dance and play hopscotch in the alley behind the shop with my kids someday, the way Mom did with Cousin Gigi and me when we were girls.

      Their faith carried me through so many dark days.

      They mean everything to me. I love them so much I can’t imagine a fate worse than disappointing the two best people I know.

      And why am I worried about disappointing them?

      I don’t freaking know.

      That’s the problem.

      That’s part of the dread. Cue the creepy music. Turn on the soundtrack. Ruby has dread. Welcome to life as a twenty-seven-year-old, buttercup. Now get over it.

      I toss my lollipop into the trash can by the shop’s back door and push into the storage room, still unsettled, and it’s . . . strange.

      Strange enough that I’m too distracted, too caught up in my own thoughts to realize my father’s shouted warning to, “Duck, baby!” is meant for me.

      The heavy weight of something warm and sticky slaps me in the face and I gasp, sucking in strawberry filling and coughing as the rest of the pie slides down my nose and chin, oozing over the front of my white cotton tank top before plopping to the floor.

      Ugh. How could I have forgotten Pie Toss Day?

      “Oh, honey, are you okay?” My mother rushes across the room as I swipe strawberry from my eyes and swallow the filling still in my mouth. “Why did you come in the back on Pie Toss Day?” she asks, echoing my thoughts.

      “I forgot,” I say, licking my lips. Mmm . . . still delicious, even two days old, proving my parents shouldn’t stress about the day-old section in the bakery case. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” Mom rubs my back. “We’re sorry. It’s your big day. We should be celebrating your accomplishments, not hitting you in the face with Strawberry Splendor.”

      “Though red’s a great color on you,” Cousin Gigi calls from the line of staff and family members on the other side of the room, waiting for their turn to hurl an old pie at the target on the door—the employee with the most bull’s-eyes wins season tickets to the Coney Island amusement park, and the people who work here love fun, roller coasters, and beers and hotdogs on the boardwalk almost as much as they love sugar.

      I smile, trying not to think about my ruined tank top or the dread still floating around in my chest. “Thanks. You too. Cute dress.”

      Gigi twirls, sending the circle skirt of her red-and-white polka-dot vintage bombshell dress swinging around her.

      “Thank you,” she says, pressing a hand to her chest then gesturing to the arrangement of red balloons in the corner of the room. “I wore it to match your balloons. Congrats on finishing therapy!”

      “We bought them to bring to the restaurant tonight,” Dad says, coming to stand beside Mom and reaching one big arm around both of us. “We didn’t think you were going to be able to make it this afternoon.”

      “Steve and I finished early, and I thought I’d swing by and see if you needed help closing up,” I say, blinking gloppy eyelashes. I’m definitely going to need a shower before dinner.

      Do I need to shower before I see Jesse?

      A small smile tugs at my lips. He’d probably get a kick out of pie on my face. Evidence of Sweetie-Pie-related insanity always makes him laugh.

      “No, but we need help over here,” Hank, the oldest member of our kitchen staff, booms. “These pies aren’t going to throw themselves, sweetheart.”

      My heart softens at the genuine affection in his voice. I’m so lucky to have a great family and a great work family. I shoot Mom and Dad a brighter smile. “Can’t argue with that.”

      “No, you can’t.” Mom hugs me tight to her side, whispering, “So proud of you, baby.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I hug her back and cross the room to claim my missiles of choice—coconut cream, because they’re light and my throwing arm isn’t built for distance.

      I pass a sweet, laughter-filled half hour goofing off with my tribe before bidding them goodbye and heading to see Jesse about his surprise.

      I wonder what it is?

      Something better than a pie to the face, probably. I really should clean up before I see him, but his garage is on the way to my apartment, and he truly won’t care if I’m a little gross. I’ve learned that about him as we’ve grown closer.

      He doesn’t sweat the small stuff.

      Makes sense, since he’s conquered the big stuff and come out on the other side a stronger person.

      But have I?

      As I make my way through the park to his garage, the dread creeps back in on soft, gloomy feet, banishing the smile from my face.

      What’s wrong with me?

      I legitimately have nothing to be gloomy about.

      Yes, my best friend is gone, but in the past two years I’ve been through emotional therapy as well as physical therapy. I’ll always miss Claire like a phantom limb, but I’ve moved through the most vicious stages of grief. Now, I can think of her with fondness and love, turning memories of us over in my mind like treasures I want to savor instead of painful objects with sharp edges that will wound me if I look at them for too long.

      And yes, Chad, my rehab boyfriend, turned out to be a jerk, just like all the other guys I’ve dated, but I wasn’t in love with Chad.

      So what’s my problem?

      I sigh heavily, drawing a strange look from a rollerblader breezing by me on the park path. He stares and keeps staring, nearly tripping on a rock beneath his wheels before he finally turns back around.

      I frown, wondering what his problem is, triggering a twinge of discomfort near my eyebrow as the pie-sticky hairs pull against the skin beneath them.

      Right.

      I’m covered in pie.

      Of course, other people only see red goop congealed over me. For all they know, I could be a murderer fresh from the scene of my latest crime.

      In my head, I swear I hear Claire’s laughter. She would find this completely hysterical too. Just like her brother will.

      Jesse’s the only one who seems to remember Claire with the vividness that I do.

      And I love that—sharing memories with him, keeping her with us even though she’s gone.

      I take a right at the next exit leading out of the park, my feet finding their way into Flatbush and moving through bustling streets to the garage a block off the main drag, not far from where the streets become fully residential, where Jesse makes the magic happen.

      Magic—a great way to describe him. So is “dreamboat,” a term my mother would use, because she’s adorably old-fashioned enough to say things like “dreamboat” without a hint of irony.

      I step through the open garage doors into the airy space inside the shop. Jesse looks up from the other side of a vintage Harley he’s rubbing down with a shammy. A voice in my head breathes, “fuck me,” and I desperately wish I were an antique automobile.

      We’re just friends—always have been, always will be—but I can’t deny a part of me would like to be rubbed down by Jesse Hendrix.

      A part of me would like that very much.

      Maybe that’s your surprise.

      I bite my bottom lip, shoving the dirty thought from my mind.

      Bad, Ruby. Bad.

      But this is the best I’ve felt all day. Here. With him.

      How’s that for trouble?
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      I don’t discriminate much when it comes to fruit. Especially on a pretty woman who needs it wiped from her face.

      Though I’m glad Ruby’s not wearing a banana cream pie or something gross like melons—is melon pie a thing?

      I fucking hate melons.

      Peach is my favorite fruit.

      Raspberry is a close second.

      But I don’t object to strawberry.

      I don’t object to Ruby either.

      Damn, she’s looking good this afternoon. But then, she’s always looking good—great, with her dark, nearly black hair and sweet, tight curves, which is exactly how I like curves to be.

      But more importantly, she has a pretty heart. She cares about being a good person, loves to laugh, and goes out of her way to show people she cares. Ruby is a people pleaser in the best way, with a gift for spreading happiness.

      Trouble is, she doesn’t look happy, and she hasn’t for a long time. Not deep-down happy. Not the way she used to look.

      Before.

      I don’t know if that has to do with the lingering effects of the accident or something else. All I know is her big brown eyes look lost a lot of the time, like she’s trying to remember something she’s forgotten. But whatever it is, she never seems to be able to settle on an answer.

      Which is why it’s time to help her. Because friends don’t let friends get lost in their own lives.

      “I see you brought dessert,” I observe dryly as I cross to meet her by the front desk.

      She gives a cute shrug, a little coy, a little winsome. “I thought you might want some pie.”

      I grin. “I was hoping you’d bring one with you.”

      She swipes her hand across her cheek. Lifts her finger. Shows a smear of red. “Just . . . not on my face?”

      “Generally, I prefer a plate. Or a jar.” I nod to the hallway by my private office. “The restroom is clean if you need a sink. I just put fresh towels in the dispenser.”

      She gives me a flat expression. “So you don’t think I should leave it there all night?”

      “Rehab’s been good for you. Sharpened that finely tuned wit.”

      She laughs, but it fades quickly, and that far-away look returns for another moment, infecting her voice as she says, “Yeah. I’ve got that going for me.”

      Hmmmm . . . she seems more off than usual.

      All the more reason to invoke the One List to Rule Them All.

      But first things first. “We can get pie-free going for you too. Come on.”

      I take her to the bathroom in the back, dampen a few paper towels, and wipe off her cheek. Which is a gorgeous cheek, by all measures of cheeks.

      But it’s also hers, which makes it precious.

      What am I going to do with this woman? With her moody eyes and full lips and all the things she makes me feel? The off-limits things. The stupid things—because even if it was all right to lust over my little sister’s best friend, especially when my sister can’t ever give her permission for me to cross that line, our lives are headed in opposite directions.

      I run the thick towel under the faucet once more then turn off the tap, sliding the damp paper along her jaw. Her very kissable jaw. Hmm. Why did I offer to do this? Oh, because it gives me the chance to get close to her.

      Even though getting close to her isn’t smart.

      Focusing on the task in front of me, I finish the pie cleanup and toss the paper towel in the trash. “Good as new.”

      “Thanks.” Her breath rushes out with a soft laugh. “So that’s what it feels like to be one of your cars?”

      “Probably. They don’t give a lot of feedback, though, so . . .”

      “Right.” She bites her lip and turns toward the door. As she moves, I catch a glimpse of a few pie-oozed strands of hair.

      “Wait.” I catch her arm and she shivers, a shiver that echoes across my skin as I add, “Not done yet.”

      I tug her gently back in, wetting my fingers and smoothing them over the sugar-covered curl.

      “Thanks again,” she whispers.

      We’re quiet for a beat, and in that silence, I’m keenly aware that this is more intimate than I’ve been with her in . . . well, since the days right after Claire died. Not that we were intimate in a sexual way. More in a cry-on-each-other’s-shoulder-as-grief-rips-your-heart-apart kind of way. The I-can-comfort-you-with-a-hug-and-you-can-comfort-me-too-because-what-else-can-we-do-after-a-life-changing-loss kind of way.

      In my life, there is before and there is after.

      The line between is my sister’s death. Considering Ruby and Claire had been best friends since they were six, I know Ruby has the same before and after in her life.

      Which is why I have to tell her.

      About the list.

      After I deal with one final rebel berry.

      “And there’s a strawberry sliver on your ear.”

      She winces and laughs. “Oh my God. I’m a disaster.”

      “No, you’re not. Not even close.” I catch the berry slice on my finger. Our gazes hold. My pulse spikes.

      That happens every now and then when I’m close to this woman. The first time, I’d been home from college and she’d stretched out on the hood of my car, colorfully cursing the douchebag who’d dumped her at prom.

      I’d stretched out beside her. Her cheeks had flushed as she’d detailed all the reasons Hayden was an asshole—in between pointing out star formations she’d memorized—and for the first time, I’d seen Ruby as something more than my little sister’s best friend.

      It wasn’t the last.

      And lately . . .

      Lately, I can’t seem to stop noticing her in ways I shouldn’t, which is going to complicate things. The last thing I need is the kind of prolonged Ruby exposure that dealing with The List is going to require.

      But it doesn’t matter what I need. It’s what she needs that matters.

      It’s time.

      I tip my head toward the bathroom door. “Let’s go out to the garden. I want to talk to you about something.”

      “Something serious, I’m guessing?” She arches a brow. “The garden is for serious conversations.”

      I shrug and say, “Not always,” but I don’t deny that this conversation is going to be. “Come on. It’s about your surprise.”

      “Okay.” She follows me down the hall, past the last massive piece of art I need to take down—the hood of a VW bug too damaged to be restored that now sports a shadowy New York skyline on it, courtesy of yours truly and a can of spray paint. I sell most of my art—or give it to good friends—but this one is special, the first piece that came out exactly the way I imagined it in my head. It’s a keeper.

      We push through the glass door leading into my little patch of heaven. I’m going to miss the garage for a lot of reasons, but this peaceful sea of green with the fountain bubbling in the corner of the courtyard is a big one.

      This is where I come for inspiration, and that’s what I need right now. I have no idea how Ruby’s going to react to this bombshell.

      A blast of tension digs into my shoulders as we settle onto the wooden bench in the late afternoon sun that shines through the vines crawling up my neighbor’s brick wall. “You know how Claire was always making lists?”

      She blinks. Furrows her brow. “Of course. That was the whole point of our last trip. The Quarter-Life Crisis Containment List.” Her lips quirk. “We were going to figure out all the secrets to life early and skip the angst in our forties.”

      “Right,” I say and keep going. This isn’t the time for hesitation. “I was cleaning up the desk in her room for Mom the other day and . . .” My throat tightens. “I found another one.”

      She sits back fast, her shoulders knocking against the wall. “A list?” She swallows. “Really?” Her pitch rises with a note of hope.

      Understandable. It’s not every day you have a chance to hear from someone who’s gone.

      “Yes,” I say softly. “And your name was at the top of it.”

      She pulls in a shaky breath and her hand drifts up to hover in front of her mouth. She says nothing—just exhales loudly, her eyes wide.

      “It’s for me?” she finally whispers.

      “Yeah.” I hold her gaze. “And since you finished PT today, I thought this was the perfect time to give it to you.”

      She nods, several times, as if needing to reassure herself that she can handle this. But I know she can. “Show me?”

      I open my wallet, reach for the paper, but hesitate.

      I don’t just want to show her. I want to share it with her. Be there for her as she steps up to the challenge of living her best life.

      I dig deep. “Before you read it, I want you to know that Claire wanted you to share it with a friend . . . and I’d like to be that friend. If it’s okay with you.”

      “Really?” she asks, incredulous. “But you hate lists. You were always teasing Claire about them.”

      “Not always.”

      She arches a brow. “I clearly remember hearing her shout that she was going to kill you if you touched her World Domination List one more time.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Okay, yeah, I messed with her. That’s what brothers do. They tease their sisters. But I knew her lists mattered to her, and I think this one matters more than most.” I take a bracing breath. “And more importantly, I think you need it, and . . . maybe I do too. So just think about it, okay?”

      “Okay,” Ruby says, her voice wobbling now. “I mean, you’re the only friend I have who loved her like I do, so . . .”

      I hand her the list, finally ready to share it.

      She opens the folded paper, takes her time reading it, and then her eyes move to the top and she reads it again, swiping a tear from her cheek as her eyes track across the page. I rub her shoulder, gently circling the knots in her muscles with my fingertips. I can’t not touch her right now—not when I can feel the anxiety building inside her, making the air around us vibrate with tension.

      When she finishes her second read-through, she closes her eyes and lifts her face, drying her tears with sunshine. Finally, she turns to me. “I’m not sure I can do this, Jesse. Not right now . . .”

      “Okay,” I say, my stomach sinking. I should have planned this better, thought of a foolproof way to convince her. “But if not now, then . . . when?”

      “I don’t know,” she says, shaking her head as she carefully refolds the paper with trembling hands. “Once I have the rest of my life sorted out, maybe? I have a ton of illustration work to catch up on for the new menus we’re launching after vacation, plus my greeting cards. Also, my apartment is a wreck, and I promised Gigi we’d go bowling at least once, and—”

      “Bowling?” My brows pinch together. “You can go bowling anytime, Ruby. This is your chance to experience things Claire wanted you to experience, to live a better life. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “I-I don’t know.” She stands and paces a few steps away.

      I follow her. “You said yourself that your last trip with Claire was about beating the quarter-life crisis. Have you beaten it yet? Because from where I stand, it sure doesn't look like it.”

      She spins to face me. “Thanks a lot.”

      “I didn’t mean that in a bad way. I mean—” I shake my head. “You just haven’t seemed like yourself. Not for a long time.”

      “My best friend died and I wasn’t sure I’d walk again,” she says, her eyes beginning to shine. “Sorry if I wasn’t Suzy Sunshine.”

      “I don’t mean that, and you know it,” I insist, hating that I’m hurting her, but she needs this and I’m willing to fight for her to have it. Even if she’s the one I’m fighting. “Grieving is good. Sticking your head in the sand isn’t. You’re not happy, and no amount of bowling or obsessive cleaning of your apartment or doing the same things you always do over and over is going to change that.” I point to the paper in her hand. “But this might.”

      Ruby’s eyes narrow and her jaw tightens, but she doesn’t say a word. Not a word, for so long that I start to worry she’s decided to give me the silent treatment indefinitely.

      Then she says, “I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t think. Do it. Now,” I challenge. “And let me do it with you. You don’t have to tackle this alone. I’ve cleared my schedule for the next two weeks. I can be completely at your disposal.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. “That’s great, but like I said, I’m not ready. I need some time to think, to . . . mentally prepare.” She lifts the list. “And some of this stuff is pretty elaborate, Jesse. It’s going to take at least a few months to get a plan in place.”

      I sigh. It’s time to drop my other bomb. I should have dropped it a month ago, but I’m superstitious. I didn’t want to tell anyone about the move until the garage sale was final and all my ducks were in a row. “I don’t have a few months, Ruby.”

      She blinks and her lips begin to tremble at the edges. “What? Why? Don’t tell me you’re dying from cancer or something, Jesse, or I swear to God, I might start crying and never stop.”

      Damn. She’s sweet.

      So sweet, it’s even harder to say, “No, I’m fine. I’m just . . . leaving. Moving. To L.A. to open a bigger, better Jesse’s Garage location. I leave in two weeks, so this could be our last hurrah.”

      The look in her eyes shifts from scared to what the fuck have you done, Jesse, confirming that I’ve botched this job completely.

      I start toward her, hoping the right words will miraculously pop into my mouth, but before I take two steps, she’s spun and made a run for the garden gate.

      I call for her to stop, to talk to me, but she’s already jogging into the alley and out toward the street, moving fast, proving all that PT was time well spent.
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        By Claire Hendrix

      

      

      

      
        
        RUBY’S RECIPE FOR HER BEST LIFE—

        TO BE SHARED WITH A FRIEND

      

      

      

      1. Try something new! (Like a new food, weirdo. You realize there are toddlers with more expansive palates than yours, right? It’s time to open up that pretty mouth and taste the bounty the world has to offer! There are thousands of taste adventures just waiting to be chewed. And swallowed. It doesn’t count if you don’t swallow.)

      

      2. Sorry, not sorry! Go an entire day without saying you’re sorry. (You don’t have to apologize for existing.)

      

      3. Make an old dream come true.

      

      4. Make something ugly beautiful again. (Because you’re so good at this. Seriously, the world needs all the Ruby beauty it can get.)

      

      5. Do something unexpected! You know you want to . . .

      

      6. Get your feet wet. Literally. It’s time to learn to swim so you don’t drown, because not-drowning is a good thing.

      

      7. Test your limits. Maybe even say the hard thing . . . because you’re so good at the hard thing, my dearest, bestest friend. I believe that and so should you.
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      I jog down the alley toward the main drag, ignoring Jesse’s shout for me to wait.

      I can’t deal with this. Any of it.

      Not the list or the way reading it made me feel—like I was drowning on dry land—or Jesse leaving in two freaking weeks and acting like it’s no big deal that he’s bailing on everyone in New York who loves him.

      It’s too much, too sudden, too soon.

      The list is a starting gun, trying to force me into a sprint when I’m not even done stretching. I just finished PT. I’m finally back to normal, and I want to enjoy that for a while.

      But are you enjoying anything?

      Jesse’s right.

      You haven’t been yourself and you know it, Miss Dread Balloon.

      And it looks like Claire knew it too.

      I slow to a walk, swallowing against the sour taste rising in the back of my throat.

      Claire knew I was struggling even back then. Two years ago, it wasn’t a dread-balloon situation, but I’d felt . . . frustrated.

      Stuck. Like Jesse said.

      That was why Claire and I had taken that girls’ trip to Maine to stay in a haunted bed-and-breakfast, eat lobster rolls on the beach, and journal and make lists until we figured out what came next for us. We’d both been going through our mid-twenties, post-college slump, and were determined to find what we needed to change to get closer to living the lives of our dreams.

      And then one of those famous Maine moose we’d been hoping to see on the canoe trip earlier in our vacation had run out in front of us on the highway, totaling Claire’s car and changing those dreams forever.

      We’d both been rushed to hospital, but only one of us had come out again.

      Claire’s dreams were over, and mine were packed away while I dealt with more pressing matters—like grieving, healing, and figuring out how to make my way in the world as I recovered. There were days when figuring out which subway stations were easiest to navigate with my wheelchair, and later, my cane, would bring me to tears.

      My parents always offered to help, to fetch things for me or to pick me up in their van and take me wherever I needed to go, but I wanted to be independent. I wanted my life back, the one I’d had before. Sure it hadn’t been perfect, but at least I’d been able to do my own shopping and put clean sheets on my bed without running into every piece of furniture in my tiny bedroom and wanting to smash things in frustration.

      On days when I’d felt particularly smashy, Jesse always seemed to sense it. He’d show up with pizza, turn on old episodes of Saturday Night Live, and sneakily make my bed or run down to the laundry in the basement when I wasn’t paying attention.

      He was a lifeline, not just making things easier, but making me laugh too. Making me hope.

      I’d needed hope so much.

      There were days, right after the accident, when the pain of losing Claire and my sense of normalcy were enough to make me wish . . . bad things.

      To wish I’d been the one in the driver’s seat instead of my best friend.

      I’d felt so out of control—of my emotions, my life, everything.

      I can’t go back to being out of control. I just can’t. Not right now. Not even for Claire.

      I must keep moving forward and zero in on normal, no matter what Jesse and his soulful eyes and tender hands have to say about it.

      His hands. God . . .

      Who knew having someone wipe pie off my face could make me feel things like that? I haven’t sizzled that way in so long.

      So, so long.

      I stop in the shade of a liquor store awning, my fingers hovering over my lips, suddenly thirsty. I need something cold and clear to wash away the panic and confusion.

      And the anger.

      How could he do this? Announce he’s moving thousands of miles away in two weeks like it’s not a big deal?

      God, he’s such an asshole.

      Except that he’s not, but I don’t want to think about tough love or me possibly being a big baby coward or the look in Jesse’s eyes when he promised I didn’t have to tackle the list alone.

      I duck into the organic food co-op next to the liquor store, my skin prickling as the air-conditioning blasts over my head when I pass through the door. It’s frigid in here. Clearly the owners haven’t gotten the memo that it’s not blazing hot outside. By the time I reach the drink case beside the juice bar, I’m shivering. Every hair on my forearms is standing on end, and my nipples are poking through the strawberry-stained fabric of my shirt.

      So, when I turn around and see none other than Chad, my rehab boyfriend, and a pretty brunette I can only assume is Bethany, the ex he dumped me for, I not only have pie stains on my shirt, but I’m drawing extra attention to breasts that Chad once described, in a disappointed voice, as “not quite a handful.”

      What a dick he is.

      But what did I expect? Not all guys named Chad are awful, but not-awful Chads are definitely the exception, not the rule.

      Bethany, I see, has way more than a handful. Her naturally bouncy and bountiful chest barely fits in a tiny crocheted top that leaves nothing to the imagination. She’s got the curvy thing going for her, no doubt, and she’s probably a nice enough person. But as she and Chad canoodle while they unload their groceries, giggling and touching each other for absolutely no reason except that they’re hot for each other and don’t care who knows it, I can’t help comparing the two of us.

      Why am I always the girl left un-chosen?

      Sure, my boobs are small, but so what? Boobs aren’t everything. I’m as attractive as Bethany. And I have many other good qualities—I have especially nice lips, if I do say so myself. And I’m fun too. Most importantly, I’m a good person. I care about people—really care. I try to be thoughtful and compassionate to everyone who drifts into my orbit, and I’d do anything for a friend, family member, or significant other. I’m loyal to the bone.

      But so far, none of the men I’ve dated seem to see that.

      Or to value it.

      I’m always second best, the girl who’s easy to leave, the woman they date until the one they really want comes along.

      Maybe Jesse’s right. Maybe you do need the list. Maybe it’s just the thing to get you out of your rut and on the path to making your dreams come true.

      “Or to figuring out what my dreams are,” I murmur.

      They’ve been packed away for so long I can barely remember what I put in those boxes. And there are worse ways to spend my vacation than hanging out with a gorgeous man who wants to help me live my biggest, boldest, best life—even if he is a sneaky leaver who’s departing New York in two measly weeks.

      And it would be sort of like spending time with Claire again.

      It would be bittersweet, but still . . . sweet. And even sweeter to share the experience with someone who misses her as much as I do.

      Ducking behind a cereal box display, hiding my pie-covered self from Chad and Bountiful-Boobed Bethany, I pull my phone from my purse and shoot a text to Jesse.

      

      Ruby: Okay. Maybe we can do this. We can at least try. On one condition—if I want to stop, we stop. That’s it. No peer pressure. No guilting me into doing things I’m not ready for.

      

      Glancing around the cereal boxes I hit send, fighting the urge to gag when Chad snakes his hand down the back of Bethany’s shorts.

      We’re in a place that sells food. This is a no-touching-your-girlfriend’s-bare-butt zone. Or at least, it should be.

      Or am I being a prude?

      One way to find out.

      I’m leaning around the cereal display with my phone, snapping a pic of Chad’s hand so I can ask Gigi if she thinks it’s gross—Gigi has a good gut for how gross is too gross—when my cell rings, sending Chad’s head whipping around for the source of the sound.

      I freeze, heart leaping into my throat as I scramble to mute my cell and pretend I wasn’t spying on my ex, but it’s too late.

      I’ve been caught.

      Caught!

      Chad pulls his hand out of Bethany’s shorts and heads my way, a frown tightening his expansive forehead. Ironic, that Chad is the kind of guy who complains about the size of a woman’s boobs while expecting kindness and compassion regarding his receding hairline. And hey, I had zero issues with that whatsoever. But the fact that he feels entitled to some kind of mythical perfection in a girlfriend when he’s no Chris Hemsworth is as irritating as Twitter rants that misuse they’re and their.

      And now I’m irritated. About both grammar and exes.

      So irritated that when my phone buzzes again, I lift it to my ear and say, “Hello?” taking the call even though Chad is standing right in front of me, clearly intending to say something.

      “You look busy. Want to call me back?” a deep voice rumbles in my ear, making my cheeks prickle in the places where he wiped the pie off of them.

      Jesse.

      Just the sound of his voice makes me bolder.

      I lift my chin, staring Chad down as I say, “No, I’m not busy. What can I do for you?”

      “Hmmm . . . I don’t know,” he rumbles again, laughter creeping into his voice. “Knee that douchebag in the balls? That could be fun. That’s him, right? Chad the chode?”

      “Yes, but I’m not a proponent of violence,” I say, frowning as the meaning of his words penetrates my annoyance fog. “Where are you?”

      “By the berries. For some reason, I’m having a craving for strawberry.”

      I glance to my left, spying in my peripheral vision a long, lean silhouette with delicious forearms—a silhouette that sends warmth rushing through my chest.

      He followed me to try to fix things, and I can’t say I’m surprised. Jesse and I don’t argue often, but when we do—usually about something stupid like whether a gallery is pandering to dumb trends or if it’s okay to feed someone veggie meat without telling them about it first—we don’t let the sun go down on our anger. We both have too much respect for the capriciousness of fate to put off making up for long.

      You never know when a chance to apologize might be your last.

      I run my hand over my back pocket, the list crinkling beneath my fingers. You never know . . .

      You really don’t.

      So, why not? Why not jump into this list headfirst?

      What’s the worst that could happen? The water is shallower than I expect, I knock my head on the bottom, pass out, and drown, which would be especially horrible seeing as drowning is number one on my list of ways I don’t want to die?

      But deep down, I know that’s not going to happen. Jesse wouldn’t let me drown. Or even flounder. I have faith in him. So much faith, I whisper, “I’m thinking number five.”

      “Number five?” he echoes, making a considering sound as he connects the dots. “Do something unexpected? What do you have in mind?”

      “You’ll see. Just . . . go with me?”

      “Always,” he promises and ends the call.

      And I believe him. He will always go with me. Even when I do things that are a little crazy.

      Or maybe a lot crazy.

      But hey, you know what they say—if a little’s good, a lot ought to be better.
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      Intrigued—and relieved that Ruby seems to have had a change of heart—I tuck my phone into my back pocket and fold my arms over my chest, ready for whatever comes next.

      Or so I think.

      I’m decidedly not ready for Ruby to step forward, take Chad’s face in her hands, and say in a firm voice loud enough for the entire market to hear, “The only things that are ugly when they’re small are hearts, Chad. My boobs are exactly the size they’re supposed to be. And, as someone who cares about other women, I would encourage you, from now on, to be gracious and grateful for whatever boobs come into your life. No matter what their size, they’re more than your itty-bitty heart deserves.”

      “Yeah, girl! You tell him,” the woman manning the juice bar calls out, while the checkout boy laughs, two older women in the soap aisle applaud politely, and the girl stocking the salad behind me nods with a soft, “Amen.”

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, my boobs and I have places to go and great things to accomplish.” Ruby removes her hands from his cheeks and dusts off her palms like she’s just touched something kind of gross—which she has.

      Chad is absolutely gross, and now he’s profoundly embarrassed.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen cheeks that red before. He looks like a boil about to pop. Ha. Serves him right for saying anything to Ruby about her chest except, “Thank you, sex goddess, for granting me this sample of boob-enhanced paradise.”

      I’m so proud of her. Then Ruby starts toward me, her eyes going wide as she mouths “Oh my God, what just happened?”

      I grin so hard my cheeks hurt. “You happened,” I whisper as she stops in front of me, her face flushed and her eyes brighter than I’ve seen them in ages. “You’re absolutely right. And you just marked number five off the list.”

      “You didn’t expect me to stand up for the small boobs of the world in the middle of the grocery store?” I can tell she’s trying to keep a straight face but is too keyed up to make the deadpan bit work this time.

      “Not even a little bit,” I say, making sure I’m not looking anywhere near her breasts as I add, “And for the record, your chest is perfect.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Completely fucking perfect,” I say, my voice husky, and things stirring that shouldn’t be stirring.

      Her lips—those equally perfect, bow-shaped lips—part. “How would you know? You’ve never seen them.”

      “I’ve seen you in a sports bra when we go jogging. Trust me, that’s more than enough for this man’s imagination.”

      “Maybe, but it’s not the same thing,” she says, a mischievous gleam flickering in her eyes. “I could flash you, if you’d like. So you can know for sure. I bet you wouldn’t be expecting that, either.”

      Blood rushes to my head.

      The wrong head. The one I can’t be thinking with if I’m going to be the kind of friend Ruby needs right now.

      “Tempting, but maybe we should save things that might get you arrested until later in the process?” I say in a voice that’s far cooler than I’m feeling right now. “Hard to get through a Best Life List in jail.”

      “Good point.” Her eyes dart to the right as she whispers, “Are they gone?”

      At the checkout, the clerk gathers items on the belt into a basket with no sign of Chad or his new woman—who couldn’t hold a candle to Ruby on her best day. “All clear. Guess they decided against groceries.”

      Ruby’s brow wrinkles. “Oh, no. I should buy more than a bottle of iced tea, then. I hate that I scared away a paying customer.”

      “They’ve got plenty of customers, but you’re sweet.”

      “No, I’m not,” she says, the light dimming in her eyes. “I’m scared. Yeah, that felt amazing in the moment, but I can already tell I’m going to regret it later.”

      I snort at the idea. “Why? That was great.”

      “Because I made a scene. I was . . . embarrassing.”

      “No, you weren’t. You were awesome.”

      “You totally were,” a feminine voice agrees from over my shoulder. I turn to see the salad-stocking woman nodding at Ruby. “I would love to say some shit like that to my ex. Though, I wouldn’t be as eloquent about it. And there would be more F-bombs involved.”

      “Yeah, for me too, probably,” Ruby says with a laugh, “if it had happened a few weeks ago. I’m over the angry part now.”

      The woman’s gaze slides my way, a knowing grin curving her lips. “I can see why.”

      Ruby laughs. “Oh, him?” She waves a dismissive hand. “No, we’re not . . . We’re just friends. Old friends. Sort of. Or people who knew each other for a long time and then became friends.” She laughs, a little awkwardly. “But he is quite pretty.”

      “It’s the eyes,” Salad Woman says, as she studies me in a way that makes me feel like I’m not part of this conversation. “I knew a guy who had eyes like that.”

      “My friend Lisa calls them F-me eyes,” Ruby adds, surprising me. I glance at her, but she continues without looking my way, “Like he’s always thinking about you know what. You know?”

      “Oh, girl, I know,” Salad Woman says with a laugh as my cheeks start to heat. What the hell is going on here? “And once they start thinking about it, you start thinking about it.”

      “And pretty soon everyone’s thinking about it,” Ruby finishes with a nod before finally turning to meet my gaze, this time mastering her signature deadpan, “Sex, Jesse. We’re talking about sex.”

      “Thanks. I wasn’t certain,” I say, then I gesture toward the door. “Let’s head to your place, Number Five, before you take this too far.”

      “How far is too far?” Ruby asks, waving goodbye to her partner in making-me-blush.

      “You’ll know when you get there.” Like how I know I need to part ways with her before she teases me into doing something I shouldn’t. Like pressing her up against the brick wall of the closest building and showing her all the things that go through my mind when I’m looking at her and thinking about “you know what.”

      “But will I?” she insists. “What if I start doing unexpected things and I can’t stop?” We step outside into the fading heat of the day and her fretting speeds up. “What if this list unleashes sides of myself I don’t know how to handle? What if I’m not strong enough to be all the things Claire thought I could be?”

      I stop at the corner, waiting for the intersection to clear, and turn to her. “You are strong enough to handle anything the world throws your way, Ruby. You’ve already proven that.”

      “Have I, though? Physical therapy is easy compared to this. Especially number one.”

      I frown. “Try something new? What’s so hard about that? Just . . . take a bus into the city instead of the subway or something.”

      “A bus? You’ve got to be kidding me. Have you looked at those bus routes? It’s like learning to read Mandarin. I’d get so lost I’d never be found.”

      I chuckle. “Then try a new food, like the list says, Miss Picky. People do that, you know. It’s not that hard.”

      She sniffs. “I’m twenty-seven, I know what foods I like, and there are plenty of those on my list already. I don’t see any reason to go around putting weird, random stuff in my mouth just for variety’s sake.”

      I know she’s kidding, trying to deflect with a joke, but I’m too busy thinking about all the things I’d like to feel in her mouth—my fingers, my tongue, other parts I refuse to even imagine—to come up with a witty comeback.

      Instead, as we cross the street, I say, “It’s about expanding your mind, exploring new possibilities, pushing past your limits. Think about all the potentially amazing foods you’re missing out on by sticking to what’s easy and familiar.”

      “Think about all the potentially gross things I’m not allowing past my lips because I’m smart enough to stay on the path and not go wandering into the woods where the poisonous mushrooms grow.”

      I snap my fingers as inspiration strikes. “Great idea. I know a place that specializes in mushrooms. I’ll make us a reservation for tomorrow night.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “Oh God, no. Not mushrooms. You know I hate them.”

      “You’ve never tried them.”

      “Because I know I’ll hate them. They’re so slimy and spongy and alien looking. Like . . . raw fish bellies or something.”

      “Also good, if it’s the right fish belly in the hands of a skilled sushi chef.”

      She sticks out her tongue. “Ew. Stop. I’m going to be sick.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re going to be great.” We linger in front of her building and I reach out, squeezing her shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”

      She rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling as she says, “Be proud when I don’t stand you up tomorrow night, mushroom man.”

      “You wouldn’t stand me up,” I say. “You wouldn’t even think about it.”

      She meets my gaze, holding it for a long beat that makes my pulse spike again before she whispers, “No, I wouldn’t.”

      “I’ll text you the location and meet you at eight,” I say in a soft voice. “Wear something black and slinky.”

      She frowns. “The mushroom restaurant is fancy?”

      “Not in the least. It’s Brooklyn casual. I just enjoy you in clothing that’s black . . . and slinky.”

      Her lips curve into a sneaky grin. “In that case, why don’t you wear those jeans that make your butt look good?”

      On that note, she spins around, heads up her steps, and goes into her building.

      And I do something I rarely do.

      I start thinking about what I’m going to wear the next day.
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      This is probably a mission for Gigi.

      I stand in front of my closet the next day, swiping through the options, yanking T-shirt after T-shirt from their hangers and then sticking my tongue out at my clothes.

      It’s not like I’m going to find a lot of black and slinky in here.

      Hell, my wardrobe lately consists of—let’s see—yoga pants, yoga pants, yoga pants, and the occasional pair of jogging shorts.

      Still, I try one more time, just in case I missed some sexy number that would be perfect for . . . mushroom tasting.

      What the hell does one even wear to go mushroom tasting at Forage and Fox?

      Also, who names a café Forage and Fox? What’s appetizing about digging through the dirt or . . . foxes?

      Doesn’t matter.

      Clothes matter.

      Greatly.

      After the triumph in the store yesterday, I’m inclined to bring a level of slink guaranteed to make him drool. Yes, we’re just friends, but there aren’t any rules against friends making friends salivate.

      Especially when Jesse flat-out asked for it.

      But I won’t find anything drool-worthy here.

      I grab my cell phone from the coffee table in my tiny studio, spotting a text from my mom that I’ll check in a few. First, I fire off a quick message to my cousin.

      

      Ruby: Fashion emergency.

      

      I add a firetruck for effect.

      Her reply is instantaneous, but I’m not surprised. I’ve used her two favorite words.

      

      
        
        Gigi: At your service! What would you like?

        A. A swimsuit guaranteed to make your breasts perky and your stomach flat?

        B. A pair of skinny jeans to emphasize that bootilicious backside of yours?

        C. To go shopping with your favorite cousin?

        Please say C please. Please say C. Please say C.

      

      

      

      After that kind of masterful begging, I fully intend to take pity on her.

      But not immediately.

      

      Ruby: Hmmm . . . well, that swimsuit sounds amazing. But borrowing it would mean I’d have to go swimming, and you know how I feel about bodies of water over two-feet deep. And I’m in the market for something slinkier than jeans.

      

      Gigi: Then C is your only hope! Let’s go shopping.

      

      She sends back approximately a million excited GIFs—the cast of Seinfeld dancing and screaming, Kermit the Frog cheering on a desk, and some random guy doing a happy punching dance in the cereal aisle in his tighty-whiteys.

      And on and on . . .

      As I wait for the explosion of GIFs to slow, I pop over to the text from my mom.

      

      Mom: Dinner last night was so much fun! Here’s the pic the waiter took for us. Is it coming through? I can’t see it on my end. Do you see it? Is my phone broken? Will I ever learn to use this stupid thing before your dad makes me upgrade again next year?

      

      Ruby: You ask a lot of REALLY good questions, LOL. And yes, I can see it. It’s so cute! Thanks, Mom. And thanks for dinner.

      

      Mom: No problemo, baby. Maybe next time we’ll do just the two of us. Have some girl talk.

      

      Ruby: I’d love that. What are you up to on your first day of vacation?

      

      Mom: Oh! I’m working on a new crumble topping. I know I swore I tweaked the recipe perfectly last summer, but this year, I’m really bringing the thunder. This crumble is going to tear the house down when we ship out the caramel apple pies this fall!

      

      Ruby: So, you’re working while not working? Sounds like you. Speaking of girl talk, gotta go. I think Gigi has finally stopped GIF-bombing me so I can read where I’m meeting her.

      

      Mom: GIF-bombing? *groans* Is that another phone thing? Please tell me I don’t need to learn how to do it.

      

      Ruby: You are excused from this knowledge, dear mother. Xoxo

      

      Mom: Love you bunches. Give Gigi a hug for me when you see her!

      

      I return to the Gigi thread, but my estimates were off. She sent so many GIFs that I scroll for a solid minute to get to the part where she tells me where we’re meeting.

      Finally, just as my thumb wails and throws a text-thumb tantrum, I find the location and the time at the bottom of the thread.

      A cute boutique a few blocks away, and we’re meeting in thirty minutes.

      I grin, surprised to find I’m excited. Who would have thought?

      I’m not a shopper by nature. I’m a run-into-Target-and-grab-ten-of-the-same-V-neck tees kind of girl. But I learned at a young age to tolerate it, mostly because of Claire.

      Claire, with her effortlessly perfect wavy brown hair, freckled nose, and playful green eyes, wasn’t a clothes horse. She was a thing horse. Shiny bracelets, tiny ceramic animals, antique dance cards she framed with pressed flowers, retro clutch purses like Audrey Hepburn carried in Breakfast at Tiffany’s—they had Claire’s name written all over them.

      She was a self-declared pretty shiny thing omnivore.

      On our last road trip, we pulled off a winding country road into a picturesque town in Vermont with one main drag named, of course, Main Street. With a wink and a watch my prowess, Claire parallel-parked her red Ford Thunderbird between a beat-up blue pickup truck and a Prius like only a born New Yorker could.

      Our goal was to replenish our dangerously low caffeine levels with iced vanilla lattes at Bertha’s Café, the top-rated coffee shop within a hundred-mile radius.

      But before we made it halfway down the block, Claire spotted a tchotchke store. Her kryptonite. She thrust her arms out in front of her, take-me-to-your-leader style, and her voice turned hypnotic. “Must shop. Must. Shop. Am helpless to resist.”

      Laughing, I grabbed her arm, dug my Chuck Taylors into the sidewalk, and pretended to hold her back. “No. Fight it. I’m not giving up on you, Hendrix. No soldier left behind!”

      But it was already too late. She was trapped in the clutches of the store’s tractor beam. I let go of her and we stumbled through the door, laughing the way I only ever laughed with her.

      Inside, she was first drawn to a teapot that looked like something a fancy Parisian woman would have on her tiny balcony in a flat in the 6th Arrondissement. Then a sign that said, “Coffee is served. Now please leave, asshole.” Next a display of pillows. Grabbing one, she lifted it, declaring, “This is so perfect.”

      She ran her hand down the gold sequins, revealing the other side of the words quilted onto the pillow.

      Not today.

      “So true.” Her eyes held mine. “Never be afraid to say not today, Ruby. Or no, for that matter.”

      I smiled. “Wise words. Maybe you should say not today to the pillow. Don’t you have fifty already?”

      She lifted her chin haughtily. “It’s not my fault they multiply when I’m not looking.”

      I arched a brow. “Your pillows are banging each other?”

      She tutted. “Obviously. When I have sleepovers, they have bangovers. They’re very frisky. But I’m sex-positive, so…”

      She bought the pillow, I bought the lattes, and we toasted at Bertha’s Café to the mantra of “Not today.”

      Two days later, the pillow was destroyed in the crash.

      At least, that’s my best guess. No one salvaged it and brought it to the hospital when the doctors decided it was safe to bring me out of my coma. No tiptoeing into my room, gently offering me the reminder of my best friend. As far as I know, the “Not Today” pillow went to the junkyard with the car Jesse restored and gave her for her twenty-first birthday.

      My throat tightens at the memory. I miss Claire, and even that goddamn pillow.
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        * * *

      

      But I don’t miss yoga clothes, because when I check out my reflection in the dressing room half an hour later, I know I’ve found the perfect mushroom-tasting outfit.

      When I open the door, Gigi’s eyes are squeezed shut and she waggles her fingers. “I know this is going to be it. I can feel your fabulous fashion energy.”

      I glance in the mirror again and an entire skyscraper’s worth of butterflies swarms up my chest because, hell, I feel like I’m shopping for a date with a guy.

      And not just any guy, but Jesse.

      Except I’m not. This isn’t a date. It’s a . . .

      What would I call it?

      An experience.

      Yes. That’s it. Any time it feels like a date, I’m going to remind myself that our time together truly is . . . an experience.

      And it’s an experience I need, judging from how completely awesome List Item Number Five felt.

      I step all the way out of the dressing room and Gigi opens her eyes.

      I strike a pose in my filmy black top and satin kilt with a faded silver buckle. She whistles, like she’s catcalling me at a construction site. “Oh, mama. You are one hot cannoli, cuz.”

      I give a little curtsy. “Why, thank you. You’re sure it’s not too much?”

      She taps her chin. “Well, looks like the top is $36.88 and the skirt is $40.99. So that’s $77.87, plus a smattering of tax. That seems reasonable.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, human calculator, I meant not too much for a . . .” Do I call it an experience? I already told Gigi about the list and Jesse’s departure date, so she knows what we’re up to.

      But how do I refer to the great mushroom taste test?

      She arches a questioning brow. “For having mushrooms with Jesse on a Saturday night?”

      It comes out pointed, like she’s reminding me about the unspoken significance of Saturday nights. Saturday nights are for black, slinky clothes.

      They’re for dates.

      A flush spreads across my chest. “Yes.”

      “No, it’s not too much.” She makes a circular motion with her finger, pointing at me. “This outfit is fantastic. Full stop. And after you buy it—because you simply must buy it—can I borrow? It’s just delish.”

      “Of course.”

      I buy the delish, Saturday night outfit, and we head out of the shop, soaking in the July sun as it warms up the afternoon.

      “You’re going to have fun tonight. I can feel it.” She lets out a contented sigh. “But I also want you to be careful, okay?”

      I nod seriously. “Mushrooms are awful. Don’t worry—I’m well aware. I don’t intend to eat more than one. Maybe two.”

      She shoots me a narrow look. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that you’re going to be spending an awful lot of time with a very handsome man doing exciting, dreamy, yummy things. It would be like if I were engaged in a seven-day . . . I don’t know, a Rubik’s Cube-off with Henry Cavill or something.”

      I snort. “I call BS.”

      “What? What part do you call BS on?”

      I wag a finger her way. “It would not take you seven days to jump Henry Cavill. Or to solve a Rubik’s Cube.”

      “My point exactly. You just finished physical therapy. You feel good. Accomplished. Ready to take on the world. I don’t want you to rush into anything that might complicate your fresh start.” She stops and turns to face me on the sidewalk. “Especially not with a man who’s leaving town.”

      The reminder pierces my chest, sharp and hot.

      I don’t want to think of a New York without Jesse in it.

      Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I shove his exodus out of my head. There’s FaceTime and texting. We’ll still stay in touch when he’s in LA.

      I meet Gigi’s gaze. “Let’s make a deal. I won’t fall for Jesse if you don’t fall for Henry Cavill during a Rubik’s Cube-a-thon.”

      She jams both of her hands behind her back and shakes her head adamantly. “No way. I can’t agree to that. What if I get matched with him at the next Cuber competition? And after seeing me solve the puzzle in forty seconds he becomes so enamored with my brilliant hands that he wants hot, sweaty nerd-sex right on the spot? I don’t want to promise something I can’t deliver.”

      I laugh. “Fair enough. But don’t you worry. Because I can deliver. I’m not going to fall for Jesse. Our relationship isn’t like that. We’re just friends.”

      “Right.” But she doesn’t sound convinced.

      Neither am I.

      There’s something stirring between Jesse and me. Something different than the friendship we’ve been building the past two years. Something mutual, maybe. And that feels a little dangerous, but also exciting.

      “Danger isn’t exciting,” I remind my reflection in the mirror later that night, once I’m dressed in my slinky skirt, which looks as good with semi-sheer black tights and my combat boots as Gigi promised it would. “Danger is dangerous.”

      That’s right. It is. And I’m not into dangerous things.

      I will not fall for Jesse, no matter how good he looks in those dark-wash jeans, standing in the last of the sunset light, leaning against a lamppost beside Forage and Fox like he owns the place.

      The block. The entire borough.

      He radiates confidence—always has, probably always will—but when he turns, his eyes meeting mine as I jog across the street, there’s something new in his brown-eyed gaze. Something that makes me feel like maybe I’m a little dangerous too.
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      I didn’t think she’d indulge me.

      But wow . . . am I ever glad she did.

      I drink her in, my eyes traveling up and down her frame, savoring the absolutely fantastic sight of Ruby in a clingy top that reveals her tanned shoulders, along with a temptingly short skirt. “Damn. You look fucking hot,” I say, once she reaches me on the sidewalk. “And I don’t feel an ounce of guilt for saying that because you said I have fuck-me eyes. You introduced the F-word into this relationship.” I say that like I’ve caught her in the act. The act of what? The act of mischievously flirting with me?

      Maybe I have, but it’s not like I want her to stop.

      I should, of course. But I don’t.

      She juts out a hip. “So I guess we’re just a pair of hot, fuck-me, fucking fuckers?”

      I laugh. “Have I mentioned I like this side of you? The surprising side?”

      “Glad to hear it. Does that mean we can skip the foraged food and get something tasty and delicious?” She presses her palms together in prayer.

      “No way, woman. You’re not getting out of this.”

      “Are you sure? There’s a new sandwich shop by the park.” She points in the opposite direction. “Melt My Heart. They specialize in grilled cheese. Mmmm, cheese. Normal food. Yum. Doesn’t that sound amazing?” She already looks happier than she did yesterday.

      This list is a damned good thing. Any lingering doubt I had about giving it to her vanishes at her sparkling smile.

      “If you eat the mushrooms, you can have cheese and normal food for dessert,” I say to placate her.

      She narrows her eyes and grumbles for show. “Fine. I acquiesce. Also, you look cute, mushroom man,” she says, eyeing me up and down. “Nice jeans.”

      “I know how to follow directions.” I jerk my gaze behind me as if I’m checking out my own rear, which is not easy to do. “These are the ones you wanted, right? The ones that show off my ass?”

      She spins a finger in the universal sign for turn around and show me the goods, and I give her a full 360. She taps her chin like a judge on a reality show, before saying in a hushed announcer’s voice, “David, I’d have to say that’s quite a yummy can. What do you think, Genevieve? Oh yes, a lovely tush by all measures of tushiness.”

      “Tush? Can? Are we living in the sixties?” I ask with a laugh.

      “If we were, I would say you have a very nice hiney.”

      I wince. “Oof. Total mood killer.”

      “Agreed. Hiney is the worst.” She wrinkles her nose as her big brown gaze drifts toward the café’s red-and-white-striped awning. “Aside from mushrooms.”

      The café’s only a year old and still finding its legs, but it’s a cool spot. Cozy and relaxed, but with an artsy, romantic vibe.

      A hand-printed sign hangs beneath the café’s awning, and she tilts her head to study it with a wary frown.

      “What, exactly, is foraged food?”

      “It’s like. . . scavenged food. You scour the fields and forests for tasty treats. Or really, Abe does, and he cooks his bounty in interesting ways, and it’s awesome.”

      She looks doubtful. “How is this a thing? In New York?”

      “He does the scavenging in New Jersey, I think. And everything is a thing. Especially in New York.”

      “But should it be?”

      “It should. Why not?”

      “Because I feel like mushrooms should not be a thing. Mushrooms live in the dirt.”

      “All vegetables live in the dirt. What do you have against the earth?”

      “Oh, stop. I’m a tree-hugger just like you,” she says as we make our way toward the restaurant’s front door. “I’m assuming you’re still going to make all your old cars more fuel-efficient and stuff once you’re in L.A.?”

      I shrug, not wanting to think about the move. “Mother Earth is cool. I’d like to keep her around for a while. Which reminds me—we should go camping before I leave.”

      “At the Four Seasons?” There’s that deadpan Ruby.

      I answer just as matter-of-factly. “In the woods. That’s where people camp—in the out of doors.”

      “Maybe you camp out of doors. But I believe in camping at the Four Seasons.” Her eyes light up like a slot machine. “In fact, that sounds like a really cool ‘new’ thing to do. I know the list says try something, like a new food, but maybe this is what Claire meant. She knew me well, after all, and I’ve never been to the Four Seasons.”

      My shoulders tense for a few seconds at the mention of my sister’s name, but I roll them out and let it go.

      I pause with my hand on the door. “You ready?”

      Inside, a mix of Art Nouveau and 1950s decorations fill the walls above the mismatched tables, but Ruby looks like she’s marching to the guillotine.

      She closes her eyes and draws a deep breath, centering herself. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

      “You’re going to love this place,” I say, pulling open the door and ushering her ahead of me. I set a hand on her back as we head to the counter.

      Her sexy back.

      Because backs are sexy. They’re an unsung part of woman’s anatomy and I’d be willing to sing the praises of Ruby’s all night long.

      We reach the counter and she studies the chalkboard menu while I do my best not to think about brushing kisses down her spine.

      “All right. I’ve got my big girl . . .” She flicks her gaze at me, and I expect her to say panties, but she says, “bra on. Which platter do I want to try?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Mushrooms are all good,” I say, then lay it on thick, doing my best to tantalize her with a phone-sex-voice ode to fungi. “Cremini. Oyster. Chanterelle. Shiitake. Porcini. They’re heavenly.”

      She bites her lip and hums low in her throat. “Wow. Next you’ll be whispering sweet nothings about hummus, peppers, and carrots too,” she says in a husky, teasing voice.

      Trouble is, it sounds too fucking good. Too sexy, even though we’re both clearly joking.

      Thankfully, Abe chooses that moment to saunter from the stove to the counter. A Brooklyn foodie to the core with his burlap apron, ginger hair, and matching goatee, I’m pretty sure Abe is prohibited from living in any other borough.

      “Hey, Jesse, good to see you. Glad you brought a friend this time,” he says. I make the introductions, explaining it’s Ruby’s first time trying mushrooms, and Abe’s lips stretch in an excited grin. “You’re going to love them. At first sight. First taste.” He laughs. “Why don’t I whip up a sautéed sampler for you guys, with some couscous and pickled veggies on the side for a palate cleanser in between varietals?”

      “Sounds great.” Ruby grins, and I’m sure only I can tell it’s forced.

      On our way to the table, she points to an antique muffler hanging on the wall, a Gotham-esque image painted on the car part.

      “He has one of your pieces,” she whispers, like it’s a secret.

      It’s a good whisper, a proud one, and I like it.

      “Fucker bought it clandestinely at a gallery. Even though I told him I’d give him something for free,” I grumble without real complaint.

      “I love that he’s supporting your side hustle,” she says.

      We settle at a table in the corner while Abe gets to work whipping up the mushrooms. Ruby slides into her seat without a hint of stiffness, reminding me how far she’s come.

      “So, how does it feel to go a day without PT?” I ask her.

      She smiles and sighs, her shoulders easing away from her ears in a vision of pure relief. Pure happiness. It’s wonderful to see.

      “Amazing. I actually had time to shop and have lunch with Gigi. And to clean and catch up on work without worrying about fitting in a grueling workout on top of my morning jog. I feel so . . . normal. Like I can just be a person again.”

      I beam. “Nice.”

      She leans in closer, as if she’s sharing a confession. “It feels so good not to have an appointment to dread, you know? Good like chocolate melting on your tongue, like sun warming your face, like a new Taylor Swift album dropping a month early.”

      “Those are all very good things,” I agree, doing my best to ignore how sexy she made those descriptions sound. “I know it was a long road.”

      “It was. But I’m lucky, right?”

      That’s one way to put it. Or maybe it’s the only way to put it. “You are.”

      That’s why we’re here, working through the list—so she understands it’s okay to feel lucky. To feel alive. To reach out and grab all the things she wants from life even though Claire can’t do the same.

      She drums her fingers against the table then gestures to the red and white awning. “So why mushrooms instead of . . . anything else? I’ve never been to the top of the Empire State Building, either, you know. And I really should get around to that, considering I’ve lived here my entire life.”

      There are so many ways to answer that question. There are so many “new” things Ruby and I could have tried together—like kissing or finding out if we enjoy each other’s company as much with our clothes off as we do with them on.

      But that’s exactly why I suggested mushrooms.

      Food is safe.

      I’m not.

      I’m pretty sure a fling with her dead best friend’s older brother is the last thing Ruby needs right now. Or ever.

      But she does need to push herself, so I keep my answer as truthful as I can. “Because I think you’re going to love them once you get past that sweet tooth of yours.” I stop, take a beat. “And because I know Claire would want you to try different things that are hard, not ones that are easy.”

      Ruby nods slowly, thoughtfully. “True. That would be very her.”

      A few minutes later, Abe arrives with an artfully arranged platter of sautéed mushrooms and couscous, with several tiny bowls full of brightly colored pickled vegetables to the side.

      “Voila,” he says, clearly proud of his creation.

      Ruby thanks him, but dread creeps into her eyes. Before he can leave, she thrusts a hand into the air like she’s answering a question in grade school. “Wait. I know what will make these taste even better going down.”

      I fight a laugh. “Wine?”

      She gives me a you know me so well look. “Always. Everything’s better with wine.”

      We order drinks—white wine for her and a craft lager for me—and start dishing food onto our plates. As Abe delivers our beverages then moves back behind the counter, an older couple, maybe in their sixties, ambles by our table. He’s a little gray, and she is too, but they look happy.

      They also look like they’re from out of town—they’re far too bright-eyed and white-tennis-shoed to be local.

      I bet they’re on some kind of anniversary trip, checking out the hip Brooklyn neighborhoods and having a blast. The woman glances at our platter as she passes and says quietly to the man with her, “Those mushrooms look incredible.”

      Ruby clears her throat and calls out sweetly to the woman, “You can have mine if you’d like.”

      I kick her playfully under the table. “You devil.”

      The man eyes our food with a grin. “What are all of those? I’ve only ever had the button mushrooms.”

      I chime in, “You’ve got porcini. Cremini. Chanterelle. You should grab the sampler too. Sadly, I can’t let her share. We’re on a bucket-list mission. We’re trying something new tonight, and this fantastic woman here is about to explore a new food.”

      The older lady clasps her hands at her chest. “Oh, I love bucket lists! We started one a few years ago. So far, we’ve gone whitewater rafting and run a 5K. And we didn’t even come in last. I’d never jogged a step until I was in my early sixties.”

      “That’s fantastic. All of it. Good for you,” I say.

      The woman shifts her gaze to Ruby. “But you don’t want to try the mushrooms?”

      “Actually,” Ruby says, lifting her fork, “you’ve inspired me. If you can do a 5K as a brand-new runner, I can eat a mushroom without washing it down with wine.”

      “Lovely,” the woman says. “You’ll have to let us know how you like them.”

      Ruby gives her a thumbs-up and digs in with panache as the couple heads to the counter. As she chews, she pulls a face that says mushrooms are weird, but I’m choking them down anyway. She grimaces, swallows, then pastes on an I did it smile as she nods. “Not that bad.”

      I lift my beer glass in a toast. “To trying new things.”

      “Yes, I definitely need a drink now,” she says, clinking her glass to mine before indulging in a long, hearty swallow of her Chardonnay.

      As she stabs another ’shroom, she tips her forehead to the older couple, who have just finished ordering. “The porcini are good,” she calls to them. “I bet if you already like mushrooms, you’re going to love these.”

      The man and woman smile and, making soft, excited conversation, claim a table near the window.

      Ruby’s putting herself out there, so maybe I should try something new too.

      Not food.

      But . . . forthrightness.

      I should come clean with her about my move. She’s been playing it cool, but I could tell by the way she reacted yesterday that she wasn’t happy to have something so big sprung on her without warning. “So, the L.A. thing,” I say as I spear some mushrooms, which are incredible, as always. “I confess, I’m excited, but a little nervous too.”

      “But why? You’re so good at your job.”

      “Thanks, but that’s not the reason. It’s that I’ve lived here my whole life. Los Angeles is all new. Yeah, I have professional connections, and I already have a few friends over there, so I won’t be completely out on a limb, but . . . it’s new. Different.”

      “Still, you’re going to try it,” she says, with a cheery grin. “Like the list says. Something new.”

      I swallow roughly, then repeat, “Yeah. Like the list says.”

      “I know I freaked out earlier about the moving news, but now that I’ve had time to absorb it, I’m excited for you.” She nods encouragingly. “I think it’s incredible that you’re branching out, growing, going big and . . . not going home. And if I don’t die of mushroom consumption, I’ll come visit you.”

      “Sounds like a fair deal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Turns out Ruby doesn’t hate the mushrooms, but she doesn’t love them, either. When we finish, she declares them a solid three and a half, with the wine clocking in at a strong eight.

      “We’ll split the difference and call it a win,” I say as we push away from the table.

      “No, we’ll call it a wine win.”

      “If you insist.”

      As we go, the woman waves, and the man says, “Thank you for suggesting the sampler. Best thing I’ve eaten in years.”

      “Amazing!” Ruby enthuses, grinning as she ducks under my arm and out the door.

      Once we’re back on the sidewalk, she nudges me with her elbow. “You’re right, you know . . . the whole trying-new-things stuff is good.”

      “Even though you didn’t care for the new thing in question?”

      “Yes. I still proved to myself that I can be brave, and something even better than enjoying it happened.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, curious.

      She nods back toward the restaurant. “Our list seems to be making people happy.”

      “Claire would like that,” I say, my throat tight. “You know what she always said. If you—”

      “Can only do one thing today, make someone happy,” Ruby finishes. “I remember. I think she was right. Don’t you?”

      One look at her, already seeming so much happier than she has in far too long, makes it easy to answer. “I do.”

      She’s the one I want to make happy now, while I have the chance.

      Since in two weeks, I’ll be gone.
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            JESSE

          

        

      

    

    
      We wander down the street and around the corner toward the park, the Brooklyn oasis that always seems to call my name.

      But instead of turning right to catch the subway to our neighborhood, I glance toward the brightly lit façade of the Brooklyn Art Museum on the other side of the roundabout.

      This is another spot in the city that speaks to me.

      Ruby too, I’m sure.

      “Know what else would make me happy right now?” she asks.

      “Tell me.”

      She slows her pace, gesturing to the museum. “If the night didn’t have to end just yet.”

      I smile. “I’m in no rush to get home.”

      She draws a deep breath as if she’s hunting for courage. “And even though tonight is about new things, maybe we can keep doing old things too?”

      I arch a questioning brow. “You mean hanging out?”

      She nods quickly, seeming relieved. “Yes. That. Exactly.”

      “Of course, weirdo.” I put an arm around her shoulders, hugging her to my side. “I’m a friend for life, Valentine. No bucket list or cross-country move is going to change that.”

      A smile curves her lips, but she still seems anxious for some reason.

      “Want to grab a seat by the YO?” I motion toward the giant yellow sculpture of the letters Y and O. It sits in front of the museum, a welcoming invite. Ruby insists on taking a selfie in front of it each time we catch a new exhibit. “Maybe get some ice cream if a cart rolls by?”

      She beams up at me. “You’re a genius. Race you there.” Before I can respond, she’s off, jogging through the crosswalk to the grassy median and then into the second one on the other side.

      She’s fast in her boots, and her legs look amazing in those sheer stockings—strong and sleek—but it’s her skirt that makes my mouth go dry. It’s short and . . . bouncy.

      Bouncy skirts are the best clothing design ever.

      They’re just so damn tantalizing.

      With each step, I’m wishing for a peek at whatever she’s wearing underneath, but each time, I’m disappointed.

      The skirt is short, but apparently not short enough to fulfill my fantasies.

      But that doesn’t stop my pulse from picking up or my jeans from getting snug in places they shouldn’t. This Ruby-inspired hard-on thing has to stop. We’re barely through two items on the list, and I’m not sure how I’ll survive all seven without draping a sandwich board over me that says I’m hot for you.

      I take my time following her, needing every single step to talk my dick down. I’ve barely regained control when I circle to the front of the oversized letters, and I’m vanquished in a whole new way.

      Fuck me and my control.

      Ruby’s perched in the center of the O, high up so we’re at eye level. Her legs are crossed, dangling, and that beautiful, terrible, torturous little skirt rides so high on her thighs.

      I can’t not look.

      I’m not Ulysses resisting the sirens.

      “Beat you,” she says, husky and a little out of breath. My gutter brain wonders if that’s what she sounds like when she’s naked and even happier than she—

      Nope.

      Not going there.

      “You cheated. I don’t race cheaters,” I say, trying that excuse on for size as I attempt to rip my gaze away from her thighs.

      But fail miserably.

      Jesse–0. Libido–1.

      Ruby hums beneath her breath. “Since when? You’ve always raced me before. And always won.” She sighs, pauses, then follows my gaze down to her legs then back up. “Wait. Hold on. Are you checking me out, Hendrix?”

      “No,” I lie, still unable to look away. Or maybe I don’t want to look away, don’t want to play by the “just friends” rules that have always governed my relationship with Ruby.

      “I think you are,” she says, her voice still breathy, but now also . . . teasing. Flirtatious. “And I think maybe I like it.”

      My eyes jerk up, meeting hers with a sizzle I swear I can hear through the traffic noise from across the museum plaza.

      “Oh yeah?” I warn my brain that this isn’t a good idea.

      My brain agrees, but my brain isn’t what’s most invested in this conversation.

      Yes, my incorrigible dick is getting hard again, but it’s the ache in my chest that worries me, the way my heart feels like it’s on a Coney Island thrill ride. It rushes downhill when Ruby says, “I promised Gigi I wouldn’t fall for you, but . . . seriously,” she says, laughing and rolling her eyes. “I mean, could we really catch feels in two weeks?”

      Like that’s the most ridiculous idea ever.

      And it does sound crazy.

      Because that shit doesn’t happen. I arch a brow, my pulse speeding as I take a step closer. “Pretty doubtful.”

      “Right. Two weeks is barely any time at all,” she says, slowly uncrossing and re-crossing her legs in a way that threatens to give my thrill-riding heart something more serious to worry about. “And if we were going to fall for each other, we would have done it by now, right?” She scoffs. “I mean, we’ve known each other forever.”

      “But we weren’t always close,” I remind her, the words out of my mouth before I can snare them.

      Why am I arguing with her? I can see where she’s headed, and I want to go there. A part of me is already imagining the sounds Ruby will make as I kiss my way up her thighs and drag those stockings off her legs with my teeth.

      But the other part of me seems stuck in protective mode. “Things have been different the past two years,” I add.

      “They have. And we’re close now. We’re real friends, not simply . . . friends by association.” She tilts her head to study me for a beat. Her gaze is locked on mine, and there’s a new strength in her eyes, a new certainty. Maybe it’s from finishing PT, or maybe it’s from starting the list, or hell, maybe it’s from the mushrooms.

      Whatever it is, she looks like a woman taking charge of a night she doesn’t want to end, and it’s so fucking hot.

      “But if you think more than friends is a bad idea . . .” A hint of nervousness creeps back into her voice.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “No, but you didn’t say you wanted to do more than stare at me, either.” She hesitates, biting her bottom lip as she waves toward me. “And you’re still way over there.”

      I’m torn between teasing her and showing her just how fast I can do more than stare. “When did you get so good at that?”

      “Good at what?”

      “Flirting,” I say, taking a step closer.

      She sits up straighter, causing her breasts to peak against her slinky shirt and my imagination to charge full speed ahead into the Friends with Benefits zone. “I don’t know,” she says, soft and sexy. “Honestly, I don’t think I am good at it. Not usually. Not with . . . normal men.”

      I arch a brow. “Just weirdos like me?”

      Her lips quirk. “Yeah. Just weirdos like you.” She pulls in a shaky breath, releasing it as I move even closer. “You’re the furthest thing from weird, and you know it. You’re . . .”

      When she doesn’t finish, I ask, “What? I’m what?”

      “You’re the it guy,” she says, holding my gaze with glittering eyes. “The unattainable sex god we mere mortals drool over as you walk by. But you’re so far above us you don’t even notice.”

      “I notice you, Ruby,” I say, bracing my hands on either side of her hips. “I notice everything about you. Every . . . fucking . . . thing.”

      My eyes travel up and down her face, her breasts, her body, memorizing how she looks this second as she says, “Then I think there’s only one thing to do.”

      “What’s that?” I love the teasing, love the anticipation. Most of all, I love hearing this woman own the move she’s about to make.

      She licks her lips. “There’s a reason I didn’t want the night to end.”

      I glide my hand to her hip, touching her.

      It’s a hip.

      A hip I’ve known most of my life.

      A hip I’m sure I’ve bumped, grazed accidentally many times.

      There is nothing accidental about the way I touch her now.

      Everything is deliberate as I curl my hand around that delicious bone.

      Everything is electric when her voice hitches on one sexy syllable—a delicious, inviting, “Oh.”

      I lean in until our faces are near enough that I feel her breath warm on my lips as she whispers, “I want to try something new.”

      She closes the gap, pressing her lips to mine, sending the roller coaster inside me swooping over a crest and plunging down the other side.

      My stomach lurches and my chest goes tight as a wave of something more intense that simple attraction rushes through me.

      At first, it’s only lips.

      Mine on hers. Hers on mine. A gentle, curious exploration, learning the landscape, sampling the dips and valleys of each other.

      And as my lips brush hers, I try to record all the lush details. The tropical scent in her hair, like she uses one of those Hawaiian shampoos. The soft curves of her mouth.

      The little sighs and gasps she makes that lead me on.

      Make me want to get even closer.

      She parts her lips, inviting me to take this kiss to another level.

      Try something new, indeed.

      My tongue flicks into her mouth, and she opens for me. Then, in the span of a heartbeat, my mind is a wild haze.

      My body takes over.

      My blood pumps fast as I thread my fingers into her silky hair and pull her closer, devouring her mouth. She tastes like salt and spice from our meal, with a hint of lemon and a deeper, sweeter base note that’s pure Ruby.

      And I want to get to know this side of her.

      Seems she wants the same thing. Her hands make their way up my chest, traveling over my pecs until she loops them around my neck.

      This isn’t a starter kiss.

      This is one of those kisses that’s going in only one direction.

      My favorite direction.

      She tugs gently on my neck, and since I’m a damn good listener, I answer her, nudging her legs apart, making room for myself.

      Here, on the O of YO, I wedge myself between those gorgeous thighs—thank you, sculptor, for making this letter perfect kissing height for a sitting woman and a standing guy. As I move closer to her center, a gasp escapes those pretty lips.

      I break the kiss. “Everything good?”

      “So good. But I don’t think I’ve tried quite enough of this something new. You know, for the sake of the list. I need more."

      “Then we better make sure you complete this task,” I tease, tightening my fingers in her hair, savoring the feel of the strands as my other hand slides around to her ass.

      I jerk her closer, my hard-on pressing against her now, loud and clear.

      She gives a little yelp. A sexy one. “That’s . . . new.”

      I wiggle a brow. “Something to try,” I say, unable to help myself.

      Hell, I’m sealed to this fantastic woman on a gorgeous summer night, and she’s buzzed on mushrooms and lists and the butterfly effect . . . and me.

      We’re not going to catch feelings.

      We’re not going to cause trouble.

      We’re just trying something new.

      And I want more of the new. So much more. I dip my face to her again, sliding my lips over hers, teasing, tempting.

      Giving her little kisses.

      Tiny flicks of my tongue.

      Then, I haul her closer, press my lips to hers, and spend my time on a long, hot, deep kiss.

      It goes to my head.

      It sizzles over my skin. It’s a full-body kiss as Ruby melts against me, tugging me closer, pulling me harder, leaning her head back.

      She’s needy and desperate, and it’s desperately sexy.

      It’s intoxicating, the way she craves every single second of this connection between us.

      I travel across her jaw, kissing and sucking as I go.

      “That’s . . . so new,” she says, panting.

      “So’s this,” I whisper as I reach her neck, running my nose along her flesh, inhaling that summery scent that reminds me of beaches and oceans and everything good in the world.

      Everything I don’t want to stop.

      Like this moment with her, as I journey to her ear, nipping the lobe, then sucking.

      “Jesse.”

      My name is a moan.

      An invitation.

      And it’s a line in the sand that I need to heed.

      Because if I cross that line, we’re going to be doing much more than kissing.

      I wrench apart from her, my breath coming fast, hers even faster.

      “Should we take this somewhere more . . . private?” she asks, no doubt in her voice, only hope.

      I want to say yes.

      I’m dying to say yes.

      Hell, I’m already mentally calculating how long it will take for a car service to get here and across the park to my place.

      Trouble is, this is risky.

      This is dangerous.

      Because I’m leaving, and she’s staying, and friends with benefits for a night, or a week, or two weeks is . . . maybe okay. But maybe not. It’s something I need time to process.

      And it’s absolutely a decision I need to make with my brain and not with hands that ache to touch her and a dick that’s already winning every damn match with me tonight.

      I swore I’d be good, keep my hands to myself.

      And already I’ve got them wrapped around off-limits Ruby.

      “I want to, Ruby. Trust me, there’s nothing I want more in the world,” I say. “But not tonight.”

      Her shoulders sag, and I nearly throw in the towel. But somewhere, I find the willpower. “Because I don’t know that I can keep my hands off you if we go to your place or mine. And this seems like something we should sleep on, don’t you think? Make sure we still think this is a good idea when we’re not horny?”

      She gives a helpless shrug. “But I’m always horny,” she says with a sincerity that makes me laugh. “No, seriously,” she says, firm and strong, setting her hands on my shoulders to make her point. “It’s been a long time, Jesse. Like . . . a really long time. Chad and I didn’t sleep together. And before that I just . . . I wasn’t ready. Mentally or physically.”

      Whoa.

      Is she saying what I think she’s saying? That it’s been more than two years?

      “So it’s been . . . a few years?”

      “Yes. Does that make me a virgin again?” she asks, faux innocent as she bats her lashes.

      I can’t help but laugh. “Pretty sure that’s not how it works, but my thoughts and prayers go out to you.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      I lean in, dust a kiss onto her forehead, then brush her hair away from her face. “Just having a good time with you, that’s all. And I figured that might be the case—that it had been a while.”

      She frowns. “How could you tell? Was I bad at kissing?”

      My heart squeezes, and I run a hand down her hair. “Shut up. You’re amazing,” I say, my eyes locked with hers as I say those two words.

      “I am?”

      I tuck my fingers under her chin. “Yes. Your kiss could jump-start a car. Hell, it could jump-start a whole fleet of vehicles.”

      She grins playfully. “Perhaps I have a hidden talent.” She snaps her fingers. “And you know—that could be a card. A cartoon couple kissing on the hood of a car and you jump-start me written underneath.”

      I laugh. “See? The kiss was amazing, fuel-injected, and inspiring.”

      A laugh bursts from her, and she smacks my chest. “Fuel-injected is the worst way to describe a kiss.”

      I shrug. “Or maybe it’s the best. And that kiss was absolutely the best.”

      “Yeah?”

      “No doubt.” I inch away, meeting her gaze. “But everything you said—those are all the reasons to wait and be sure this is what you want.”

      And to be sure this isn’t morally sketchy, whispers a soft voice in my mind. Sure, she seems cool with a casual thing before I leave town, but that doesn’t track with the Ruby I’ve known. She’s a relationship girl, not a fling girl, and the last thing I want to do is take advantage of her at a vulnerable time in her life. Especially if it’s the list that’s making her vulnerable.

      Flings might be easier for me than her.

      I’ve done serious, but I’ve also done no-strings casual. I’m not sure Ruby has dipped her toes into the waters of the latter.

      “Okay,” she says after a beat, “but I don’t see myself changing my mind. And if you change yours, fuel-injected and inspiring kisses notwithstanding, I might be too mortified to take you painting with me tomorrow.”

      My brows lift. “Painting?”

      Her lips curve up on one side as she opens her purse and pulls out a familiar piece of paper. “I have an idea. About number four—something ugly we can make beautiful again.”

      “That one kind of stumped me,” I admit. “What have you got?”

      “I’m not sure we can completely resurrect this particular beauty, but we can make it beautiful in a different way than it was before.” She shrugs before adding in a whisper, “But it’s a little bit illegal. So if you don’t want to, I understand.”

      Color me intrigued.

      “A little bit illegal,” I echo, shaking my head. “Who are you? And what have you done with Plays by the Rules Ruby?”

      “I have new rules now,” she says, lifting the list between two fingers.

      The words make my stomach clench, but I ignore it. This is good. The list is shaking things up and putting Ruby on a path to a more exciting, fulfilling life.

      That’s what the list is about—Ruby finding her mojo. It isn’t a shortcut to getting her to sleep with me. I’m leaving. I sold the shop. I need to do the list and say goodbye like a friend.

      Sleeping with her is a conflict of interest.

      A big one.

      It’s time to set the rules of breaking the law. Because I’m a good friend who looks out for her. I raise one finger. “This new scofflaw side of you . . . if I’m going to embrace it . . .” I trail off, playfully letting the word stretch between us.

      “Yes?” she asks with twinkling eyes.

      “I need to know our signal. What’s our plan if the cops show up? Do I leave you behind, or toss you on my shoulder and run like hell?”

      “You better not leave me behind,” she protests, matching my tone. “But I’m not sure I’ll need carrying. As I’ve proven tonight . . . I’m very fast.”

      “Yes, you are,” I murmur, offering her a hand so she can hop down from the O. “And I’d never leave you behind, my criminal friend.”

      But I am leaving her behind.

      Only, I have to stop thinking of it that way. Ruby’s trying to live her best life. I’m trying to live mine.

      It just so happens, mine will be across the country.

      And that’s going to have to be okay.

      As we walk away from the museum, I rub my palms together. “Okay, renegade. Tell me the plan.”

      She spins around, walking backward. “The plan is to meet me in SoHo tomorrow afternoon,” she says, then gives me the cross streets.

      “And what will we do? Break into an art gallery? Steal a bowl of overpriced oats at a café? Jaywalk?”

      She shrugs like a sexy imp. “You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”

      Considering the kiss was something of a surprise, I have a feeling I’ll like this one as well.

      Maybe too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            RUBY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Claire,

      

        

      
        Tonight . . . I kissed Jesse. Yeah, that Jesse. Your Jesse. Our Jesse.

      

        

      
        And it was amazing. Mind-blowing. Take the best kiss you’ve ever had, multiply it by five and raise it to the sixth power, and you’d still fall short of just how high he ranks on the kissing scale.

      

        

      
        And yeah, I know. He’s your brother.

      

        

      
        I can hear you gagging and swearing me to silence on all things Jesse’s-lips-related as I write this.

      

        

      
        But I think you’d be laughing too.

      

        

      
        At least, I hope you would be.

      

        

      
        I hope you’d be happy for me and wouldn’t mind that I added something unexpected to your “something new” challenge.

      

        

      
        You were so right, Claire. I needed this.

      

        

      
        I needed a shove out of my comfort zone. I was so scared of that list at first, but now it feels right. And so does kissing Jesse, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to more-than-kiss Jesse the first chance I get.

      

        

      
        But don’t worry. It’s just a friends-with-benefits thing. No one’s heart is going to get broken. We wouldn’t do that to each other. We need each other too much.

      

        

      
        We need each other to hold on to you. There are too many memories to carry in one brain. One heart.

      

        

      
        I miss you so much, my soul sister. I wish you were here to give me your blessing. I wish you were here . . . period.

      

        

      
        Missing you and loving you and always will,

      

        

      
        Ruby

      

      

      

      I finish the letter and sit back in my desk chair, tears stinging my eyes.

      But I don’t cry. I let the wave of sadness and anger wash through me.

      I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to think of Claire without getting pissed off that so much of her life was stolen from her, from me, from everyone who loved her.

      Then, I let the melancholy flow away.

      I hold on to the love I feel when I remember the way Claire and I were together. The way we shared everything. Deep down, I know she wouldn’t mind me sharing the details about her brother with her, though she would absolutely insist I kept all the smutty information to myself.

      Smutty . . .

      With a grin reserved for girl time and girl talk, I reach for a framed photo of the two of us. A cell phone shot, naturally, the two of us peering into our room at the allegedly haunted bed-and-breakfast. We both have our eyebrows raised, looking skeptical, giving our best no way are there ghosts here look at the creepy room.

      Sometimes looking at this photo makes me ache. Tonight, I choose to smile.

      Because I have the memories of that friendship. True, I never expected I’d be writing letters to Claire that she’d never get to read.

      But then, life can be unexpected.

      Tonight was unexpected too.

      Well, liking the mushrooms was unexpected. That I enjoyed kissing Jesse was all kinds of expected.

      And in the very near future, I might well have smutty memories to cherish featuring Jesse Hendrix and me.

      A giddy grin stretches across my face as I fold the letter. I slip it into the drawer where I keep all my letters to Claire and reach for a fresh piece of watercolor paper and my favorite ink pen.

      I’m too keyed up to sleep, and art is the only thing that has a chance of calming me down.

      Of course, it would help if I could stop sketching loose images of a man in sexy, ass-flattering jeans, who looks so much like Jesse it’s clear his body is already burned into my brain.

      Jump-start, indeed.

      I’m not usually good at drawing from my imagination—I need a reference photo or a model in front of me—but tonight I don’t have a bit of trouble.

      I draw Jesse in jeans and then . . . out of jeans, my cheeks heating as I mix the perfect shade of golden tan for his skin and add faint touches of pink to the places I’d like to make his blood rush for me.

      By the time I’m done, I’m even more keyed up than I was before, and I’m in possession of the most sexually explicit artwork I’ve ever created. I’m usually a cute-cartoon-pie-and-dancing-fork-drawing kind of girl.

      Or, in my free time, a creator of snarky illustrated cards I sell on my Etsy store. Congratulations on your breakup: we hated him and Adulthood is straight up the worst hood I’ve ever lived in are my bestsellers, but Remember to get your titties squeezed this year, ’cause you’re old now! and Tequila: because the chandelier isn’t going to swing from itself are gaining ground.

      I’ve been working on a new design—a soup can with a jagged open top with I’ll cut a bitch written in calligraphy underneath—but I’m not in the mood to fuss with it tonight.

      Instead, I find myself brainstorming what kind of card I’d send to Jesse. Perhaps, I like you for your personality, but those fuck-me eyes are a nice bonus.

      Or maybe, I like you for your personality, but those lips are a nice bonus.

      Or possibly something even naughtier, because I’m pretty sure sex with Jesse is going to be the best bonus ever.

      Sex. I’m going to have sex again. Finally.

      I mean, I think we are.

      What did he say, exactly?

      We should sleep on it?

      Maybe he meant sleep with me.

      Why yes, Jesse, you may sleep with me, pleasure me, and bestow life-affirming orgasms upon me to the tune of . . . hmmm . . . how about, say, more than I can count?

      Ding, ding, ding!

      That ought to be a card.

      A thank-you card.

      Thanks for the orgasms. How about another?

      Besides, isn’t that a thing we should thank people for?

      Maybe I can send Jesse that card . . . tomorrow?

      Unable to contain my excitement any longer, I grab my cell and text Gigi.

      

      Ruby: Are you still awake?

      

      Seconds later, she shoots back a reply.

      

      Gigi: You know I am. I’ve been waiting for the gossip. How was your date that wasn’t a date?

      

      I bite my lip and tap out a note.

      

      Ruby: Datier than expected.

      

      Gigi: Ha! I knew it! Did you do the dirty deed? Is he there right now, snoring in your bed, too exhausted to move because your sex-starved little self ravaged him so completely?

      

      I giggle like I’m closer to thirteen than thirty and reply.

      

      
        
        Ruby: No. We decided to sleep on it before we took the next step, but the kissing was very, very nice. The nicest ever.

        THAT MAN CAN KISS.

        WE ARE TALKING THE FULL-ON SWOON-INDUCING, KNEE-BUCKLING VARIETY.

      

      

      

      A GIF of a worried little girl sliding her gaze nervously toward the camera pops up on my screen.

      

      Gigi: Uh-oh. But he’s still leaving, right?

      

      Ruby: He is, but it’s fine. It’s perfect, actually. We’ll enjoy each other until he moves, without any worries about feelings or other complicating factors. It’ll just be satisfying, friendly boning, as the Good Lord intended.

      

      She sends over a laughing emoji, then a longer reply.

      

      Gigi: Is that what He intended? Good to know. I’m over relationships. The next time I meet a guy I like, I’m just going to get in, get some friendly boning, and get out. No stress, no mess, no waiting for him to confess he’s also boning half the population of Greenpoint.

      

      I wince. Poor Gigi. Her last three boyfriends were all cheaters. It was basically the only thing they had in common.

      Aside from the fact that they all made my “He’s Probably a Jerk” tail tingle when I met them.

      Though, I’m not sure I’m in any place to give relationship advice, considering my last serious boyfriend was four years ago. Well before the accident, and well before Chad.

      Brian and I met at a wine and painting class in Williamsburg and hit it off in a way only liquor and poorly drawn otters make possible.

      There’s a reason I don’t drink and draw. Yes, I’m an artist, but I’m also a lightweight.

      We dated for eight months, exchanged I’m falling for yous, but then the relationship just . . . petered out.

      It was weird. I suppose I expected betrayal, like poor Gigi’s gone through, or some Sturm und Drang like Claire and her love affairs, which were all sparks and fire.

      Brian and I were more . . . weak tea and cold scrambled eggs.

      I’m not sure what could have made us work—or what makes relationships work in general—but I know Gigi is awesome and that someday Henry Cavill, or his doppelgänger, will see that.

      So I reply with nothing but the truth.

      

      Ruby: You’ll find someone loyal someday. I know you will. You’re smart and sexy and funny and fabulous, and the right guy is going to see that and bend over backward to hold on to you.

      

      Gigi: Back at you, mama. So don’t settle, okay? Go after what you want, no matter what obstacles might be standing in your way.

      

      Ruby: I will. But friends-with-benefits is all I want from Jesse.

      

      Gigi: Okay. If you’re sure. Good night and sweet dreams. Or dirty dreams, I guess. Sounds as if that’s more likely, lol.

      

      Her words are prophetic.

      I do, indeed, have dirty dreams about Jesse all night, and wake to the sun shining through my apartment window, still every bit as sure that I want to get naked with him, ASAP, as I was last night.

      I also, however, wake to a text from my mother.

      My mother, who would probably give birth to a litter of kittens if she knew I was thinking about rolling around in bed with Jesse. She knows Jesse and I are good friends, and Barb isn’t a fan of crossing those kind of lines.

      Friends should stay friends, lovers should stay lovers, and everyone should just get with the program and marry their second serious boyfriend the way she did and keep relationships simple so we can all focus on important things like running a successful business and making the world’s most mouth-watering pie.

      I jettison nudity from my mind and focus my bleary eyes on Mom’s text.

      

      Mom: Chocolate sampling for the German chocolate cream pie recipe I’m fine-tuning? Cocoa Is Love is opening an hour early for me. Be there or be sad because you missed Mom-and-chocolate bonding time.

      

      Ruby: I see you’re relaxing and enjoying your vacation.

      

      Mom: What’s more relaxing than playing with new recipes? Come join me. You know you want chocolate for breakfast!

      

      I can deny neither that truth nor my mother, so an hour later, I enter the cool, air-conditioned chocolate shop in Park Slope.

      My mom, looking adorable with her salt and pepper hair in a bouncy ponytail and the sparkly eyeshadow Gigi bought her for Christmas last year dusted around her eyes, leans in to peck my cheek. “Hey, baby. Glad I could twist your arm.”

      “Of course. Wow. It smells amazing in here.” I lift my nose to inhale the scent of chocolate—luscious, decadent, expensive chocolate. The kind that’s priced by the ounce, like gold.

      She beams. “Like I always say—there’s no better job in the world than pie-ing.”

      She does say that. A lot. She loves her work so much it’s not really a “job” to her at all. It’s more like a calling. A passion.

      We sit at a cute café table in the back, and a soft-spoken clerk in a faded pink linen dress brings us a tray of samples surrounded by fresh, edible flowers. I place the circular morsels of chocolate on my tongue, the initial bitterness of the dark cocoa giving way to subtler hints of raspberry or cherry (my fave, of course) or even chili spice with the third one (a little weird, but still delicious).

      Mom asks my opinion on each, which I happily give. My palate isn’t as sophisticated as hers, but I know my way around a chocolate tasting—unlike the mushroom fest last night.

      Though, mushroom meals that end with kissing Jesse could absolutely get me back at one of Abe’s tables.

      Any day of the week.

      God, that kiss . . .

      “So you like that one, huh?” Mom asks with a little laugh as she points at my face. “Your eyes melted in the center.”

      “Um, yeah, it’s really good,” I say, nodding as I reach for another sample and push thoughts of Jesse from my head.

      Must concentrate on yummy chocolate, not yummy men.

      “I’m so glad you love sweets as much as I do,” Mom says, her hazel eyes twinkling as bright as her eyeshadow. “Sweetie Pies is going to be in good hands when you take over.”

      My chest twinges, a strange sensation. It’s not the first time she’s said something like that. She issues variations on the theme all the time.

      But something about it feels off . . . like a pair of pants that don’t quite fit.

      And I’m not sure why.

      Maybe the pants just need a belt. Or to be let out a little, if I keep eating chocolate for breakfast.

      That has to be it.

      “Sweets are the best,” I say with a smile, then I pop another square of chocolate in my mouth and let the flavor smooth over the moment of discomfort.

      Mom finally settles on a dark chocolate with hints of caramel and coconut that’s going to be insanely delicious in her German chocolate cream pie. We thank the clerk and head out into the morning air.

      On the way back to my parents’ place, we pass Sweetie Pies; Mom waves to the empty shop and coos, “See you soon, darling.”

      “You’re an oddball. You know that, right?”

      She elbows me in the side and whispers, “Wave at her, so she knows you miss her too.”

      Laughing, I wave at the store. It will always have a soft spot in my heart. Like home.

      When we reach my parents’ brownstone, Mom thanks me for joining her and gives me a big hug. “So good to see you, my sweetie pie.”

      Her embrace warms my heart. Always has.

      I’m so lucky to have her. I know enough mothers and daughters to realize what we have is special. My mother has always made me feel so loved and supported, ever since I was a little girl.

      As we pull apart and I head across the park to my place, her hug stays with me, a warm glow that follows me even when we’re apart.

      It gives me an idea for number four on the list.

      Last night I figured out what ugly thing I wanted to make beautiful, but I wasn’t sure exactly how I wanted to go about it until now.

      Inside my apartment, I jot down some quick thoughts, my throat tightening, my heart clutching. But this feels right, and I’m excited to share the idea with Jesse.

      I put on my painting clothes, check the time. I have an hour before I need to leave to meet my partner in crime.

      Maybe my partner in something sexier than crime if things work out the way I hope they will.

      I let my thoughts return to Jesse and his kiss and all the sizzling things he made me feel. Surely, benefits won’t ruin our friendship.

      Besides, it took more than six months to reach the outer limits of the “falling for you” zone with Brian, and we never did really get there. And Chad, in three months, didn’t even come close.

      There’s no way I’ll get in deep with Jesse in two weeks.

      Inspired, I grab my idea notebook from my desk and write I would very much like to get naked with you at your earliest convenience, and smile.

      If I hurry, I might have time to paint a mockup of the card before I leave to meet Jesse in SoHo.
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      To sex or not to sex—that is the question.

      I like to ponder these sorts of deep issues during a hard, sweaty run.

      Letting the to-dos and the to-don’ts roll through my head as I pound the path around the park.

      Friends-with-benefits sounds good in theory.

      But does it work in reality?

      Normally, I’d marinate on the possibilities as I ran the Prospect Park loop a couple of times while listening to one of those true-crime podcasts that make me consider becoming a detective if the whole “body shop” thing peters out someday. I like puzzles and shutting down bad guys. Or I think I would.

      But today is Sunday, so I’m running with Max, who’s pushing Penny in her jog-friendly stroller while the genius two-year-old demonstrates—over and over again—that she can count to twenty.

      I am not thinking about sex.

      At all.

      Penny makes it to ten, adds a hurrah, then scurries through the next few numbers, skipping fourteen. Also, seventeen.

      “All done and no bad numbers,” she says in a singsong voice as Max pushes her beside me.

      “What do you have against fourteen?” I ask. “And seventeen, for that matter?”

      She gives me a toothy grin. “Ten is better, silly.”

      I jerk my gaze to Max. “Explain.”

      He shrugs. “Numbers. Some are scary. Am I right or am I right?”

      I shrug too, then pat Penny’s stroller in solidarity. “Boo numbers.”

      “File it away under ‘kids have an opinion on everything,’” Max adds, then he leans over and ruffles her shiny, nearly black hair. Max’s wife is Korean, and Penny is the spitting image of her mama. The only genes she appears to have inherited from Max are her long fingers and quirky sense of humor. “And that’s what makes you so awesome and brilliant and kind and smart and cool.”

      “You’re cool too, Dadda!” Penny shouts.

      I raise a skeptical brow. “You taught her to say that, right?”

      “Damn straight I did. Kids need to learn the facts of life. And it’s an incontrovertible fact that her dad rocks.”

      “Listen, if you ever need some more confidence, just in case you’re running low, I hear there’s a guy in Brooklyn Heights who can hook you up.”

      “And you suffer from the same affliction,” he says as we slow our pace, nearing the end of our run. We exit the park not far from my hood, cruising within spitting distance of Perk Up Brooklyn.

      Max tips his chin at the café. “The usual? Only one Sunday left of cinnamon and sugar cortados.”

      “Let’s do it,” I say, a little more enthusiastically than I feel. I’m going to miss Max a helluva lot. I’ll miss these Sunday runs with him and his little goofball.

      “Try not to miss me too much when you’re gone,” he says, reading my mind.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Max takes a beat as we slow at the crosswalk. “Though, I suspect it’s not me you’ll be missing most.”

      I shoot him a what do you mean look.

      He scratches his jaw, Godfather style, then goes full Brando. “Abe told me about you and Ruby last night.”

      “Abe? What—is he like a spy now?”

      “Shh. Secret agent.”

      “Seriously. How did you end up talking to Abe? I mean, I know you get takeout way too much, but I didn’t realize you’d reached exchanging-gossip status with your mushroom hookup.”

      Sheepishly, Max says, “Fine. His wife told Theresa. Theresa told me.”

      “Ah, the old telephone game,” I say as we cross the street.

      “Heard you two were pretty cozy,” he says, then clears his throat. “So, what’s going on there?”

      Briefly, I weigh the pros and cons of saying something about Ruby and what’s on my mind. I’m not a grab-a-pint-of-ice-cream-and-gab kind of guy. I tend to keep that shit close to the vest.

      But Max is Max. He knew me when Danika kicked me in the teeth. And the gut. And the balls.

      My last serious girlfriend.

      And the one I learned a hard lesson from.

      She was a stuntwoman. We met on a job, fell fast and furiously, and made plenty of promises.

      Promises I was sure we’d keep. Promises that we’d be together, that we would, in fact, move to Los Angeles together.

      She understood that in order to get bigger gigs, I needed to expand my garage, get more space, more room, and have more access to the Hollywood studios than was possible living on the East Coast.

      I’ll wait for you. We’ll go together, she said.

      But she didn’t wait.

      She didn’t even end up going to L.A. One day, she simply said, “I changed my mind. I’m moving to Georgia instead.”

      And she did, taking off to a burgeoning area of the film business and not even asking me to go with her.

      She made it clear she was splitting with me right along with New York.

      There would be no staying together. No working it out. No opportunities to find a way.

      It not only soured me on giving my heart to another person, but on making big, relationship-type promises in general.

      They’re too hard to keep, and someone always, always gets hurt.

      And I don’t want to hurt Ruby.

      I meet Max’s gaze as we head into the café. “Something might be going on with Ruby. But distance would be a problem. What do you think? Would that be the worst idea ever?”

      He gives a thoughtful sigh. “Guess it depends on how it all plays out. And you won’t know that until it’s over.”

      “Truer words . . .” You can make all the plans you like; you never know how life’s going to play out until you’re looking in your rearview mirror.

      We grab coffees, help Penny color in one of the pages Perk Up offers for the kids on Sundays—today, it’s a New England pastoral scene that reminds me of trips upstate, making me wonder if there will be quaint little towns like that on the West Coast—and then say goodbye.

      On the way to my apartment, I call my mom, checking in to see if her Sunday yoga class killed her this week. My mom’s in great shape for her age, but I’m not sure anyone should be doing yoga in 102-degree heat.

      “Hey, lady, you dead yet?” I ask when she answers.

      She laughs. “No! I feel amazing. I’m telling, you, Jess, hot yoga is changing my life. It’s like I’m thirty again. You have to come with me next week, before you leave. Oh! Or better yet, let me hook you up with my teacher’s best friend in L.A. He runs a studio where the Hollywood people go. You could sign up for a month of classes, meet a sweet, beautiful, yoga-loving movie star, and give me grandbabies while I’m still young enough that people will be shocked when I say they’re my grandbabies, not my children.”

      I grin. “Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.”

      “Perfect. I’ll get you his number.” She chuckles knowingly. “Even if you’re too stubborn to go to yoga, he sounds like a great guy, and you’ll need new friends.”

      “Thanks for looking out for me, Mom,” I say, my chest tighter than it was a moment before. New friends are good. I like new friends.

      But right now, I’m more focused on old friends . . .

      And maybe becoming more than just friends.

      I catch up with Mom, promise to grab lunch or dinner with her and Dad sometime next week, and then pound up the stairs to my third-floor apartment where I take a shower and get dressed to make art with Ruby in SoHo.

      All the way into the city, the subway rumbles loud enough to wake the dead. But I barely notice, my mind on one thing—how is this going to play out?

      To bang or not to bang? That is still the question, the one I still have no idea how to answer.

      Until I see her outside Street Feet Art Supply with Corey Braxton. And then the answer becomes crystal fucking clear.
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      Claire’s list continues to work its magic on my mood.

      While I’m not at all interested in flirting with Corey Braxton, one of New York’s famously talented—and notoriously womanizing—graffiti artists, I do feel lighter today. So when he sidles up to me outside Street Feet while I’m waiting for Jesse, I smile.

      A friendly smile.

      Unsurprisingly, however, Corey shoots me his any chance I’m getting in your pants grin. “Hey, you. Where have you been hiding?”

      My gut says give him a straight-faced answer, like, In physical therapy after a life-altering accident.

      But last night has me feeling generous and at one with the world, so I choose kindness and honesty. “Just designing greeting cards. Planning my first big spray-paint piece. Thinking about life. You know how it goes,” I say, chatting amiably with Mr. Wham, Bam, Thank You Ma’am.

      Chatting. Just chatting. I would never date Corey.

      Please.

      He’s slept with waaaaay too many women in my greater social circle for me to even consider the idea—some things you just don’t want to share with your girlfriends, and peen is one of them.

      Besides, no matter how warm Corey’s big brown eyes are or how broad the span of his shoulders . . . he’s no Jesse.

      A fact he proves when he hits me with his next question: “You want to come back to my place? Have a coffee or something?” He winks as he jabs a thumb over his shoulder, making it clear what kind of “something” he has in mind. “I’m right around the corner and I’ve got some half-empty paint cans you can use for your piece.”

      Maybe I am giving off some get it, girl vibes thanks to last night and the list.

      But no.

      Just no.

      If it was Jesse, on the other hand, I’d be all in—but now I kind of appreciate him drawing out this courtship, prolonging the anticipation.

      Relishing the flirting and the kissing and all the delicious steps along the way.

      I like all the curves and bends with Jesse, even if I don’t know where the road is taking us.

      Corey, on the other hand, is a dead end.

      With a possible side of chlamydia.

      But do I Chad him and give him an unexpected tell-off? Hardly seems worth it.

      Instead, I choose a simple and direct shutdown. With a smile, I bob a shoulder. “Thanks, but I’m meeting—”

      “Me,” a deep voice rumbles from over my shoulder. “She’s meeting me.”

      I turn to see Jesse looking delicious in khaki cargo shorts and a paint-splattered white T-shirt. His hair is damp, and my stomach does a disco dance behind the bib of my equally paint-splattered overalls. God, he’s hot, fresh from the shower. I want to be there the next time he gets out from under the spray and dry him off with my tongue.

      Or maybe just hop under the stream with him and get dirty together while we’re getting clean.

      I’ve never had sex in the shower, but I suddenly want to.

      A lot.

      Starting now.

      “Hey, babe, sorry I’m late,” Jesse says, bending down to press a quick kiss to my cheek, letting his lips linger long enough to stake a claim.

      I can’t help but grin.

      I have zero game, but I guess the universe occasionally smiles on the game-challenged.

      If I’d planned for Jesse to discover me flirting with dip-his-wick Corey, it would have blown up in my face.

      I would have gotten pooped on by a pigeon on my way out of the subway. And Corey would have absolutely forgotten my name or that he’d met me, let alone that I took his spray-paint workshop a few years ago.

      But the goddess of all good things likes me today. It’s the list effect, lighting my path with sunshine wherever I go. Which works, since Jesse’s lips on my skin fill my chest with warm, sparkly feelings, like champagne bubbles fizzing behind my ribs.

      “It’s fine. I know how the trains are on Sundays,” I say in a breathy voice as he pulls away. I motion toward Corey. “Jesse, this is Corey Braxton. He’s the artist who taught the graffiti art class I—”

      “I know who he is,” Jesse cuts me off, showing a few too many teeth as he grins at the other man and thrusts out a hand. “How you been, man?”

      “Good, Hendrix, good,” Corey says, seeming a little flustered. “How about you?”

      “Amazing. Looking forward to your next show. When’s that happening?”

      “November.” Corey shoves his hands in the pockets of his baggy jeans as he shrugs. “Probably. Waiting to see how things shake out with the zoning board. Not sure which building I’m getting for the mural yet. How about you? I saw you had some pieces at Maxine’s place last time I was in there.”

      Maxine’s is a SoHo art world institution that carries some of Jesse’s pieces. He could easily sell his work to his contacts in Hollywood, who have decided Jesse Hendrix originals are a must-have for any serious modern collector, but he loves the NYC art scene and is happy to help them attract the business his fanbase brings in.

      “Nothing coming up,” Jesse says, still smiling that big, vaguely predatory smile. “I’m headed to L.A. in a couple weeks, so I’m focused on that transition for now. But good luck with your stuff. I’ll check it out when I’m back for Thanksgiving.”

      The men shake hands, and I accept Corey’s hug goodbye and well wishes for my project, but inside I’m spiraling a little.

      Back for Thanksgiving . . .

      Is that the next time I’m going to see Jesse? In four months? It’s not that far away—we’ve gone weeks without seeing each other before, when our lives were busy, but it suddenly seems like a long time.

      But as Corey heads off, I force the thoughts from my head.

      Jesse’s moving; that’s a fact of life.

      And it’s a good fact. If he weren’t moving, the best kiss of my life wouldn’t have happened. List or no list, I would never have had the guts to flirt with him the way I did last night if he were sticking around.

      When I turn back to him, he’s glaring at me.

      “What?” I ask, laughing.

      He points a finger after Corey. “No. That’s not going to happen. You and Braxton.”

      I snort. “Of course, it’s not. He’s a walking STD.”

      “You were flirting with him,” he accuses.

      “I was not,” I say. But Jesse’s narrowed eyes make me confess something else. “But I like that you thought I was.”

      "You want me to be jealous?”

      “No, but . . .” I peer up at him through my lashes, emboldened by our kiss and the way he’s looking at me like he wants to slap a Property of Jesse Hendrix sticker on my forehead. “I liked flirting with you last night. I’d like more . . . practice at that.”

      “Then practice more on me,” he says, stepping closer, making my heart thud hard against my ribs.

      “But I don’t know if I can trust you to give reliable feedback,” I whisper, his leather and clove scent teasing my nose, making me think of hot kisses and the way his hands felt on my hips. “You could be humoring me. Telling me what I want to hear.”

      “I’m not humoring you,” he says in a husky voice. But there’s a hint of something uncertain in his eyes that makes me wonder if that’s the truth. “And Braxton is a selfish piece of shit. He tried to get my piece excluded from the Spring Open Studio show in Chelsea.”

      A frown claws at my forehead. “What? But you’ve been doing that show for years. Since I was like . . . seventeen. And the owner loves you, right?”

      “Yeah. She does. And Braxton failed, obviously. But you don’t need a ‘friend’ like that in your life, let alone your bed. I can’t imagine he supports his girlfriends any more than he does anyone else. That prick is only looking out for number one.”

      I tip my head to the side, gazing up at him with a fond smile.

      He scowls. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “It’s cute that you assume he’d want me to be his girlfriend. Not just the flavor of the month. Or the afternoon.”

      He frowns harder. “He should. Any guy lucky enough to get in your bed should want to stay there, Ruby. You need to own that.”

      Except for you. You don’t want to stay there, a voice whispers in my head.

      But I ignore it too.

      I need to be content with his decision, whether he slept on the idea of being friends with benefits and decided it would be a bad idea, or whether he woke up this morning thinking, Yes! A temporary sex fest with Ruby while we’re working through the list is the most brilliant plan ever!

      Since he’s being more protective than pouncy, I’m guessing he chose the bad idea option.

      But that’s okay. I will survive not kissing him again.

      “Sir, yes, sir. Owning it.” I focus on the list and only the list. That’s why we’re here; any kissing is secondary. With that in mind, I point to the store’s entrance. “Now, can we go pick out paints, please? We’re burning sunlight, and the schoolhouse by the cemetery isn’t going to paint itself.”

      His eyes widen, but they also catch fire, flickering with that curiosity that makes him one of my favorite people. I love that he’s always up for considering new things—even things that are a bit crazy. “The one by my gym in Brooklyn?”

      I nod, and his breath rushes out.

      “That place is a little creepy, Ruby,” he says, raking a hand through his hair. “And you know half the homeless men in the borough sneak in there to sleep when it rains.”

      “I know. That’s where Norman goes.” Norman is one of Flatbush’s indigent population, a sweet old man who reads poetry and replicates impressionist paintings in chalk on the sidewalks in the park on sunny days, and who absolutely refuses to go to a homeless shelter. “He said it’s pretty depressing in there, so I thought maybe we could make it . . . less depressing. I mean we can’t restore any of the broken historical fixtures or install central heat in an afternoon. But I have a few ideas of what we can do,” I say, then I tell him my twin plans.

      “Love both of those ideas. And I suppose we can brighten up the place.” Jesse rubs a considering hand across his jaw. “If we don’t get caught.”

      I wave breezily. “We won’t get caught.”

      He arches a brow. “Two people breaking into the old school in broad daylight with cans of spray paint might attract attention.”

      I motion to my empty pack. “That’s why I brought my backpack. They’ll just think we’re two homeless people looking for a nap.”

      He grunts. “Because you look homeless with your fresh-scrubbed face and those cute little overalls with the cherry patches on the butt.”

      “You noticed those, huh?” I ask, my pulse beating faster in my throat as he leans down, bringing his lips closer to mine.

      He whispers, “I noticed. And I want to bite them.”

      Maybe he isn’t on Team Bad Idea.

      My breath shudders out as I nod. “Yes, please.”

      “Art first. Cherry biting after?”

      I nod, my head swimming pleasantly as he takes my hand.

      A shiver rushes through me at the possibility of a night with Jesse. Of tonight with Jesse.

      “Good. Then, let’s get started,” he says, leading the way to the door. “What do you want to paint, rebel?”

      “Something beautiful,” I murmur, following him inside, visions of the paintings I made of him last night dancing through my head.

      Unfortunately, I doubt most of the homeless population of Flatbush would find nudes of Jesse Hendrix as compelling as I do.
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      Pink, peach, and tiger-lily-orange rays filter through a cracked window in the old schoolhouse. The sun is showing off tonight, flamboyant as it sets.

      It’s a little past eight. A fine sheen of sweat coats my neck, and my forearms ache from holding a spray-paint can for hours. My shoulder muscles are as tightly wound as clock parts.

      Yes, I have experience with this medium, but I haven’t worked with spray paint in a long time, and I’ve never tried anything this big. I was worried I wouldn’t be able to pull it off, even with Jesse's help. At least not in one afternoon.

      But when I take a step back, my breath catches.

      We did this.

      We made this beautiful thing.

      It’s not elaborate. Not a Rembrandt, not an intimately detailed landscape that would take a master months to flesh out.

      It’s more like a frame from a graphic novel, or a street sketch captured on the fly, but it works. Art doesn’t have to be elaborate or detailed to be affecting.

      And I am affected.

      From the shades of lemon yellow to the emerald greens and deep-sea blues, the image speaks to me.

      A young mother, holding her child as her little girl points at the sky.

      The girl is laughing, smiling. The mother looks so proud and grateful. They’re happy. The mother’s face is full of hope.

      It’s a simple image, and it rips my heart wide open.

      Make something ugly beautiful.

      As I stare at our creation, a sob works its way up my throat and out through my parted lips, surprising me with its strength. I press my hand to my mouth, a little embarrassed, as I gulp.

      Jesse tilts his head and moves in closer, curling a hand over my shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Totally,” I say softly. He brushes a finger against my cheek as another wave of emotion hits me. “I don’t know why I’m getting so choked up. I guess it just ... It turned out even better than I hoped it would.”

      The weight of his hand on my shoulder warms me. “It’s perfect. Exactly what this place was missing,” he says.

      I swallow, the lump in my throat making it hard. But sometimes the hard things are the best things.

      The thought brings me back to the list.

      To Claire.

      It’s one of our oldest inside jokes.

      “It’s so easy to feel the hard thing, but so hard to say it.” She would sigh, collapsing on my parents’ couch after a date with her latest crush back in high school. “Why is that, Ruby? Why is it soooo hard?”

      “Because it is the hard thing,” I would say in my wise-old-sage-from-a-fantasy-film voice. “And the hard thing is hard.”

      And then we’d laugh and deconstruct every second of her evening, from the hand-holding to the making out to the post-drop-off text. I had so much fun swooning vicariously through Claire that it took years for me to realize that I’d never said the hard thing.

      I still haven’t said it.

      I don’t think I’ve ever even felt it.

      But now, staring up at this piece and the gorgeous man who helped me bring it to life, I’m feeling things, all right.

      Hard things.

      Beautiful, hard things that I don’t want to keep inside.

      “This morning,” I say, my voice thick with emotion, “I was out with my mom. She invited me to join her at Cocoa is Love.”

      “Ah, your church,” he says.

      I smile. “Basically. I was helping her with samples for a new recipe and it just felt so . . . good, you know? Felt good to be there for her, even in a small way. She and Dad helped me so much the past two years—looking out for me, getting my groceries, walking me to physical therapy. Not to mention paying my rent when I was still too broken to work. And whenever I was sad or depressed or just needed a hug, Mom was always there, even when I made it hard.” I take a deep breath. “I wasn’t always a model patient. Sometimes I just wanted to quit . . . everything.”

      His fingers curl a little deeper into my shoulder muscle. “You never told me that.”

      I press my lips together, glancing down at the dusty, cigarette-butt-littered floorboards. “There was one morning . . . it was just Mom and me. I’d cried my eyes out and told her how empty I felt. How empty everything felt. How lost I was. And she just listened. Listened and said that we all feel lost sometimes, but that she would always be there to help me find my way home.”

      I draw a shaky breath, gazing at the mural again, then at this man by my side. “I obviously don’t know what it’s like to be homeless. I don’t know what it’s like to be scared or cold or hungry, or to not have a place to go. But I know how grateful I am that I had family and friends to help me, comfort me.” I sniff and push a few frizzy strands of hair from my forehead. “I hope this gives Norman and the other people who stay here some comfort too. Maybe it’ll remind them that there’s still hope out there . . . still a reason to believe that things can get better.”

      Jesse wraps his arm around me. “I hope so too.” He stares at the mural glowing warmly in the last of the sunset. “I think it will. Even if someone didn’t have a great relationship with their mother or their parents, this goes deeper than that. This is about support. Connection. Unconditional love. And we can all have that, no matter what kind of family we come from.”

      “Yeah,” I say, my throat tightening again. “Though, I probably should have thought about that sooner. I bet most people who end up sleeping in a place like this don’t have a lot of happy family memories in their past.”

      “You might be surprised. Most of the homeless people I’ve talked to have pretty ordinary stories up until the moment things went wrong.” He sighs. “We’re all closer to the edge than we think.”

      My stomach clenches, his words banishing the happy, sparkly list effect for the first time since we started this adventure. Unbidden, my thoughts turn back to this morning, to feeling so happy to be with my mom, but also . . . off. Like I was with the right person, but in the wrong place or something.

      Though, how a place that serves chocolate could be wrong, I have no idea.

      “Spit it out,” Jesse murmurs.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. You went all stiff,” he says, “and you’re making your thinking sound.”

      I snort. “What?”

      “Your thinking sound. That little throat-grunt thing you do when you’re thinking hard.”

      I jerk my head to the side, brows furrowed, even as I smile at him over my shoulder. “I do not grunt when I think.”

      He smiles calmly, sexily, making me suddenly aware of how close we are and how nice it feels. “You do. It’s cute. Now, spit it out. This is the unconditional place. You can say anything here with no judgment. Not from me and not from you or anyone else.”

      I bite my lip, part of me wanting to take him up on that offer, while another, far more determined part crosses its arms over its chest, sits down on top of the can of worms in the corner of my mind, and refuses to budge.

      There’s something there, all right, but whatever it is, I’m not ready to get to the bottom of it.

      “Is it weird that sometimes I don’t know why I’m feeling what I’m feeling?” I ask, instead of confessing that I have a can of worms in my mental closet. “That sometimes it’s almost like I’m at war with myself?” I let out a shaky little laugh. “I mean, it’s not like voices in my head or anything, but there are definitely parts of me that keep secrets and refuse to work well with each other.”

      “Hell, yeah, that’s weird,” he says, laughing and then holding me tight as I try to push him away—in a playful way, since I don’t want to be apart from him. I feel closer to him as we talk like this. Closer, too, because we made art together. That’s a bonding experience.

      I tug him back so he’s side by side with me again as he adds, “I’m kidding. Of course, it’s not weird. That’s why we have therapy and mentors and friends we really trust. Sometimes shit gets complicated, and you need a referee to help you play nice with yourself.”

      “I’ve played with myself enough the past few years,” I mutter, eager to change the subject.

      Heat flares in his eyes, the way it has every time we brushed up against each other while we were working. Until my emotional eruption, the sexual tension was thick enough to cut.

      Now, it comes rushing back, making my voice breathy as I add, “I mean, there comes a time when you want to play with . . . a friend. You know?”

      “I do know,” he rumbles softly, inching a little closer, moving behind me. “I absolutely fucking know. But do you, if you aren’t sure why you’re feeling what you’re feeling?”

      His questions are valid to a degree.

      But my uncertainty has nothing to do with him.

      It’s an amorphous Big Life Questions uncertainty.

      There are zero questions about Jesse Hendrix.

      Especially right now, right here, with art and anticipation in the air turning me on.

      “I’m unsure about some things,” I say softly, perhaps as an invitation. “Not about others.”

      “What are you sure about?” he asks, his voice low and smoky.

      “I know what I’m feeling about this.” I press against him, molding my back to his front, my heart stuttering as I feel the thickening behind the fly of his cargo shorts. He still wants me, and I want him more than I’ve ever wanted . . . maybe anything except to be whole again.

      I circle my hips, rubbing against his erection, electricity shooting across my nerve endings as his lashes flutter and a soft grunt escapes from low in his throat.

      I smile. “You grunt when you’re turned on.”

      “Which is way more normal than grunting when you’re thinking,” he says, his big hand molding to my ribs beneath my breast, making my heart beat faster as he pulls me even closer.

      “Good thing I don’t want to be normal,” I say, my nipples tightening in my bra and every inch of me aching for more of his touch.

      “You couldn’t be if you tried,” he says, husky. “You’re extraordinary.” His other hand drops to the bottom of my overall shorts, his fingers skimming beneath the hem, caressing the curve of my ass just below my panties. The feel of his bare skin on mine is enough to make the room spin. “But are you sure?”

      “So sure,” I say, my breath coming fast as I turn in his arms, smoothing my palms up his chest to link my wrists around his neck. My body celebrates as my tingling nipples press against his firm muscles. “Are you? Did you sleep on it?”

      I tense as I wait for his answer. He’s the one who applied the brakes last night.

      His hands roam up my ass, cupping my cheeks, and that sure feels like a yes, I slept on it and want to have you all to myself right now.

      He pushes against me. “I did. And then I saw you with that douche nozzle.”

      I laugh, both nervous and curious. “And?”

      He squeezes my ass hard. “And I felt possessive. And jealous. And I want you all to myself. So, yes, I’m sure.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. Or maybe it’s a turned-on sigh, since I’m aching for him.

      That’s partly because we’re talking about what we want. We aren’t simply humping, though I do want to do that. Very much.

      But the conversation makes me tingle.

      It’ll make what comes next even better.

      “Good. Me too. And I know you’re leaving, and I know things will go back to the way they were between us after you go, but for now . . .” My tongue slips out to wet my lips. “I just want to feel good again, and I want to make you feel good. We’ve had enough pain, Jesse. I think we deserve pleasure—don’t you?”

      That’s the heart of the matter, the thing I’ve landed on. It’s the list effect, and the list is about good things in life.

      Sex with someone you care about—and of course we care about each other—has got to be a good thing.

      “You do, for damned sure.” He keeps one hand on my ass while the other roams up to my hair. His fingers thread into the strands and make a light fist, sending my blood zooming beneath my skin all over again. “You deserve all the pleasure, and I’m going to give it to you. But I have one rule—if this interferes with the list, we stop. The list comes first.”

      I nod slowly, holding his hooded gaze as I say, “As long as I’m coming second.”

      He curses beneath his breath, and his lips twitch up at the edges. “You’re sexy as fuck. You know that?”

      I grin, and my heart stretches its wings, gives them an experimental flutter.

      Maybe I am sexy. Maybe I am irresistible.

      At least, I am in this moment, with this man.

      And what do we really have other than this moment? This beautiful now that tonight I’m determined to make even more beautiful.

      “Take me home?” I whisper.

      “This very second,” he promises, leaning down to grab my backpack from the floor at our feet.

      But the backpack is heavy. Filled with the second thing I wanted to leave here tonight. Not only art, but some food and water.

      With lightning speed, we empty my pack, leaving behind bottles of water and a few dozen energy bars.

      Food, water, and art.

      Perhaps that trio will give a little hope and some sustenance.

      This is number four on the list, but with an addendum. Something extra, because that’s what the list is doing, it seems—helping me, and maybe others too.

      In small ways, but those can be the ways that matter most.

      Minutes later, we’ve corralled the empty spray-paint cans and are hurrying back across the creaking floorboards to the vine-covered window where we crept inside earlier this afternoon. Jesse slips out first, taking the backpack with him.

      Once he’s on the ground, he lifts his arms to help me down.

      With my leg swung over the windowsill, I take a beat to drink him in. With paint smeared on his sexy forearms and that look of anticipation on his face as he reaches up to catch me, he is . . . beautiful. So beautiful it rips at the door of my heart again, tugging it open even wider, making me suspect this organ in my chest is what the list is really about.

      Claire didn’t leave me just individual missions. She left a bigger, underlying challenge.

      It’s about being brave enough to open up to the world, to let it all in—the good and the bad, the things that are going to hurt like hell, and the things that are heavenly and sweet and healing. If I want the beauty, I’ll have to risk the pain.

      But that’s okay. Maybe I’m strong enough to handle it all. Claire thought I was, and who knew me better?

      No one. Maybe not even myself.

      With a final glance back at the mural, that ten-foot tall manifestation of my previously untapped potential, I draw my other leg over the sill, brace my hands against the wood, and jump.
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      Inside my apartment, I am buzzed.

      My bones hum with desire.

      My throat is dry.

      Anticipation is killing me and turning me on at the same damn time.

      Especially when Ruby unhooks the front of her overall shorts, tugs off her tank, then slides down the strap of her bra.

      Nibbling on her lip.

      Giving me a shy, but eager smile.

      Ready.

      So damn ready.

      Just like I am.

      After all these years.

      Years.

      Hell, that’s what this is.

      Years in the making.

      Since she stretched out on my car during college.

      Since we picked cherries that summer.

      Since she walked into my shop two days ago with pie on her face.

      This feels inevitable.

      I could deny it. I could pretend tonight is born of the list, fueled by the last two nights of connection.

      But the list is teaching both of us. She’s opening her heart and mind to new possibilities.

      And I’m seeing the one in front of me.

      Her.

      She was never mine, and she’ll never be mine, but she’s the woman I want.

      The woman I’ve wanted.

      Desperately.

      When I lift my hand, brush my fingers along her shoulder, I shudder.

      Because this moment feels meant to be.

      Once I admit that to myself, I release a shaky breath and let go of all the reasons I held back in the past.

      For tonight—hell, for the next few days—there are no more limits.

      No more denials.

      Only this.

      I push her other bra strap down then slide my hands around to her back, unhooking and letting the lace fall to the floor.

      My breath catches.

      “Extraordinary,” I say, mesmerized, repeating my word from earlier.

      She is indeed stunning.

      The breasts I’ve openly ogled in her sports bra are on display and even though I’m not a boob man, or an ass man, or a leg man—eyes and lips are my weakness—Ruby’s tits are everything.

      As in, everything I could want.

      “You,” I breathe out, since I’m knocked senseless by her. But not so senseless that I freeze.

      Hell no.

      I need to touch her everywhere. “Need my hands all over you,” I growl.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Her breath hitches as she adds in a whisper, “I have a feeling you’re good with your hands.”

      “Count on it, sweetheart,” I say with a devilish grin. I cup her breasts, sliding my thumbs over the nipples, brushing them until they’re diamond points.

      She gasps, arching into my palms. “Feel free to do that all night.”

      “There’s so much I want to do to you, Ruby.” It feels like the truest thing I’ve said in ages. “Starting with getting the rest of these damn clothes off of you.”

      I tug at her overalls, guiding them down over her hips. “Let’s get you naked, woman.”

      We do the undressing dance, quickly shedding the rest of our paint-streaked clothes, leaving a pile of shorts, shirts, and overalls on the floor.

      We’re down to my blue boxer briefs and her pink panties, and my eyes feast on her—all curves and softness and skin I want to lick everywhere.

      I loop an arm around her waist, bring her to the bed, and set her on her back. Her knees are up, and this—this pose—is pure art.

      My Ruby, all flushed and sexy as I peel off her pink panties.

      My pulse surges as I take her in. Glistening, pink, wet.

      She’s both nervous and excited, judging from her eyes.

      She twirls her finger in my direction. “Off with your pants, Hendrix.”

      Laughing, I shed them, loving that she’s still playful with me even in the heat of the moment.

      But once I strip, the look in her brown eyes is no longer playful. It’s seductive, sensual, and rich with heat as she stares shamelessly at my cock, thick and hard for her.

      I give her what she seems to want. I grip my cock, slide my fist down it, my breath shuddering as I stroke myself once, twice, nice and hard, all while she gazes with heat in those soulful brown eyes.

      “Oh, God,” she groans, letting a hand drift down between her breasts.

      In a second, I am on her. I cover her body with mine, my lips crashing down on hers, our hands flying everywhere.

      I travel over her arms, her waist, her breasts, all while our lips hungrily explore. My tongue skates over hers, and we can’t seem to get enough of each other.

      Her hands are greedy, mapping me, traversing my arms, journeying down my chest, and soon we are a blur of tangled limbs, flushed skin, and eager fingers.

      I get reacquainted with her breasts, kneading, squeezing . . . making her moan into my mouth and arch into my palms.

      I shift her so we’re side to side, kissing like we can’t stop. I don’t want to stop. I want to consume as many of her kisses as I can, imprint them in my mind, store them up so I can recall them whenever I need to remember the most sensual, sexy kisses ever.

      They could only be the ones with Ruby melting against me, her breath coming fast as I explore her.

      When I slide a hand over her belly, slowly, deliciously making my way down her body, I shudder too.

      Yes, we are inevitable, even if we’re only a moment.

      But it’s a moment I desperately need.

      “Jesse,” she breathes out, her voice hitching. “Please touch me.”

      “Don’t you worry, sweetheart. That is definitely the plan,” I say, and when my fingers glide between her legs, I don’t know which of us groans louder.

      She’s so soft and slick and needy.

      The second I trace her wetness, she’s gasping, saying my name, arching into me.

      “I want to make you feel so fucking good,” I murmur as I trace her slippery heat.

      “You do,” she gasps, writhing into my hand, sinking onto her back now, letting herself enjoy me.

      I love that. Love that she’s taking right now, spreading her legs, letting me make her feel good.

      This woman deserves everything good in the world.

      From me.

      That’s what I give her as I listen to her cues, follow her moans, teasing then rubbing her clit as I kiss her neck, bite her shoulder.

      I devote myself to her pleasure until she’s arching into my hand, grabbing at my hair, rocking her hips. Wildly. Freely. Like this is what she needs more than anything.

      A myriad of sounds falls from her lips. Sexy, beautiful sounds.

      My name.

      God’s name.

      A moan.

      A yes, God yes, oh my God, yes.

      Then she breaks, her lips parting in a silent O that doesn’t stay silent for long, that turns into a gorgeous cry of pleasure.

      As she comes on my hand.

      Her moan sends a shiver down my spine. Then her words light me up. “Jesse . . . that was amazing.”

      And I am lost in a haze of desire for Ruby.

      And something more.

      Something that feels a lot like falling.

      But I shove that dangerous thought out of my head as I kiss her cheek then make my way to her ear.

      “Should we see if we’re good in bed too?”

      She shoots me a giddy grin. “I bet we are.”

      I reach for a condom on the nightstand. “Got a favorite position?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s been like ten thousand years. I’m not even sure what the positions are anymore.”

      I laugh as I open the foil. “Then how about you ride me. Because then I can have my hands all over you.”

      “Consider it done,” she says.

      I cover myself and she straddles me.

      “The parts still go like this?” she asks with a laugh as she reaches for my dick.

      “I think so, but let’s try a few times to make sure.”

      But I’m not laughing when she wraps a hand around my shaft because holy fuuuuckkkk.

      She rises up, holds my cock, then says, “Like riding a bike?”

      “Yes, but so much better, sweetheart. So much better,” I say, groaning as she lowers herself.

      Slowly, beautifully.

      It’s exquisite torture and I want the agony of this moment as Ruby takes me in all the way.

      A shudder moves through her body, a gorgeous wave of pleasure.

      Her eyes float closed. Her lips part.

      Pleasure roars through me from the hot, tight feel of her. She grips my cock so deliciously it’s like she was made for me.

      Which is precisely what I can’t be thinking.

      So, I focus on the physical.

      And that’s no hardship.

      I wrap my hands around her hips, gripping her as she moves, slow and lush, on my cock.

      She moans and her fingers slide down her breasts, like she’s so wrapped up in the feel of us fucking that she has to touch herself.

      “Jesse,” she murmurs, then slinks closer, setting her hands on my chest.

      “Feels so damn good, doesn’t it?”

      She nods, letting out a long, gorgeous breath as if she can barely take how amazing it feels.

      And it is amazing being inside this woman.

      This incredible woman who makes my pulse spike and my heart beat faster.

      Who makes me think. Who makes me feel.

      Who make me want so many risky things.

      I slide my hands along her waist, savoring the feel of her soft skin, cupping her breasts as she swivels her hips.

      I squeeze her tits and she yelps, a sexy groan that tells me she likes it. So I do it again.

      She groans more, her hands pressing harder against my chest as she rocks up and down on my cock.

      My Ruby loves to have her tits played with.

      Loves to be savored.

      Loves to set the pace.

      I record all these details about her as I watch her find a rhythm, chase her pleasure, and sway closer and closer to me.

      Soon, she’s inches from my mouth, and I have to let go of her tits.

      Shame, that.

      But there’s this gorgeous ass to hold on to and I grip it, grabbing her tight as I move her faster on my cock.

      “Want you to come again. I love seeing you let go,” I say, urging her on.

      “Oh God, I want to,” she murmurs, and she sounds lost in pleasure. Absolutely lost, with no interest in being found.

      All I want is her bliss.

      Her happiness. Her joy.

      Because she’s the woman I’ve been dreaming of.

      She’s the inevitable.

      That’s the trouble. As she fucks me, and I fuck her back, I’m both caught up in the moment and keenly aware that time is slipping away. That my chance with Ruby is ending any day.

      That this is more than friends with benefits.

      So much more.

      But I let all those feelings fade away as Ruby rides me to the edge, crying out, babbling and panting and calling my name as she comes once again on me.

      Her whole body trembles, and that’s all I need to chase her and fall with her.

      Seems that’s what I’ve been doing since we started this thing.

      Falling into her.
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      I wake feeling bubbly and delicious and open my eyes, grinning up at an unfamiliar ceiling fan.

      For a beat, I’m not sure where I am, but then I turn my head to see the gorgeous man asleep on the pillow beside me and it all comes rushing back—the kissing, the best sex in the history of sex, and falling asleep in Jesse’s arms, finally understanding why people are obsessed with getting it on.

      I’ve always enjoyed sex, don’t get me wrong, but last night was next-level nookie.

      A ground-breaking, earth-shattering, paradigm-shifting, angels-singing-the-hallelujah-orgasm-chorus experience that has left me forever changed.

      And so giddy it’s ridiculous.

      I bite my lip, stifling the celebratory sound rising in my throat. Squealing Jesse awake isn’t the way I want to start our “morning after” together. I’d much rather surprise him with French toast and coffee in bed and get creative with the maple syrup after.

      The thought of licking maple syrup from Jesse’s lips before dribbling it over more intimate places—his cock is by far the best cock in the history of cocks, and I will be drawing racy pictures of it at my first opportunity—is almost enough to get me out of bed. But the covers are so soft, and the cool air from the fan puffing against my face is so soothing, and Jesse is so pretty when he’s sleeping.

      So, so pretty . . .

      I curl my arm under my head, soaking in every detail of his full lips, the thick eyelashes fanned out over his tan cheeks, the tousled hair falling over his forehead, and I decide I’ll paint him like this too.

      I’m reaching out to tuck a rogue lock behind his ear when his eyes suddenly open wide and he whispers, “Boo,” making my heart jerk in my chest as I start to laugh.

      “Shoot, you scared me,” I say in a rush, giggling as he wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me close, making my nipples tighten through the old T-shirt of his I threw on to sleep in. “How long have you been awake?”

      “A while,” he says, reaching down to cup my ass through my panties with a happy rumble low in his throat. “I was watching you sleep first and thinking about waking you up, but it was only five thirty, so . . .”

      “You can wake me at five thirty,” I say, but I bring my hand to hover in front of my mouth as he leans his face closer to mine. “But no kissing with my morning sex. Not unless I get to brush first.”

      He makes a scoffing sound as his fingers slip beneath the elastic of my panties. “No kissing at all?” He traces a gentle line from my already wet center to my clit, making my breath catch and a wave of desire jolt to life in me. “What about here?” he adds in a sexy voice that contributes to my undoing. “Because I’m all about you coming on my mouth first thing in the morning.”

      I make a sound somewhere between a sigh of approval and a whimper of longing, and Jesse is immediately on the move.

      Before I have time to add that I’d love to get my mouth on certain parts of him—preferably with syrup involved—his hands are at the bottom of my T-shirt, pulling it up over my head. I emerge from the fabric, shoving my hair from my face in time to see Jesse hooking his long fingers into the top of my panties and drawing them down my legs.

      He looks up at me from the bottom of the bed, the hunger in his gaze as he presses a kiss to my ankle making my heart swoop and my stomach bottom out.

      Good Lord, he’s sexy.

      The sexiest thing that’s ever happened to me.

      “Spread your legs,” he murmurs against my skin as he kisses his way to my knee, sending shivers of arousal to every inch of my body. “I want to see you.”

      I obey, holding his gaze as I draw my thighs apart, biting my lip as his eyes go dark.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he says. He reaches up, dragging his thumb down the center of where I’m so ready for him as he kisses my thigh. “I love how wet you get for me.”

      My breath shudders out, my nipples tightening as he smooths his palms up and over my hips, past my ribs, to cup my breasts in his big hands while he continues to kiss and nibble at my thighs, first one and then the other, building the ache coiling in my center.

      I want him to kiss me there so badly, but I also love this sweet torture—these moments when the anticipation is so intense it sharpens every sensation, every brush of his lips and delicious drag of his teeth over my skin. Every teasing stroke of his fingers close to my pebbled nipples.

      “Please.” I run my fingers through his hair, skimming my nails down the back of his neck.

      “Please what?” His fingertips circle my breast, so close to where I ache but not close enough.

      I arch into his hands. “Touch me.”

      “Where?” The smile in his voice makes me want to punch him a little, but also makes me laugh as I breathe, “My nipples.”

      He captures my tight tips between his fingers, rolling them in circles, the delicious friction making me squirm beneath him as he asks, “Where else? Where do you want my mouth, Ruby?”

      My teeth dig into my bottom lip, my head falls back, and my eyes slide closed. “Where do you want your mouth?” I counter, my thighs shifting restlessly on either side of his ribs as he presses a kiss to my swooping belly.

      “I want my tongue buried in your hot pussy, but I want to hear you say it.”

      The words send a thrill shooting through me that’s every bit as fierce as the sizzle summoned by his touch.

      “Test your limits, sweetheart.”

      Eyes opening, I glance down the landscape of my own body, the sight of his hands on my breasts and the hunger in his eyes making me feel beautiful, powerful, bold enough to say, “I told you I wanted to ride you last night. I told you I wanted to sleep with you. I’m not afraid to tell you what I want.”

      He arches a challenging brow. “No?”

      “No,” I say, my pulse speeding as I add, “So, telling you I want your mouth between my legs more than I want to breathe right now won’t count as testing my limits.”

      Damn, that feels good to say.

      Great, actually.

      Turns out saying what I want is not simply a turn-on, but it’s remarkably easy with this man—this man who’s my friend and my temporary lover.

      It’s not testing my limits because it’s easy.

      And I’ll take easy right now, thank you very much.

      His eyes narrow playfully. “Well, if it won’t count for the list, is it really worth doing?”

      I smile down at him, a wicked grin that feels just right on my face. “Maybe not. Maybe we should get out of bed, have breakfast, and be about our list-y business. No pussy-kissing or dick-kissing. Do not pass go; do not collect any orgasms.”

      He kisses my hip as he murmurs against my skin, “But I really like passing go and collecting orgasms. Maybe the list can wait a few minutes?”

      “Just a few,” I agree, shivering as he kisses lower, lower, until his lips brush my clit, making my head spin with that gentle touch.

      His mouth is soft, but also magic, because he kisses just so, and he licks just right.

      A wild whoosh of pleasure rushes through my body. My pulse skyrockets, and I ache for more of his lips.

      More of him.

      This man I want to keep close, to know even better.

      Holy hell.

      Maybe this is testing my limits.

      Because as he licks my clit, as he kisses my pussy, as he goes down on me like I’m the sweetest thing he’s ever tasted, emotion surges inside me like a tidal wave, threatening to knock me off my feet.

      This feels like so much more than friend-zone sex.

      This feels like we’re lovers. Just . . . lovers.

      I don’t simply want more orgasms with Jesse. I want more of his laughter, his company, his heart. I want his trust, and I want to give him every bit of mine.

      But that’s not what this temporary thing is about.

      We established clear boundaries before this started, and if I let one whisper of what I’m feeling tumble from my lips, I’ll ruin everything.

      Thankfully, as he lavishes attention on my clit, drawing it between his lush lips, I lose the ability to form words.

      Everything falls from my head but the rush of desire.

      The promise of bliss.

      It’s swirling in me.

      Coiling in my belly.

      Tightening in my core.

      I grab his hair, clutch his head. “Oh God, Jesse. Don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

      My words spur him on. His tongue flicks faster. His lips kiss harder. And my world spins off its axis as my release sends me over the cliff.

      It lasts for ages, and I don’t want it to stop. The pulsing, the pleasure, the intensity that wracks my body. That turns my mind into a neon haze.

      I am swimming in ecstasy and I don’t want to come up for air.

      Except I do, because on the other side is Jesse.

      The man I’ve wanted for years.

      And I’m having him.

      As I push up on my elbows, my face hot, my hair a mess, he rises too.

      His eyes are feral, hungry. He licks his lips in a way that makes me want to lick them too. To lick every inch of him.

      “Your turn,” I say, feeling all kinds of bold and naughty.

      “If you insist,” he rasps out.

      “I absolutely do,” I say, and in seconds we trade off. He’s on his feet, and I like this.

      I am so up for this.

      Or down, I should say.

      I slide my hands along his hips, over his thighs as I get off the bed.

      I drop to the floor on my knees, wrap a hand around his hard shaft, and squeeze.

      He shudders. “Fuck, baby. That’s so good, but I need those sexy lips on me.”

      I arch a brow, playful. “You sure?”

      He curls a big hand around my head. “So damn sure.”

      I press a kiss to the tip.

      “Ruby.” It’s a warning, and it sends a hot bolt of lust down my spine.

      “Yes, Jesse?” I tease, flicking my tongue against the head of his cock.

      His marvelous cock.

      It is indeed a marvel—thick, long, and hard for me. What more could a woman who hasn’t been laid in years ask for? Hell, what more could any woman who loves cock ask for? It is a masterpiece, perfect in every way.

      Jesse groans. “Need your lips. Need them sucking my cock. Now.”

      He nudges my face closer, and my skin sizzles from the roughness, the possession.

      Most of all, from his need for me.

      I’ve never had sex like this.

      Sex so charged, both of us so hungry.

      So insatiable.

      But that’s how I feel with him.

      I draw my lips around the head, suck him in, and swirl my tongue down his length.

      He bucks against me, groaning. “Fuck, that’s good.”

      His words spur me on.

      His filthy commands.

      Suck me deep, baby.

      Like that.

      Take it all.

      They send a wicked thrill straight through me, and I am hot again, wetter still.

      I take him all the way, gagging as he hits the back of my throat, but then relaxing so I can give it to him the way he wants.

      His hands curl tight in my hair. He rocks into my mouth, and I suck and lick harder and faster till his legs shake. His knees buckle. With a hand firmly wrapped on the back of my head, he slumps down to the edge of the bed, bringing me with him as he fucks my mouth.

      Then he groans, long and deep, as he warns, “Coming.”

      That’s all.

      One word.

      And I swear it turns me on even more to do this to him, to feel him, to taste him, to drink down his release as he comes in my throat.

      He pants, breathing hard, as I release him with a wet pop.

      I swipe my fingers across my lips and sit back on my heels on the floor, gazing up at where he sits, dizzy and sex-drunk, looking so spent I can’t help but grin.

      He notices and exhales. “Proud of yourself?”

      “I’ve always wanted to make a man weak in the knees.”

      He reaches out, brushing my hair from my face. “You make me weak fucking everywhere, but don’t get too cocky, woman.”

      “Too late,” I quip with a pointed look at his still semi-hard cock.

      “Ha ha,” he says dryly. “Just warning you that I rally quickly, and when I do, I’m coming for you and you’ll be coming for me.”

      I let out a happy sigh. “I think I did test my limits,” I say, trying that on for size.

      “How so?”

      “I’ve always wanted knee-weakening, toe-curling, bang-me-stupid sex.”

      He grins, all sweet and crookedly sexy at the same time. “Is that the kind we have?”

      “Damn straight. I’m totally stupid right now,” I say, though I admit it feels a little like cheating to check off the list.

      But maybe hard things are easy when they’re right.

      Sex with him feels wickedly, insanely right.

      But my fuzzy tongue doesn’t feel anything except wrong.

      “I’m going to go brush my teeth so I’ll be ready for round three or four.” I bounce to my feet and head for his bathroom and the new toothbrush he opened for me last night, but a sound low in his throat makes me turn to face him. “Yes?”

      “You look really good walking around my room naked.”

      I brace one hand against the doorframe, letting it slide up as I shift my hip out, striking a pose for him. His eyes sweep up and down my body with a look of appreciation, but also . . . concentration. Instantly, I know. “You’re going to draw me like this, aren’t you?”

      An almost shy smile flickers across his full mouth. “Abso-fucking-lutely.”

      “I’m going to draw you too,” I say, also a little shy, but in a good way. In an excited way. I’ve never felt shy and excited at the same time, but I’ve never felt a lot of the things Jesse makes me feel. “We should have a gallery show for two before you leave.”

      “Done,” he says, his smile fading, though the intensity in his eyes remains.

      I disappear into the bathroom, wishing I hadn’t mentioned the leaving part. But his departure is a reality, and if I’m going to graduate from List Academy with my degree in Seizing the Day, I have to live in the real world. I have to meet life where it’s at and do my best to squeeze all the love and hope and joy I can from it, no matter who’s leaving or for how long.

      “Thank you, Claire,” I whisper to the cool bathroom air as I load up my toothbrush, feeling her close.

      I’m so grateful for this gift she left for me, and I always will be—even when it’s time to say goodbye.
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            JESSE

          

        

      

    

    
      For some reason, I’m in a mood, but I do my best not to show it.

      Even though I’ve got a sneaking suspicion it has something to do with the dangerous thoughts that were racing through my head last night.

      But Ruby doesn’t deserve my cranky side—not after our incredible co-ed naked time and the mind-blowing things she did with her mouth this morning.

      I don’t know if it’s the fact that she’s Ruby and we have so much history between us, or if she’s in possession of some sort of tongue voodoo, but I’ve never felt anything like that. She brought me to my knees.

      Almost literally. If the edge of the bed hadn’t been there, I’m not sure where I would have landed. Maybe on the floor at her feet.

      Which is . . . not all that troubling to think about, honestly.

      If I fell at her feet, she would pick me up. Because she’s the sweetest, funniest, sexiest, best person I know.

      The woman I think I’m falling for.

      Dammit.

      Fucking hell.

      I was hoping it was my sex-brain tricking me last night.

      But I feel it again now, in the light of day, and it’s pissing me off a little.

      Yep . . . there it is, the source of my grouchiness, even though a hot woman wearing nothing but my T-shirt has made me French toast and is perched beside me at my kitchen table, looking unreasonably cute with powdered sugar on her nose as she praises the cherry-heavy fruit and jam selection in my fridge.

      She really is the best. I’m going to miss her, more than I ever imagined I would when we started the list a few days ago.

      But my gut tells me that was simply a failure of my imagination. My gut insists that Ruby has been one of my favorite people for a long time and that my feelings for her are more complicated than I’ve been willing to let on.

      Even to myself.

      Even if it took friends with benefits to start to see it.

      Like now, for example. I want to pull her into my lap, kiss the sugar from her nose, and hold her, feel her curvy little body close to mine and know she’s not going anywhere for a long while.

      That isn’t something I feel when it’s “just sex” with a woman.

      That’s something I feel when I’m . . .

      That damn word. I can hear it taunting me.

      Falling.

      Ruby puts her hand over mine, pulling me from my thoughts as she peers up into my eyes. “Did you hear me? You must not have, or you would be freaking the hell out right now.”

      I blink and focus my attention on her face. “Why?”

      “The ocean, Jesse,” she whispers, before swallowing hard. “I’m ready to go to it. To go into it.”

      My eyes widen. “Fuck.” She hasn’t dipped a toe in the ocean since a school trip in junior high when a wave crashed over her, tugged her under, tossed her around, and thankfully spat her out before it was too late.

      I can still remember the look on Claire’s pale face as she relayed the story after, of trying to get to Ruby while the waves slammed her back toward the beach and the stupid Jersey Shore lifeguard took his sweet time getting off his stand.

      My sister wasn’t the strongest swimmer, either, but she’d still been willing to risk her life for her best friend at only thirteen.

      Even as my mom had lectured Claire that she should always leave lifesaving to the professionals, I’d been so proud of my little sis and her big, brave heart.

      The memory tightens my throat and makes me feel even more soft inside.

      Even more protective of this woman I don’t ever want to lose.

      Especially not before her time.

      “Yeah.” She nods seriously, her breath rushing out. “But let me make sure my will is up to date before we go. Also, I’ll need to borrow a swimsuit from Gigi. The only one I have is from eighth grade and probably doesn’t fit anymore. My boobs, though still small, have gotten bigger since then.”

      “Your boobs are perfect,” I say, reaching out to cup one through the thin cotton shirt she’s wearing. Damn. Yep, still perfect. “And if memory serves, we had a lot of fun last night with these beauties.”

      “Stop,” she says, her lashes fluttering. “If we’re going to get to the water before noon, I have to get dressed.”

      But she doesn’t shove my hand away, and when I catch her nipple between my fingers, she makes a happy, sexy sound that convinces me the water can wait. “I could do a lot with these tits.”

      “Like?”

      “Fuck them,” I say, all low and smoky, because maybe, just maybe, if I focus on sex, I won’t think about all the things I feel for her.

      “Jesse,” she says, like she’s shy but also turned on by the idea.

      Me too.

      Me fucking too.

      “Sound like a good time?”

      She wiggles her brows. “Yes, but I also like you inside me.”

      I hum beneath my breath. “What do you know? I like being inside you too. And the sun doesn’t set until after eight,” I murmur. I rise, grabbing a condom from my wallet before returning quickly to my chair and urging her out of hers. “We have plenty of time.”

      “You’re a bad influence,” she says, but she lets me draw her into my lap once more and tug her T-shirt over her head. A few minutes later she’s riding me, making the wooden chair squeak beneath us as we take each other there—right there, fuck yes, to that place I’ve never been with anyone else.

      The thought zips through my head, then falls away as the second orgasm of the morning rips through my body. All I can think about is her.

      The feel of her gripping me tight as she loses control.

      The way she’s gasping sexy things about how she loves my cock.

      The flirty, dirty words falling from her lips, about how she’s going to learn to sculpt so she can capture it in 3D for women everywhere to enjoy.

      And briefly, I try to ignore a new thought, a realization—it’s never been like this with anyone else.

      I don’t want to connect the dots.

      I could stick my head back in the sand and keep playing the friends-with-benefits game, but what would be the point?

      Love is like zombies.

      You can bury them, but they’ll keep coming back.

      And I don’t want to bury what I feel for Ruby.

      Doesn’t matter what you want, asshole. You’re leaving, and if you make that any harder for her than it’s going to be already, you’ll never forgive yourself. I can fucking promise you that.

      If I do anything to damage Ruby’s new lease on life, I’ll hate myself for it. Doing that would make me the bad guy.

      Even more than I am already . . .

      “I’ll do the papier-mâché model tonight,” Ruby whispers after, her lips moving against the sweat-damp skin of my neck.

      “Papier-mâché model?”

      She pulls back, gazing down at me with a dreamy, sated smile that makes me proud to have been the man to put it here. “Of your cock. I told you, I’m going to learn to sculpt eventually, but why not start with a medium I understand? Something easily accessible and transportable from your place to mine? Papier-mâché is great.”

      I arch a wry brow. “Cold, wet, flour-covered newspaper strips drying on my cock. Yeah, sounds perfect.”

      Perfect because it’s taking my mind off the crazy thoughts I can’t entertain.

      “Right?” She grins and kisses my cheek. “Glad we’re so simpatico this morning.”

      But are we?

      I don’t think so, but I also know that I’m too far gone on her kiss, her touch, the way she smiles at me as she waves goodbye from my door, promising to meet me at the Church Street subway station in forty-five minutes—no more, no less—to turn back now.

      Wherever she wants to go, whatever she wants to cover in wet newspaper, I’m along for the ride.

      At least until I get on that plane to L.A.
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            RUBY

          

        

      

    

    
      I dance down the street.

      Literally dance, waltzing and twirling and jumping up to click my heels as I swing around one of the not-gum-covered lampposts.

      A few people turn to shoot me a bemused look or a raised eyebrow as I pass, but this is New York City, and we’re all so accustomed to weirdness that a girl doing the dance of shame down the street in yesterday’s paint-splattered overalls isn’t a big deal.

      I’m part of the chaos.

      But a happy part, like when everyone bursts into song on the subway together after a ball game. Sometimes, this jaded old city is so full of magic it makes my heart ache.

      Oh, my heart . . .

      My poor heart. It won’t know what to do with itself when Jesse’s gone, but I promise it right now that I’ll find other reasons for us to dance. After two stalled years—twenty-four long months where I was stuck in rehab, in therapy, in learning to live in my body again, in going through the motions—I am moving, shimmying, dancing.

      Being alive like this feels too good to let anything take it away, even losing easy access to the best cock—and one of the best friends—I’ve ever had.

      I’m still smiling when I knock on the door to Gigi’s apartment. A nanosecond later, Gigi wrenches it open. Her pink retro robe with feathers around the cuffs swishes as she squeals, a giddy sound that perfectly echoes my vibe. “Oh my God, tell me everything! You’re glowing. I want a beat-by-beat recount of every kiss, every orgasm, every new sex trick you’ve learned. But wait!” She holds up both hands, her fingers spread wide. “Let me get my notebook. I want to write this down so I won’t forget.”

      I laugh as I step inside, closing the door behind me and heading for her bathroom. “I can’t. I only have thirty minutes. I have to grab the world’s fastest shower, wiggle into your cutest bathing suit and cover up, and meet Jesse to head to the beach.”

      Gigi frowns. “But I need details. If I don’t live vicariously through you, I’ll have to go hunt down my own sexy boyfriend, and that’d be so exhausting.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I remind her, before adding with a bob of my brows, “But he is sexy. And exhausting in the best way.”

      I close the door to the bathroom, ignoring Gigi’s plea to be allowed in to sit on the toilet seat while I shower so she can keep pestering me for details while I’m naked and vulnerable.

      Gigi has zero issues with her body or stripping down to nothing in front of her girlfriends. I’ve always been more of a private person, and that’s one thing the list doesn’t seem to be changing, proving it isn’t altering who I am. It’s bringing out who I’ve always been, pulling the suppressed and depressed part of my soul to the surface.

      Then showing that part the light of day.

      The vibrancy of fresh choices.

      It’s turning me inside out, lifting me up.

      And that doesn’t only feel good. It’s the complete opposite of those two stalled years.

      Jesse was right. I needed this list. I needed a push.

      The world feels new again, bright again.

      So much so that I feel ready to tackle one of my biggest demons.

      Or at least, I think I’m ready.

      But by the time I dress in a polka-dot Ethel Merman bathing suit so darling I vow to buy one of my own if this whole swimming thing works out, and then make the hour-long journey down to Manhattan Beach with Jesse, my stomach twists.

      Then contorts as I step out onto the warm sand. Gone is the good. Here to stay is the queasy.

      I stop in the middle of the sand, a statue, the sun pelting rays at me.

      I wince, shield my eyes.

      The memory of that day in the water smacks me hard. That terrible day when I thought I was going to die. Hell, I nearly died in an accident. Why do I need to relive yet another day when I almost passed away?

      What the hell was I thinking, agreeing to number six?

      Screw swimming.

      We can go for a stroll.

      A gentle, pleasant stroll.

      Claire probably didn’t mean it anyway when she wrote get your feet wet and learn to swim.

      More likely she meant swim through life.

      Swim through choices.

      Don’t drown in the stupid.

      That sounds like Claire.

      I dig my heels into the sand.

      “I’ve got you,” Jesse says, resting a hand lightly on the small of my back.

      I turn back to him, forcing what I hope is a breezy smile even though my heart is pounding so hard my ribs feel like they’re vibrating. “You know what? I don’t think this is the best way to spend our day, after all.” I loop my arms around his neck and lean into him. “I mean, we don’t have much time left before you leave. Wouldn’t you rather spend it naked and happy than splashing around in disgusting water?”

      He stands tall and firm, refusing to bend close enough for me to press my lips to his or take my persuading to the next level. “The water is fine. This is the cleanest beach in the city.”

      “But there’s still fish pee in there,” I say, casting about for any reason to backpedal, and run far away. “And fish poo. And sharks. The sharks are getting way more aggressive these days. Didn’t they bite a bunch of people in Massachusetts last summer?” I shudder and widen my eyes as the fear clutches my ankles, climbs up my legs like vines. “And who needs a shark bite? I mean, I have cards to paint, and you have to pack for L.A. I really don’t have time to lose a limb right now.”

      Or to drown.

      I slip away from his solid body, starting toward the boardwalk leading away from the sand, but he catches my elbow, swinging me back around in a circle with a gentle tug of his fingers.

      “No one’s losing a limb today.” He nods toward the water’s edge, where at least a dozen bigger kids are riding boogie boards while a flock of mothers in wide-brim straw hats stand in the water, chatting as their little ones splash in waves by their feet. “Sharks don’t like crowds. We’ll be perfectly safe.”

      I swallow.

      Or try to swallow, but it suddenly feels like Gigi’s ruffle-necked, gauzy black cover-up is trying to strangle me.

      I tug at the bow with clammy fingers. “I think a pool would be better, though, right? I should have thought of that before we left.” Yes, a pool. A nice shallow pool. Duh. “Easier to teach in a pool. Fewer waves and seagulls and—”

      “The waves aren’t that big, and the seagulls won’t bother us. We didn’t bring any food.”

      My skin prickles. My voice pitches higher. “But we probably should have.” I point back toward the subway station, desperate to go. “There was a sandwich shop up there. Should we grab sandwiches? Maybe have a beer and consider our options? I’m on vacation; I should totally have a beer at eleven a.m., right? I mean, when’s the last time I did that? Have I ever done that?” I laugh nervously. “I don’t think I have. Have you?”

      “We’ll have a beer after,” he says, his fingers curling farther around my upper arm. “To celebrate.”

      “Celebrate.” I huff. “I hear that’s hard to do when you’re sleeping with the fishes.”

      “Ruby.”

      “What? I just . . .” My tongue slips out to dampen my lips as I meet his unflinching gaze.

      I told him I wanted him. Surely, I can tell him this truth too. That I am so scared.

      I am terrified.

      I am petrified of almost dying . . . again.

      Finally, I whisper, “You said we would stop if I wanted to stop. If the list got too hard.”

      He strokes my hair, gentle and tender. “We can, but this isn’t too hard, sweetheart. You’ve got this. And like I said, I’ve got you. I won’t let you drown. I won’t let you die. I won’t let anything bad happen to you. I promise.”

      Can he keep that promise?

      I’m not sure, but the fact that he makes it unknots the ball of fear in me.

      So do his hands.

      He cups my face, making me feel small in a good way. In a this man could absolutely throw me over his shoulder and carry me out of a burning building kind of way.

      And yes, I like his promise.

      Maybe I need to swim through my fear.

      "Do you trust me?” he asks with my face still in his grasp.

      A grasp that feels like an embrace.

      And like he’s giving me some of his courage.

      I take it, letting his strength fill me. “I do,” I say, meaning it.

      “Good. I’ve got your back. I swear.”

      A part of me tries to grab ahold of the fear one last time, to cling to my phobia. To stay . . . stalled.

      That’s familiar. That’s comfortable.

      But looking into his eyes, I know beyond a shadow of a doubt he means it. He will do whatever it takes to keep me safe. Fight off sharks and seagulls and tsunamis, and anything else the world might throw at us today.

      Of course, I’m no damsel in distress. I’m not a woman who needs a man to save her.

      But I am a person who knows when she needs help.

      When she needs a friend.

      I need his friendship right now.

      I need him by my side.

      Here with me.

      My resistance melts away. I kick my fear onto the boardwalk.

      The back of my nose starts to sting a little, and I nod. “Okay.”

      His expression gentles. “Yeah?”

      I nod and suck in a bracing breath. “But let’s hurry and get in before I chicken out again.”

      “You’re not going to chicken out, and we’re not going to rush,” he says, taking my hand and leading the way toward an open space on the sand. “We’re going to take it slow and easy, step by step, and give your squirrel brain plenty of time to get used to the idea.”

      I huff as I spread out the beach blanket and set my borrowed beach bag on top of it. “I don’t know about that. My squirrel brain is pretty—”

      Jesse whips off his T-shirt, revealing all those beautiful muscles I became intimately acquainted with last night.

      My gaze rakes down his frame, from his broad shoulders to the gorgeous biceps that I’m pretty sure I bit at some point.

      Sometime around orgasm two, my memory gets a little fuzzy.

      I narrow my gaze, staring hard at his muscle. Maybe my eyes are playing tricks on me, but I would swear there’s a little red spot there.

      Jesse chuckles. “Yeah, you left a mark,” he says in a husky voice that makes my nipples tighten against the spandex of my suit. “I’ll have to return the favor later.”

      Later . . .

      Because we’re going to do it again.

      Be naked together—like last night when it was just him and me, and pleasure so fierce there were moments when it was almost too much. Like my body was struggling to rise to the challenge of channeling all that glorious goodness.

      Jesse is high-voltage bliss and my erotic wiring is glitchy and out of practice, but I could get used to that kind of struggle. I could get used to him. To being with him like this, like partners in so much more than list-checking or graffiti crime.

      “Assuming I survive,” I say, my breath catching as he reaches for the bottom of my filmy cover-up.

      “You’re going to do more than survive; you’re going to kick ass,” he promises, drawing my cover-up over my head, sending a rush of arousal surging through me.

      Heart beating in my throat, I tip my head back and murmur, “Kiss for luck?”

      He smiles, nice and easy—just his style. Dipping his face closer, he slides his lips across mine, a sultry, summery kiss that makes the impossible feel possible.

      That does the final trick in sweeping away my fears.

      When he breaks the kiss, I’m dizzy and warm.

      Most of all . . . ready.

      “I like your good luck kisses,” I say.

      “And I like giving them.” He grins, clearly pleased with himself.

      And me.

      And . . . us.

      But there is no us.

      I repeat that truth to myself over and over again as we cross the sand to the water, then wade in, yelping over the cold temperature.

      “It’s freezing, but we’ve got it. Like this,” he says, splashing and playing.

      In no time, Jesse turns getting used to the chilly water into a game, easing me into floating on my back in his arms before I fully realize what’s happening. One minute, I’m laughing with him as we dare each other to dip deeper and deeper into the water; the next, I’m gazing up into a clear blue sky, buoyant in the gentle waves with his hands hovering lightly under my shoulders and bottom.

      It’s shocking how fast I master the whole floating thing.

      I did know how to swim once—not well, by any means, but I could dog paddle anywhere I needed to go—but I could never float, and I’d assumed I’d be too terrified to do anything but flail if I ever again found myself in water deeper than a bathtub.

      And yes, that day in eighth grade, feeling the ocean clutching at my legs, dragging me away from the shore no matter how I fought to get back to safety, comes back to haunt me more than once.

      But every time I’m tempted to freak out, Jesse is there to hold me.

      Just . . . hold me, cradled in his arms in the water until I’m ready to try again.

      Several feet away, a mom and dad are helping a young boy, maybe seven or eight, learn to swim.

      The same way.

      He’s floating on his back too.

      Maybe I should be embarrassed that I’m twenty-seven, and he’s two decades younger, but floating is peaceful.

      I’m going to enjoy it.

      I’m going to learn to swim, dammit.

      Whether you’re seven or twenty-seven, swimming is one of those skills a human should probably possess.

      Good on him.

      And good on me.

      When I flip over, taking a break, I give the kid a few claps and cheers. “Good job. You’re getting the hang of it.”

      “Thanks!” he shouts.

      “You too,” his mom calls out.

      I laugh and give her a thumbs up.

      I float some more, and after, Jesse and I move on to putting my face in the water and rolling it to one side to pull in a breath. Next, we add long pulls of my arms while Jesse supports my legs, and then I try kicking while he holds my hands, guiding me through the waves. He tries to teach me the breaststroke, but we get distracted making breast-stroking jokes and making out, and decide we had better stick to the crawl.

      Midafternoon, we break for sandwiches, but stick to iced tea for drinks so we’re 100 percent safe to go back into the water.

      I haven’t swum on my own yet, but I’m ready.

      Or . . . nearly ready.

      I suck in a deep breath, facing Jesse across the fifteen feet or so of open ocean between us. The water only comes up to Jesse’s waist—my ribs—and if I get in trouble, all I have to do is put my feet down and stand up. This is completely safe, but I’m still . . . terrified.

      But also determined.

      I can do this.

      I can take back this lost part of myself. Fear doesn’t get to keep me in a cage anymore.

      That’s what this part of the list is about.

      Only I should get to decide my potential. Not fear. Not the ugly or sad or scary things in my past. Just me.

      The knowledge swells inside my chest, and for a second I swear I can see thirteen-year-old Claire standing beside Jesse, willing me to keep swimming, the way she did all those years ago.

      And I’m not about to let her, or myself, down.

      Sucking in a breath and holding it, I dive into the water. Seconds later, I emerge from the waves and pull toward Jesse. And even though my flutter kick is anything but smooth and I end up craning my entire head out of the water for a breath instead of using the graceful, side-sip method we practiced, I make it the entire distance without any major mishaps.

      It’s almost . . . easy.

      “Hell yeah, woman,” he says, brushing my wet hair from my forehead as I swipe the saltwater from my cheeks. “You did it!”

      “It wasn’t even that hard,” I confess, my breath coming fast. “All those years, and being so scared, and missing beach trips with Gigi and . . . it wasn’t that bad.”

      He laughs, but then sobers as he reads the angst in my expression. He bends, bringing his face closer to mine. “Hey, it’s okay that you were afraid. Almost drowning is scary shit. And don’t be so hard on yourself. You definitely worked for this.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I know. Sorry. I . . .” I force a smile. “You’re right. I did have to work for it. It’s just frustrating that I let fear call the shots for so long.”

      “That’s next,” he says, confusing me until he adds, “Number two. No more ‘sorry.’”

      My brows pinch together. “Actually, it’s no more ‘sorry’ for no reason, but I’m still going to say it when I need to. That’s part of being a grown-up—knowing when to say you’re sorry and meaning it when you do.”

      “But you don’t have to apologize for having feelings. Especially about the list.” He hesitates before adding in a softer voice, “And especially with me.”

      Having feelings . . .

      He pulls me against him, lifting me up as a big wave rolls in. For a moment, the water is deep enough that I’d be in over my head if I didn’t have a taller swimming buddy by my side.

      The symbolism isn’t lost on me.

      I am getting in over my head.

      I need an intervention. A “to-don’t” list to keep me from breaking the friends-with-benefits rules.

      I make a mental note to get on that . . . later . . . and concentrate on enjoying the rest of the afternoon. I swim to Jesse again and again, a little farther each time, until I’m swimming almost the entire length of the beach.

      I’m not the only one.

      Near me, the young boy is dog paddling on his own. When his eyes meet mine, I call out, “Sweet dog paddle, man!”

      “Arf, arf,” he responds, making me laugh.

      Kids are weird. And I love it.

      By the time I finally step out of the surf at the end of the day, my arms are trembling and I feel like I’ve had an honest-to-God workout.

      I also feel . . . amazing.

      “Excuse me.”

      I turn at the voice. It’s the dog paddler’s mom. “Hey. Sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted to say thanks,” she says, smoothing a hand over her flowery sundress.

      My brow knits. “For?”

      “Our son. He didn’t want to learn to swim for the longest time, no matter how we tried to convince him. But when he saw you learning, it was like something clicked. He said he wanted to try too. That’s what he said—try too. I think seeing someone who’s not his age going for it made a difference.”

      A smile spreads across my face from the list effect. “That’s so great to hear. Tell him he’s super brave. Also, please tell him arf, arf from me.”

      The woman laughs, then lifts a hand in a goodbye wave. She turns and heads off.

      But the way she started the conversation snags at my brain. “Wait a second,” I call out.

      She wheels around, tilts her head. “Yes?”

      “When we started talking, you said you were sorry. You have nothing to be sorry for. One, you didn’t interrupt. And two, I’m so happy you shared that with me. So no sorrys, K?”

      She smiles as if she’s giddy too. “No sorrys.” She says it like a rallying cry.

      And maybe it’ll be my new one.

      I rejoin Jesse, feeling victorious.

      “Celebration beer?” I ask, nodding toward the boardwalk as Jesse and I tread through the sand toward our blanket. “Saw a dive bar not too far from the subway entrance.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Jesse says, toweling off.

      “We go straight back to your place instead?” I ask, openly ogling him as he drags the towel down his taut, muscled stomach.

      He flashes a grin my way as he rubs his hair dry. “We’re definitely going back to my place, but we’re celebrating first. There’s a funky little brewery farther down the beach. You’re going to love it.”

      “Yeah?” I finish drying off and reach for my cover-up.

      “Trust me. I know what you like,” he says, in a voice that makes me sizzle all over again.

      “You do,” I say, in a voice that I hope makes him burn up too.

      He flashes a heated gaze my way, and yep, that “to-don’t” list can wait.
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      Her lips part.

      Her lashes flutter.

      And she moans, “Oh my God. So good.” Her lips close around the perfectly roasted marshmallow I slip into her mouth, triggering a vivid mental flashback to this morning, when she took my cock in her mouth with similar relish.

      I want to bite her bare neck, slip my hand under that filmy cover-up that does nothing to hide her curves and get her off while the waves crash onto the shore.

      She deserves an orgasm or five after the dragon she slayed today.

      And maybe I’ll get to give her one, sooner rather than later . . .

      After the last of the sunset light fades and the darkness closes in, no one’s going to be able to see what my hands are up to.

      We’re at one of Lost Summer Brewery’s beachside firepits. There are eight of them in total, but they’re all several yards apart, granting a certain degree of privacy, and our closest neighbors are a couple nearly as into each other as we are. They’ve barely come up for air since they sat down.

      Though I’m sure to anyone looking on, Ruby and I seem like a couple too.

      We can’t keep our hands off each other, and by the time our server delivers our second pint of Kona Ale—a coffee-flavored dark beer that is fucking delicious with roasted marshmallows—Ruby is in my lap, sprawled across me in the big Adirondack chair.

      “Beautiful,” she murmurs, gazing out across the darkening water. “I wish we could stay here. Just . . . camp out on the beach and wake up in the morning to the sound of the waves.”

      “I thought you hated camping?” I challenge her.

      “Not romantic camping on the beach,” she counters. “That might be nice. Not Four Seasons nice, but nice.”

      “No camping around here that I know of, but there’s a place on Governor’s Island. You can rent a tent and sleep across the water from the Statue of Liberty.”

      “Really? That’s so cool.” Ruby snuggles closer to my chest with a yawn. “Maybe we should add camping to the ‘something new’ list, after all.”

      My head rears back. “What? You’ve really never been?”

      “No, never.”

      “But I thought you went to Camp Knick Knack Paddywhack with Claire when you were kids. The one my mom’s friend owns upstate? Claire went every summer. Sometimes twice.”

      “My mom wouldn’t let me,” Ruby says, reaching for her beer on the small table next to our shared chair. “She and Dad are terrified of heavily wooded areas. They watched too many camp-themed horror movies in the eighties. And they’ve lived in the city their entire lives. That many trees all together seems . . . unnatural to them or something.”

      I snort. “Trees? They’re literally the most natural thing there is.”

      She swallows her sip and laughs. “Right?” She shakes her head and sets down her beer on the table between our chairs. “But you know how they are. Once they get their minds set on something, there’s no changing it. So, my dream of spending summer at camp with my bestie went unfulfilled.” She freezes for a moment before turning back to me with a wide-eyed look.

      That matches mine.

      It’s instant, this awareness.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I ask, my brain already three steps ahead, nailing down how we make this happen.

      “Number three on the list—the old dream coming true,” she says with a wistful sigh. “But we can’t. I’m too old to go to camp.”

      “Screw that. You’re never too old to go to camp.” I lean over the wooden arm of the chair, digging into my beach bag for my cell.

      Ruby laughs. “I’m pretty sure that’s not true. I don’t think a bunch of pre-teen girls would appreciate a woman in her twenties crashing their week-long slumber party. I don’t even know what boy bands or video games are cool these days. I’m totally out of touch.”

      “We’re not going to camp with the kids; we’ll camp on the other side of the lake. There’s another camping area. Trust me, I know that place inside and out. My mom and Rachel are tight.” I scroll through my phone until I find Mom’s number and tap it, continuing to talk as I lift my cell to my ear. “Rachel has a few cabins on the other side for old folks like you and me. It’s not super fancy, but—”

      I break off as Mom answers the phone. “Hey, Mom, I’m here with Ruby, and we’ve got a brilliant idea.”

      “Oh, good! I love brilliant ideas. And Ruby. Tell her hello for me,” Mom says warmly before adding, “Dad says hi to you, by the way. He wants to go throw axes with you at that lumberjack bar before you leave. He’s been practicing and is positive he’ll beat you this time.”

      I grin. “In his dreams. But that’s kind of what I’m calling about. Do you think Rachel would let Ruby and me camp out at her place? On the far side of the lake? I want to teach Ruby how to throw axes in the wild.”

      Ruby snorts and whispers, “Yeah, right. Good way to lose a limb, my friend. My hand-eye coordination is even worse than my breaststroke.”

      But she looks excited, nibbling on the edge of her thumb as Mom puts me on hold to hop on a call with Rachel.

      I cover the receiver. “When can we leave?”

      “She might not say yes,” Ruby says.

      “She’s going to say yes. Rachel loves my family. She never says no to Mom. So?” I curl my fingers into her hip, loving that I can, that we have these moments, even for a little while. “When can I kidnap you? Tomorrow morning?”

      “I can’t.” She bites her bottom lip but a grin breaks through. “I’ll need at least a few days to get ready. I have sketches due for the new menus, and card orders to place, and I’d have to pack, and—”

      “She’s ready for you whenever,” Mom says brightly as she comes back on the line. “But let me know before you leave so she can text you a list. She needs a few things from the bulk store. You can swing by on your way out of town. I’ll give you my membership card.”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Mom.” I squeeze Ruby’s thigh. “We’ll probably head out the day after tomorrow.”

      “I said a couple of days,” Ruby hisses, but she’s laughing as she swats my chest. “At least two.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to pack for Ruby while she works tomorrow,” I tell Mom—and Ruby. I’m raring to go. The thought of getting out of town with this woman has me all jazzed up, and I’m pretty sure I know why. A trip, just the two of us, feels like the next step. A dangerous step, but one I want to take with her. I want to know what it’s like to vacation with Ruby, to have her all to myself for a few days with no interruptions. “Then we’ll head out Wednesday morning. I’ll make sure I get that list before we leave.”

      I sign off and end the call, tossing my cell back in the bag before gathering Ruby closer, sliding a hand under her cover-up as she leans into me. I crave her closeness. “There. All settled.”

      “You can’t pack for me,” she says, humming beneath her breath. I cup her breast through her sexy-as-sin suit. “And you can’t do that in public.”

      “It’s dark enough. No one will see,” I murmur, all caught up in her. “And I’m an excellent packer. We’ll sleep at your place tonight. I’ll pack you in the morning while you work, then head home and grab my things, and be back at your place with pre-adventure pizza for a late dinner.”

      And holy shit . . . I just went full couple planning with her.

      I ought to be terrified, because I don’t do that.

      I don’t want to be tied down. Haven’t wanted that in ages.

      But I don’t mind it at all with Ruby.

      With my daring, courageous friend, who is so much more than a friend.

      Full couple seems to be all I want right now.

      Riddle me that.

      But then, it’s not all that complicated.

      I’ve always loved Ruby. I should have known it wouldn’t be that hard to fall in love with her. If I could rewind the past few days and undo this tumble into something more . . . maybe I would.

      But I can’t. And right now, I just want more of her. As much as I can get.

      I tip my forehead in the direction of her place. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “You’re a mind reader.” She grins. “That may be one of my favorite things about you.”

      I almost tell her I have too many favorite parts of her to list, but that kind of cheesy shit is a good way to make it even harder to say goodbye than it’s going to be already.
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      At her place we make quick work of our clothes.

      Cover-ups and shirts pool on the floor, and she grabs her phone, clicks on a playlist, then scoots back on the bed, her eyes wide, eager.

      Soft, sexy music floats through her room.

      Like I need mood music, but hey, I won’t complain about Sam Smith.

      I climb over her, sliding my hand along her soft skin, dipping my face to her neck. A sigh falls from my lips as I kiss her, tasting the ocean and the sand and her.

      My head spins with longing, and my body throbs with desire.

      Her hands roam down my chest, over my abs, and straight to my dick.

      When she grips me, the noise I make is carnal.

      And needy too.

      So is hers. A plea. “Jesse.”

      It’s just my name. But the way she says it, all soft and desperate, like this day did something to her too, makes my heart thump harder.

      Fuck, I need this woman.

      Need so much more than this narrow window, this list.

      But I try to shake those thoughts from my head and zero in on the moment.

      Nighttime. Music. The way she moves beneath me.

      That is all there is. The physical. The now.

      She lifts her hips and I give Ruby what she wants, sliding a hand between her legs, losing my mind when I feel how wet she is.

      How ready she is.

      And she feels fucking incredible, all slick and soft.

      I bury my face in her neck, kissing and sucking as I stroke and glide, and soon she is bucking and writhing in my hand.

      Then, coming hard and fast, in mere minutes.

      I want to thump my chest, pat myself on the back. But more than that, I want to give her another orgasm.

      “Need you now,” I groan.

      “Have me,” she says in an echo, grabbing a condom from the nightstand and thrusting it at me.

      I cover myself as she parts her legs.

      And I nearly die of desire.

      The way she opens herself. How much she wants me. How she gives me her body.

      It’s all too much and never enough at once.

      I wedge myself between the paradise of her thighs, rub the head of my cock against that wetness, then slide inside her.

      She gasps gorgeously, arching her back at the same time.

      And that, right there.

      I want to capture that. Remember that.

      The way she wants me.

      And the way I want her.

      I sink all the way in, filling her, my chest against hers, my arms wrapped around her shoulders.

      I can’t get close enough to this gorgeous woman.

      “Yes,” she moans.

      I move in her, heeding her call, giving her what we both want—connection, closeness, contact.

      I run my hands up and down her back, and she sighs and moans with every touch. She loves to be touched. She responds to each sweep of my fingers, each press of my palms.

      As she wraps her legs around me, hooking her ankles over my ass, I let myself forget that we’re not a couple.

      This will all end very soon.

      But right now, it feels like we won’t ever stop.
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      Later, when she’s sound asleep in my arms, I play out scenarios in my mind. I imagine possibilities.

      Maybe I’m stupid for not seeing this coming. I should have considered this kind of trouble before we started working our way through the list. But jumping through all those hoops with her, watching her take chances, push herself, surprise herself . . .

      It’s like reading a great book for the first time.

      Or the fifth.

      You don’t want to put it down. You just want to keep turning the pages, to discover its secrets, to see if it’s still as good as you remember—and it always is.

      Ruby is the book I want to keep reading, the person I want to know, inside and out.

      I park my hands behind my head, stare at the ceiling in the dark, questions flickering before my eyes.

      But they all start and end with bridges I don’t know how to cross. I have a plan, a path, and I’m too far down that road to turn back now.

      I’ve resigned myself to the list. Just the list.

      And then I’ll let her go.
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      Must draw cartoon pies and adorable animals eating said pies.

      Must not draw Jesse’s face or Jesse’s hands.

      But those hands . . .

      My God, he sets my skin on fire with those hands.

      I think I’m in love with them.

      For a few minutes, I give in, sketching his fingers, recalling their shape, their length, their feel.

      The way he skims them over me.

      How my skin sizzles and my heart trembles.

      I draw and I draw and I draw.

      I sit back in my chair, brush the loose strands of hair from my face, and study the sketch.

      A man holding an orange and the words squeeze the day.

      I smile. It’s 100 percent not workable for the menus at Sweetie Pies, but maybe I needed to get it out of my system.

      And maybe I need to get this one out too.

      I draw a quick sketch of a cartoon figure woman tossing a heart at a man and saying take it.

      Yes, Jesse. You make me want to squeeze all the days, throw my heart at you, draw you all day long.

      You’re a muse.

      And that’s not what I need since you’re leaving.

      And I have menus—freaking menus—to illustrate.

      Sweetie Pies relies on me for my drawings, and I can’t let my parents down.

      Must focus.

      Focus.

      I give myself a continuous mental pep talk, but it still takes me nearly two hours to finish the new illustrations for the fall menus and send them to the printer. I’m too distracted. Not only by Jesse’s many sketchable parts, but by the man himself, tromping around in my bedroom, pawing through my drawers, packing God only knows what for our trip.

      I made sure to remove every pair of granny panties from my lingerie drawer before he started this morning—he doesn’t need to see those or imagine what I look like in them—but there are other embarrassing things in there.

      My collection of unicorn shirts, for example.

      Growing up, I dearly loved unicorns, and I still do, but at some point, unicorns tees became a Thing People Give Me, and now I have literally two dozen shirts showcasing magical one-horned horses, all of them silly, but some more ridiculous than others.

      “Why have I never seen you in this?” Jesse asks as I’m uploading the new card designs to my Etsy shop.

      I turn to see him in the door to my bedroom, holding up a blue T-shirt with a pair of unicorns doing the nasty on the front. “Um, because it’s obscene?”

      “It’s unicorn sex,” he says with a snort. “It’s amazing. And magical.”

      I arch a brow. “Tell that to my mother. Gigi has one too. She wore it to work under her apron once. Mom almost had a stroke.”

      “Your mom could stand to loosen up a little,” he says, folding the tee. “And this is definitely coming with us. I want to try this position with you. In the woods. While you’re wearing nothing but rainbow glitter.”

      I laugh and blush. Images flash in my mind. Him. Me. Sex in the great outdoors.

      And my nipples are hard. Again. “Stop. I’m having enough trouble concentrating as it is.”

      “I told you we should have stayed in bed longer this morning.” He leans against the doorframe, his gaze raking up and down my body, making me wish I’d put on something more than a T-shirt to work in. “I don’t see how you can be expected to concentrate with only two orgasms. You need at least three.”

      I shake my head and point a warning finger at his chest. “Stop. If I don’t finish this, I’m not leaving tomorrow. I’m serious.”

      “So am I.” He tosses the T-shirt on the couch as he stalks across my small living room toward me. “Panties off. You need to come on my tongue. Coming on my tongue will make everything better.”

      “Hard to argue with that,” I say, sighing in surrender as he sweeps me out of my chair and carries me to the couch where he proves he’s a brilliant man with an even more brilliant tongue.

      I come so hard I’m still seeing rainbow glitter dancing around the edges of my vision as Jesse says, “Now you’re ready to work. See you at seven,” and leaves to attend to his own packing.

      As soon as he’s gone, my focus magically returns. I make a mental note to tell him he was so right about that third orgasm, then I finish uploading all my new cards to my shop and placing my bulk orders in an hour and a half.

      Next, I catch up on my PT exercises. Yes, I swam like an animal yesterday, but my physical therapist gave me plenty of exercises to continue with on my own to stay strong, and that’s what I need to do.

      Stay strong.

      For more reasons than one.

      The man who’s making me feel all kinds of scary things is leaving in less than two weeks.

      I’ll need unicorn-level badassery to vanquish these feelings.

      I lace up my shoes and head out for a run. While I’m at the park, I add squats, lunges, and standing core exercises to my workout before I finish up and head for home.

      On the way, I text Gigi with the swimming update—promising to wash and return her adorable suit ASAP—and check in with my mom on her new pie.

      

      Mom: It’s delish! Come by and try some? Dad and I are having a few friends over tomorrow afternoon to play cards and taste test. You’re welcome to join. Oh! And we can show them the new menu drawings. The printer just sent me a proof. They’re adorable!

      

      Ruby: Aw, thanks, so glad you love them. But I’m actually going out of town for a few days. With Jesse. Upstate.

      

      Mom: Jesse, as in, THE Jesse?

      

      I gulp. But answer her anyway.

      

      Ruby: Yes. We’re hanging out before he leaves town. That’s all.

      

      Mom: Are you sure, hon? You’ve always had a little crush on him, haven’t you?

      

      As I turn the corner, I stare at her message like it’s an infrared laser that can see right through me. I could deny it. I could avoid her. But she knows me. Why lie?

      

      Ruby: Yes, but it’s all good, Mom. We’re friends. We’ve been through a lot together.

      

      Mom: Of course you have. So be careful. This is a tender time for you, honey, just finishing therapy and all. Be careful with yourself.

      

      Twice.

      She said be careful twice.

      But I am careful.

      Friends with benefits is a smart strategy. It protects the heart. We’ve laid out the rules. And we won’t break them.

      

      Ruby: I will be. Love you.
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      Later that night, Jesse and I eat pizza and play our own version of Pictionary, challenging each other to see who can draw a pig faster, a llama funnier, an anteater faster and funnier.

      By the time I finish my Chardonnay and another slice of cheese and pepper yumminess, claiming sketching victory with a spectacular giraffe with a neck long enough to fill an eighteen-by-twenty-four-inch page of sketch paper, I’m too happy to think about how not carefully I behaved tonight.

      Tonight, it felt like we were together.

      The kind of together that doesn’t have an expiration date.

      The kind we can’t have.
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      This is the good life.

      Blasting the Rumours album by Fleetwood Mac . . . Cruising in the 1972 Datsun Z-series I couldn’t bring myself to part with before selling the shop down a two-lane highway . . . Road-tripping with my woman.

      If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.

      Right here, right now, I have all I want.

      If I had to be stuck in a Groundhog Day-type scenario, I’d pick this one. I’d live this twenty-four-hours over and over, because I know—I fucking know—the day’s only going to get better.

      On the way out of the city, we made a quick pit stop at the bulk store, a not-so-quick detour at a roadside diner, and now we’re almost there, winding under a canopy of tall trees, traveling past lush summer hills.

      The smoothly robotic voice of the GPS bleats out, “In five miles, Camp Knick Knack Paddywhack is on your right.”

      “Five miles till Ruby smothers me in kisses for taking her to camp.”

      The brunette beauty in the passenger seat shoots me a naughty look. “Yes, and then I’ll have to write a letter home too, keeping my folks abreast of all my fabulous summer camp experiences.”

      I grin. “Give me a preview of what you’ll say.”

      She mimes putting a pen to paper. “Dear Mom and Dad. Today I won the canoe race, made a lovely rope bracelet, and banged Jesse senseless in a bunk bed.”

      Laughing, I stretch my arm across her seat, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Presumptuous, but I like it.”

      I return my hands to the steering wheel.

      A sign beckons at the bend in the road—green, faded, and held up by wooden posts staked into the ground. A beacon for kids for decades.

      Camp Knick Knack Paddywhack.

      “There it is!” Ruby squeals, clapping. She leans across the console, drops a quick kiss to my cheek. “Thank you, partner in crime. This is so cool. Completely a dream come true.”

      My instinct is to make light of our road trip, like this is nothing. But this isn’t nothing for her. “Honored to help you achieve it.”

      Her phone pings. She grabs it from her purse and swipes her thumb across the screen. “It’s my mom. Group text to Gigi and me. She wants to know when the printer will be finished with the menus.” She taps her chin, muttering, “They sent her the proof. I wonder why they didn’t send her the pickup information?” Her phone pings again.

      She jumps in the seat, then smiles. “Oh, good! It’s Gigi being a goddess.”

      “What did Goddess Gigi do?”

      “Jumped in all hold my beer, I’ve got this. She’s already picked up the menus and is on her way to Sweetie Pies to laminate them while she reconciles the bookkeeping issue from first quarter that’s been giving me fits.”

      “Definitely goddess behavior.”

      “From henceforth, she shall be called Gigi the Goddess Superhero. In fact, let me text them back about that . . .”

      She types as she reads out loud. “Once again, Gigi proves she is a goddess superhero, and that there is nothing she can’t handle.”

      “Telling it like it is,” I say as we wind around another curve.

      She hums beneath her breath. “Mom says, She is indeed. Together, you two are unstoppable. Sweetie Pies is in good hands with the next generation!”

      Ruby winces like something from her mom’s text bothers her, but then she tucks her phone away.

      “You okay?”

      “Amazing.” She beams my way, but she’s not fooling anyone, let alone me.

      I arch a brow and she sighs. “I don’t know . . .. Sometimes I feel bad that I don’t love the pie shop as much as my mom and dad. Or Gigi, for that matter. But that’s okay.” She shrugs. “I’m useful there, and I love helping my family. And I always find time to do my cards and other arty stuff on the side.”

      I frown, skeptical. “Is that what you want?”

      Ruby twirls a strand of hair around her finger, huffs softly. “I guess. Probably. Who’s to say?”

      “Ruby, you’re to say.”

      She deals me an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I’m trying to figure it—” She breaks off, holding up a hand with her fingers spread. “Wait. Fuck ‘sorry.’ From now on, every time I want to say sorry when I don’t have to, I’m going to say ‘unicorn sex’ instead.”

      I laugh. “That’s a good way to kick the habit. And let me know when you’re ready for another rainbow glitter orgasm while you’re at it.”

      She smirks. “Um, hello? Always ready for one of those. But definitely book me in for a triple order tonight. All over the bunk bed.”

      “Consider it done.”

      When we pull up a few minutes later at the main office cabin, Rachel’s waiting outside for us, her hair in salt-and-pepper braids and a Viola Davis warmth to her face. Her smile is as welcoming as it’s always been. She greets us at the car as I cut the engine. “Waiting to receive your three barrels of peanut-butter-stuffed pretzels?” I ask dryly.

      “You know it,” she says with a throaty laugh. “So good to see you, Jess. And you too, peanut-butter-stuffed pretzels,” she murmurs to the plastic tubs in the backseat. “And you, Ruby! We finally meet. Claire used to talk about you all summer long.”

      Ruby and I get out of the car, and Rachel stretches out her arms to fold Ruby in a hug.

      “Thank you so much for having me,” Ruby says, her eyes sliding closed as she smiles. “I always wanted to come here growing up. Thanks so much for making this happen.”

      “Anything for a friend.” Rachel pulls back, beaming at Ruby before turning to look me up and down, her knowing brown eyes not missing a beat.

      A Mona Lisa smile curves the older woman’s lips. “Though, I confess, I’m a little surprised. This is the first time Jesse’s brought a girlfriend up for a visit. You usually come with a few stinky guys, don’t you, Jess?”

      I don’t cough. I don’t splutter. I don’t try to cover it up or deny it.

      Maybe because it’s exactly the type of question I would expect from Rachel, who has always lived to tease me. Maybe it’s because a part of me really fucking likes the thought of Ruby as something more than my friend.

      Something official, even though I know that’s not in the cards.

      Still, it stings a little when Ruby jumps in immediately with a sweet laugh and a shake of her head. “Oh, no, we’re not together like that.” She nudges my side with her elbow. “We’re friends. We’ve been friends forever. Like Claire and me.”

      The way Ruby asserts ownership over Claire, even years later, tugs at my heart, and lessens the we’re friends blow.

      Rachel hums. “Our Claire. Loved that kid. She was like a sunburst. So fearless, always swinging off tree branches and jumping into the lake. Never afraid to play any game, even if she’d never played it before. And a natural leader. Anytime one of the other kids was nervous to try something new she’d be right there, leading the way and cheering them on.”

      “Sounds like my sister,” I say, my chest full, warm with shared memories. Claire had one setting—full-speed ahead. That was how she was with everything. Determined. Headstrong.

      “She was a great camp counselor too,” Rachel adds, her eyes a little lost in time. “Her campers were her full-fledged fan club by the end of the summer.”

      Ruby flashes one of the brightest smiles I’ve ever seen. “That’s Claire. She made fans everywhere she went. And she loved that summer she came back as a counselor. She talked about it all the time.”

      “Ah, that’s so good to hear.” Rachel peers across the lake at a group of young campers playing croquet not far from the dock. “Speaking of counselors, I’d love to chat more, but I have to get going. I’ve been roped into leading the afternoon art class. One of my counselors isn’t”—Rachel stops to sketch air quotes—“feeling so great.”

      I laugh. “Code for hungover?”

      Rachel taps her nose. “Bingo.”

      Ruby rubs her palms together. “Ooo . . . scandalous. This really feels like summer camp now. Please tell me you caught them taking shots and making out in a treehouse or something juicy.”

      Rachel covers her ears with her palms. “La la la la la. My counselors are always well-behaved, or so I choose to believe.” She drops her hands with a smile. “And now, I’m off to teach ten-year-olds how to draw cartoon versions of themselves. Since I’m not hungover.”

      “That actually kind of sounds like fun. Both the not being hungover and the drawing part,” Ruby says, a twinkle in her dark eyes.

      Rachel hooks her thumb across the lake. “Yeah? You wanna come join me?”

      “Really? Can we?” Ruby’s voice pitches up like that’s the most wonderful thing anyone’s ever asked her.

      Rachel laughs. “Well, you’re an artist, aren’t you? Claire always said you and Jesse were the artsy-fartsy ones.”

      Ruby straightens her shoulders. A smile tugs the corners of her lips—a quiet, confident smile, then a bold one when she says, “Yes. I am an artist.”

      It’s almost like it’s the first time she’s said it.

      Maybe it’s the first time she’s said it and owned it.

      Call me cocky, but I’m going to take a little bit of the credit for that.
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      Birds chirp in the trees. The lake shimmers under the bright afternoon sun. More than a dozen nine- and ten-year-olds hoist poster boards into the air, showing me their cartoon self-portraits, which are absolutely hysterical, and wacky, and out of proportion, and perfect.

      My chest is warm, but it’s not from the summer day.

      I’m glowing from the inside, surprising myself.

      I mean, sure, I like kids. But I’m not one of those kid people who babysits, or teaches classes, or volunteers to work with them after school.

      Yes, plenty of kids come into the pie shop, but Gigi’s always been better with them than I have. Gigi has a natural ability to connect, to listen, to meet a person—kid or adult—at his or her level.

      Me? I’m better with older folk. I love volunteering at the senior center over the holidays, helping them wrap presents to send to their kids and listening to their stories over slices of pie and cups of decaf. And yes, sometimes we craft or draw together, but today is a first for me. I’ve never taught art to kids before.

      Try something new.

      I glance at the sky, sending a quick, private message to Claire. Look at me, trying something new up at Camp Knick Knack Paddywhack.

      And liking it.

      The enthusiasm, the bright eyes, the excitement, the questions, the check this out, look what I made, the hands in the air—all of this speaks to my soul.

      A part that nothing has spoken to before.

      A boy with glasses and a thatch of dark hair calls me over with a shout, stretching my name so it sounds like he’s mooing. “Roo-by how does this look? I put my glasses in really big!”

      I bend over, regarding his cartoon. He looks like . . . a raccoon. A brilliant half-boy, half-animal hybrid. I trace my finger across the top of the sketch. “Love it. Why don’t you thicken up your hair a bit more, and then I’d say you’ve got your very own Picasso.”

      He beams, and I stroll around to the other kids, sharing thoughts, giving tips.

      When class ends, some of them hug me, some of them thank me, and some of them run off to their next activity without saying a word.

      All of which are fine by me.

      I like that they feel free to be themselves. Manners are good and all, but sometimes you’re just too excited for what’s next to bother with “please and thank you.”

      As I clean up, I catch a glimpse of Jesse leaning against a tree, a satisfied smile on his face.

      He joins me. “So, can we add ‘substitute camp art teacher’ to your résumé now?”

      I blow on my fingernails, pausing as I gather the last of the pens and pencils. “Think so. You know that’s going to nab me all the job offers. Mom’s going to have to raise my salary to keep me around.”

      He laughs and drapes an arm around me. “Absolutely.”

      After I put the supplies away in the main building, I return to the picnic tables, scanning the panorama of the lake, the trees, the grass, the sun. I draw a deep breath. “So pretty. I can see why Claire loved it here.”

      “And you? Do you love it? Enjoy the art class?”

      “I do and I did.” My brow furrows. “You know, drawing has always been a thing that I did by myself.” I nudge him with my shoulder. “Or with you. But sharing it with kids for the first time . . . teaching them how to get the picture in their head out onto the paper . . . was pretty cool.”

      “You know what else is cool?”

      I arch a brow. “Do tell.”

      He casts a meaningful glance toward the water. I follow his gaze to where a canoe bobs at the edge of the lake.

      Oh yeah, I like this idea.

      I like it very much.
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      We loll about in a canoe at the far end of the lake, away from the camp so it’s quiet and peaceful.

      Ruby leans back on the bench, pressing her palms to the wood, lifting her face to the sun. “It’s official. Kid Ruby would have loved being a camper here.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Paddywhack lets you be. Like, you can go full throttle with the classes and games if you want. Or you can sit back, be quiet, and watch the clouds roll by.”

      Spot on. “Claire was the full-throttle type, of course.” It feels good to talk about my sister like this. To talk about her when it’s simply . . . remembering, rather than mourning.

      “And I was the watch-the-clouds-go-by type,” Ruby says, a newfound confidence in her tone, maybe one that’s coming from this day, from the class, from the list.

      From owning who she is.

      “You guys were kind of each other’s yin and yang. Like puzzle pieces,” I say, slowing the pace of the paddle in the water.

      “Peanut butter and jelly. Salt and pepper.” She sighs. “I was steady ground for her sometimes, I think. And she was a wild rainstorm I got to dance in. But deep down, we were a lot alike. We both wanted to challenge ourselves. To live full, fabulous lives,” she says, giving a soft, contented smile.

      Then she sits up straighter, like something suddenly dawns on her.

      “It makes me wonder,” she says in a reverent whisper. “I mean, I know it’s probably crazy to even think about something like this, but maybe Claire is . . . watching over us somehow? Maybe she put that list in your hands at the perfect moment? Like she knew how much I needed it right now?”

      My jaw clenches tight, but I force myself to nod as casually as possible. “Could be, I guess.” I try not to sound evasive.

      And fail.

      Because she’s touching on a sore spot, one she has no clue even exists.

      Lies—even little lies, white lies, convenient lies … They always come back to bite you in the ass.

      Her face goes pensive again. “Do you think Claire would be grossed out that we enjoy banging so much?”

      I laugh, glad we’re veering away from the subject of the list. “No, she was a sex fiend. She wanted everyone to get laid. Often.”

      “True, but . . . does it ever bother you?” she presses. “That I was so close to her? And now here we are?”

      But where are we? I want to ask.

      Do you feel this too? Like we’re on the verge of something even closer than what you had with my sister?

      Only, I can’t say that. That’s not our deal. And yeah, I have no doubt Claire would want Ruby to get laid, but I can’t ever ask Claire about this. I can’t knock on my sister’s door and tell her I fell in love with her best friend.

      Besides, I’m leaving, and Ruby’s staying, and telling her I’m crazy for her wouldn’t be fair.

      What’s important is how the list is working its magic.

      It’s helping her step away from the past, throwing the doors wide-open to her limitless future, prompting her to take it. Own it.

      I can’t mess that up.

      Swallowing roughly, I tell her part of the truth. I can do that much for her at least. “No. It doesn’t bother me at all.”

      Then, I press my mouth to hers and kiss her, because if I don’t, I’ll use my lips to say all the things I need to keep locked up tight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After dinner on the dock—grilled fish and baby potatoes that Rachel brings over as a thank-you for her pretzel delivery—we grab sheets from the car and head into the only habitable cabin on this side of the lake. The other three are still standing, but their netted windows are full of holes, and it looks like a family of raccoons has made one of the old bunk beds into their full-time crib.

      Ruby hums warily as we mount the steps to our home away from home for two nights.

      I glance over my shoulder. She lingers at the edge of the porch, her pillow clutched to her chest, making thinking noises low in her throat.

      And I swear, those little grunts make me fall a little more in love with her.

      I’m so screwed.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, even as a sour voice inside me assures me everything is not okay. Not even a little bit.

      “Um . . .” She swallows. “Yeah. But, uh . . . do think being freaked out by the thought of sleeping in the woods is hereditary, possibly? I’m suddenly starting to think my parents might have a point about not closing your eyes for too long in a creepy cabin in the woods.”

      I smile what I hope is a comforting smile. “Once we make the bed and get our lanterns set up in there, you’ll be fine. We can even start a fire later. It’ll be cool enough once the sun sets.”

      She nods, but she still doesn’t look convinced, though she murmurs, “You’re probably right.”

      Inside the cabin, I sort of see her point. The thin layer of dust covering the table in the corner and the two bunk beds on either side of the cabin feel . . . dingier than usual. And the thought of Ruby being forced to tromp over to the outhouse fifty feet away in the middle of the night gives me serious pause. What was perfectly serviceable for roughing it with the guys seems shabby for sharing with my woman.

      Not your woman. Get it together, asshole.

      I’m so busy reminding myself about the friends-with-bennies boundaries that I forget to warn Ruby that we’ll need to do a dust-and-bug sweep before we make the beds.

      By the time I remember, she’s already leaning into a bottom bunk, disturbing a bunch of cicadas which were hanging out in the slats above her head.

      Wings rasp and rattle and Ruby screams like she’s being attacked by an ax-murderer from the Black Lagoon.

      Then she’s running in frantic circles around the cabin, batting bugs the size of the baby potatoes we had for dinner from her hair while I scoop the equally frantic critters off the floor and toss them outside.

      And I know it’s time for Plan B.

      As soon as Ruby’s calmed down enough to let me pull her in for a hug, I stroke her bug-free hair and ask, “Luxury hotel? Twenty-minute drive? I checked this morning and they have plenty of rooms available tonight.”

      She tips her head back, looking up at me with something so close to love that it makes my heart stutter and my throat squeeze tight. “You are the best man. The very, very best.” She bites her lip. “Rachel’s feelings won’t be hurt?”

      I shake my head. “No. She isn’t like that. And . . . I might have warned her that it was your first time camping. That we might have to ease into the overnight thing.”

      Ruby smiles, a grin that hits me in my stuttering heart all over again. “Yep. You’re the best. It’s settled now. I will buy you a fancy dessert at our fancy hotel to celebrate.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      But it doesn’t. And I’m not the best.

      As we pack up, bid Rachel goodbye, and head out onto the road in the sunset light, I realize I can’t do this anymore.

      I can’t lie to her, even a lie of omission.

      I have to come clean with Ruby.

      Tonight.
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      As we reach the ferry parking lot, the sun slips behind the blue-shadowed mountains, painting the sky in shades of peach and lavender.

      I draw a deep, wonder-struck breath. I want to memorize that color. Paint with it, slide it across the top of a fresh sheet of hot-press watercolor paper.

      It will always remind me of this perfect, magical day.

      With the world bathed in light so gorgeous it makes my soul ache, we board the boat that’ll whisk us to our swanky hotel on an island in the middle of the lake.

      “Wow,” I sigh. “It’s so beautiful. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” Jesse rumbles, his arm around my waist.

      I lean against the boat railing beside him, relishing the breeze on my face and the sweet, mineral scent of the water.

      I’m so happy it’s stupid. Truly, honestly stupid.

      Because this moment isn’t what it feels like.

      I’m most decidedly not on a romantic adventure with my incredible boyfriend who knows me so well he had a backup plan ready to deploy in the event of bug-related camping catastrophes.

      I am on a friends-with-sexy-times trip with my good friend who will be leaving in a little over a week. Soon, he’ll be banging sexy starlets thousands of miles away.

      On the other side of the country . . .

      The thought sends a stab of pain through me, but I push it away. I refuse to let my rational brain ruin this trip—this detour. I’m going to keep enjoying it for what it is. I refuse to think about Jesse leaving or who he’ll be giving orgasms to in the future.

      But turns out it’s not my brain that’s the problem.

      It’s my heart, thumping harder in my chest as Jesse takes my hand when we disembark, keeping me steady on the gently wobbling plank. My heart patters faster as we cross the magnificent hotel grounds, walking past beautifully maintained gardens and a stunning pool with a view of the lake and mountains, and then inside a lobby where a soaring glass ceiling lets in the dreamy pink light.

      My heart skips a beat as Jesse books a suite on the top floor for two nights.

      Minutes later, we step through the door into the most gorgeous hotel room I’ve ever seen. “Oh my God.” I press a hand to my chest, padding across the thick carpet into the tastefully furnished sitting room with its floor-to-ceiling windows.

      The mountains and the calm mirror of the lake far below are breathtaking.

      Literally. For a second I can’t breathe. It’s just too perfect.

      “You like?” Jesse drops our bags in the bedroom and then comes to stand beside me, his arms around me the only thing that could make this moment more beautiful.

      I lean back against his chest. “I love. It’s crazy fancy and you shouldn’t have spent all this money, but . . .” I glance over my shoulder with a grin. “But I really, really love it. I’m never going to forget this trip. Never ever.”

      A shadow crosses his face—there and gone in an instant.

      That’s odd.

      I could swear I saw that same shadow when we left the cabin. I’d chalked it up to him not looking forward to telling Rachel that we were leaving early, then, but now . . .

      Now, I wonder if maybe he’s bummed. That maybe I ruined his plans.

      I turn in his arms. “Hey . . . if you want to try camping again tomorrow night, we can. We have two nights, right? I can definitely psych myself up for sleeping in the woods. I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

      “I’m not disappointed,” he says, his voice soft and low and weird.

      I frown. “You look disappointed.”

      He sighs, and his hands fall from my hips. “Ruby . . . we need to talk.”

      My stomach twists into a hard, aching knot, without my even knowing what it’s about. That is not a good tone. That is an “I’m about to say things you’re not going to like” tone.

      I step back, trying to keep my expression neutral even as my pulse begins to race. I have to remain calm. The only thing worse than getting dumped is knowing the person doing the dumping can see how much they’ve hurt you.

      How much you want to not be dumped. How much you wish you were still going to bed with him tonight.

      That has to be what this is about.

      Jesse must realize I’m starting to have more-than-friends feelings. Bet he feels obligated to let me down easy before I wade any deeper into the love ocean I’m already swimming in.

      My face flushes hot even as my hands go cold, shame rushing in so fast there’s no chance to head it off at the pass. The best I can do is try to breathe through it as I ask, “About what?”

      Jesse rakes a hand through his hair and nods toward the balcony. “Should we sit outside? It’s nice out there.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and nod. “Okay. Sure.”

      I follow him into the cool, sweet evening air, settling into a wicker chair with a cushion so soft it cradles my bottom like a lover’s hands.

      Like Jesse’s hands.

      If he weren’t looking at me like he’s afraid I’m about shatter into a million pieces, I would make a joke about it.

      But nothing is funny right now. And I can’t handle another second of waiting for the hammer to fall.

      “Please, just . . . tell me,” I say, my voice wobbly. “I hate suspense.”

      He pulls in a deep breath. “Yeah, me too, I just . . .” He shakes his head. “I don’t know how to start.”

      “Start at the beginning,” I say, forcing a lighter tone as I add, “and when you get to the part that’s going to make me sad, stop right before that.”

      His lips twitch but don’t come anywhere close to a smile. “You read me pretty well.” He leans forward in the chair next to mine, elbows braced on his knees.

      “It’s not that hard. You look like your dog died.”

      “You know I’m a cat guy,” he says, still stalling. “Going to adopt a few when I get to L.A. Finally feel ready again.”

      Jesse’s cat, Mustang Sally, died of old age a few days after the accident, while I was still in a coma and Claire was awake in the hospital. When everyone thought I was going to be the one to die. But then a blood clot took Claire and I woke up.

      Our nightmare had a twist ending.

      A shitty twist.

      “I like cats too,” I whisper, “but I don’t want to talk about them right now. Whatever it is, I can handle it, Jesse.”

      I hear the words emerge from my lips and realize . . . they’re true.

      I can handle it. Even if Jesse dumps me like Chad did, I can handle it. And it wouldn’t be like Chad, anyway. Jesse and I were never a couple. And Jesse and I will still love each other, even if we decide never to kiss again.

      And yes, I really want to keep kissing him. I would gladly kiss him and only him for the rest of my life, actually. I’d make that bargain with the kissing gods without a beat of hesitation.

      But what we have is much more than sex.

      We are forever—one way or another.

      It’s so clear to me that I follow my gut and reach out, taking his hand, curling my fingers around his warmer ones. I wait until he lifts his gaze to mine and say, “Whatever it is, it’s okay. I’m always going to be your friend. I wouldn’t know how to stop. You are forever for me. Even if you move away and never come home, you’re going to be in my heart.”

      Pain flickers across his face. He drags in a ragged breath. “Claire gave me the list after the crash. Right after. We were in the hospital and you were in a coma. Her back was so messed up I had to help hold her arm while she wrote . . .” He swallows and blinks faster, his eyes beginning to shine. “She said it was going to be magic. That it would bring you back from wherever you’d gone. That somehow, you’d see how much life you had left to live and you’d come back to her. To us.”

      I sit back, my hand sliding from his as I connect the dots. My blood stills. “The list . . . you mean . . .”

      He nods, his throat working. “I didn’t find it while I was cleaning up her room like I said. I’ve had it for two years. She made me promise to give it to you the second you woke up. Like, if she was asleep or something and I knew you were awake before she did. But then she . . .” He presses his lips together. “She died. And you woke up and we had to tell you that she was gone and . . . I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t see that list doing anything good for you at that point. I thought . . .” He sighs, shrugging stiff shoulders. “I thought it would break your fucking heart the way it broke mine.”

      My jaw cramps, the back of my nose fills with razorblades, and my vision swims with tears. I sit frozen, torn between crawling into his lap and hugging him tight—so tight, offering every bit of comfort I can—and a voice in my head shouting that this isn’t okay.

      That it wasn’t his choice to make.

      That he made a promise and he broke it, keeping Claire from me for two miserable years. This list has brought my best friend in the universe back to me, made me feel her presence in a way I haven’t in ages. I’ve been so lonely and lost, and now . . .

      Now, I feel whole again, the way I did when Claire was alive. When I could call her up any time of the day or night and get advice—or just the patient ear of someone who knew me inside and out, and loved me just the way I am.

      “I’m sorry,” Jesse adds, his voice a minefield of emotions—none of them good ones. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      But he wasn’t. He wasn’t at all.

      “Why did you tell me that you found it?” I don’t bother to mask the hurt I feel everywhere. “Why lie, Jesse? You don’t lie. Ever. Why start with me?”

      He leans closer, his pleading eyes locking with mine. “I know. And I’m sorry, Ruby. I swear. I didn’t want you being angry with me to get in the way of something you needed. The past few months, seeing you healthy and strong, but still with no light in your eyes, no sign that you were ever going to be the person you were before . . .” He scrubs a hand restlessly over his jaw, over and over. “It became pretty clear that Claire was right. You needed that list. And my gut said you wouldn’t be brave enough to do it without me.”

      Teeth digging into my bottom lip, I rise and cross to the balcony railing. Below our suite, kids chase fireflies in the grass as their parents spread out picnic blankets on the lawn in front of a huge screen set up on the far side of the hotel grounds.

      A movie night. It’s charming.

      Claire would have insisted we go down and join in. She’d have filled her water bottle with Chardonnay from the mini fridge. I’d have grabbed an extra blanket from the closet, and we’d have snuggled up on the grass under the stars and whispered and giggled our way through the entire movie.

      That’s who Claire was.

      She was the leader.

      I was the follower. A happy follower, but a follower, nonetheless. If I’d been here alone for some reason, I would have stayed in my room.

      I would have been worried about being the only solo adult. Been more concerned about curious glances or pitying looks than enjoying myself.

      Than doing what I wanted to do.

      Or at least, I would have before the list.

      Things are different now. I’m different.

      I’d smuggle Chardonnay and watch a flick under the stars.

      I’d do it alone.

      I’d do it because of the list.

      Because it did everything it was supposed to do—it brought me back, better than I was before.

      The list made me possible.

      The me I didn’t know I wanted to be. But the me I . . .

      The me I love.

      I turn back to Jesse, still hunched in his chair. “You’re probably right,” I say softly. “But that wasn’t your call to make, Jesse. None of it was. It was Claire’s call. And mine.”

      He stands but doesn’t move any closer. The sorrow in his eyes, the resignation in the set of his jaw—they say he’s not going to argue on this count. “You’re right. I was just trying to do what was best for you.”

      I huff. “But that’s not your job. I’m not a child. I don’t need or want other people making decisions for me.”

      Jesse’s brows pinch together. “But isn’t that what the list is, in a way? Claire telling you what to do? What you need to be happy?”

      I shake my head. The list has given me whiplash at times, but in a surprisingly good way. “No. She presented me with an opportunity. What I did with that opportunity was up to me. Or it should have been.” I take a beat, letting my thoughts take shape fully. “I understand that you were trying to be protective and kind, but . . .” I swallow. “Do you know how often I’ve wondered what was going through her head after the crash? Wondered what she was thinking when I was lying there unconscious and she was awake and not sure if I was going to make it?” My voice falters, tripping over itself.

      “I told you, she couldn’t stop talking about you,” he says, just as wobbly. “She—”

      “It’s not the same,” I cut in. “It’s just . . . not. You’re right—I probably wouldn’t have felt up to tackling that list, not for a long time, but having it with me . . . being able to put it up on my fridge and look at it every day when I went to get cream for my coffee . . . when I went to physical therapy . . . when I was still struggling to get around Brooklyn in a wheelchair. It might have made a difference then. Back when I was empty and lost.” Tears slip down my face.

      “I’m so sorry, Ruby.” He starts toward me, but I hold up a hand and he stops mid-step.

      “I know you are, and . . . I’m not mad, not really.” I pull in a deeper breath, swiping the tears away, and I square my shoulders. “I’m just sad. And disappointed. And . . .”

      And what?
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      But as soon as I ask the question, the answer comes.

      Determined is the word on the tip of my tongue.

      I am determined.

      Determined not to let this new grief break me. To stay the course. Claire set this in motion, Jesse helped me get started, but this journey is mine to finish. And I have to do that on my own.

      I’m okay with it.

      Truly, I am.

      Just like I was sure I could go to the movie alone, now I can finish the list by myself.

      That’s what I need to do.

      “I think I should go,” I finally say with that determination. With strength. “The ferry runs until midnight, right? If you can give me a ride from there back into the town we passed a few miles back, I can catch a train to New York. I saw an Amtrak stop.”

      He shakes his head. “Please, Ruby, don’t. Can’t we work through this?”

      My lips curve up a little. “Of course we can. And we will, but I have work to do first. I need some time, Jesse. To think. To feel. To . . . deal with my shit because it’s mine to deal with.” His eyes well with sadness, but I won’t let them sway me, either. “Like you said earlier about the whole ‘who can say’ thing. I can say. And it’s time I did.”

      “At least let me drive you home,” he insists. “I can get another room tonight, and—”

      “I’d rather not,” I say gently. “No offense, but I’d rather not be around you right now. Especially not four hours in the car. I need space for feelings that don’t have anything to do with you.”

      He holds my gaze for a long moment while my heart squeezes sadly in my chest. But then he nods and whispers, “I’ll go, then.”

      “No—”

      He gestures to the gorgeous room. “Please. I want you to have this. Consider it part of my apology. Stay, enjoy the room and the pool and . . . I think the hotel has a shuttle at the end of the ferry to take you to the train station when you’re ready, but I’ll check for sure before I leave.”

      “No, I’ll handle it,” I say. “I’ll either get a shuttle or call a taxi. I can figure out how to get to the station by myself.”

      Jesse’s mouth hooks up on one side. “Of course you can. You can do anything you set your mind to. I truly believe that, Ruby. I don’t doubt it at all.”

      “Thanks,” I say, tears stinging my eyes again, but I don’t let them fall. I sniff and cross my arms over my chest and hold myself together as Jesse grabs his things and heads for the door.

      “Bye, Ruby.” He casts one last look of longing my way.

      Part of me wants to run into his arms.

      But that part doesn’t have the wheel.

      This part does—the new me. The me I am on the other side of loss, the other side of rehab, the other side of pain.

      As soon as the door closes, though, I do cry—hard—for a good twenty minutes. Then I pull myself together, make a bowl of popcorn in the room’s mini-microwave, and head down to the movie with my eyes still puffy. I spread my blanket on the lawn and settle in for Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, one of Gigi’s favorites.

      It feels like a sign.

      Pulling my cell from my pocket, I shoot my cousin a text, sharing my not-so-happy news and current location, just in case I’m eaten by wild boars while watching a movie on the lawn. Unlikely, considering we’re on an island, but the way my luck is going today . . .

      A few minutes later, she texts back.

      

      Gigi: I just checked the train schedule. I can be there by ten tomorrow morning.

      

      Touched, I reply, assuring her that I’m fine and can make my way back home on my own after my two-night—now solo—trip is over.

      But she’s having none of it.

      

      
        
        Gigi: Of course you can. But why should you when you have a perfectly amazing cousin and friend who wants to be there for you? And with you. I will fetch you piña coladas by the pool, and we don’t have to talk about anything if you don’t want to. Or we can talk about my crappy love life to distract you.

        I saw Theodore last night at the block party. He walked right by me like I was invisible. Even though I was glaring daggers into his goatee and wearing a bright yellow dress with insane amounts of cleavage out on display. Am I invisible, Ruby? Are you my imaginary friend? Am I hallucinating my own existence?

      

        

      
        Ruby: No, you are not! You are a shining fucking glitter moonbeam goddess! And Theodore’s a dingbat. Come up. I’ll fetch YOU piña coladas by the pool.

      

        

      
        Gigi: No way. I was just kidding. I wasn’t trying to make this about me. Seriously.

      

      

      

      About her . . .

      When was the last time it was about her?

      Probably before the accident. Gigi has been there for me hardcore during the past two years. It’s high time I returned the favor.

      

      Ruby: Why shouldn’t it be ABOUT YOU? It’s been about me for long enough, babe. And I don’t need a shoulder to lean on. Truly. I just need to think some things through. And to be honest with myself.

      

      Gigi: I could stand to do some of that too.

      

      Ruby: Brilliant. Text me when you reach the lobby, and I’ll come down and show you up to the room.

      

      Gigi: You don’t think Jesse will mind? What if he comes back?

      

      Ruby: He’s not coming back. He’s gone.

      

      And it’s true . . . he is. And I’m so very sad about that.

      But this was the right thing to do. The work I have to do now isn’t something Jesse, or any man, can help me with.

      The list forced me back into the driver’s seat in my own life.

      Now it’s time to steer.
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      By the time Gigi and I board the train back to the city two days later, I’m certain of three things.

      

      
        	Piña coladas are medicinal and healing.

        	It’s time to shake up my life. Big time.

        	Gigi is an even better friend than I realized before we spent two days pondering life’s mysteries in side-by-side lounge chairs.

      

      

      “So you’re saying you’ve known since I took over as office manager?” I ask around a bite of the semi-stale Amtrak station croissant I grabbed on the way onto the train. “Seriously?”

      Gigi nods. “Probably before that, honestly. At your high school graduation party, when you announced you were majoring in business and minoring in art, I remember I got a sharp, stabby feeling in my gut. And I hadn’t had any eggs that day, so . . .”

      I snort. “Don’t ever eat eggs again. Seriously. I’m still haunted by the ghost of eighth-grade Christmas, when you decided to see if you were still allergic.”

      Gigi shudders. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that sick. I can’t believe you let me have eggnog.”

      I laugh. “Right. It was all on me.”

      She sticks out her tongue before she smiles again. “But I think I knew then the pie life wasn’t for you. That you were hitching your wagon to an anchor instead of a star. You were never as pie-shop crazy as the rest of us. And you’ve always hated numbers.”

      “I don’t hate them,” I demur.

      Gigi’s brows lift. “You despise them.”

      “Okay,” I admit with a laugh. “I’m not a huge fan.”

      “I can empathize with that, even though numbers are probably my best non-imaginary friends,” she says, confirming that my secret plan for the pie shop is the right one.

      The only plan for Sweetie Pies.

      For a moment, I almost say something to Gigi about the specifics and what I want to tell my parents, but in the end, I decide to wait. I think my parents are going to wake up and see the light, but if they don’t, I don’t want to offer Gigi something I can’t deliver.

      “Yeah,” she continues, “if I had to spend all day coloring, my soul would shrivel up and die.”

      I snort. “It’s not coloring. It’s not even close to coloring. Drawing and painting are completely different from coloring.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “That’s what artsy people like you and my parents say, but the only art I get excited about is hanging in my closet.”

      I tear off another bite of croissant, pondering as I chew. After I swallow, I ask, “So, why didn’t you ever say anything? About hitching my wagon to an anchor?”

      “It didn’t seem like my business,” Gigi says with a shrug as the train swooshes around a curve in the tracks. “It isn’t my job to tell you what I think is best for you. Believe me, I was bossed around by my big brother enough growing up to know how miserable that can be.”

      “Your brother is super bossy. Like, the dictionary definition of bossy.”

      “One hundred percent.”

      Gigi sets her hot chocolate on her tray with a smile and reaches out to squeeze my hand. “And that’s why, in my personal philosophy, my job is to love and support the people I adore while they blaze their own trails and choose their own adventures.”

      “That’s a wonderful philosophy.” I turn my hand palm-up and return the squeeze. “And you do an amazing job of that. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” she says, sobering as she adds, “but I confess that I really want to stick my nose into the whole you-and-Jesse thing. It’s been hard keeping my thoughts to myself.”

      I sigh. “There is no Jesse and me. I hope we’ll always be friends, but he’s moving away. Far, far away.”

      A well-groomed brow rises. “So? Last time I checked we have Skype. And planes. And cell phones for dirty late-night phone sex.”

      I nibble my bottom lip. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t been fantasizing about something more with Jesse as part of my Authentic Ruby Revamp plan. “But I don’t know if he would be open to something like that,” I say. “To a relationship. We were only supposed to be friends with benefits for a little while.”

      “And you’re supposed to take over Sweetie Pies and run it until the day you die too,” she challenges as the train rattles past tall trees, with colonial homes in the distance. “And you’re not going to do that anymore. You get to decide.”

      I tear at my empty croissant wrapper, shredding it into tiny pieces. “Not everything. It takes two to tango.”

      “Then tango over to his place and ask him to dance,” she says before lifting her hands in surrender. “But that’s all I’m going to say about it. My lips are zipped from now on. Whatever you decide, I’m here to love and support, regardless.”

      “Same,” I promise.

      And I mean it, all the way to the marrow of my bones.

      I mean it so much that as soon as we make our way back to Brooklyn and emerge from the subway stop in our neighborhood, I hug Gigi goodbye outside the park instead of walking with her the rest of the way to my place.

      “Gotta see a mama about a pie shop,” I say.

      Gigi pulls back, her eyes wide. “You’re doing it now?”

      I take a bracing breath. “No time like the present.”

      “You want me to come with you? Just in case you need someone to help you catch Barb when she faints?”

      I force a smile. “No, she’s not going to faint. She’s going to see that I’m right. I’ll make her see.”

      Or at least . . . I hope I will.
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      The Datsun shimmers.

      I step back, rag in hand, and circle my favorite car one more time.

      Even the hubcaps shine.

      They’d better—I’ve spent the bulk of the last forty-eight hours here in my garage prepping this beauty for a road trip across the country.

      Maybe I should check the oil one more time.

      I do.

      It’s all good.

      And the tire pressure.

      Yup. That’s solid as well.

      “Need anything else, you sexy silver beast?”

      She’s silent.

      And so is my phone.

      So is my apartment.

      So is my fucking garage, emptied out and waiting for the new owners to take possession next week.

      I’ve heard nada from Ruby.

      Not a single word since I left two days ago.

      All I can do is keep myself busy, which hasn’t been easy, since my garage is already spic-and-span.

      I finished packing up some books and plates and clothes in my apartment, though the movers I hired will do the rest next week.

      Time is unwinding.

      My chest seizes.

      Grabbing my phone, I check the messages one more time.

      They mock me, glaringly empty.

      Nothing from the woman whose voice I’m dying to hear.

      I heave a sigh, the weight of my own choices sinking me. My bones are heavy, and it’s my own damn fault.

      Which means the thing I need most now is a kick in the pants.

      There’s one person who’s excellent at giving those.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take long to catch Max up on what went down. I give him the details as we wander through his wife’s favorite wine shop so he can grab a bottle for a fancy Friday night dinner at home.

      He picks up a Syrah, studies the front, then sets it down with a dismissive wave. “Boring.”

      He reaches for a Merlot next, clucks his tongue, then taps the front. “Yep. This is the one. Perfect new wine. Theresa will love it.”

      I furrow my brow. “How do you know?”

      “Because it has ducks sword-fighting on the label.”

      “That’s how you pick wine for your wife?”

      He shoots me a duh look. “How else would I do it?”

      Fair point. I wouldn’t know. I don’t have a wife to buy wine for. Or even a girlfriend, since I fucked that up.

      “Theresa has a theory—the more interesting the illustration, the better the wine.”

      “And how does that theory hold up?”

      “So far it’s been on the mark. She contends that winemakers who spend time on clever labels also spend time on the vino. Ergo, the pick-by-drawing method.”

      I peer at the jousting water fowl, and of course it makes me think of Ruby and all the funky things she draws.

      But everything makes me think of Ruby. How could I think of anything but her? The woman I said goodbye to two days ago. The woman who went to bed alone in a hotel room I intended for the two of us. The woman I can’t get out of my head.

      Instead, I’m with Max, helping him shop for a dinner he’s going to be making for his wife.

      It’s so fucking domestic.

      And incredibly cool. My buddy, the guy I’ve known for years, loves to do simple things like this for his woman, the mother of his child.

      We head to the checkout. He buys the wine, then we leave the shop and walk along Ocean Avenue.

      As the early evening sun warms my face, he turns to me. “So, you want to know what to do next with Ruby?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do. Was it always perfect with Theresa? You must have hit a rough patch at some point, right?”

      He laughs, but it’s not at me—it’s with me. “No, Jesse. I am the only man in the history of the world who has never pissed off his wife.”

      “Lucky bastard,” I mutter.

      “Of course we hit rough patches. In the early days, her grandmother wasn’t thrilled about her dating a guy who wasn’t Korean, and Theresa refused to get engaged without her halmoni’s permission. We bickered about that for a few months before Grandma finally got on board. And we struggled when we were trying to get pregnant too. Theresa was emotional and depressed, and so was I. Neither one of us knew what to say to the other for a while. Hard patches are hard. But they’re also normal.”

      “So what do you do?”

      “Talk it out,” he says. “But . . .”

      “But what?” I ask, agitation whipping through me. I have a feeling he’s going to say talking won’t work for me.

      “I’m not sure that’ll work for you.”

      Yup. Sometimes, knowing your friends this well sucks. “And why’s that? Why can’t I talk to her? Or, I don’t know, show up on her doorstep with ten thousand flowers? Or hold a boombox over my head outside her window?”

      But even as I list all those options, they sound wrong.

      So un-Ruby.

      Max arches a brow. “You don’t have to throw a parade or buy out a flower shop for her. There’s a place for the grand gesture, but this isn’t it.”

      My shoulders sag.

      “Hate to break it to you,” he adds with a sigh, “but sometimes you just have to bide your time. Give your woman space. I think that’s what has to happen here, bro.”

      I grit my teeth and clench my jaw as we stop at the light. “I’m in love with her, Max. And I fucked it up. But this can’t be the end. I want to prove to her that I can be what she needs.”

      “But you already said your piece. You explained why you did what you did. You apologized. And she said she needed space. Judging from the times I’ve met her, Ruby seems like a straightforward, honest person. I don’t think she said that so you’d do the opposite, Jesse. I think she said it because she actually needs space.”

      I hate this advice.

      I hate that I can’t solve this problem by doing something. Can’t fix it with a wrench, or a new set of tires.

      All I can do is wait, and that’s not in my nature. “How the hell am I just supposed to . . . sit here? Doing nothing?”

      Max is quiet for a beat. “Isn’t that what you did with the list?”

      The words cut me to the core with their unadulterated truth.

      He’s dead right. I waited with the list.

      I waited two long years. I waited until she was ready.

      Maybe that’s exactly what I should be doing now.

      But first I have to talk to her, one more time. I have to let her know that I’ll wait for her as long as she needs me to.

      I'm totally willing to do that.

      I want to do that. If she wants me to.

      Because she’s absolutely worth waiting for.

      I say goodbye to Max, take off around the block, pop into a corner store, and grab a sheet of paper, an envelope, and a pencil.

      I write a short note and draw a simple picture on the bottom.

      A man and a woman. She’s sitting in the O of the giant YO statue outside the Brooklyn Museum. He cups her face, looking at her like there’s nothing else in the world for him. Like she’s the only thing worth looking at.

      I go to her place and slip it through the slot in her mailbox. When she gets home, she can open it. And it’ll say . . .

      Let me wait for you? As long as it takes?

      I love you.

      When I leave, I don’t return to the garage. I don’t tinker with the Datsun. I don’t spit-shine it to within an inch of its life.

      Instead, I grab a bag of ready-made sandwiches at the deli on the corner and head to the old schoolhouse, where I watch the sun shine on the mural Ruby and I painted together and share my late lunch/early dinner with two homeless men already settling down inside.

      “I bet a lady painted it,” the older, bearded guy says around a mouthful of egg salad.

      “Looks like something a woman would paint,” the shorter, younger man agrees.

      “No, not a woman,” the other man corrects him. “A lady. Someone sweet and classy. And kind.”

      “She’s all of those things,” I chime in. “And talented and strong and funny.” I sigh. “The whole package.”

      The older man smiles. “I thought so.” He claps me on the back. “It’ll work out, son. Don’t worry. Love finds a way. It really does.”

      I want to believe he’s right.

      If he can believe, what excuse do I have for staying a pessimist?

      But I doubt I’ll feel right until I hear from her, until I know how she feels about me waiting.

      And find out if she might decide to wait for me too.
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      At my parents’ brownstone, I let myself in through the side gate and make my way down the narrow alley to the back garden. I can’t hear anyone back there, but it’s a sunny vacation day afternoon after Mom and Dad’s customary three o’clock tea-and-pie time.

      I can’t imagine any place my mother would be other than her small garden, surrounded by veggies and flowers.

      When I emerge from the alley, she’s exactly where I imagined: kneeling in the middle of the lettuce patch, pulling weeds while wearing a big straw hat and weathered green garden gloves. On impulse, I pull out my cell, turn off the sound, and take a few pictures before she realizes I’m here.

      I’m going to paint Mom like this, but with lettuce as high as skyscrapers reaching to the clouds all around her, a symbol of how she makes things grow with such grace and dedication.

      She grew the family business into a nation-wide phenomenon, the place to purchase holiday pies. She grows her garden every summer. And she grew me, never taking her hand from mine, even when I faltered or fell flat on my face.

      She won’t abandon me now.

      I know it the way I know the sun will rise no matter how dark and deep the winter’s night. But as I cross the paving stones to the raised planter beds, my heart lodges in my throat.

      Mom glances up, grinning as she lifts a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. “Hey there, pumpkin. How was your trip?”

      I grab the garden stool from the planter next to hers and swing it into the shade, sitting so I’m closer to her level as I say, “I think it’s going to change my life. I did a lot of thinking. Thinking that I’ve avoided for way too long.”

      She sits back on her heels, pulls off her gloves, and gives me her full attention. “Okay.” She rubs her hands on her jean-clad thighs. “Tell me everything.”

      I take a deep, fueling breath. “First, I want you to know that I love Sweetie Pies.” I bring my hand to my heart, which is already beating faster. I don’t want to screw this up. I have to find the perfect words. “I love what it means to you and Dad. I love what it means to Gigi. And I love what it’s done for our family.” I swallow, a little roughly, and my mother nods, urging me to continue. “But what I love most about my job is illustrating the menu every season. I look forward to it all quarter. When I sit down at my desk and start to sketch, I’m excited to be alive. You know?”

      She smiles warmly, but a little uncertainly too, as if she’s not exactly sure what I’m getting at. “Even when you were little, we had to bribe you with ice cream to get you to leave the museum without tears. Never saw a kid stand and stare at pictures the way you did.”

      I nod, swallowing past the anxious lump in my throat. “Yes. Exactly. Art has always just . . . called to me. It feels right. And my card business too. It’s a small thing, but it’s growing fast. And it lights me up so much, and I . . . well . . .” I trail off, floundering now that I’m at the jumping-off point. How can I say this? How can I crush my mother’s dreams?

      But how can I deny my own dreams another day?

      I can’t, and deep down I know Mom doesn’t want me to, a fact she confirms when she rests a hand on my knee, giving it a squeeze. “You can tell me anything, honey. Truly.”

      I blink, fighting tears.

      She’s so wonderful, and I know she means it, but still, I feel like I’m letting her down, and I have to own that. “I know you’ve always wanted me to take over at the shop eventually . . . but every Monday when I have to go to work and manage the books and all the purchase orders and receipts, I feel so gray, Mom. And I’m so . . .” I pause.

      I’m about to say I’m sorry.

      But I’m not sorry for wanting to be an artist.

      So I’m not going to say it.

      I’m going to own who I am as I cross number two off the list and go a whole day without saying, I’m sorry.

      I roll my shoulders back and meet my mother’s gaze. “Forcing myself to be a competent business manager is the most grueling work I’ve ever done. Even harder than physical therapy because my heart just isn’t in it. And you deserve better, Mom—you really do.” My pulse skitters in my throat as she remains still, watching me intently. “You deserve someone who is as passionate about Sweetie Pies as you are. And I think that perfect, number-savvy, pie-loving person has been right under our noses all along.”

      Mom takes a deep breath, and her eyes begin to shine.

      I’m bracing myself for an emotional storm when she exhales a shaky laugh and presses a hand to her chest. “Oh, thank goodness. Ruby, you have no idea . . .” She sniffs, swiping the tears from her eyes with the backs of her hands. “Sweetie, you have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that.”

      I blink, too shocked to be relieved yet. “But you always talked about me taking over the shop, Mom. Like it was what you wanted most in the world.”

      “Yes, I did want that,” she confesses, “but in the past year or so, it’s become obvious that probably wasn’t going to work out long-term. You’ve always done such a good job, honey, but I could tell you weren’t on fire for Sweetie Pies. And yes, admittedly, I tried to plant the seed I wanted to grow. I’m a glass-half-full person—that’s who I am. And I love talking pie with you. Like when we went to Cocoa Is Love; it’s so fun brainstorming with a taste tester I trust.”

      “I love that too,” I rush to assure her. “We can still do that, Mom. I’ll always be honored to be one of your taste testers.”

      “That’s good to hear,” she says. “And truth be told, I’m not surprised that you came to this conclusion. But I thought it was important to let you get there on your own. Was that right? I didn’t want you to feel like I didn’t want you here with us. You’ve lost so much already.”

      I nod. “You handled it perfectly. And I’m so grateful for your understanding, but . . .” I worry my bottom lip between my teeth. “You promise you’re being honest with me? You’re not sad or disappointed? You love Sweetie Pies so much. It’s almost like it’s your other daughter, and—”

      “Hush,” she says, shaking her head. “I do love Sweetie Pies. But you are my daughter, and there is nothing in the world I love more. You are a bright, kind, delightful person I’m so proud of.”

      And I’m pretty much sobbing right now.

      But I’m okay with that as I sniff and confess, “I know what Sweetie Pies means to you, and our family, and I want it to be taken care of by someone who is completely devoted to carrying on your legacy. Gigi loves the shop that way, Mom, I know she does. And she’s better at accounting than I’ll ever be. She always should have been your business manager.”

      Mom’s smile is so bright I swear it warms my face. “I think so too. And I think we should put her on the special edition pie boxes for Galentine’s Day next year. A cartoon version of her,” she says, excitement in her voice. “You can draw her in one of her cute little skirts and those cat-eye glasses. It will be so darling. The perfect way to launch the face of the next generation of Sweetie Pies.”

      I’m still tearing up, but this time from joy and gratitude. “That sounds amazing, Mom. I can’t wait. Thank you so much for understanding. And for being you.”

      I dive into the lettuce patch for a hug, making Mom laugh even as she cradles me close and gives me a tight squeeze.

      “And thank you for being you,” she whispers. “I couldn’t ask for a better daughter, Ruby Roo. You are my greatest treasure and highest accomplishment. And you always will be. I can’t wait to see where your fire takes you.”

      I stay for dinner, and a slice of pie.

      Cherry.

      My favorite.

      It’s delicious, especially since it’s just pie.

      It’s not my future.

      It isn’t my career.

      It is simply a dessert I love to share with my mother.

      By the time I leave, I’m a happily blubbering mess, but lighter than I’ve felt in years. Since I put aside my paint brushes to earn a business degree instead of an art degree, in fact.

      There is no small black raincloud over my head, no lurking dread.

      There are only hope and optimism and the sense that everything I want and need is waiting in the wings, ready to rush onstage and assist me. All I have to do is ask, to reach out my arms and invite happiness in.

      I can do that now.

      The list showed me. I can handle fear and dread and rising to new challenges.

      But most importantly of all, I can handle being happy.

      I’ve wasted so much time secretly feeling like I didn’t deserve joy—not joy in life or joy in creation. That false belief was buried deep in my subconscious, but it’s been excavated now. Before, a part of me thought happiness was only for daughters who gladly followed in their parents’ footsteps and best friends who didn’t keep living when their dearest girl was gone.

      But Claire would want me to live a bright, big life.

      My parents want me to hitch my wagon to the shiniest star. They all believe I’m worthy of joy and goodness and now, finally, I do too.

      A few days ago, I thought testing my limits might be about sex.

      But it’s about so much more than sex.

      It’s about intimacy. Being alive. Celebrating every second. And saying it—

      I want it all.

      I want my best life.

      I want the life my friend imagined for me.

      And the life I now believe I deserve.

      And there’s only one person I want to share this good news with.

      I drag my little rolling suitcase into my old room, take the world’s fastest shower in my childhood bathroom, put on a red sundress that makes me feel beautifully, passionately alive, and go on the hunt for Jesse.

      Thankfully, I have a pretty good idea where to find him . . .

      It’s time for number seven.
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            JESSE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m locking up the garage for the last time—ever—when my name floats toward me like a balloon whisking its way to the sky.

      “Jesse.”

      Ruby. I turn, heart stuttering as I shove my keys in my pocket and try not to run down the empty sidewalk to her.

      Because that bright, happy red dress says it all.

      Or at least, I hope it does.

      “You’re wearing your favorite color. Cherry red,” I say, drinking in the sight of the woman I love.

      A grin spreads, slow and beautiful, across her face.

      With confidence in her stance and strength in her eyes, she holds up a sheet of paper. It’s one I know well. One I kept with me for two long years.

      One that belongs to her now.

      She walks like she’s still owning the hell out of that list, and that’s all I ever wanted for her.

      She fingers the hem of her dress. “Red is my favorite color. And you’re my favorite person.”

      My throat goes tight with emotion. “Ditto.”

      Her dark eyes soften. “Good . . . because I came here to finish the list. There’s one last item, and I want to check it off all by myself.”

      I nod, shoulders tensing, hoping against hope that she intends to finish it the way I want her to. “So, you got my note?”

      Her brow creases. “You left a note?”

      “I did, in your mailbox.” I want to speed up time but want to savor this moment too. This moment when she’s maybe almost mine.

      She blinks. “I haven’t been home yet.”

      Huh. Interesting. Maybe even better. “Do you want me to tell you what I wrote?”

      She shakes her head. “Actually, no, I don’t. I want to say what I came here to say. The hard thing.”

      Uh oh. The hard thing. I have no idea what that means, but it doesn’t sound good.

      But maybe I’m wrong.

      I want to be wrong, especially since this moment feels so right.

      I step closer to her, the air between us crackling, the energy buzzing. It can’t just be my heart racing away from me. She has to feel it too.

      I hope.

      I have so much hope it could power me through the rest of the year.

      Still, I wait for her. “All right. I’m ready—for whatever you need to say.”

      “The hard thing is . . .” She takes another step, another breath, then reaches for me, running her fingers along my arm to take my hand. My skin tingles everywhere from that touch.

      “Well, Claire and I used to joke about ‘the hard thing.’ Saying the hard thing. Because, I’d never said it. I’d never felt it. Or I didn’t think I had . . .” Her tongue slips out to dampen her lips, and I want to kiss her so much it’s probably criminal. “But I think I’ve been closer to the hard thing than even I realized. I mean, of course, I had a crush on you for the longest time,” she says, with a slightly shy, completely adorable smile. “I’d be over at your parents’ place, hanging out with Claire, and you’d prowl through the living room on your way to some cool, older brother place, and I’d imagine what it would be like to go with you. To be one of the girls you dated. You were this . . . epic figure. This sexy, confident guy who always knew what to say.”

      “That’s a lot to live up to,” I say, my voice a little gravelly.

      “But it’s not,” she insists. “Because that’s who you really are. I realized that as I grew up. I wasn’t seeing you through rose-colored crush glasses. You really are that cool.”

      I shake my head. “Ruby, I—”

      “No,” she says. “You have to own your awesome, Hendrix—the way you made me own mine. You’re bold and honest, and you live fully and without regret. And I love that about you. I love who you are.” She threads her fingers through mine. “At the hotel, when I said that you don’t lie—that’s one of the things I’m most crazy about. You’re not just the cool guy. You’re the good guy. You’re a good person with a huge heart.” Her other palm comes to rest on my chest, her fingers spread over my pecs. “You love deeply and fiercely. And I’ve always felt honored to be one of the people under your heart umbrella.”

      She must feel my heart thumping wildly, beating madly. “You always will be. That’s what I said in my letter,” I start, because I can’t hold it in any longer.

      “You’re making it hard for me to finish,” she says, but there’s a playful note in her voice.

      And I love it. Love her. Love the way she sees me, the things she makes me feel, and the thought of keeping her under my umbrella for a long, long time.

      “Go on.” I mime zipping my lips.

      “I did a lot of thinking the last two days, and a lot of talking. I realized that sharing the list with you has shown me so much. Mostly, how beautiful life is, even when it’s hard. And how much better every day is when you’re in it.” Her hand curls around my shirt now, like she’s putting all her strength into this, into the hard thing. “So, I’m here to say it. The thing I’ve never said to anyone else, never felt, because no one else could come close to this. To you. To us.” She draws in a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. “I love you, Jesse Hendrix, and that’s both the hardest thing and the easiest thing I’ve ever said.”

      The way she stands tall, holding my gaze, the way she owns her words, is so damn beautiful. And it’s everything I’ve wanted for her for the last few years.

      “This is the part where you talk,” she whispers after a beat. “And hopefully say really hard, easy things to me too?”

      I cup her face, my breath rushing out as I assure her, “Yes. All the hard and all the easy.”

      A smile bursts onto her lips. “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve been falling in love with you for the longest time, Ruby Valentine. That’s what I said in the note. That I love you. And that I’ll wait for you . . . if you’ll let me. I want to make this work. To make us work.”

      Her eyes shine. “Like . . . us us? Like, you’re my sexy boyfriend? Even though you’re moving to L.A. and long-distance stuff is probably hard?”

      I nod, relief rushing through my chest. “Yeah. But not too hard. Not for me. Nothing’s too hard if I know you’re mine.”

      She sniffs and beams up at me before adding, with her signature dry humor, “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

      We kiss.

      Slow and deep and passionate.

      A kiss that says this chance is worth it.

      We’re worth it.

      And that being together won’t be a hard thing at all.
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      Four months later . . .

      

      Long-distance love is hard, but not impossibly hard.

      Jesse was right—nothing’s too hard as long as I know he’s mine.

      As long as I get to hear his voice telling me he loves and misses me before I go to bed and wake up to emails he sent in the middle of the night my time, detailing things he wanted to share with me while I was sleeping.

      Like that he landed another big movie contract for a film set in the Great Depression or tried a sushi restaurant so incredible he’s already made reservations for the next time I visit. Or that he still loves and misses me and is shameless about saying so multiple times a day.

      This love of ours is downright cheesy at times, but I cherish knowing my person is out there thinking of me as much as I’m thinking of him.

      But I don’t spend all my time daydreaming about my sweet and delicious man.

      I’m busier than a pie shop prepping for the holidays.

      After quitting my day job as business manager for Sweetie Pies, I had a mild freak-out about how I was going to support myself as an artist. My cards sell well, but not that well—at least not yet—and I do enjoy eating and paying my rent.

      So I got busy and sent my portfolio to a hundred of the top restaurants and dessert shops in Brooklyn, offering my services for original menu design as well as window display painting. That’s something I’d only done a handful of times for the pie shop, but I figured it might help me score some extra cash as summer gave way to the holiday season.

      I’d hoped to land at least five or six jobs, something to hold me over until I could learn how to advertise my cards more effectively and add designs for T-shirts and aprons to my Etsy shop.

      Instead, I booked twenty-seven menu jobs and eight windows—for Halloween, Thanksgiving, and the winter holidays.

      Twenty-seven.

      Pretty sure that’s the professional equivalent of unicorn sex. Talk about rainbow glitter.

      Plus, Abe hired me to draw chalkboard sketches of mushrooms for his in-store menu.

      Yes, I am officially a mushroom artist.

      That’s courtesy of Gigi—she dragged me back to Forage and Fox one evening, where Abe remembered me. We chatted, and the rest is chalk-drawing history.

      Then, a random guy who found my flier on a restaurant owner’s desk approached me about making an album cover for his band. That album cover led to three more album covers, and now, my little paper artist planner will have to be replaced by a more sophisticated booking system.

      By the time Jesse comes home for Thanksgiving, I’m making more money than I was while working for my parents, and I’ve learned a lot about myself too.

      Like how I thrive in a working environment where I set my own hours and my projects change every day. I’ve learned I’m a night owl who’s perfectly happy to work until two a.m. and sleep until noon before waking to meet Gigi for lunch or a walk around the park before she returns to her starring role as Sweetie Pies’ office manager.

      And I’ve learned that I’m still excellent at drawing my boyfriend from memory—no model or photo reference required.

      Though a model is always preferable, of course . . .

      “Quit moving,” I warn from my desk, my eyes flicking up and down from the naked Jesse sprawled on my couch to the sketchpad in front of me.

      “I can’t,” he says. “My cock is sad that you’re so far away.”

      “He’s going to be even sadder when I cover him with cold strips of soggy papier-mâché later. We’re doing that this visit, right?” I tease, biting back a grin as Jesse’s eyes narrow.

      “I know you’re kidding,” he finally says.

      “Do you, though?” I ask, my pencil marking the perfect curve of his ass, adding shadow to the adorable dimple on his left butt cheek. I sigh happily. He really does have the best backside in the entire world.

      “What are you thinking, Trouble?” he asks with a laugh.

      “About your butt,” I answer honestly. “And how I want to kiss it and bite it and tell it it’s the best butt ever.”

      “My butt is open to all of that,” he says in a sexy rumble, with a look that makes my panties go from dry to scandalously damp in seconds.

      “Stop,” I warn again.

      “Stop what?” he asks innocently.

      I snort. “You know what, Mr. F-me Eyes? I think you just took my butt stuff virginity with that look.”

      His brows lift. “What? No butt stuff? Ever?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. Never sounded like fun.”

      “Oh, wow . . . How did I not know this about you before now, Ms. Valentine?” He bites his bottom lip, shooting heavier fuck-me eye action my way before adding in a husky voice, “When you’re ready, I’m going to do things to your sweet ass that will blow your mind, sweetheart. I promise, you’re never going to be the same.”

      My cheeks flush as I hum low in my throat. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

      “About ass-play?”

      “No,” I say, setting my drawing pad and pencil aside before adding, “About how hot it makes me when you say those naughty things.”

      “Love getting you hot.” He grins, clearly pleased with himself.

      And me.

      And us.

      We really are pretty damned great at being us.

      “Get over here,” he says as I rise from my chair.

      “Already on my way,” I say, reaching for the bottom of my long-sleeved T-shirt and drawing it up and over my head.

      Soon I’m naked too, and Jesse is proving that butt stuff isn’t nearly as weird as I’ve always thought it might be. In fact, butt stuff is pretty freaking amazing.

      Afterward, I lie in his arms, catching my breath from one of the most intense orgasms of my life, wondering why I waited so long to try that. But also so glad I did because I wouldn’t want to do anything like that with anyone but Jesse.

      “Told you you’d be a fan,” he says, so pleased with himself I can’t help but roll my eyes.

      “Smug isn’t a good look for you.”

      “Yeah, it is,” he says, making me giggle as he rolls on top of me and brings his face closer to mine. “See? I’m handsome as fuck when I’m smug. You’re already excited for round three, aren’t you?”

      “We can’t,” I say, still laughing. “We’re supposed to be at your parents’ place in an hour.”

      “So? We’ll be quick,” he says, kissing my neck.

      “But we still have to pick up wine on the way,” I say, even as I arch into his lips, shivering while he drags his teeth along the sensitive skin at my throat.

      “It’s fine. Lots of things still open. We’ve got plenty of time.”

      We do not, in fact, have plenty of time. After Jesse proves how sexy he is when he’s smug—a feat he accomplishes by hooking my ankles over his shoulders and rearranging my insides in the most amazing ways—we both shower and get dressed in our Thanksgiving finery, but we’re running twenty minutes late.

      “Never again,” I pant as we race down the stairs to catch one of the few trains running today. “Next time, we’re going to leave early!”
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        * * *

      

      But we don’t.

      A little more than a month later, I’m at his place for New Year’s Eve and we almost miss the ball drop at the swanky Hollywood party he was lucky enough to score an invite to.

      We’re too busy christening his new hot tub and chasing each other through his still only partially furnished rental house, seeing how many rooms we can break in over one weekend.

      Four, it turns out.

      I’m still thinking about the up-against-the-wall sex in his dining room when we slip into the party, grabbing champagne moments before the countdown starts.
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        * * *

      

      Back home, I count the days until his next visit while helping Gigi move from her place in Flatbush to an apartment two doors down from Sweetie Pies, the better to watch over her store-baby at all hours of the day and night.

      “It’s not my baby,” Gigi huffs, shaking the snow off her coat before hanging it on the hook inside the door of her new place. “It’s my boyfriend. I’m probably going to marry it.”

      I set the box full of kitchen supplies on the island with a laugh. “Stranger things have happened. Didn’t a woman marry her car on Long Island last year?”

      “No, she ate her car, piece by piece. She married a replica of the Eiffel Tower she had erected in her backyard.”

      I grimace. “Ew. That’s . . . disturbing.”

      “Yeah, I’m not an Eiffel Tower fan. If I had to marry a replica of a famous building, I’d marry Big Ben in London.” She sighs as she collapses onto her overstuffed flamingo pink couch. “He seems like a dreamboat, doesn’t he?”

      “I meant the car-eating part,” I say, “but absolutely. Big Ben is a very sexy clock. Probably has a super swoony accent too.”

      “Totally. I have great taste,” she agrees with a sigh before stretching a limp hand toward the fridge. “Cold-pizza me? Please? After all that lifting and carrying, I’m starving to death.”

      “No way. I’m taking you out for real food to celebrate your new digs and new neighborhood, and the blow-out Galentine’s Day pie orders you’ve racked up so far.”

      Gigi’s weary expression gives way to a pleased one. “Your mom is so happy. She thinks I’m a wizard. I keep telling her it’s just the new ads I put up on social media, but she won’t listen.”

      “As little as my mom understands social media advertising, you might as well be a wizard. Or a witch. I think I’d rather be a witch. Better outfits.”

      Gigi hums in agreement. “Yes. You’d rock a sexy witch look. You should try that when Jesse comes this spring. Surprise him in a pointy hat and nothing else.”

      “Halloween is probably a more appropriate time for dress-up.”

      “Anytime is a good time for dress-up.” Gigi swings her arm toward her bedroom and dramatically pronounces, “To my closet. We shall dress for dinner in feathers and pearls!”

      So, we play dress-up before we go for Indian food. I fall so deeply in love with Gigi’s cherry-red feather boa that she insists I take it home to live with me and promise to do wicked things with it.
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        * * *

      

      And I’m so glad I do.

      When Jesse lets himself into my place with his key a month later, takes one look at me posed at the kitchen table in that boa and nothing else, and drops his luggage with a thud, every minute spent shivering in the cold apartment air is worth it.

      “I’m so fucking in love with you,” he says, scooping me up and charging through my tiny living room to the bedroom.

      “Same,” I agree, laughing as he tosses me on the mattress.
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        * * *

      

      But I’m not laughing three days later when he has to rush back to L.A. to address some problems with the vintage race cars on the set of a new biopic.

      We’re good at managing the distance—staying in touch and in sync and falling more in love with every passing day—but every time we say goodbye it gets a little harder.

      I don’t want to stand on the sidewalk in front of my building and wave as his Uber lurches into traffic.

      I don’t want him to go.
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        * * *

      

      The end of spring is tougher. It’s even cooler and rainier than usual, and the flowers bursting into bloom in the park don’t lift my spirits the way they normally do.

      But every time I’m tempted to blow my nest egg on a last-minute flight, I remind myself that, soon, Jesse will be home for an entire month. He’s taking June off so we can relive all our greatest hits from last summer. We’re going to hit the beach, try a bunch of new restaurants, paint at the graffiti festival where I was lucky enough to score an entire six-by-eight chunk of wall for our next masterpiece, and head upstate to give camping another go—this time at a glamping campground with swanky tents that feature adjoining bathrooms.

      I’m not sure how you put a bathroom in a tent; I’m just glad I won’t have to brave the woods to pee in the middle of the night and that we’ll be roughing it on five-hundred thread-count sheets.

      It’s going to be the best summer ever.

      And then he’ll go away again, my inner voice mutters, but I shut that pity party down before it can get started.

      Yes, a lot of my business is tied to being in New York—my window-painting side hustle is now at least a third of my monthly revenue—but I can design menus and album covers from anywhere. If it gets too hard to be without Jesse, I can pack my bags for the West Coast.

      He’s made it clear I’m welcome any time—that he would love for me to shack up in his Hollywood Hills bungalow with him, in fact.

      But he never pressures me. He knows Gigi and I are closer than ever and that I’ve never gone more than a few days without having dinner—or at least pie—with my parents.

      I love Jesse with all my heart, but I love my family too.

      I hate that I might have to choose between them someday soon, but as Jesse’s arrival date draws closer, I put the thought out of my head.

      I’m determined to enjoy every second of our summer adventure—and our one-year anniversary.

      We made it. An entire year of loving so well that we prove life is best when it’s a bright, shiny one.

      And these days? Mine is pretty damn shiny.
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      Jesse

      

      California has been everything I hoped it would be.

      Profitable. Successful. Bursting with sunshine.

      And my mom’s out for a visit. We’ve just had an incredible sushi dinner before wandering the streets of Venice in the cool evening air.

      When she asks, “So, are you loving it here or what?” the answer should be easy.

      A yes ought to roll off my tongue.

      Instead, I weigh her question, my gaze drifting to the yoga studio up ahead, then to the small-batch ice cream shop next to it and the quirky card shop on the corner that also sells wall clocks and hand-crafted ukuleles.

      Last time Ruby was here, we wandered these blocks for hours. She checked out card after card in the corner store. Then, we grabbed cones and walked along the beach. That night, we returned to my Hollywood Hills home, where I bent her over the kitchen table, and we both finished a perfect day with a perfect bang.

      I do love Los Angeles.

      And yet . . . I don’t.

      “Mostly,” I finally answer. That feels like the truth. Mostly.

      Mom hums thoughtfully, like she’s mulling that over as we pass yet another yoga studio, this one with a yogini etched on the window. There are probably more yoga studios in Venice per capita than there are coffee shops in Seattle.

      Could Ruby do her window painting here? Would there be enough business for that to work?

      “Ooh, let’s come back here next visit,” Mom says, jerking me from my Ruby-colored thoughts. “I hear the hot yoga at this studio is life-affirmingly amazing and also super-hot.”

      Super-hot. Damn, that reminds me of Ruby.

      Life-affirming fits her too. She lives her life to the fullest, embracing work, friends, and love with a gorgeous determination that makes my heart tick and my mind blaze.

      “Sounds perfect for you, Mom,” I say, returning to the conversation.

      “Speaking of things that are perfect for us . . . are you saying this whole long-distance thing with Ruby isn’t all it’s cracked up to be?” Mom is nothing if not direct.

      I draw a deep breath; I need it for what I’m about to admit.

      The godawful truth.

      “I miss her,” I say, uttering that combination of words I say even more often than I expected to.

      I miss you, Ruby. I fucking miss you. I miss you so much, sweetheart.

      Long-distance relationships are wonderful and horrible at the same time. On the one hand, I’m stoked we figured out how to make us work, through FaceTime and airline miles and letters and texts and emails.

      And sure, at first the long-distance relationship was fun, in a roller-coaster ride kind of way. It was wildly sexy and exciting to rip each other’s clothes off after pent-up time away.

      But we don’t need to be apart to have great sex.

      Now, nearly a year in, the missing is too constant. The ache of not seeing her is like riding that same roller coaster for the three-hundredth time in a day. It’s making me sick to my fucking stomach.

      My mom and I stop at the crosswalk, look left, look right.

      “It’s hard to be away from the one you love.” She pats my shoulder as we head across the road. “So what are you going to do about it?”

      That’s the question.

      I need to do something about this missing.

      I need to figure out how to get Ruby here. Or I need to go there.

      That evening, after I take my mom out for ice cream closer to home, I email Max and start to formulate a plan.
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        * * *

      

      A month later

      

      It’s endless, my flight. Only six hours, but it feels like it takes six years. Maybe that’s how it goes when you figure out it’s time to put it all on the line.

      When you realize that the thing you’ll most regret doing is not doing something.

      Will it be easy?

      Who the hell knows?

      But easy isn’t the point of life.

      Loving and learning and growing and making new dreams for yourself and the people you love is. I have so many dreams for Ruby and me, I’m going to need a Dodge Challenger, with its massive trunk space, for all of them.

      I want to spill my hopes the second I get off the plane.

      But now isn’t the time.

      I have to wait one more day.

      Now is the time, however, to haul her into my arms, and smother her in deep, dirty kisses.

      She’s waiting for me at JFK on the other side of security, holding up a big hand-drawn sign.

      

      Squeeze the day. And squeeze me while you’re at it?

      

      I crack up, so ready to spend the month of June with this woman, so eager to tackle new adventures that have nothing to do with a list and everything to do with how we want to live our lives. When I cross security, she drops the sign and jumps me. She wraps her arms and legs around me like a koala and holds on tight, and instantly, everything is right in the universe.

      I wrap her up in my arms. Kiss her hard. Thank my lucky stars that she’s mine.

      Then I set her down and give her a proper kiss. Cupping her jaw, I bring my lips to hers. She melts against me.

      When I let go, she smiles as wide as the city. “That kiss is almost justification for you living across the country.”

      I smack her ass. “That’s what I was thinking too,” I say, even though that’s not at all true.

      But I don’t want to give a single hint about the plan I’ve hatched.
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        * * *

      

      I’d like to have sex with her in the Lyft.

      But that’s pretty tacky.

      Not to mention gross. And rude.

      And I can wait. I like just talking to Ruby as much as all the other stuff.

      On the drive to Brooklyn, I ask her to catch me up on everything.

      She arches a skeptical brow. “Like everything that happened in the twelve hours since I last spoke with you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Woman, it’s not the same. Tell me all the things you don’t tell me over the phone.”

      Her forehead creases. “Hate to break it to you, but I’m an open book. I kind of tell you everything.” Then, her eyes sparkle, and she grabs my thigh. “Wait! I do have something to tell you. Gigi met someone last night. Apparently, she had quite the evening with a dashing stranger.”

      She proceeds to serve up some details about a Henry Cavill-esque guy who can solve a Rubix Cube in thirty seconds. “In short, he’s perfect for her.”

      “That sounds very Gigi,” I say.

      “I know, right? I can’t wait to find out when she’s going to see him next. I have a feeling about this one. Like he could be the one for her.” Her nose wrinkles. “Unless it turns out he secretly hates pie or something. Ooh, wouldn’t that be scandalous?”

      “Yes, but let’s back it up a sentence or two. Do you believe in that?”

      She blinks. “People who hate pie? Yes, they absolutely exist. I know that sounds crazy, but it’s something about the texture of the filling or—”

      “No.” I roll my eyes. “The one. You think it’s a real thing?”

      It’s her turn to roll her eyes. “You know I do, weirdo. You’re the one.”

      I smile. Hard. “Yeah. You’re the one too.”

      “Duh,” she says dryly, even as she snuggles closer to my side.

      Look at us—a pair of lovebirds.

      A lucky pair indeed.

      When we reach Brooklyn, we set a world record for speed in removing only enough clothes to slam our bodies together on her kitchen counter. Why bother heading to the bedroom when the counter is the perfect height for me to get close to her.

      As I fuck and make love to the woman of my dreams, my certainty for tomorrow’s plan intensifies.

      This woman, these nights, these days—it’s all I’ll ever want, and I hope she wants it too.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, after we devour French toast and savor coffee, I pull her onto my lap in the kitchen, nuzzling her hair. “I have a surprise for you this afternoon.”

      “It’s not a Prince Albert, is it? Or is it?”

      “No, I’m not getting my penis pierced.”

      She sniffs. “Huh. Then I’m stumped.”

      Laughing, I drop a kiss to her forehead. “Meet me at two and I’ll un-stump you. I’ll text you the address. I need to go to see Max.”

      I slip away to meet my lawyer friend for cinnamon and sugar cortados and to cement my final plans.
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        * * *

      

      She’s on the dot, rapping on the door as the wall clock with cherries for numbers chimes on the hour. I found it for her in the Venice shop, and sent it home with my mom.

      I swing open the door, my pulse jittery. Ruby’s eyes are wide and curious.

      “What on earth is this?” She peers inside, scanning the small space for clues.

      That’s the coolest thing about this place. It’s not quite obvious from the outside what’s behind door number one.

      But it’s about to become as clear as the blue sky painted on the ceiling.

      Nerves flicker through me, racing across my body.

      Will she like what I’ve done?

      I thread my fingers through hers and show her around a small but well-lit artist studio.

      “Here’s a standing desk,” I say, patting the solid wood.

      “Some of my best ideas come while I’m not sitting,” she says, her voice pitching upward as she invites me to fill in the dots.

      I gesture to a peace lily in the corner, next to a south-facing window that bathes the room in sunlight.

      “I like peace lilies,” she says, in that same I’m curious what you’re up to tone.

      “And the cherry clock you liked in Venice.”

      “I do love that clock.”

      Time to tell her. “What do you think about a studio of your very own? A place to come where you’ll have more space to work, room to meet with clients, and even host a little gallery show if you want to?”

      Her irises sparkle with excitement, but questions too. “It’s amazing, but I don’t think I can afford it, Jesse. This space is gorgeous, however—”

      “You don’t have to afford it.”

      She swallows, takes her time, then whispers reverently, “What do you mean? What are you up to?”

      Nerves rush through me again, but they settle quickly.

      This is it.

      “This could be your studio,” I say.

      “My studio,” she repeats, her tone awed.

      I take her hand, leading her to the door on the other side of the airy space. I wrap my hand around the knob. “That is, if you don’t mind spending time with the guy who’s about to buy this garage.”

      Her jaw slackens. She tries to speak, but no sounds come out.

      I open the other door into an adjoining garage. It’s empty. No cars, but the counters and tools reveal what could be here.

      If she says yes.

      Her hand flies to her mouth. “Jesse,” she whispers around her fingers, then lets them fall. “What did you do?”

      I wheel around, clasp both her hands in mine. “Say the word, sweetheart, and I’ll make this ours. Max found the space last week. And I can buy it today for us. If you want me to come home.”

      “Home,” she echoes, and it sounds damn beautiful falling from those gorgeous lips.

      “I can’t stand being apart from you another day,” I say, pouring out the truth. “I can’t stomach the thought of going back to Los Angeles and leaving you behind, and I don’t want you to leave your business or your family. I’m ready to move back.” I lay it on the line as her eyes shine. “I miss you. I miss you so much it hurts. You’re all I think about. I just want to be with you for the rest of my life. With you in the same city, sharing the same bed, enjoying as many days and nights with you as I can get. Will you marry me?”

      Her eyes float closed for a brief second, then she opens them, bringing her hand to her heart. “You’re asking me to marry you and you’re buying this space for us?”

      I nod. “I didn’t want to do it without asking you first. Since we’re a team and all.”

      “A team,” she echoes, her eyes glittering.

      “But yeah . . .” I’m past ready to hear what she thinks, what she feels. Desperate to hear that “yes” I’ve been dreaming about. “I was hoping you’d dig the idea as much as I do. So what do you think? You like it?”
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      Ruby

      

      Do I like the idea?

      I love the idea.

      I want nothing more than to be his wife, his partner, a lifelong member of his team.

      I’m floating above Earth right now. I’m soaring through all the clouds in the sky. My heart is bursting with happiness and joy.

      Right here in a Brooklyn garage, my wildest dream is coming true.

      Because I’ve known for a long time. Since that night at the beach last summer, really.

      Known in the marrow of my bones and deep in every cell that he’s it for me.

      He’s the one for the rest of my days.

      The fact that he arranged for a studio, that he’s leaving behind his magical, marvelous life in Los Angeles for me, is staggering.

      It’s better than rainbow glitter. It’s all the stars in the sky.

      He shakes his head with a laugh. “Shit, I almost forgot the most important part.” He gets down on one knee, reaches into his pocket, and takes out a velvet box.

      My heart rises from my chest and wedges in my throat. I am overcome.

      “Ruby, my favorite person, my one, please say you’ll marry me and be mine forever? And let me be yours?”

      I answer him the only way I can. “Yes, yes, all the yes!”

      I fall to my knees, throw my arms around him, and kiss my sexy boyfriend who, one day soon, is going to be my sexy, sweet, forever love. My husband.

      I cover him in kisses.

      I can’t stop kissing him.

      I kiss him for minutes that feel like magic.

      Then I break the kiss, clasp his face, and whisper, “I love you so much. I can’t believe you’re moving back to New York for us. I can’t believe you’ve got a garage. And a studio. It’s just . . . too perfect.”

      He grins, crooked and sexy and so very him. “Believe it. And let me put this ring on your finger.”

      Giddy, I hold out my hand. He slides on a gorgeous ring featuring a dark orange stone surrounded by glittering diamonds.

      “It’s an orange garnet,” he says. “It reminded me of the colors we used when we painted the mural in the old schoolhouse. That, and your smile. Like sunshine.”

      I fight back tears. “It’s so lovely.” And it is. It takes my breath away, because it’s so special, and it’s from him.

      We kiss some more, then we kiss again, and then we make out in the doorway between our two fabulous new spaces for good measure.

      Many minutes later, we finally stand, and he leads the way into the garage, where a manila folder is waiting on the counter. “Guess I can sign the deal then,” he says wryly, nodding toward the folder.

      Eyes wide, I snag the pen from the counter beside the paperwork and shove it at him. “You better sign it right now and keep your sweet butt here in Brooklyn where you belong.”

      “I belong with you, sweetheart,” he says, his arm around me. “Wherever you are.”

      And I feel the same way about him. One hundred percent—not a single doubt in my mind.
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      Ruby

      

      A few years later

      

      I bring the fork to my mouth, moaning around the crumbles of strawberry and goat cheese. Now this is pie. Decadent and delicious and mine to relish without shame.

      Sweetie Pies is closed for the night, which means no customers around to judge the taste-bud orgasm sounds slipping from between my lips.

      “This is sinfully delicious.” I groan again and sink deeper in the plush cushion seat at one of the new booths Gigi ordered last spring. Beside me, Mom makes a similarly contented sound.

      Ah, to be comfortable and eating dessert with dear ones at the same time. Is there anything better?

      Another bite. Another moan.

      Gigi arches a brow from the other side of the booth. “Sounds like you’re making love to that pie.”

      I’m aghast that she’d say that with the woman who gave birth to me at the table. “Don’t say that in front of . . .” I stage whisper, “. . . my mother.”

      Mom huffs and rolls her eyes. “I figured it was sex that got you into your present situation, sweetheart,” my mom says, shooting a pointed look at my ginormous stomach.

      Yes. Ginormous. Honestly, I could barely squeeze into the booth.

      It’s the size of a yacht, and this yacht is about to dock in the harbor any day. But in the meantime, there are pies to eat.

      I’m pretty sure everything has zero calories when you’re forty weeks, six days, five hours, and twenty-three minutes pregnant. I’ve narrowed down the conception date and I know this kid is overcooked, no matter what my doctor has to say about “letting labor come in its own time.”

      “This child clearly intends to stay inside me forever,” I say. “So there’s only one thing to do . . .”

      Gigi laughs. “Eat pie?”

      “What can I say? I like pie. It tastes good. Takes a girl’s mind off tiny feet kicking her in the spleen. Also, you made this amazing, irresistible strawberry and goat cheese creation, so this sugar rush is at least seventy-five percent your fault,” I say, taking another bite and adjusting myself in the seat.

      Because I’m not comfortable.

      I haven’t been comfortable in months.

      How could anyone in my position be comfortable right now?

      I’m ready though. Ready to meet our baby. Ready to take this next step with Jesse.

      The last few years have been so magical and wonderful. My business has flourished and so has his, but more than that, our life together has been everything I imagined it would be, and then some—filled with love and intimacy and laughter and honest conversations.

      We’ve taken road trips. We’ve tried new restaurants. We’ve gone swimming in the ocean. We’ve camped out at the Four Seasons. Literally. For our first wedding anniversary, Jesse surprised me with a gorgeous suite and a tent set up on our balcony overlooking the city. We made out in the tent and slept in the super-fancy bed and didn’t put clothes on for two days straight.

      It was perfect.

      We do perfect things all the time. Perfect, unexpected things, and mini adventures every time we have the chance. Whether it’s trying paddle-board yoga for the first time in Hawaii on our honeymoon, or going to a showing of The Cat Who Ate Cincinnati and adopting our own two smoky-gray kittens—Mushroom and Magic—at the animal shelter event after the movie, we seize the day.

      We embrace the new and the unexpected.

      It’s the opposite of how I felt for the years right after we lost Claire. This is a life well lived.

      My back seizes up for the second time in ten minutes. “Oof. Ow. Wow,” I say with a groan. “That’s not a good feeling.”

      My mother straightens. Gigi’s antenna goes up. And they both say in tandem, “Is this it?”

      “God, I hope so.” I smile through the pain knifing through my lower back. “Call Jesse. Tell him to bring my hospital bag.”

      “On it,” Gigi says, bolting from the booth.
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        * * *

      

      Turns out this is it.

      Gigi calls Jesse at the garage, and I swear within minutes he’s at the door of the pie shop, harried but excited, loading me into his car and driving like an action hero to take us to the hospital.

      Sixteen hours later, our baby girl is born.

      And we name her Claire.
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      Eager for  another romance in the Good Love world? Turn the page to read Gigi’s romance!
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      It was only supposed to be one time.

      But that red-hot one night stand from the party? The sexy man in the suit who gave me more Os in a few hours than I've had in a year? Turns out my charming British stranger is keeping a little secret. He's as much of a whiz in the kitchen as he is in the bedroom and soon we'll be going head-to-head in NYC's biggest bake off. My one-time lover is now my enemy. I vow to loathe him for all eternity, though that would be easier if I wasn't dying to get naked with him again. But the more I learn more about my rival, the more I suspect he just might be everything I've wanted... If only I knew how to let him in...
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      Gigi

      

      Some things in life need to be just so.

      Like the pockets in the adorable A-line dress I’m wearing to a party this weekend.

      The imperious expression on Gram’s Maine Coon rescue cat, as she lounges on an armchair, looking like the royalty she is.

      The detail in the fabulous enamel apple pie charm necklace I snagged from a retro shop in Williamsburg.

      Then, there are the new menus for my shop.

      My shop.

      Aunt Barb and Uncle Pete retired last month and, much to my surprise, let me buy them out for five grand and a promise to keep my cousin Ruby on as my graphic designer for as long as she’s interested and able. As if I would hire anyone else. Ruby isn’t just my cousin, she’s my best friend. And this shop…

      Well, Sweetie Pies is my darling. It’s already a successful business, but I intend to make it an even more delightful and delicious place to spend an afternoon. Soon, this won’t just be a place to grab a slice, it will be a destination for every visitor to Greenpoint, Brooklyn.

      I’ve spent months perfecting my renovation plans, including epic glass cases to showcase the hell out of the daily pie selection. I want those golden beauties to look so damned yummy customers will lean in and lick the glass.

      But a good pie should be that seductive. It should be a crumbly, buttery, sugary fantasia that charms the tongue and enchants the senses, so when you slip the last bite between your lips, you’re already planning your next trip to Sweetie Pies to experience the magic all over again.

      But magic doesn’t come for free.

      It requires dedication, hard work, and an obsession with getting every detail just right. I have those things in spades, in all the important things in my life.

      But Dating?

      Dating didn’t get the magical memo.

      Dating doesn’t understand it ought to be delightful, or at least not an exercise in torture.

      Which is not cool, Dating. I’ve put in the time, my friend. I’ve rolled up my blouse sleeves and written clever dating profiles, planned festive get-to-know-you meet-ups, and amiably agreed to every blind date and awkward dinner party arranged by friends and family.

      And yet dating remains recalcitrant.

      It’s a cat with a bad attitude, pretending it can’t hear me begging it to play nice as it knocks over that cup of Ethiopian coffee onto my fluffy white rug with a swish of its tail.

      Why can’t dating be more like a Pinterest board? Beautifully curated and chock full of charming men with big, squishy hearts and massive cocks?

      Instead, it’s a Ouija board conjuring potential mates from the demon realm.

      Like the guy who narrated our date in a whispery voice like a nature documentary—watch the modern man in his natural habitat as he attempts to split the check without the aid of his cell phone calculator. Or the man who said he too, loved historical romances, then brought along a friend to serve as our chaperone so my reputation wouldn’t be sullied by dining alone with a member of the opposite sex.

      I gave him points for creativity—cosplay can be cute—but deducted them all when the “chaperone” helped himself to my crème brûlée while I was in the ladies’ room.

      As a thirty-year-old single woman in New York, I’ll abide some shenanigans in the name of finding true love, but I draw the line at dessert thievery.

      Still, those encounters left me with funny stories to tell, and were downright marvelous compared to my long-term relationships.

      Boyfriends live to break my heart. Three times has not proved the charm for this girl. I’ve had three steady guys, and all three suffered from chronic cases of My Peen Leaps into Other Women’s Vaginas.

      But I don’t need true love—or a man—to be happy.

      Positive Thinking is my middle name. Chin up and with my favorite berry red lipstick on, I'm living my best life all by myself.

      Running my new business.

      Playing sudoku with Gram.

      And working on my Sweetie Pies renovation plans.

      Admittedly, I wouldn’t mind a little affection. A snuggle here or there. A sweet nothing whispered in my ear.

      Fine, I wouldn’t mind an orgasm—or ten—either. Preferably delivered by someone like Henry Cavill, Ryan Reynolds, or that guy from Bridgerton.

      But will it happen?

      Magic Eight Ball says…not likely. Not in this city and not with a job that requires me to be in bed by nine, far before most single men are out on the prowl. And honestly, I don’t have time for another disappointing boyfriend. It’s a busy life, becoming the sweet queen of Brooklyn.

      So, pie is the plan, and that suits me just fine.

      Until the night I hear the delicious, toe-tingling, knee weakening voice of my dream man.

      What’s the harm in giving in for just one night?
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      West

      

      Timing, as they say, is everything.

      Money, for instance—you have to know when to buy and when to sell in order to reap financial rewards.

      Check. Been there, done that. Have the coin to prove it.

      Scones are the same—let them bake too long and you’ll turn your mum’s fantastic family recipe into charcoal briquettes; too soon and you’ve got a soggy pile of dough.

      This too, is in the bag. Scones are my jam…though I prefer them with clotted cream.

      Then, there’s sex.

      Timing is everything in the bedroom. A man needs to know precisely the right moment to kiss a woman’s neck and drive her wild, to glide his hand along her waist so she shivers, to tease her with his lips until she’s begging for a kiss. He needs to know when to undress her slowly and seductively, and when the night calls for ripping panties and tearing at shirts.

      Timing is learning to listen to her needs, her wants, her wishes, so he can make her writhe with pleasure so sweet it’s almost painful. And don’t even get me started on orgasms. Those precious, life-bestowing detonations of pleasure require the precision of an atomic clock.

      You have to know exactly when to thrust harder and deeper. When to grind and when to glide. When to lick, touch, and stroke.

      You only get out of something what you put into it, so when it comes to making sure my lover’s satisfied, I leave it all on the field. I’m a gentleman, at least in that regard, and a gentleman always makes sure a lady comes first.

      And hard.

      And often.

      But timing isn’t only paramount in the bedroom, it’s critical with professional choices, as well. You must take the proper steps at the proper time to ensure success.

      And success will be mine. Again. But this time, on my terms.

      I stayed the course when I was younger. When I graduated from university, I did what was expected, plugging away in the family business. But when I hit my goals, it was time to pivot.

      And pivot I did, from London to New York City.

      It might seem a huge risk to up and move across the pond, but I’ve been prepping for years. Everything is in place, and now the stars have aligned and the timing is right. I’m in New York, ready to execute my precisely laid plans.

      And then a gorgeous, brilliant, Rubik’s-Cube-wielding redhead sashays into my life. There’s no other way to describe the way this woman moves—like life’s a dance and she’s relishing every minute of it.

      Too bad it turns out she’s the last woman I should be dancing—or anything else—with.

      Timing is everything. And this timing is about to go tits up.
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      The new cases were installed today, and they look amazing.

      The pie specials are prepped for tomorrow and Calliope is coming in early to start the ovens so I can sleep in.

      The money is counted, the shop is spotless, and all is right with the world.

      I pat the counter and blow a kiss to Sweetie Pies as I go. “Love you, darling," I say, dragging down the metal gate in front of the door and locking up for the night.

      As I head down the sidewalk, I remind myself of all the good things in life. It’s a nightly ritual I’ve done since I was a little girl.

      I have my friends. My brother, Harrison. My gram. And the most fantastic business and customers in the entire world.

      And it’s party time!

      I can’t remember the last time I went to a party. Or the last time I stayed out past ten o’clock. Much like a real offspring, my bakery baby requires certain sacrifices. I’m out of bed at five most mornings and up to my elbows in dough by five fifteen. I moved to an apartment a two-minute walk from Sweetie Pies in order to be closer to my darling girl. I love being able to stick my head out my kitchen window and see her sitting safely there on the corner, looking adorable and delicious.

      Ruby teases me about being a helicopter pie shop parent, but I just feel better when the things and people I love are close.

      If I had my way, Harrison and Gram would move into the apartment above mine and Ruby and her true love, Jesse, would move into the empty building across the street from Sweetie Pies.

      Or they could have moved in a month ago if some wretched tea-peddling human hadn’t snatched it up.

      Ugh. Tea. It’s like drinking grass juice with lemon on top.

      I hate it. And I really hate people who intend to sell tea and sweet treats right across the street from my pie shop.

      I fold my arms, shivering as I pass the building in question, looking menacing and ominous with its “Tea and Empathy Opening Soon” sign taped in the front window.

      Why? Why must competition move in right across the street at the exact moment I’m primed to achieve total dessert domination of Greenpoint and greater Brooklyn at large?

      Deep breath. Everything will be fine.

      The tea peddler will probably be a horrible baker who does a piddling little business that won’t interfere with mine. But as I start up the steps to my apartment, I do wish things were different.

      If Ruby and Jesse had bought the place, we could have had coffee and slices together at two twenty-five each afternoon—two twenty-five being the perfect time for an afternoon treat. It’s not too close to lunch and still leaves time to work up an appetite for a healthy dinner.

      Or a handful of spinach eaten straight from the bag and an only slightly expired cheese wheel you dig out from behind the butter sticks in the fridge, if, say, you haven’t had time to go shopping for yourself in ages.

      As I bustle around my apartment, munching soggy spinach while running a bath and laying out my party dress, I promise I’ll do that on my day off tomorrow. Grocery shopping isn’t nearly as much fun as getting one’s nails done or popping into a favorite consignment shop to try on crinolines, but it’s a necessity.

      And I do like to eat things other than pie.

      Occasionally.

      As a reward for consuming rabbit food, I pour myself a glass of pink bubbly to enjoy during my bath and settle in for a soak with a happy sigh.

      The hot water feels heavenly on my aching, dough-rolling-taxed shoulders, and the champagne is sweet and fizzy on my tongue.

      Yes, the world is still full of sensual delights that have nothing to do with breath-stealing kisses, ripping a man’s shirt off in the heat of passion, or having him turn you over his knee for a spanking.

      Mmm. Spankings. Swats. Hair pulling.

      I hum under my breath to the tune of the Sound of Music since these are, indeed, a few of my favorite things.

      Then I do my best not to linger on spankings because I really do love a fun, flirty spanking and it’s been so very long since I enjoyed one.

      Months, I think.

      Many months.

      Maybe close to a year?

      “No. Stop. Don’t,” I mutter aloud.

      I will not think of Theodore or how much fun it was to play sex games with him or how often I’ve run into him since we broke up without him even noticing that I’m in his general vicinity. I wear brightly colored dresses with huge fluffy skirts and, more often than not, a considerable amount of cleavage on display. Nice cleavage too, if I do say so myself.

      But I am apparently invisible to the last man who gave me orgasms.

      “Which is fine, because you can give yourself orgasms,” I say, as my red toes peek out of my bubble bath. “Better, faster ones.”

      But the words don’t tempt me to slide my fingers under the bubbles and between my legs the way I would have earlier in my adventure in celibacy. These days, my best bet is to not think about sex too much, even when I’m alone. It’s just too frustrating. The last prospect broke up with me via parrot before we could get to orgasm territory, and I don’t see an end to that frustration anywhere in sight.

      Yes…a parrot.

      The bird squawked, “It’s me not you. Me not you. Let’s break up,” on cue. Did he train it to say that or did the parrot learn it since he said it so much?

      Either way, dodged a bullet with that one. Besides, I’m looking forward to flying solo to this party tonight. It’s so much easier to dominate at Rubik’s Cube, giant Jenga, and other assorted classic games without a guy around judging my nerdish tendencies.

      Maybe someday I’ll meet a man who enjoys being nerdy together.

      Ha. Maybe I’ll ride a unicorn to the party too.
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      Forty minutes later, I’m breezing out of the subway into the cool night air in front of The Library, one of Brooklyn’s hottest live music venues. It features a stage and dance floor surrounded by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, including a historical romance section with a take-a-book-leave-a-book policy—be still my bookish heart.

      But tonight, the floor isn’t filled with thrashing punks or swaying hipsters in jeans too tight for real dancing. Instead, gamers surround tables spread with Scrabble, Clue, or Monopoly, a giant Jenga game dominates the stage, and—most tantalizing of all—the Rubik’s Cube twist off tournament begins at nine. It looks like most people are competing in teams of two or three, but I’d rather go solo than risk being paired with a novice who will bring down my time.

      I’m not just nerdy, I’m competitive about it.

      I sign up for the second heat, wiggle my fingers for good luck at the line of cubes on the edge of the stage, and head for the bar to grab a coffee.

      With one glass of champagne under my belt, I can’t afford to further dull my senses, not if I’m going to win bragging rights—and the Master of The Cubeiverse T-shirt I’ve had my eye on since word of the party popped into my social media feed.

      I’m leaning into the bar, shamelessly offering a glimpse of cleavage in hope of luring the busy bartender my way, when I hear it.

      The voice.

      A rich, deep, sexy-as-hell British voice asking for a Scotch on the rocks.

      It’s a voice made to melt panties and weaken resolve. That alone is nearly enough to make me rethink my vow to remain married to my pie shop and leave dating to women with more tolerance for assholes and their feathered friends.

      I shift to my right, sneaking a peek at the owner of the voice, and I am…lost.

      Utterly lost, helpless to resist the magnetic pull of a thirtysomething, dark-haired man with Henry Cavill broad shoulders, the profile of a Roman warrior, a beard I want to feel against my face, and the plushest lips I’ve ever seen on a man, perfectly full and absolutely kissable. And on this massive, sexy beast in a three-piece suit—clearly custom made to accommodate his staggering broad-shoulder-to-trim-waist ratio—that mouth is perfect.

      He’s perfect.

      And just like that, I decide that he will be mine.

      At least for a night.

      Tonight, I will claim Rubik’s Cube victory and the pleasure of this gorgeous human’s company. Tonight, Gigi James is coming out on top.

      Or on top and bottom and up against the wall and as many other positions as we can fit in between now and tomorrow morning.
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      I didn’t come to this party to meet a woman.

      I’m here because my friend Graham texted me earlier today. It’ll be fun, he said. You can’t spend all your time in the States with your nose in your business. Plus, it’s a great way to say an ironic ‘see you later’ to all those dating games.

      With that closing argument, I was sold. Dating shouldn’t be a game, but lately I’ve run into more than my share of women playing the prove yourself to me game, the hard-to-get game, and the if he texts first, he’s a chump game.

      For fuck’s sake—how is that even a thing?

      Yet, it is.

      Since I’m so very done with figurative games, I said yes to real ones.

      But right now, all I want to say is “Hello cleavage. So lovely to make your acquaintance.”

      To think I nearly missed this chance encounter. If I’d sidled up to this bar a few minutes earlier, I might have missed this beauty in the purple dress—a dress that suggests the how does one get a woman out of a dress with so many tiny buttons and buckles game.

      Thank you, kismet, for ensuring I was waylaid by an old schoolmate who’s still deep in the investment banking scene. I haven’t seen Nigel since uni, but he couldn’t wait to tell me how much money he was making and to flaunt his Vacheron Constantin watch as we chatted.

      He almost clocked me in the nose with it. Twice.

      Yes, I get it. You spent nearly $200,000 on a wristwatch. Good on you. And your wife just bought a Bentley.

      Or perhaps it was a designer hedgehog. I can’t remember, and it hardly matters.

      There’s a reason I rarely spend time with people who are obsessed with making money.

      They’re dull.

      But gamers? And not just any gamers, but vintage gamers? These are my people, and games belong at a party.

      Graham’s off with his wife playing Jenga, which I think is a euphemism for foreplay. But with the two of them, everything is a euphemism for foreplay, as it should be when you’re disgustingly happily married.

      But that’s all for the best since here I am face-to-face with the most stunning woman I’ve seen in ages. I hope she’s brainy too.

      I noticed her the moment she walked in—the way she owned the room, the confidence in her stride, and in her smile too. A woman who’s unafraid to come to a party solo—that’s so damn sexy.

      Like the rest of her—her curves, her smooth, creamy skin displayed by that fantastic dress with a bustier that’s doing everything a bustier should do.

      Boost the assets.

      All the assets. If they aren’t each an overflowing handful, I’ll eat my pocket handkerchief.

      Her hair tumbles in soft, auburn waves over her shoulders, and her blue eyes shine with shameless appreciation as she meets my gaze, as if she’s just tasted the most delicious treat.

      It’s a damn good look on her.

      Especially when the tip of her tongue flicks out to lick the corner of her glossy pink lips, ever so briefly.

      Yep, I’m not going anywhere else tonight. She’s where I want to spend the rest of the evening. Especially when I notice her earrings, and just like that, I know we have something in common.

      With an elbow against the bar, I lock eyes with her, savoring the twinkle in hers. “I hope I’m not being presumptuous, but if you’re in need of a Rubik’s Cube partner, I can finish in under a minute.”

      My opening line is a thrown gauntlet, and her lips curve up into a grin I want to kiss. “Well, what do you know? So can I,” she says. “Though I’m pretty sure that’s the only time when finishing in under a minute is something to boast about.”

      “Exactly. I’m all for endurance and stamina in other areas. Like…swimming, for example,” I deadpan.

      “Or reading?” she tosses back.

      I tap my chin, considering. “Yes. A long read is a lovely thing. Or perhaps a twenty-four-hour ballroom dancing competition?”

      She brings her hand to her chest, fingers splayed across the beautiful cleavage I can’t wait to worship with my mouth. “You’re speaking my language, mister. Those are some of my very favorite things. But I do believe you left out one important activity that requires stamina.”

      I knock back some of my Scotch. “Ah, but did I? Perhaps I was simply being polite.”

      “There’s no need for that. Especially since you say you have,” she waggles her fingers, her nails decorated in a bright ruby red, and whispers, “magic hands.”

      Any cuber worth his salt should possess those.

      “Oh, I absolutely do.”

      The bartender hands her a coffee with a, “Here you go. Black and strong.”

      She flashes him a grin. “Thank you. The only way to drink it.”

      I beg to differ. The best way to drink coffee is to…not drink it. Ever. It’s a wretched beverage, but now is not the time to say so.

      She lifts the mug and takes a swallow, leaving behind an imprint of her gorgeous lips on the white stoneware. When she sets it on the edge of the bar, my eyes stray to the marks. “Lucky mug.”

      “I could say the same about your glass of scotch, Mister Magic Hands.”

      “I’ll gladly accept that nickname.”

      She takes another sip as she looks me over, drinking me in as seductively as she drinks her coffee. I feel like I’m being sized up for possible devouring and, holy hell, I like it.

      With a satisfied sigh, she sets down the mug again. “I think our game of choice requires a certain amount of magic, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely. Assuming we’re here, then, for the same game? What with your earrings, I assumed…” I gesture in the direction of the little Rubik’s Cubes hanging from her ears.

      She reaches for one, running a finger over the miniature cube in her right lobe, as if she just remembered it’s there. “You assume correctly,” she says, then lowers her hand.

      I eye her up and down, appreciating her attention to detail. Something about the way she’s put together—the thick curls of hair, the flouncy dress with all those buttons, the heels, and the charm necklace—suggests she likes looking good for herself, not for a man.

      Aside from the cleavage, it’s not an outfit designed to attract a man’s attention—it’s a little too fluffy, too girly, too quirky in a way that reminds me of my sister playing dress up in our mother’s closet when we were kids—and that’s precisely why it draws my eye.

      It says more than look at me.

      It says she’s a woman who knows what she likes, what she wants. Seeing as I’m a man who also knows what he wants—a woman who’s as smart and independent as she is sexy—I don’t plan on letting this one out of my sight tonight.

      “But if you don’t want to go cube to cube, we could always play Scrabble, instead,” I suggest. “Keep things friendly.”

      She leans a little closer and brings her finger to her lips. “Shh. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m absolutely down for a game of dirty Scrabble, but only if you show me what you can do with these first,” she says, casting a pointed glance down to my hands.

      Hell, yes. The game is on, and it’s exactly the kind of game I live to play.

      I knock back the rest of my Scotch. “I’d love to show you. Any chance you’d like to be my partner in the Rubik’s Cube tournament?”

      With narrow eyes, she shoots back, “Maybe. But how do I know you won’t be the weak link?”

      I step closer, hooking a finger gently in one of her curls. “There’s nothing weak about me, love.”

      She shudders. Her breath catches. “All right. Let’s go add your name to my team. I signed up for the second heat.”

      “Perfect.” I extend a hand and add, “I’m West, by the way.”

      When she takes my hand, something shivers up my arm. I don’t want to say a spark zaps between us. A spark is just static electricity, and static electricity is unpleasant. But touching this gorgeous woman, even for something as pedestrian as a handshake, is…electric.

      “I’m Gigi,” she purrs.

      I eye her up and down once more. Her purple dress. Her shoes decorated with comic-book drawings of Wonder Woman, Cat Girl and a mélange of female superheroes. The apple pie charm necklace that rests between the tops of her breasts. “You couldn’t be anything but a Gigi.”

      She flashes an absolutely fantastic grin that makes my skin sizzle. “You get me, I think.”

      Even this woman’s smile turns me on.

      Whatever game we’re playing right now, she’s winning and that’s fine by me.
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      Her fingers fly as she leads off the first round for our team of two, starting by lining up the white center then twisting with rocket speed to make a white cross.

      Naturally. That’s the only way to start.

      She shifts another threesome clockwise, then the next one counterclockwise. I glance at the timer, where the second hand ticks mercilessly.

      “Go on—you’ve got this,” I say.

      But she needs no encouragement. She’s a natural, and I’m enthralled with her play.

      Her moves are mesmerizing, her fingers a blur, her eyes intensely focused. In forty-five seconds, the puzzle is gorgeously solid on all six sides. Gigi thrusts it victoriously above her head, then sets it down on the gaming table, smugly triumphant.

      “Done. In less than a minute,” she says with a flutter of her long lashes.

      I high-five her, since that’s what you do here in the States. “Nothing sexier than that.”

      She arches a brow. “Really? Nothing? Are you sure about that, West?”

      Oh, she gives good dirty banter, and I lower my voice to a smoky whisper. “Right. You have me there. Nothing sexier…with clothes on, anyway.”

      “I beg to differ.” She shrugs one bare shoulder, in a deliciously coquettish move. “Sometimes it’s even more fun with clothes on, shoved aside because you just can’t wait those few extra minutes…”

      A groan escapes my lips. This woman owns her sexuality, no doubt about it.

      I clear my throat. “I concede. That is sexier.” I hold her gaze for a second, savoring the glimmer in her eyes—the invitation written clearly in them.

      But the moment ends when the game master shouts. “Teams four, eight, twelve, sixteen, eighteen, twenty-one, twenty-three, and twenty-six—congratulations, you will advance to round two.”

      He slams the bell and it’s my turn.

      Wasting no time, I grab the next cube on the edge of the stage in front of us. The pattern of colored squares may seem frustratingly random, but I see possibilities and permutations, and they unfurl before my eyes.  I tackle the cube as I have since I was a kid. Intent on the puzzle, I move the sections around and around, making the orange face, the red one, and so on. In fifty seconds, I’m done.

      “Wow,” Gigi breathes.

      “I told you.” I blow on my fingers. “Under a minute.”

      She hums appreciatively. “And to think I doubted you.”

      “Did you really?”

      She spreads her hands in front of her, a shrug of admission. “Men like to brag, West, but don’t always come through. But looks like you deliver the goods.”

      Delivering the goods is exactly what I’d like to do with this puzzle-solving, bustier-wearing spitfire of a woman.

      “What do you say we lay a wager on the next round?” I ask. “See which one of us solves it faster.”

      She arches a brow, seeming intrigued. “What exactly do you have in mind, Mr. Sexy English Cuber Magic Hand Man?”

      And that seals the deal for me. Any woman who can make a seven-word nickname sound that sexy isn’t one you let slip through your fingers.

      “I lose, I buy you a drink at the bar down the street.”

      She cocks her head. “And if I win?”

      “I buy you a drink at the bar down the street.”

      “Well, it sounds like I’ve already won, then,” she says with a slow smile.

      Or maybe…we both have.
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      There has to be something terribly wrong with this man.

      He’s probably an axe murderer.

      Or he eats sardines for every meal.

      Or he trims his toenails with his teeth.

      Whatever it is, it must be truly heinous. There’s no other explanation for why this buff, bearded, brilliant, and naughty man hasn’t already been snapped up by an equally magnificent woman.

      Or maybe he’s just a serial cheater and a commitment-phobe like all the other men you liked enough to go out with more than once.

      Like Nelson, a Manhattan divorce attorney who barked orders at his minions but whispered sweet nothings to me. I stupidly ignored his I-treat-underlings-odiously side. Should have listened to my gut, since he turned out to be odious on every side. Not only did he refuse to ever come to Brooklyn to see me, he also cheated with a client of his, a woman who owns a button shop in the East Village where I sometimes ventured when I needed the perfect button for a vintage ensemble.

      Suffice it to say, I do not frequent her shop anymore.

      But Odious Nelson and his Buttonista are the past, and I mean to enjoy the hell out of my present.

      Meeting West’s gaze over our Scrabble board, I smile. Silly brain, it doesn’t matter what’s wrong with him or if he lives to cheat.

      This isn’t the start of a beautiful relationship.

      This is one night with a magnetic man who’s made me smile more in an hour than I have in months.

      Genuinely smile, I mean. At Sweetie Pies, I’m all over the customer service smile—I have one of the best in the business, if I do say so myself—but it’s been a long time since I felt so…fizzy inside. So excited and eager and filled with anticipation.

      It’s just so easy to be with this beautiful Brit.

      Maybe that’s what’s wrong with him. Maybe he’s only here on vacation…

      “There,” he says, laying down his tiles. “It isn’t as dirty as I’d like, but the letters aren’t playing nice with me this round.”

      “Quiz.” I nod in approval as I add to his point column on our sheet of scrap paper. “Twenty-two points. If you can’t be dirty, go for the high score.”

      “Precisely what I was thinking. Though, I think you should get extra points for nookie.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t need pity points,” I say breezily. “I’ll beat you again fair and square.”

      He chuckles. “I already owe you two drinks. At this rate we’ll both be sauced before the end of the night.”

      I beat his best time at Rubik’s Cube—securing our team the title and a pair of matching T- shirts—and tromped him in our first round of Scrabble. But he doesn’t seem at all miffed by having his fine ass handed to him. Yet another point in his favor. Sore losers are so irritating, but so many men just can’t stand losing, especially to a woman.

      “Well,” I say as I select my tiles for maximum point damage, “there are worse ways to end an evening.”

      “Says the woman drinking black coffee all night,” he teases.

      “Just keeping my wits about me,” I murmur. “For now. So, when do you fly home?” I add casually, as if I couldn’t care less that he’s from a foreign country far, far away.

      “No need to fly. I’m in Brooklyn. Just bought a place near the Church Street Station.”

      I resist the urge to be giddy about the fact that he’s a twelve-minute walk across the park from my place—eight if I skip the entire way.

      This man makes me feel like skipping.

      Which is dangerous, not to mention the opposite of sexy.

      Men don’t like women who skip, even if their boobs are exceptionally bouncy while they’re doing it. Men like women who are serious or sarcastic or glamorous or, at the very least, not silly. I learned that the hard way after I zoomed down the slide on Governor’s Island— New York’s longest—giggling like a madwoman the entire way, and found Theodore waiting at the bottom with a pained, embarrassed expression.

      He did not find my whimsy charming.

      He found it so un-charming, in fact, that he broke up with me two days later.

      So, now, instead of giving in to giddiness, I hum beneath my breath, my focus on the board. “Nice. You’re close, then. You won’t even need an Uber to get home after I drink you under the table.”

      He laughs that husky, delicious laugh of his. “Is everything a competition with you?”

      “You started it.” I peer up at him through my lashes. “And no, I’m not all that competitive, really. Just with games. And work. And girlfriends.”

      “You’re competitive with your friends? How so?” he asks, then adds more cautiously, “Like…which of you makes the most money or something?”

      “No, nothing like that,” I scoff. “I’m not competitive with them. I’m competitive about being their favorite. I want them to like me more than any of their other best girls.” I lift two fingers pinched close together. “Just a little bit more.”

      West hums. “Interesting. And why is that, do you think?”

      I bob a shoulder, wishing I hadn’t confessed that last bit. I don’t want to get up close and personal with this man, I just want to ride him all night like the rollercoaster at Coney Island.

      But there’s no way to steal the words back, so I figure I might as well answer honestly. “I just love them so much. Adore them, really. They’re such clever, kind, creative, funny people. It feels good to be special to someone like that.”

      “So, which friend do you like the best?”

      I blink, horrified at the thought. “None of them. I like them all exactly the same. My heart has room for dozens of favorites.” I see his point and wrinkle my nose at his smug—but still oh-so-handsome—grin. “Right. Thank you for your insight, Mr. Magic Hands. But I think you should pay less attention to the conversation and more to your final word score.” I place my tiles and glance up at him with a triumphant grin.

      “Zax,” he reads with a heavy sigh.

      “It’s a—”

      “Tool for trimming and puncturing roof slates. Yes, I know. I’ve played that a time or two myself.” He cracks his knuckles. “Nineteen points to you. Which means I need a solid fifteen or more for my next word or I’ll never catch up.”

      “It’s all on the line now,” I say breathlessly.

      It’s ridiculous to be turned on because he knows the definition of “zax.” Or because he can do math in his head, and quickly too.

      But hello, tingles running down my spine.

      A man who knows his numbers just rings my bell.

      “Time to do or die,” he agrees. He plucks two tiles from his own tray and lays them down next to my Z without breaking eye contact.

      Cheeks flushing, I glance down to see he’s played “zek” and whisper, “An inmate at a Soviet labor camp.”

      He makes a soft, almost pained sound beneath his breath, and I look up, nipples tightening in my bustier as his gaze bores into mine. “You are…the sexiest woman I’ve ever met. I concede.”

      “You can’t concede,” I say, fighting a smile. “I haven’t beaten you yet.”

      “Oh yes, you have. I’m utterly destroyed,” he murmurs. “And there’s only one thing that might ease my suffering.”

      “And that is?” I arch a brow, electricity dancing over my skin as he takes my hand across the board.

      “You. Me. Dark corner booth at the bar. Bourbon apple ciders with extra whipped cream. On me.”

      My brain conjures an image of West naked, with whipped cream topping the part of him I can’t wait to get my hands—and my mouth—on. I smile what I’m sure is a wicked grin. Absolutely positively wicked.

      And excited.

      And oh-so-ready to be somewhere dark and cozy with this man.

      “That sounds perfect.” I give his fingers a squeeze. “Just let me settle my tab, and I’ll be ready to go.”

      “No, I’ll settle it,” he says. “I’m paying tonight. One of the perks of victory.”

      As a successful business owner, I can absolutely pay for my own coffee and spiked cider—and anything else I need, for that matter—but it’s been ages since a man offered to treat me. Every guy I’ve dated recently prefers to split the check or let me pay, something I always offer to do if I’m the one to suggest the restaurant or bar.

      If West wants to pamper me a little, I won’t object. “All right. Thank you. I like perks.”

      “Good, because the perks are just getting started,” he says with a wink that would seem cheesy from any other guy.

      But this man can pull off a wink, wear the hell out of a suit, and master a Rubik’s Cube. Plus, he knows all the high-scoring Scrabble words by heart. Maybe I am going to ride a unicorn tonight. A hot, bearded unicorn.

      As I watch him walk to the bar, I decide that, with a backside like that, he could probably pull off just about anything. And of course, to me, his nerdy side is nearly as attractive as his drop-dead sexy exterior and swoon-worthy accent.

      Nearly.

      West pays the check, returns my un-swiped credit card, and pulls my chair out in a display of manners that’s also sexy as hell. If he offers his arm and insists I walk on the side of the street farthest from the curb as we transition to the bar, I might faint.

      Or spontaneously orgasm.

      Preferably the latter.

      Wait. Nope. I don’t want to trip the light fantastic on a street. I’ll faint, have him catch me, and when I come to in the middle of his bed, he’ll deliver multiples.

      He is good at math after all.

      He pushes my chair in and nods toward the stage. “I need to say goodbye to my friends before we leave. Want to come?”

      I blink and suck in a breath. “You have friends here? God, I’m so sorry. They must think I’m awful, monopolizing you for the entire night.”

      He smiles as he takes my hand, sending another sizzle up my arm. “Not at all. They’re newlyweds. Repulsively in love. Barely notice if there’s anyone else in the room. You know the type.”

      I laugh. “I do, actually. But I’ll wait by the door if that’s okay. I need to hit the ladies before we leave.”

      “All right,” he says, releasing my hand with a squeeze. “See you in a bit, then, Gigi.”

      “In a bit, West,” I echo and head to the line for the restroom, even though I don’t really need to go.

      Meeting his friends might make this feel like more than an easy, breezy thing, and I don’t want that. I don’t want to feel stressed or nervous or pressured to score another date. I’ve had enough of that. I simply want to be in the moment and enjoy tonight.

      And if it leads to something more than a night…well, that would be nice, I guess. But if it doesn’t, I’m okay with that too, as long as I get to play naked Twister with West while I have the chance.

      Or naked dominoes. Or naked poker.

      As long as we’re naked, I’m guessing any game we play will be ten times as fun.
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      In the main gaming room, I peer over Graham’s shoulder as he rolls the die onto the Clue board—Cluedo in the UK—at the high table.

      “I vote for Miss Scarlett. It’s always Miss Scarlett,” I whisper unhelpfully. “With the candlestick.”

      Graham sears me with a look.

      His wife tsks. “West, don’t give it away. Graham is just learning how to play Clue.”

      I jerk my head back. “You don’t know how to play Clue?”

      “I know how. I’m just not obsessed with board games like some people,” my American friend says, pretending to search for someone in the crowd.

      “No idea who you might mean.”

      “Also, I prefer strip Clue,” he mutters as he moves his game piece to the library.

      “Sweetheart, you wouldn’t be any better at that,” CJ says sympathetically then adopts a cheery grin. “Which means we should go home and play right now.”

      Graham shifts to her side of the standing table to loop an arm around her waist. “And it’ll be my wife in the kitchen with my candlestick.”

      She swats his shoulder as I roll my eyes. “Like I told my new friend—revoltingly in love, you two.” That gets CJ’s attention. “Is the new friend of the female variety?”

      “Yes. A lovely, brilliant one. We’re off to grab a nightcap.”

      Graham points to the door. “Why the hell are you talking to us, then? Get out of here.”

      “Just letting you know I’m taking off.”

      CJ shoos me with both hands. “And now you may go. Be on your way.”

      “So much for manners,” I say.

      CJ scoffs. “No need for niceties when there’s love in the air.”

      “Love?” I voice the four-letter word like it tops the lot of them. Because it does, along with tuna and iron. If I never eat sushi or flatten my own shirt collar again, I’ll consider myself a lucky man. “No, none of that nonsense. Just a good time with a great woman. See you two later.”

      The last time I felt the inklings of something more than like, I learned Olivia was only interested in a five-letter word. Money. Another reason why I have no patience for dating games.

      When I leave The Library, I find Gigi outside leaning against the brick wall, holding her phone out in front of her, arm outstretched.

      Is she taking a selfie?

      Odd.

      Despite the showy clothes, she doesn’t seem like an Instagrammer. A selfie seems against her code.

      If pressed, I would have said selfies were beneath her.

      But maybe I’m doing that thing again, that thing where I think better of people than they deserve. I’d hoped to leave that habit behind me in London.

      Gigi turns her gaze to me, laughs, then rolls her eyes as she waggles the phone. “I was trying to make the font smaller. I have this friend who sends me drafts of her sexy short stories to read for feedback. But they’re in twenty-point font. I have to scroll every other sentence.”

      “That’s quite a large font.”

      She gives an approving nod. “Yes, it is. I’m generally good with…large things. But I like to tease Rosie about being a Gigantic Font Whore. She teases back, saying I’ll be grateful for anything gigantic in my life when I’m her age.” She adds in a confiding stage whisper, “Though at fifty I’m pretty sure she’s getting more action than all of my other friends put together. Her blog is scandalous.”

      “Really? How so?” I ask, fascinated by this woman and her…zest.

      “She writes all about her big city Sexcapades. In depth. No subject is taboo. I’ll shoot you a link and you can read for yourself.”

      “Or maybe you could read me an excerpt or two? I’m guessing you’re great at reading aloud, what with your mastery of Z-words and all.” I lower my voice and set a hand on the small of her back. It’s the perfect fit. And even better? The way she shivers and shifts closer when I touch her.

      Thank you again, kismet. There’s nothing hotter than a responsive woman, and Gigi is like a cat who arches into my touch, who savors and purrs for it.

      Meow.

      “All right. Here’s a snippet. ‘It was a hot sticky night in the city and all the zeks were out wielding their zaks, hoping to get off work early and get lucky,’” she whispers in a narrator voice.

      I hum low in my throat. “Raunchy things, those zeks.”

      “Very much so,” she says. “Into handcuffs and scarves too, I hear. When they don’t have a zak in hand.”

      “Scarves you say…” I tap my temple, filing the breadcrumb she’s dropped. “Noted. Now I have a most important question,” I say as we walk to Camp Whiskey.

      “I’m all ears.”

      “These T-shirts.” I point to them, draped over her arm. “I feel it’s important we wear them out in public as soon as possible, so that everyone we meet can admire and envy our accomplishment. But I’m torn. If you were to put one on, it would ruin the stunning view I’ve been enjoying all night.”

      She presses her hand to her chest, faux shocked. “Were you checking out my décolletage?”

      “Guilty.”

      She grins, a naughty glint in her eye as she rolls her index finger at my pecs. “Then you should definitely atone by taking off your fancy clothes and wearing a T-shirt instead.”

      “What the woman wants…”

      As we amble down the block, I go with it, shrugging out of my jacket. I hook it over my arm and begin to unbutton my shirt.

      Her blue eyes go wide, traveling lasciviously down my chest as I loosen the buttons. I get to the last one and tug the shirt out of my trousers. Then I shed it too.

      She blinks, drops her jaw, makes a show of lifting it again with two fingers under her chin. “Wow.”

      I chuckle, pleased she likes the view, and hand her my jacket and shirt. When I’ve pulled on the T-shirt, I take back my clothes and then square my shoulders, preening for her benefit. “There you go, madam.”

      She sighs. “No. See, now you’ve gone and ruined everything, West.”

      “You prefer the dress shirt?”

      “I prefer no shirt,” she says with an adorable pout.

      “Well, I think I can make that happen. Later,” I say as we reach the door to Camp Whiskey. “For now, shall we find a booth and talk some more?”

      “Yes. Talk,” she purrs, having fun with the word, as if she knows that it’s just another word for foreplay.

      With her? It absolutely is.
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      First, I pop into the lav to wash up. It would be rude to touch her after I’ve had my hands on all those cubes and Scrabble tiles, and since I fully intend to have my hands on her, I do the gentlemanly thing.

      I return to the booth, sliding in next to her beneath wooden cutouts of bears rowing boats and lolling in tree branches. Camp Whiskey has a rustic lodge invaded by kitsch vibe I enjoy and an unparalleled selection of whiskey and scotch. Even the speakeasy in the Village where I occasionally spend a lazy Sunday afternoon playing cards with Graham can’t compare.

      “This is my favorite part of Brooklyn,” Gigi declares, smoothing her dress. “All the space. I can’t get away with a crinoline in Manhattan.”

      I cast a glance at the flouncy skirt currently occupying its own zip code between us.

      She reaches for the fabric, folding it over her leg on one side. “Or…maybe not?”

      I slide my hand down her arm, enjoying the way she leans into my touch. “What do you take me for? A man who doesn’t know what he wants?”

      “What do you mean?” Her question is a little breathy, a little distracted.

      From my fingers trailing down her bare skin.

      Good.

      “I asked you out for a drink. Of course, I want to sit right next to you. Not at a respectable, giant-skirt distance.”

      She dips her head, looking the tiniest bit shy, then raises her eyes, nibbling on the corner of her lip. “I like a man who knows his mind.”

      “You’ve found one.”

      The waitress arrives and takes our drink order, and as soon as she leaves, I return my focus to Gigi. My fingers travel up her shoulder, over her neck, under her hair.

      “Mmm,” she murmurs.

      Gently, I play with her hair. “What else do you love about Brooklyn?”

      She takes a beat, arching into my touch—she really might be part feline. “Oh, so many things. The architecture and the artsy vibe and how close we are to the shore for swimming in the summer. Coney Island, even though it’s tacky. And all the different kinds of people and food and music venues and shopping. We have the most eclectic and exciting shops in the world, I think. Though, I haven’t been many other places.”

      “Where else can you find a pickle shop next to a purveyor of handmade pork pie hats.”

      Her eyes light up. “Yes! Exactly.”

      I let my gaze roam down to her eclectic, exciting dress. “And you look like you fit right in here.”

      “Thanks. But that makes sense—I’ve been here my whole life.”

      My brows lift. “Really? That’s rare, isn’t it? I haven’t met many Brooklyn natives.”

      “A rare breed, spotted in the wild,” she says as the waitress returns with our bourbon and ciders. No whipped cream—alas, they were out—but I’m still looking forward to tasting cinnamon and clove on Gigi’s lips later.

      But hopefully not too much later.

      Anticipation is all part of the fun, but the more time I spend with this woman, the more I want to see more of her. All of her.

      I lift my glass to toast, and she raises hers.

      “What shall we toast to?” I ask, hoping she’ll pick something wicked. Or at least wanton.

      “Gentlemen’s choice,” she counters, ever the worthy opponent.

      Fine by me. I know exactly what I want. “Let’s drink to the best kind of games.”

      “And those are?”

      I lean close, brush a soft curl of her hair off her shoulder, then press a kiss to the column of her throat. “Bedroom games, of course.”

      She trembles, her next breath releasing in a soft whoosh.

      “I think I like those kinds of games,” she says as I pull back, and we clink glasses.

      “Think? Or know?”

      She takes a sip of her cider, moaning soft appreciation for the spicy, fragrant concoction. “I think it depends on the player, don’t you?” she asks in a whisper that sends darts of heat down my spine.

      Her voice. Her boldness. Mixed with that faint touch of submission. I don’t go looking for submission. But I’m a firm believer in listening to a woman, then giving her what she wants. And if she wants me to lead, then I’ll do just that.

      But a man should always ask. “I have one more thing I’d like to toast to.”

      “Multiple toasts,” she says musing on the first word. “That sounds promising.”

      “I always deliver on my promises,” I knock back some bourbon, savoring the cider and the burn.

      “Let’s find out.” She tilts her chin just so, offering those gorgeous lips and I take the gift of her mouth.

      I slide my lips across hers, a gentle sweep at first, tasting the cinnamon and apple of the drink and a hint of vanilla I’m guessing is her lipstick. I inhale the scent of her hair, letting the flowers and sweet spice go to my head. My mind becomes a haze of her lips and her soft murmurs.

      I cup her cheek in my hand, stroking my thumb gently across her soft skin as I press my lips a little harder, kiss a little deeper, exploring her delicious mouth. A moan seems to fall unbidden from her and she arches even closer. With her hip against mine, her hand drifts up my chest, making my skin heat.

      I kiss her more deeply, tongues stroking, mouths discovering, breath mingling. Her moans and sighs are shameless and real, and I love them. Love hearing how much I affect her. Love too that her hand travels briefly across my beard, then grips the fabric of my shirt as she pulls me closer, making her wishes known.

      Making it clear that this doesn’t need to be a careful kiss.

      I rope a hand into her hair, threading through the strands, then giving a gentle tug, just to see how she responds. A small catch of her breath, followed by a husky moan of approval, is the answer.

      The perfect answer.

      I break the kiss, and she looks up at me, lust drunk. “Do that again? Please?” she says.

      “I’d like to do all sorts of things to you.”

      “Like…my favorite things?” she asks, both flirty and dirty.

      “If your favorite things include coming. A lot.”

      Her eyes twinkle. “However did you know?”

      “Lucky guess. I hope that’s not too forward,” I say playfully, though I suspect I know the answer.

      She tap-dances her fingers up my chest. “Oh, I like forward. I like it a lot.”

      “Good to know.” My fingers drift down, down, into the darkness under the table to the hem of her skirt. “Let’s see how I do in the first heat of the coming competition,” I say, then coast a hand under her skirt, up her leg, on the fast track for my favorite place.

      She moans before I even touch her.

      “But you’re going to have to be quiet,” I murmur into her ear. “If you keep making all these delicious, attention-grabbing noises I’ll have to stop.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Don’t stop,” she whispers, as my hand reaches the apex of her thighs.

      I bite my lip as I feel the cotton panel of her knickers, how damp it is, how aroused she is. My fingers travel to the waistband, slipping under it, over her curls, then between her legs, where they glide across that glorious slickness.

      She shudders, a beautiful, silent shudder that sends a tremor of lust down my spine.

      My cock hardens as I trace all that silky wetness. Gigi trembles as I touch her, her hand gripping my arm, like she needs desperately to hold on to something. To me.

      She parts her legs, widening them, giving me more access.

      I stroke faster, focusing my attention on that swollen bundle of nerves that’s pulsing, begging for touch.

      Touch I’m all too happy to provide.

      Her other hand grips the edge of the table, as she clamps her lips shut. Sparks sizzle across my skin as I watch her face. As I memorize the way her forehead furrows as her breath comes fast, then faster still.

      As her face becomes a map of exquisite torture.

      But the whole while, she remains quiet. Like a good dirty girl. “That’s right. Don’t let anyone hear you,” I whisper. “If anyone hears, I’ll have to stop.”

      A soft whimper falls from her lips but then she purses them.

      Dipping my face to her neck, I whisper against her skin, “So good. Just like that.”

      I stroke faster, sliding a finger inside her sweet center and crooking it, hitting that spot inside her that makes her thighs clench, and her breath stutter.

      “Ohhh, West,” she gasps. My name on her lips is filthy and needy. It sends the desire in me spiking higher, then higher still as she begs “Don’t stop.”

      Such a beautiful beggar.

      As if I could stop.

      I have only one choice now. To seal my mouth to hers and cover her lips with a kiss as she trembles, her body shaking, as my gorgeous stranger comes for the first time tonight.

      If I have my way, it won’t be the last.

      And I intend to have my way with her.

      Once she’s stopped trembling, I wipe my hand on a cloth napkin, press another kiss to her lips, and reach for my glass.

      Down the hatch.

      “Now, shall we get started on number two straightaway?”

      “I don’t want another drink,” she says.

      “I wasn’t talking about the drink.”

      Her swollen lips curve up at the edge. With glassy eyes and flushed cheeks, she nods. “Yes, please,” and I lift my hand for the check.
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      Sex plans are full of awkward moments.

      This is the “my place or yours” dilemma. Or, as I like to call it, “if he turns out to be crazy am I more likely to be murdered at my place or his?”

      I don’t seriously believe I’m going to be murdered tonight, but it’s a consideration for women—hence the baseball bat under my bed. I believe in listening to my gut. And my gut says that the only thing West is likely to kill is my bad luck streak with men.

      He’s just so delightful in every way.

      “I’m a fifteen-minute walk away,” I offer as we tumble out of Camp Whiskey. “Give or take ten minutes to rest if my heels start hurting.”

      “I’ll call an Uber.”

      A few minutes later, we slide into the back of the car.

      On the drive, he’s all hands and dirty talk. His fingers glide up my neck, threading through my hair. “I’d really like to put you on your knees,” he murmurs in my ear.

      That sends a ribbon of heat down my body. “So I can suck your cock?” I ask under my breath. I’m helpful like that.

      “I like the way you think, but I’m not that selfish. I want you to ride me first, then I’d like to put you on your hands and knees so I can fuck you hard and deep, make you come over and over. And I’d really like to smack your ass as I take you over the edge.”

      Unicorn. Called it. He is officially a sex unicorn.

      And I’m going to ride him and play with that golden horn all night long.

      “Are we adding mind-reader to the list of skills you’ve mastered?” I ask.

      He grins, all wicked and sly. “No, but I can read your body language. You’re a woman who likes to have fun, who likes to feel good, and who deserves to be the center of attention. And your orgasm will be the star of the show tonight.”

      “Will it make multiple appearances?”

      “It’ll take encores.”

      “Standing ovations too.” I don’t know that I can bear this arousal as the car cruises the final block to my apartment. I might melt into a lust puddle before I get upstairs.

      But somehow, I’ll manage. I haven’t roped a unicorn only to lose him now.

      When we reach my building, West thanks the driver, and we get out. I unlock the front door quickly. My hands shake slightly, but not from fear. From excitement.

      Is it just the prospect of hot, sweaty, up-against-the-wall, bent-over-the-bed, upside-down sex?

      Well, yes.

      But there’s more to it. When I told West, “You get me,” before the cubing competition, I meant it playfully. Only now it seems he does get me. We vibe. We’re in synch. He’s like the ideal dance partner in my ballroom class. In a few short hours, we’ve clicked in a way I haven’t clicked with anyone in too long. I can’t help thinking this might be more than the no-strings hookup I imagined when I first spotted him at the bar.

      I mean, how often do you meet a man who makes your mind tingle every bit as much as your body?

      Shut up, brain, my body shouts. We’re in charge right now. Filthy sex first; romantic daydreams later.

      Yes, body. You’re coming in loud and clear.

      I briefly consider taking the steps two at a time, but my heels forbid it.

      Also, I don’t want to appear overeager.

      But who am I kidding? West knows how eager I am to get naked and shameless with him.

      Then we’re inside, and the door snicks shut. It’s the sound of the first half of the evening ending and the second half beginning.

      That’s what tonight feels like. A beginning.

      West holds my face, two big hands clasping my cheeks, his dark brown eyes holding mine. 

      “I’ve changed my mind,” he declares.

      What? No!

      “Why?” I ask, my voice pitching up.

      “You’re so unbelievably sexy we have to start with me on my knees.”

      “Oh.” I blink. And smile. And whisper, “Proceed.”

      West moves at lightning speed. He drops to his knees, pushes my skirt and the crinoline underneath up to my waist, then tugs my panties down my legs. I’ve barely stepped out of them when his mouth is on me.

      And dear God.

      I melt in seconds.

      My hands fly to his hair as I gasp, “Oh, God.”

      His tongue slides along my slickness, lapping me up, tasting me. Add in that scratch of his beard, and I am a happy camper. Oh yes, I am. He licks soft and tender at first, just the way I like it. My moans seem to lead him on, and he picks up the pace. Masterful with his lips, soon he’s sucking and nibbling on my clit, driving me wild. As I curl my hands tighter around his head, I thread my fingers through his thick hair, yanking him closer. I lean back against the wall, my spine digging into the plaster.

      It hurts, but it’s a good kind of hurt, the kind that reminds me how wonderful it is to have my pussy kissed senseless by a stunning British man on his knees.

      A man who is utterly devouring me.

      I babble incoherently, a string of oh Gods and yeses that make him moan against me.

      He kisses with so much hunger, so much desperation that his want flips the switch inside me. Bliss coils tight in my belly then unleashes with a force that makes my bones tremble. I shudder, coming on his lips with a loud yes, oh God, yes.

      My head is a haze. My chest is heaving. My skin is red-hot as he rises and wipes a hand across his mouth. “You were right. Why bother taking clothes off?”

      I gesture to him, making a circle with my finger so I can give an executive order. “Nope. Off. Now. Take off everything now.” I reach for his belt but wobble in my shoes. He steadies me, both hands on my hips as I kick off the heels.

      “I think I’m a little sex-woozy.” More like West-woozy, but at the moment, they’re the same.

      He drags his lips along my neck, whispering a hot, “Oh no. I hear the only cure is more sex.”

      “Then, cure me, West.”

      I lead him to my bedroom, then flick on the light because with a man like West, I don’t want to do it in the dark. I want to get frisky with the lights on. I want to see his magnificent body, watch his rippling muscles, gaze at his gorgeous face as he breaks apart.

      As he makes me break apart again.

      Once in my room, I strip off his shirt. Having fun with his belt, I hum a naughty little tune as I unbuckle it, then slide down his pants. He toes off shoes and socks then works his fingers down the front of my dress. He’s quick and adept with all the little buckles and snaps, but he’s missing one critical bit of data.

      “I’m going to give you a tip, Mister Sexy English Cuber.”

      He raises his face, tilts his head. “What would that be?”

      I spin around. “There’s a zipper.”

      He laughs, and even that’s sexy. Husky. Just right. “Zippers are my new favorite thing,” he says, sliding it down notch by delicious notch. The sound of it opening sends a thrill through my body. He guides down the fabric, the straps over my arms, the bodice falling down my waist, then to the floor.

      “So beautiful,” he says, as he draws a line with his finger along my spine to the top of my ass. “This back is so fucking gorgeous. I want to mark it. With my hands. With my come.”

      I shudder at the prospect of all those glorious coming opportunities. And I make a mental note that if all goes well, I might even ask him for a repeat because I like the sound of that last dirty one—a lot.

      Yes, I want more West already. I want another night like this, from the way it started at the bar to the way it’s playing out now.

      He whirls me around once more and unhooks my bra.

      Then it’s my turn, and I feel like I’m unwrapping a present. As I reach his boxer briefs, I grin wickedly. They’re orange. For some reason, this delights me. Most men wear black or gray. West isn’t afraid to don a pair of bright orange boxer briefs, and the color does wonders for his cock.

      But then his cock seems to be the eighth wonder of the modern world.

      I push his briefs down, gasping as I take in the view of his arousal. He’s hard, thick, pulsing. I wrap my fingers around his shaft, and he twitches in my hand.

      I grow even wetter. A pulse beats between my legs, and I ache for him.

      “Gigi,” he rasps out.

      “I would like to ride this cock,” I say with wicked glee.

      “Then cover me up, woman, and get on top.”

      I hustle over to my nightstand to grab a condom, but the expiration date is not my friend.

      “Oh shoot,” I say.

      “Are they expired?”

      “Yes. It’s been ages.”

      He reaches for his wallet in his pants, flicks it open, grabs the protection. Moving to the bed, he settles onto it and slides it down his cock. I climb over him, straddling him.

      “Now ride me, gorgeous. Ride me like you’ve wanted to all night,” he says, clutching my hips, lifting me above so I’m poised to drop down on his fantastic erection.

      “How do you know I’ve been wanting to do it all night?”

      Brushing a finger along my hip, he levels me with a hot stare. “The way you look at me.”

      Trembling with pleasure, with anticipation, I ask, “How do I look at you?” I’m shameless with him, but his praise is life. I want to eat it up, drink it down, swallow it whole. His words are sexier than his body, and his body is a work of art.

      “The same way I look at you. With white-hot desire,” he says, then he grips the base of his dick, rubs it against my wet folds, and pushes up into me.

      Oh, hello, Pleasure. It’s been a while, but it’s so very good to see you again.

      It’s been so long that it’s almost a new sensation, but I know exactly what to do with it. I set my hands on his pecs, rocking my hips, swaying, swiveling. Finding a pace instantly.

      West doesn’t look away. He gazes at my face, stroking his thumb over my cheek, giving me compliments, endless compliments.

      And I inhale them like oxygen.

      “So sexy,” he says. A hand slides down my chest, gripping my right breast. Squeezing it.

      I bow my back as lust ripples through me.

      “Your tits are fucking perfect, Gigi. Such a fantastic handful,” he groans, his other hand joining the party.

      Squeezing and kneading my breasts as I rise and fall, as I writhe and rock. As we moan and groan together. He’s so deep in me, so far, and he fucks up into me, filling me.

      His hand coasts lower, over my belly button, his thumb reaching my clit.

      The second he touches me, I scream in pleasure.

      I’m so sensitive, so aroused already, and as he strokes and rubs, fucks and grinds, I am lost. Lost in the pleasure, just like I was lost in his voice mere hours ago. With his fingers and his cock working in tandem, he coaxes another orgasm out of me as I tremble, shaking, falling apart on my handsome stranger.

      Who barely feels like a stranger at all.

      He feels like a brand-new lover.

      The kind who’ll send me dirty missives.

      Who’ll tell me how much he longed for my body while he was at work, in his corner office, overseeing money or gold or whatever he does in those suits.

      Mostly, he feels like the kind of lover who wants more than one time.

      That’s what I want too.

      And I want more this very second.

      West makes me ravenous, and I’m a greedy woman tonight.

      He slides his hands into my hair, pulls my face close to his, and whispers, dark and dirty, “Get on your hands and knees now. I need to fuck you hard and ruthlessly.”

      “I love ruthless fucking. So much.” I slide off him, flipping over and into the position he wants.

      He kneels behind me, those big hands curling over my ass, spreading me open. He runs the head of his cock through my wetness and slides back inside, filling me.

      It’s such a decadent position, such a submissive position. It makes me feel like an animal, and I love it.  I love the rawness of it. And I love the way he can own my body like this.

      West needs no ownership manual. He knows what to do.

      As I lower my chest towards the bed, propped on my elbows, he slides his hand down my spine, towards my neck. He grips my hair and tugs hard as he buries his cock inside me.

      He is relentless. Ruthless. Dominating and dirty, as he fucks and fucks and fucks. Grabbing my strands, making me yelp.

      He slides his hand the other direction, on a fast-track for my ass, and I turn my face, needing to watch.

      “That’s right. Watch me, love. Watch as I smack this beautiful ass,” he says, lifting his hand, bringing it down hard on my rear.

      I yelp, the pain radiating, morphing into pleasure, incomparable pleasure.

      He lifts his other hand, smacks my other cheek, hard and punishing.

      “Yes,” I whimper into the bed.

      “Your skin is so beautiful. It wears my marks so well,” he rasps.

      “Do it again,” I say, urging him on. But he needs no urging.

      Another smack. Another sharp zing of pleasure.

      The Sex Ninja brings his other hand back to my clit, pinches it, then drives deep inside me.

      I am a whimpering mess of pleasure and just the right amount of pain, as my body gives in and I come once again on an epic cry of oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.

      But this time I’m not alone. This time he joins me with a guttural groan. “So fucking hot,” he roars as he unleashes his pleasure, and we fall apart together.

      As we pant and moan, he sweeps a kiss across my neck. “And that was the best game of the night.”

      “Yes.” I sigh. “Best. Game. Ever.”

      Then, he gets up to dispose of the condom in my bathroom and returns seconds later, settling next to me, his warm body snug against mine.  Mmm. This feels so good.

      This post-sex high.

      It makes me picture possibilities.

      More nights like this, more moments rich with rat-a-tat-tat banter, one-up-manship wit, dirty Scrabble. Maybe even Strip Dungeons and Dragons.

      Is that a thing?

      If not, it should be. I bet West would play it.

      I bet he’d love to play it with me.

      West is no Theodore. He’s no slide-shaming dipshit.

      Fine, I’ve only spent one night with him, but it’s been an electric, flirty, and most of all, an honest night.

      I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I’m not interested in entanglements. I’m not even sure I have room in my life for anything more than Sweetie Pies. But I am very interested in seeing West again.

      For more of the same.

      Maybe it’s the nookie buzz talking, but I don’t care.

      Sex-drunk and giddy on endorphins, I roam my fingers down his chest. “And we should play it again. Soon,” I suggest, nerves fluttering in me.

      “We should, and we will.”

      Why yes, universe, thank you. This was a perfect night.
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      Best night ever.

      This woman is brilliant. Fantastic. Funny.

      And sexy as hell.

      I don’t want the night to end, though I’m usually a big fan of hitting the road after the fun is over so that I can get home, shower, and prepare for an early start in the morning.

      But everything is already in place for the grand opening next week. There’s not much left to do except stock shelves and arrange the knick-knacks on the walls, and Abby’s promised to take care of that on Monday. My sister isn’t much use in the kitchen, but when it comes to spiffing up a room, she’s an artist. The beautifying of the space is better left in her hands.

      So really, I’m free to take a breather for a few days.

      A few days I’d really love to stay locked up in my house, in my bed, with this gorgeous creature. Once we’re half-dressed and relatively decent, I trap Gigi between my arms against the counter in her tiny kitchen. “Come home with me,” I say. “I have so many plans for your beautiful body. And,” I say, kissing her jaw, “I might have backgammon.”

      Her place is adorable—as cute and packed with personality as she is—but I’d love to fuck her on the ladder in my library. And in my giant bathtub upstairs. And in my bed with the thick curtains, we can pull around it to make it night for as long as we like.

      “I do love backgammon. And your plans, but I can’t,” she says with a sigh. “I have so much to do tomorrow.”

      “Work?” I wrinkle my nose. “Call in sick.”

      She laughs. “I can’t call in sick. I’m the owner, but no, it’s not work. Tomorrow’s my day off, but I have tons of work things to catch up on here at home. Orders, and paperwork, and all the behind-the-scenes stuff that’s not exciting but has to be done.”

      “Perfect. Bring your behind-the-scenes stuff to my place. I can fuck you gently to sleep and you can work in the morning.”

      “What if I wanted to be fucked roughly to sleep?” she says in that naughty voice of hers. The one I’m quickly becoming addicted to.

      “Even better.” I step in, pressing my body against hers, letting her feel how very up I am for fucking her any way she wants.

      “God, you’re tempting.” She tilts her head back, moaning softly as she sets her water glass on the counter beside the sink. “But I really can’t. I have to visit my grandmother tomorrow too. I’ve been so busy I haven’t seen her in almost two weeks.”

      “I haven’t seen my grandmother in months. I doubt she’s even noticed. Time goes by fast when you’re old. Or so she tells me.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I love Gram. And spending time with her.”

      “I love my nan too. She’s an incredible human, who would completely understand if I needed to have a three day stay at home sex holiday with a beautiful woman instead of coming to play croquet with her on the back lawn. She’d encourage it, in fact.”

      “Nice. I’d like to dispense sex encouragement when I’m a grandmother. Also, I see we’re up to three days now?” Gigi asks with a laugh. She cocks her head, nibbling her lip in that slightly shy way that makes me want to kiss her. But so far, a lot of her mannerisms have that effect on me. “I would love to spend three days in your bed, but…”

      “But what?” I ask, easing back a bit, giving her space. There’s a serious note in her voice I haven’t heard before. Did I read her wrong when she asked for another time? She hesitates and I encourage gently, “Whatever’s on your mind, you can tell me. I enjoy honesty outside the bedroom too.”

      She fiddles with the silky tie on her fluffy feathered robe, the one that makes her look like a 1950’s movie star between takes on set. “You’re…incredible.”

      “I was thinking the same about you,” I say. “But… I’m definitely hearing a but in there somewhere.”

      Her lips curve, but her smile fades as she continues, “I want to see you again. I truly do. But I can’t steal away for a sex fest, as appealing as that sounds. I can’t throw all my responsibilities out the window. I just took over as head of my family’s business and I’m in the middle of major renovations. And I checked my email while you were in the bathroom and found out I’ve been invited to join this super prestigious competition I applied for a few months ago.”

      “Congratulations,” I say, automatically, though I can’t help but be concerned that she’s back to business so soon after coming her brains out.

      I would have assumed she’d need at least a few hours rest to be up to tackling email.

      “Thank you.” Her hand flutters to brush her hair from her forehead. “I didn’t think there was any way I’d get in. It’s the first time I’ve applied, and they usually pick more established people. But I guess they’re making a point to give up-and-comers a chance this year so…” She pulls in a bracing breath. “I really need to make the most of this opportunity. I might not get another shot at something like this. Ever. And the first part of the competition starts on Monday. So…”

      “You need your beauty sleep.”

      “Yes,” she says. “And probably not to disappear into a gorgeous man’s bedroom for three days. Even though I would love to. So, can we take a rain check for the sex fest and make plans for, I dunno, something simpler? But also involving sex, and food, and getting to know you and that naughty mouth of yours.”

      A woman who knows her limits. A woman who expresses her truth.

      I could get used to this. It’s unusual, but completely welcome.

      “Absolutely.” I take her hand and lift it to my lips, pressing a kiss to her fingers. “I’m busy too. I completely understand.”

      “But we should definitely do this again,” she says, trailing off, like she’s leaving me an invitation–to ask her out again.

      Or for the first time I should say.

      I RSVP.

      “Damn straight we should. You can text me when you have an evening free. Or we could grab lunch someday if you like. I’d love to pick your brain about the area. Get the local, inside scoop on the best restaurants, pickle shops, places to buy pork pie hats.”

      “You’d be hot in pork pie.” She smiles, then snags her phone and we exchange numbers. “And I’d love that. How’s Wednesday?”

      I try to rein in a grin. I'd almost pegged her as the leave ‘em hanging type. But here she is making plans before the night is even over. No games, no bullshit. Just boundaries and communication. She is who she is. And I like that. “Wednesday sounds perfect.”

      “Though a lunch date might not give us enough time for sex,” she says with a frown.

      “Then on our lunch date, we’ll make plans for a steamy night in, instead of this three-day sex fest you declined.”

      “It pained me to decline,” she says, all flirty again. “Seriously. Real, genuine pain.”

      “Oh, it pained me too. But I plan on teasing you over lunch, getting you all hot and bothered, so you’ll be begging for a quickie after the sandwich. How does that sound?”

      She sidles up against me. “You’re making me hungry.” She shifts into a practical mode. “How’s eleven on Wednesday? I usually take a lunch break then. Between the morning and the afternoon rush.” She motions out the window behind her. “I own Sweetie Pies, the pie shop on the corner.”

      I startle for a moment, but school my expression.

      “How perfect is that?” I ask, a slow grin spreading across my face, suddenly glad I didn’t mention the location of my new business when we arrived at her apartment.

      At the time I hadn’t wanted to distract from the pressing business of delivering her second orgasm as soon as possible—or introduce information that might complicate matters later. If the sex had been awful, I figured I could keep an eye on the walk and arrange not to be out and about on the street at the same time as my new neighbor.

      But the sex was amazing, and we seem to be on the exact same, low-stress-casual-dating page.

      She laughs. “Well, I think it’s pretty perfect. It’s my baby.” She tilts her head, her brow knitting. “But why is that perfect? Have you been in for a slice? Maybe on a Sunday or occasional Monday morning when I wasn’t working because, I would have remembered you,” she says, wagging a finger.

      I smile wider. “No. I haven’t been in yet. But I’ve passed by several times and always admired the cartoon on your sandwich board outside. The curvy woman in the pink dress makes sense now.” I roam my gaze over her, the inspiration for the illustration I’ve had a bit of a thing for.

      She rolls her eyes. “Thanks. My cousin drew it. Thought it would be good for branding. So far, she’s been right. Online orders are way up since we switched the logo on Valentine’s Day this year.”

      “Brilliant,” I say, her words reminding me I should probably have some cute menus designed as well. A minimalist by nature, a heavy cream card stock with daily offerings typed out with my vintage typewriter appeals to my sensibilities, but the customers in this area might expect something more whimsical.

      “It’s been a great few months.” Her gaze flicks down my bare chest to my suit pants and back up again, her naughty grin returning. “And a great night.”

      “So great,” I agree, curling my fingers around her hip and pulling her close.

      “You know, just because I can’t go home with you,” she begins, looping her arms around my neck, “doesn’t mean you can’t stay the night here if you want. We could sleep in, have lazy morning sex, and when we wake up, we can order pie and coffee delivered from this super cute shop on the corner.”

      I admit I’m relieved. At first, I thought she was a see-you-later-er. Or a wham bam-thank-you-sir-er. But what she’s describing suits my speed these days.

      “Sounds perfect.” I cup her ass as I bend, brushing my lips over hers, electricity bristling across my skin as we touch.

      And then her scent is flooding my head again—flowers and spice, now with a top note of sex. She smells like a woman who’s been thoroughly ravaged, salty and sticky and oh so sweet.

      I forget about everything but making her come for me again, this time with her hands braced on the kitchen sink while I play with her tits and take her from behind, whispering filthy things about how good her tight, wet little pussy feels on my cock when I’m fucking her. Promising I’m going to fuck her until she can’t stand upright on her own.

      And I always keep my promises.

      We’re up until nearly four a.m., and by the time I wake in the morning, Gigi’s gone.

      But there’s a note on her pink flamingo sheets.

      Delivery was going to take 45 minutes, so I ran down the street to get coffee and pie myself. Be back in a jiff. Feel free to leave your clothes off. My coconut cream is delicious licked off all the places I want to lick you. Xo -Gigi

      Grinning, I swing my legs out of bed and hurry to throw on my clothes, determined to dash across the street to my shop to grab some tea and be back in this bed naked before Gigi returns.

      I adore that woman and can’t wait to taste her pie, but I won’t drink coffee for anyone—no matter how tight and sweet her pussy or delightful her company.

      On a hook in the front hall, I find a key hanging from a Rosie the Riveter keychain. I make sure it works for the front door then take the stairs to the ground floor two at a time.

      I’m already across the street—thank you light Sunday morning traffic—and unlocking the shop when the texts start coming in—

      
        
        *shocked emoji face*

        *angry emoji face*

        *head exploding emoji face*

        *GIF of cat hissing at the camera*

        *GIF of woman screaming “betrayed” as she rolls down a hill covered in snow*

        *GIF of a stick-figure man approaching a stick-figure woman with knife, man says “here hold this,” stabs knife in girl’s stomach, turns and walks away*

      

      

      “What the…” Scowling, I scroll up to the number. The one I entered last night.

      My stomach drops.

      I look up to see Gigi standing across the street, looking adorable in a pair of red overalls and a white T-shirt with her hair tied up in a red and white polka dot scarf. She has a paper bag, which I assume holds pie, looped over her arm and a cardboard tray with two coffees in one hand. With the other, she’s texting a mile a minute.

      Texting and glaring at me with murder in her eyes.
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      West looks baffled.

      Beautiful and baffled, but I’m not buying the innocent act for a second.

      No wonder he wanted to steal me away for a sex marathon. To overdose me on orgasms so I wouldn’t realize he’s the villain who bought the shop across the street.

      “What’s wrong?” he calls, lifting his phone, his expression confused. “Why are you virtually rolling down a hill covered in snow?"

      Ha! As if he doesn’t know.

      He could have picked any moment between arriving at my place last night and when I promised him pie early this morning to reveal that he’s the owner of the evil tea shop across the street.

      Instead, he kept that information to himself.

      Probably so he could spy on me, eat my delicious pie, and steal the recipe. Because if his tongue is half as fluent in pie ingredients as it is in orgasms, reverse engineering by taste would be a snap for him.

      I can see it now, his plan to sus out the competition. And I was so clueless and trusting and drunk on orgasms and unicorn peen that I missed the opportunity to take similar advantage of him.

      I mean, for research, I could choke down his horrible hard English scones or meat pies or whatever gross thing he’s going to sell over there. But I won’t have a chance now, will I? Because he lied to me and deceived me, just like every other guy I’ve seriously dated.

      But instead of just wounding my heart, he could have hurt my business. I’m pretty sure I made it crystal clear to him that my business is my top priority. So much so that I put work responsibilities ahead of epic sex-fests and magical tongues with pie identification superpowers.

      “Please, Gigi.” He motions toward the shop behind him. “Is it because of this? If so, I can explain.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can.” I shoot death rays at him with my eyes, fueled by ravaging hurt and disappointment. “After all, how perfect is that?”  I pour on a thick English accent, imitating him when he learned I ran Sweetie Pies. “You could have said something then. But nope. You were like let me show her my perfect cock and my perfect body and my perfect accent and give her fifty million orgasms and, mwahahaha, how perfect is that?”

      An old woman wrapped in a flowered shawl on her way to the trash bin by the bus stop shoots a judgmental look my way.

      “He’s awful. And British,” I tell her.

      Her gaze cuts to him then back to me, and then she nods in solidarity.

      See? She gets it!

      But I should also probably stop screaming about cocks on the street corner.

      Releasing my ire for a nanosecond, I say more gently, “You didn’t say a word when I told you the name of my business. The name, West.”

      “Like I said, Gigi, I can explain,” he says, sounding sincere.

      But I won’t be fooled.

      No way. I don’t have room in my life for this kind of treachery. This is why dating is a minefield. And West Territory is just as deadly as Parrot Man Land and all the rest.

      I need to bolt. It hurts to listen to him. My chest aches, and I feel stupid.

      So stupid.

      I liked him. Dammit. One night, and I already liked the man.

      I gird myself with my best tough-as-nails attitude.

      Chin all the way up.

      “I don’t want your explanations,” I call back. “And I no longer wish to spend my morning with you. I’m going to see my grandmother, a woman who appreciates pie and has never lied to anyone. Ever. In her entire life.”

      “I wasn’t lying, love.” He has the nerve to grin, like he can flirt his way out of this as easily as he flirted his way into my bed. But I am much more protective of my pie shop than I am my pussy. Hurt my pussy, and only I suffer. Hurt my shop, and you endanger my entire family legacy.

      “Let’s go back to your place,” he says. “Talk this out.”

      “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Please be gone by then,” I say. “And don’t bother texting. I won’t read them.”

      And with that, I spin on my heel and head for the subway entrance on the other side of the traffic circle. He calls after me, something about “not being ridiculous” that only stiffens my resolve.

      I am not ridiculous! I’m in charge of my family’s business. I’m in control of the entire kit and caboodle. Everything is riding on me, and I can’t afford to make mistakes right now. I can’t sleep with the enemy, even if he is the very best at both spanking and pulling hair.

      Sob. Thank God I got extra pieces of pie so West could try a variety of flavors. A morning like this calls for Gram girl-talk and serious pie therapy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gram used to say pie may not cure heartbreak, but it certainly makes it easier to swallow.

      Everything goes down better with a slice of Chocolate Dream.

      And she’s right.

      I stab my fork into a slice, chew, then chase it with coffee.

      Strong, black coffee that fuels me.

      “Trying to poke a hole through Gram’s good china?” my brother, Harrison, asks, arching a perfectly plucked brow at my pie plate.

      I got a two-fer, since my brother is at Gram’s house for their Sunday morning poker game. Gram already cleaned up—she was scooping fifty bucks in chips into her hot little hands when I swept into her Brooklyn townhouse in a cloud of righteous fury.

      I wrap my arm lovingly around the dessert plate with the kitschy dancing chipmunk illustration. As Gram says—why eat on plates with vines when you can eat with dancing chipmunks?

      “I would never wound such a beautiful thing. I love beautiful things. I love this plate and this sweet little fork. And I love you,” I say to my brother, who accepts my love with an affectionate roll of his ice-blue eyes.

      I turn to Gram, my growing-old-gracefully idol with her starburst smile lines and Helen Mirren grace, “And I love you.” I inhale deeply, then gesture to the feline in her lap. “I love Joan too, even though she detests me.”

      “She detests everyone, sweetie pie. She’s a cat.”

      “But I do not even like that man,” I continue, “I mean, really. Who chooses to peddle tea when there’s coffee to be had?”

      “Tea lovers,” Harrison offers, so deadpan he should deliver the weekend updates on Saturday Night Live.

      “Gag.” I dig into the pie, devouring another forkful before I add, “Tea lovers are the new men with parrots. But never fear. I have plans. Plans to hate him for all eternity. Mark my words.”

      Harrison’s arched brow asks, are you sure you can pull that off, little sis? His brows have their own language, and I am fluent in it.

      “Yes, I can pull it off,” I answer.

      He snorts. “And how exactly do you plan to do that, Miss I Love Everything and Want to Give the World A Hug? And a piece of pie?”

      I huff. “I do not love everything.” Though I admit he’s right about the pie. There are people going hungry every day. They deserve pie. For sustenance and solace in their times of trial.

      Gram chuckles as she strokes the gigantic cat’s head, and Joan emits an appreciative purr, one that I believe translates as I permit you three more strokes of my royal fur before I leap off you, retreat to a window, and fastidiously lick the spot you touched. With her free hand, Gram scoops out a slice of grapefruit. “Says the girl who just expressed her love for plates and forks and everyone in this room, including the world’s most people-hating cat.”

      “That,” I say, pointing to the offending citrus as exhibit A. “I do not love grapefruit. Especially with coffee. What are you doing to your tastebuds, woman?”

      “I don’t mind it,” she offers mildly as she takes another spoonful. “And grapefruit is good for you.”

      “So is kale,” I say. “And I definitely don’t love it. Come to think of it, I hate it, along with beets and turnips. Also, I’m deeply opposed to pears. They taste like sand, they’re the worst Christmas gift ever, and even I can’t make them work in a pie without drowning them in caramel sauce.”

      Harrison removes his glasses and pinches the bridge of his nose, laughing. He raises his face, a smirk still playing on his lips. “Yes, I recall your third-grade presentation on the loathsomeness of pears. One of the few times I can remember you complaining about anything Mom put on the table.” He takes a beat and locks eyes with me. “And that’s my point.”

      “You’re not a hater, sweetie pie,” Gram agrees as she runs a hand down the cat’s smoky head, and right on cue, the gorgeous beast leaps off her lap.

      “But I am!” I press a fist to my chest. “I am full of righteous fury and indignation. Like Joan. Or maybe like Hellfire or Brimstone or whatever those comic book characters are. Ghost Rider? Something like that?”

      Harrison lifts his hands in surrender. “Don’t ask me. I don’t read comics.”

      “Nor do I,” Gram puts in. “If it didn’t happen in a salacious celebrity memoir, I didn’t read it. Speaking of, did you hear that when Patti LuPone was fired from Sunset Boulevard, she trashed her dressing room? Smashed her lamp and her mirror,” Gram says, sounding enjoyably scandalized by the Tony winner’s rage. “That woman has some serious chutzpah.”

      “Idea.” Harrison sits up straighter. “You could name a pie after her during the Mrs. Sweet Stuff competition. Call it the Seriously Sweet Chutzpah, and be sure to use caramel for the sweet and something salted for the serious bit. But no pears.”

      Harrison is great with plays on words for pies. He’s a book editor at Bailey and Brooks Publishing and has nabbed some big titles in recent years.

      “It could work,” I say, shoveling in more pie. “Though I confess I’m not a huge fan of the diva thing. I keep thinking of all the poor people who have to clean up the mess after a famous person throws a fit.”

      “And you prove my point again,” Harrison says. “You’ve hated three things in your life.” He counts them off on his fingers. “The aforementioned food items, bad fashion–”

      “Well, bad fashion is unacceptable,” I sputter.

      “And spiders,” he continues.

      Gram chuckles and takes another bite of her sub-par citrus snack.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask.

      “You don’t even hate spiders,” she says with a knowing grin. “Not really. Whenever you found one in your room, you’d ask Grandpa to catch it in a jar and put it outside.”

      “Because I’m not a killer.”

      “Our point, exactly,” Gram says. “You’re a sweet soul to the bone, pumpkin. I don’t see you managing to hate this man for all eternity, especially since he actually sounds… Well, rather delightful.”

      My jaw drops. “You’re siding with the enemy?”

      Harrison whips out his phone. “His name is West? His shop is Tea and Empathy?”

      I scowl. “Yes.”

      Ten seconds later, my brother swivels the phone around, revealing a smiling photo of West and a tiny sprite who has his nose and elegant brow in feminine miniature. His sister? “Weston Byron. Hmmm… I don’t know, G. If a man that hot took me home and tossed me up against—”

      I shoot him a do not go to dirty land in front of Gram nostril flare and mime zipping my lips.

      Gram rolls her eyes. “As if I don’t know how that works. Proceed.”

      Harrison leans back in his chair. “All I’m saying is if a man like that took me out for drinks and beguiled me with his wit and sensual prowess, and then the next morning said he wanted to explain why he hadn’t mentioned he worked at Lerner and Lowe Publishing…” He pauses to pin me with his stare. “I’d listen to every word then say fine, handsome, let’s go get a sandwich.”

      Gram pats his hand. “You always were a good listener, Harrison.”

      I whip my gaze to her. “Gram! This is a big deal! This is a betrayal. He tricked me.”

      “Gigi, think about it. What sort of person is so nefarious that he scouts out the baker across the street, follows her to an obscure party, where he just happens to share her odd, niche interests—”

      I start to insist that Rubik’s Cube isn’t all that niche, or odd, but she presses on.

      “Then treats her to drinks and wonderful conversation, and ends the night with generous, mutually enjoyable sex? Just to scope out the competition? Isn’t that a little…elaborate? And how common is sweet shoppe espionage, really?”

      I start to protest, but that’s the thing about Gram–she’s always been my moral compass. She has a keen sense of people and what makes them tick. She’s calm, thoughtful, and exceedingly rational.

      “It sounds like—perhaps—he was so enchanted by you that he wanted to enjoy your wit and charm and save the shoptalk for later. Consider that?” she asks gently.

      Rationally.

      Calmly.

      And that does sound…nice.

      “What’s the worst thing that could happen if you give him another chance?” Harrison chimes in, then silently mouths, More orgasms?

      Hmmm…would that be the worst?

      Or the best?

      Annoyance slithers through me for a few more minutes, but once my coffee cup is drained, my frustration has vanished too.

      Maybe I did overreact. Maybe I assumed the worst without just cause. Maybe the last few years of dating The Bachelors from the Weirdo Lagoon has colored my world view.

      Might I have given up on West too soon?

      “You’re right,” I grumble. “I should talk to him. At least give him a chance to explain.”

      “Excellent choice,” Gram says.

      Harrison taps my cell phone on the table beside my empty cup. “Do it now. Send him a text before he thinks you’re cray cray.”

      “Which he very well might,” Gram adds.

      They may have a point.

      The longer I think on it, the more sweet shoppe espionage does seem a little out there.

      I grab my phone, about to tap out an olive branch message when I spot another email from the competition organizers.

      The subject line reads Good News, Contestants.

      Yay! Good news! This email is clearly a sign. I’m being calm and thoughtful, and the universe is rewarding me.

      I take a moment to practice my ritual—reminding myself of the lovely things in life. I have great friends and the best family in the world, so much so that it hardly matters that I’m not close to my parents.

      And I have Sweetie Pies, and my darling and I have a lot to accomplish together.

      Maybe, just maybe, I can have it all—including another date with West.

      “Fine, West is probably not kale,” I say to my brother as Gram takes the plates to the kitchen. “He’s more like a whiskey sweet potato pie with cinnamon and nutmeg.”

      “Yum. Find out if West has a brother who likes poker and exceptionally good-looking book editors.”

      “I’ll make no such inquiry,” I say with a smile as I swipe open the email and begin to read. “But I will text him, right after I—”

      I break off with a gasp and drop my phone like it’s hot.

      I see red—fire engine red as smoke billows from my eyes.

      “What is it?” Harrison asks, concerned. “Did the promo code I sent for fifty percent off at Twice Around expire before you could use it?”

      “Worse! West is out to get me.” I tap a frantic nail on the phone. “He’s in the competition! West Byron is in the Mr. or Mrs. Sweet Stuff contest. His name is right under mine!” I shove the screen in my brother’s face. His eyes widen, confirming that this is bad news. Very bad indeed. “That’s it. No second chances,” I hiss. “This man is my nemesis. I will despise him for all eternity. Even if I’m not very good at it at first.”

      Surely, there must be a guidebook somewhere. A do-it-yourself handbook on how to detest a man who gave you a quartet of Os.
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        * * *

      

      Once I leave Gram’s place, waving goodbye to Joan, who thoroughly ignores me, as cats do, I text Rosie, my writer friend, on my way to the subway.

      
        
        Gigi: Idea for a new short story. Man gives a woman four Os. Next day, she learns he’s her nemesis. What happens next?

      

        

      
        Rosie: Ooh, great question. In this choose-your-own-adventure tale, I say she bangs him again because hate-sex is hot.

      

      

      Ugh. Rosie’s no help.

      There will be no banging. No hate-sex.

      But then, how hot would hate-sex with West be? Probably super-duper hot, with lots of spanking and—

      Nope. Stop it. Bad, Gigi.

      But as I march down the steps to the subway, I can’t help lingering on hot hate-sex for a second.

      I swear, only for a second.

      Fine, maybe a minute. Or twelve.
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      Seeing as Gigi made it clear she isn’t in the mood for further conversation—at least with me—I decide against chasing her across the park to kiss her until she realizes I’m not a tea-peddling monster out to steal her business.

      At least, I suppose that’s what she’s upset about.

      There’s room in the world for more than one sweet shoppe per block, and I highly doubt a customer can get a decent cup of tea at her place. And many of us enjoy a fine, smoky, sweet tea with dessert.

      So, I’m not competing with her so much as complementing her.

      Once she cools off, I’ll be able to make her realize that. Until the text explosion, she seemed like a sensible woman. She’s certainly the sexiest woman in New York—potentially in the entire Northern Hemisphere—and I refuse to let a silly misunderstanding keep me from making her come on my cock at least a dozen more times.

      This week, in fact.

      Deciding to pave the way to fucking and making up, I assemble an “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I’m opening a store across the street from yours” present from the items on my shelves. Because, she did have a point. Perhaps I was a bit cagey when I learned about her shop. I should have told her about mine then, if not earlier in the night. She has me there.

      Hence, the apology gift—a cedar box filled with premium tea samples, a blue and yellow ceramic teapot that will fit right in with her colorful décor, and some lavender and honey candies that pair perfectly with my signature blend of Earl Grey. Who doesn’t love Earl Grey?

      I type out a quick note asking for a chance to explain myself properly, tuck it into the box, and start for the door, only to think twice and pop into the back room for more supplies.

      Over at her apartment, I arrange my offering on her kitchen counter, leave the key on the hook, and pull the locked door closed behind me.

      I’m about to head home when a familiar voice calls my name. “West! Over here!”

      My little sister, Abby, is standing in front of the shop across the street. Actually, she’s waving her arm over her head and jumping up and down in front of the shop, grinning so wide I can spot her twin dimples from here.

      I’ve seen Abby nearly every day for the last six months, but I haven’t seen her dimples in all that time. Not since her evil ex, Hawley, broke off their engagement via text message and then refused to return her phone calls begging him to explain what happened.

      He just tossed the “it’s over” bomb through the window and then dropped off the face of the earth.

      Miserable wanker.

      I fully intend to punch him in the spleen if our paths ever cross again. No one destroys my sister’s heart and her self-esteem and gets away with it. I’d begun to think he’d stolen her smile too, but there it is, bright and shiny as ever.

      I can’t help but smile too, even though my cock is still busy fretting that we might never see Gigi again. He’s confident in his abilities, but he’s also a greedy bastard who can’t get enough of a good thing.

      And Gigi is definitely a good thing.

      “Good morning, cheery face,” I say, opening an arm to Abby as I step up on the sidewalk beside her.

      My very little little sis—she’s barely five feet tall in sneakers—bounds in for a hug even more enthusiastic than I’m expecting, squeezing me so tight I grunt, proving she’s small but fierce. “Oh my God, it’s the best morning, West. The very best! Look!” She pulls back and shoves her cell into my face.

      I rear back, blinking, and laugh. “Too close. Jesus, my eyes. What am I even looking at?”

      “You made it!” she says, bouncing up and down, making it even more difficult to read her screen. “You’re in the running to become this year’s Mr. Sweet Stuff!”

      The phrase sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t resist teasing her. “Is that a sex thing? If so, I’m definitely more salty than sweet.”

      “No.” She slaps my arm affectionately and rolls her brown eyes. “It’s the Brooklyn Mr. or Mrs. Sweet Stuff competition.” She sighs when my expression remains blank. “Big time baking competition? Winner gets bragging rights and tons of free promo for their business for an entire year? Been going on for fifty years? Super prestigious? Any of this ringing a bell?”

      “Um…” I wrinkle my nose.

      She slaps me again, with less affection this time. “I told you about it months ago, when we first started working on the shop, but you said you didn’t want to enter because we wouldn’t be open in time. But I knew we would, so I entered you anyway.”  She lifts her phone again, beaming. “And you’re in! Look!”

      I take the phone, skimming the email, a prickle of foreboding lifting the hairs at the back of my neck.

      Five names down on the list of contestants, I realize why, and curse. “I can’t, Abby,” I say, nodding toward the phone. “I slept with contestant number five last night.”

      Her jaw drops. “What? You didn’t.”

      “I did,” I confirm. “And I want to keep sleeping with her more than I want to be the candy king of New York, so…” I try to hand the phone back to her, but she holds up both hands, fingers spread wide.

      “It’s Mr. Sweet Stuff, and you don’t get it, West,” she says, shoving her dark curls off her forehead. “This is a huge deal. They only pick ten bakers from thousands who apply. Just competing is all we need to ensure an amazing launch for the shop. And if you win, we’re virtually guaranteed to be in the black by Christmas.”

      I hesitate. Being in the black isn’t my primary goal—I know food service isn’t a high-return endeavor, and I have enough money to operate at a loss for the rest of my life if I want to—but a successful launch would be a good thing.

      And not just for our pocketbooks. The shop is much more than that.

      Abby and I have planned to open a tea shop featuring our mother’s recipes since I was eighteen and she was fifteen. We grew up cooking with our mum. While our older brothers were killing each other at rugby, Abby and I spent our afternoons in the kitchen, whipping up treats and playing board games while we waited for them to cook. After Mum lost her fight with breast cancer, we helped each other heal by imagining how, one day, we’d share her cooking with the world. Brooklyn seemed a perfect place to start.

      It doesn’t matter that Abby’s a horrid chef. This has been her dream as much as mine, but unlike me, she only has a small nest egg. She didn’t follow the Byron family rules. She dropped out of her banking program at university to get a degree in early childhood education and taught primary school before moving to the states. She won’t have money to burn until my father passes and she receives her inheritance—which will hopefully be far in the future, seeing as we both enjoy our father quite a bit, even if he is a numbers guy and actively dislikes anything with sugar in it.

      This competition could ensure Abby’s financial success and bringing attention to Mum’s amazing food.

      I’m already wavering when Abby stabs a finger at the phone screen. “And you haven’t seen the best part yet. Winning comes with a side of vengeance.”

      Frowning, I glance down to see the name of the tenth and final contestant—Frederick James Ebenezer Hawley.

      Or “Hawley” for short.

      Did I mention my sis’s fucking wanker of a former fiancé is also a world-famous pastry chef with his own line of gourmet frozen treats? And that, after he cheated on her and dumped her, he bragged that his eclairs were better than our scones?

      Any man who would treat my sweet Abby with so little care and disparage our family recipes deserves to be defeated on the field of battle.

      Humiliatingly defeated.

      And I’m just the man to deliver that trouncing, with a side of fist in the spleen.

      That also means my apology to Gigi might require a bit more finesse. I need to make sure she understands that I wasn’t tricking her with my perfect cock.

      Though, I like that she’s put it on a cock pedestal.

      Perhaps, a swim in the gym pool will clear my head. I’ll swim, work on recipes with Abby, and then spend the evening planning exactly what to say to my pie shop beauty.

      Tomorrow, I’ll be ready.
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      So sorry. Please let me explain.

      The words are spelled out in Scrabble letters on my kitchen counter in front of a lovely—and disgustingly tea-centric—present. But the tea pot is so adorable and so me that it almost makes me wish I liked tea.

      “But I don’t,” I say, tucking the gift and the tiles behind the toaster oven so I don’t have to deal with them right now. And so that Ruby—who just buzzed downstairs—can’t see them.

      I meet my cousin at the door, cooing with excitement when I see what she’s carrying, “Oh my goodness, what is this? For me?”

      “Of course!” Ruby hands over the most adorable bouquet of brightly colored lollipops, tied up with a big red bow. “It’s a congratulations on winning Mrs. Sweets present!”

      “Stop,” I say, laughing as she hugs me tight. “Don’t jinx me. The competition’s stiff this year.”

      “So I heard,” she says, bobbing her brows up and down. “So, you slept with the enemy, huh? You really do have the worst luck with men, babes.”

      “Ugh, I know. Nelson, Theodore, Shelby…” I rattle off my trio of horrible exes as I roll my eyes. “I assume Harrison called you?”

      “He’s concerned. Thought you might need help destressing about Sexy Yet Traitorous Tea Guy before things get started tomorrow.”

      I shake my head, forcing an easy smile. “Nope. Everything’s fine. I’m totally focused and ready to bring my A game. You know me, I don’t get distracted by boys.”

      She narrows her brown eyes, studying me closely, but apparently my poker face is strong this evening. “Okay. This means we’re free to focus on picking out the most amazing outfit ever, right?”

      I clap my hands and squeal, “Yes! I’m so glad you’re here. You can order Chinese, while I put on a fashion show. I’m going to try on everything in my closet. Twice.”

      Ruby grins. “Perfect. Though, I will have to head back to my place by seven to meet Jesse. And I will want to hear all about this awful, yet incredible-in-bed, Englishman at some point. After you beat him and talking about him doesn’t stress you out anymore, of course.”

      “I’m not stressed,” I repeat in a breezy voice. “But that sounds perfect. I’ll be turning in early tonight, anyway. Beauty sleep, you know.”

      But many hours later—after Ruby and I have laughed and eaten Chinese and picked out the world’s most perfect dress for tomorrow—I lie in bed with my thoughts spinning and Scrabble tiles dancing in my head.

      Tiles that keep rearranging themselves to spell Weston Byron’s name.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Sweetie Pies is a madhouse.

      Summers are usually a little slower for us than the rest of the year, when thoughts naturally turn to pies, sweet indulgences, and family celebrations. But for some reason this morning everyone and their bossy grandmother who’s allergic to cinnamon and hates raisins is lined up at my counter, loudly demanding to know the daily specials even though there’s a giant chalkboard detailing them in ten-inch letters right behind my head.

      I adore my customers, but by eleven, my customer service face has gotten quite the work out, and I’m secretly relieved for an excuse to cut out early to get showered and spiffed up for the first round of the competition.

      It doesn’t start until three and I’m only a ten-minute walk from the location—the first round is always held in a big, beautiful tent in Prospect Park with a view of the lake—but I’m hoping to grab a power nap too. I slept poorly, plagued by dreams of a handsome, yet dastardly Brit.

      Mr. Weston Byron was swaggering through my head all night, so I’m not surprised when he swaggers through the front door of my shop right as I’m ducking under the counter to head home.

      Still, the sight of him stops me dead in my tracks.

      Dead. Like I’ve been zapped by a freeze ray.

      For a second I think it’s his eyes, those penetrate-me-five-different-ways eyes that instantly make my panties damp.

      But then I realize what’s shocked me and blurt out, “Your beard.”

      His hand drifts to his newly bare face with a cautious smile. “Yeah. I thought I should clean up a bit. For the um…cameras and all.”

      The cameras. Right. Must not forget he’s a traitor. A dirty, lying, sex-tricking traitor.

      I stand up straight and lift my chin, shaking off the stunning effects of his man beauty. “Of course. You look very nice without a beard.”

      “Thank you,” he says, shifting to one side as two familiar little girls with a takeout bag dash out the door, racing each other to their push scooters. “I was hoping—”

      “Just a second.” I hurry past him, sticking my head out the open door to shout, “Be careful, Emily! Jane! If you bring home broken pie crust again, your moms won’t let you do the pick-up. And you know I need girl talk. How else am I going to keep up with the gossip?”

      Emily instantly slows, reaching out to snag Jane by the elbow. They both turn back to me with big grins.

      “We’ll be careful!” Jane calls. “We promise.”

      “And we’ll hook you up next week,” Emily says, propping a dramatic hand on her hip “So much is happening right now you can’t miss an update or you will be so lost, girl.”

      “Good. Scoot safe.” I wave goodbye with a grin that fades as I turn back to West and sniff. “Yes?”

      He glances out the window at the girls then back at me. “You’re good with kids, I see?”

      I frown. “No, I’m good with people. Kids are people. Less annoying, smaller people who need grown-ups to listen to them more often. Especially when they’re twelve. Twelve is hard.”

      “I agree,” he says. “My sister had a rough time around that age. She was so much smaller than the other girls that they treated her like an annoying infant. Wouldn’t let her join in all the pre-teen girl reindeer games, tortured her with awful nicknames, put dirty nappies in her purse, etcetera.”

      I wince. “I’m sorry. That’s awful. My brother was one of the first people in his class to come out in high school. Some of the tough guys made his life a living hell.”

      West’s brow furrows as he nods. “My oldest brother, Pierce, is gay. Got into a few fights at uni, when the footballers didn’t care to see him and his boyfriend holding hands.”

      “Yeah. Harrison used to get jumped too.” I’m glad my brother’s grown up and no one puts hate notes in his locker anymore—and silently intrigued that West does have a brother who might like a handsome book editor. “But he turned out all the more fabulous for the hard times. He’s both one of the strongest and kindest people I know.”

      “Same with Pierce, though he’s a heartless investment banker from nine to five. But Abby…she’s all sweetness.” He pulls in a breath, seeming to brace himself as he adds, “The kind of sweet that believes in her brother enough to enter him into a prestigious dessert competition without his knowledge.”

      I arch a dubious brow. “Is that so?”

      “It is. If I’d told you sooner that I was opening up across the street it would probably be easier to believe, but…”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, wishing we’d taken this outside for privacy. I don’t have to turn around to know my staff is hanging on every word. With only a few customers in the shop, my crew would normally be chatting and swapping fashion tips while they tidy up. Instead, the counter area is dead silent.

      I lift a hand before West can reply. “Actually, let’s take this to the sidewalk, shall we?”

      “So you can rough me up if you don’t like my answer?”

      “Yes.” I hate the flirty note in my voice, but I can’t seem to help it. I’m so irritated with this man, but still his sparkly eyes and easy way with words captivate me.

      And his forearms are really pretty in that cranberry button-up with the sleeves rolled back. Yum, yum, yum.

      Discreetly wiping the drool from the corner of my mouth, I flutter my fingers at my counter staff, fighting a smile at their faces, looking so indignant that I’m depriving the three of them of juicy gossip.

      Just as well. They’ll only be disappointed when they realize my handsome new beau is the enemy in disguise.

      At least, I’m pretty sure he’s still on my shit list. But that gift was quite nice, tea aside. Plus, there’s how he went to the trouble of spelling out So sorry.

      I should let him explain himself. If there’s a fairy godmother raining down Hot British Men on sex-starved American women, I don’t want to miss out. I’ll take her blessing in the form of a kiss to discover how his clean-shaven jaw feels against my face.

      Just for research, and all.

      “So? Talk,” I order, as we wander down the sidewalk toward my place. “Why were you so shady the other night?”

      “I didn’t mean to be shady. When we arrived at yours, I was focused on more interesting things than talking about my shop. Once you told me you own Sweetie Pies, I would have come clean, but I became distracted again. But I would have told you. I promise.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Huh.”

      He raises his right hand. “I swear on my sister’s life. I went to fetch some tea to have with our pie, planning to tell you as soon as we sat down for breakfast.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I don’t like tea though I appreciate your gift.”

      His brows shoot up. “What? You don’t like tea?”

      “I don’t like it. Sorry. It’s just not to my taste.”

      “But you’ll guzzle rancid motor oil all night?” he asks, amused but judgy. “Without even any cream or sugar in it to soften the blow?”

      “I love coffee. Don’t talk about it that way, you’ll hurt its feelings.”

      He snorts. “It’s too bitter to have feelings.”

      “At least it doesn’t taste like wet crabgrass.”

      “Wet crabgrass?”

      “Yes, and not even wet from the rain. Wet because a dog peed on it. A poorly hydrated dog who needs to go to the vet to get checked out because it might have a bladder infection.”

      His newly beard-free cheeks stretch into a grin, revealing a dimple on his right side.

      A dimple! God, I love dimples. I want to press my finger into it to mark the spot and then kiss it.

      “Darling, I think you might be drinking the wrong tea. Or eating the wrong chocolate. Have you ever had an Earl Grey chocolate bar?”

      I nearly retch. “Why would I do that to chocolate?”

      He tosses his head back and laughs. “Why wouldn’t you is the better question. Earl Grey is one of the few things that can make chocolate even better. Someday I will bring you one of the finest Earl Grey chocolate bars.” He takes a beat to let his gaze hold mine. “It’s my favorite. I’m helpless before it.”

      He’s talking about chocolate, but it feels like he’s talking about me. The way he stares. The way his eyes linger on my face.

      My chest swoops.

      And, once again, temptation strikes.

      The desire to kiss this man is powerful, but I find the will to resist.

      I stop in front of my apartment and turn to Weston, the gorgeous and potentially-not-evil owner of the shop across the street. “So, you didn’t plan to lure me in with sex and then commit heinous acts of corporate espionage? I mean, you are the competition. And I’m not just talking about the Mr. or Mrs. Sweet thing. Your shop is literally right across the street, primed to siphon away my business.”

      He looks stunned, as if no such thought has ever crossed his mind. “I honestly never thought about it that way.”

      “What way did you think about it?” I ask, legitimately curious. “You saw a well-established dessert shop already here and decided to open another one?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing really. There are cupcake shops and ice cream parlors all over the neighborhood. They all seem to be doing well. I suppose I figured there was enough room for a pie shop and a cozy nook for tea, scones, and finger sandwiches. But truly, it wasn’t something that concerned me. For good or ill, it never entered my mind.”

      I sigh, nibble my bottom lip, and sigh again.

      West cocks his head and lifts an expressive brow my brother would envy. It’s a brow that says, “can we be friends now?”

      And I guess friends seems the way to go.

      “Yes,” I say to the most-likely-not-evil West. But sadly, that doesn’t change things for us. Our businesses might end up harmoniously co-existing, but we’re still adversaries.

      I know myself. Another date, another time with him, and I’ll lose sight of my priorities. Sweetie Pies is my focus. The Mrs. Sweets competition is my big goal. Anything else with this man will distract me.

      “Yes, you believe me?” he asks.

      “I believe you, but I don’t think we should keep that lunch date. Not when we’re going to be pitted against each other in the heat of battle.”

      He grins that charming, sexy grin of his. “I don’t know. We faced each other on the field of battle the other night and ended up getting along just fine.”

      “Scrabble is different,” I say. “Scrabble is a game. This is business. Serious business. I assume you agree, or you would have dropped out of the contest by now.”

      He sobers. “It’s important to my sister that I compete. And, upon closer thought important to me too.”

      “I completely understand,” I say, pain flashing in my chest. I do understand, but that doesn’t mean I have to like being forced to turn my back on the first guy to make me feel beautiful and desirable in so long.

      But this is part of being a business owner who puts her work family’s needs first.

      I stick out a hand. “May the best baker win.”

      His fingers curl around mine and squeeze, sending longing dancing across my skin. And then he pulls me into him, and my breath rushes out as my breasts collide with his chest.

      I start to pull away, but I don’t want to. I want to give in. I want to be kissed again. I want to know if his beardless kisses are as delish as his bearded ones.

      Then, his hand is cradling my head, and his lips are on mine, and he’s kissing me the way he kisses me—like I’m delicious and delightful. Like I’m the last bite of warm raspberry trifle smothered in melting ice cream and he’s determined to savor every little scrap of me.

      His tongue teases against mine, then strokes, making my breath come faster and my arms twine around his neck like vines seeking the steadiness of a sturdy stake to climb.

      And yes, I want to climb him. I want to jump into his arms, wrap my legs around his hips, and order him to my bed, posthaste.

      Clean-shaven West kisses as spectacularly as bearded West.

      But that’s the problem.

      I could drown in these kisses. I’m not a hater, I’m a lover, and having a lover like him will turn my brain to pear mush.

      He pulls away and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Just a goodbye kiss. For good luck,” he says in a husky voice.

      Damn. His voice melts me too.

      Yes, it’s best I didn’t issue any ill-advised invitations to take him to bed. I need to rest and focus, not get lost in West’s kisses.

      “Right.” My breath shudders out as I force myself to take a step back. I look up at him and nod. “Goodbye, then. And good luck.”

      “Smashing good luck. I can’t wait to see you perform under pressure. I have no doubt you’ll be brilliant.”

      My lips part, then close, then part. I’m struggling to sort out a response to such sweetness from an adversary, when West adds with a sigh, “But fair warning, I’m still probably going to beat you. I’m very good at what I do. Everything I do.”

      Crossing my arms, I shoot him my best cat-who-shredded-the-dog’s-favorite-squeaky-toy grin. “As am I, sir… As am I.”

      He matches my evil grin and raises me a wink. “You certainly are, Ms. James. This is going to be fun.”

      As I watch him walk away, heading back toward the park, I shake my head.

      Fun isn’t the word I would use, but it’s certainly going to be…something.
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      That kiss was a bad idea.

      A really bad idea.

      I’m not usually the sort of bloke who has trouble staying on task. But as I check in with the contest coordinator at the festive Mr. or Mrs. Sweet Stuff tent in Prospect Park a few hours later, I struggle to concentrate as the woman leads me to my cooking station, explaining my setup. I keep scanning the space for a sign of Gigi. Will her station be near mine?

      I keep thinking about that kiss too, and how much I want another one. And another. That woman’s mouth has exposed a gluttonous side of my personality I wasn’t aware existed before we met.

      I’m not sure I like it.

      “Weston, old boy,” a deep, wanker-ish voice shouts.

      I curse under my breath. This is the problem with Gigi. She’s so damn distracting that I didn’t spot Hawley the Wretched before he saw me.

      I turn to see the loathsome pastry chef waving from the cooking station behind mine.

      “What are the chances?” he asks, grinning. “Two old school friends locking horns half a world away. I hope you’ll let me take you out for a pint after we finish up today. I’d love to talk, hash things out, get back to being mates again.”

      I let my cool gaze skim him up and down.

      He’s impeccably dressed, as usual. His pink-and-blue plaid summer suit should look ridiculous, but he somehow manages to pull it off with aplomb. Hawley is an arrogant arse, but he’s a good-looking man, by all accounts, who knows how to put himself together. And he can be charming when he wants to be.

      I can’t fault my sister for falling for him. And Hawley certainly did seem devoted to her while they were together. He fooled even me there.

      But I won’t forgive what he did to my sister, and I certainly know better than to let my guard down around this two-faced, back-stabbing goblin.

      I turn away without a response, deciding the Cut Direct is the best response in this situation. In Regency times, my Byron ancestors excelled at the art of staring straight in the face a friend who’d fallen out of favor, while pretending not to have a clue who he was.

      I’m bringing it back, and it feels good to leave Hawley sputtering while I turn a kind smile on the petite Asian woman at the station across from mine. She has a slick page boy cut and red-framed glasses a bit too large for her small face, but there’s a friendly light in her eyes. “Hello, I’m Weston. Nice to meet you.”

      “Willow,” she whispers so softly I can barely hear her. “Good to meet you too.” Her fingers flutter at her throat, tugging the top of her lacy shirt away from her neck. Cartoon cupcakes dance on her pink apron. “I’m so nervous.”

      “Don’t be,” I assure her. “I think a lot of us are new to the competition scene. We’ll stumble along together.”

      Her cheeks flush. “Thank you. I just hope the judges don’t yell like that angry chef on TV.”

      “I doubt it. All the people I’ve met so far have been quite nice,” I say, then add in a confidential voice, “And the grouchy chef? He’s a friend of the family and a total lamb off-screen. The going-mental thing is mostly an act for the cameras.”

      “Really?” Her hand drops to the counter of her station, and she seems to relax a little.

      “Really. And no one’s going to be worried about ratings here, so we should be safe from unnecessary drama.”

      She nods and tucks her hair shyly behind one ear but doesn’t make any further attempt at conversation. Which is probably good since, at that moment, Gigi steps into the tent, following the same woman who guided me down the center aisle between the stations. The stunning redhead is wearing a dress that drops my jaw to the floor.

      Glossy red fabric wraps around her neck, crisscrossing at her breasts and nipping in at her waist before flaring into a poof around her legs. The dress is…blisteringly hot, but it’s the fluffy black underskirt beneath it that has my fingers itching and my cock thickening behind the fly of my black suit pants.

      I pushed a very similar fluffy skirt up her thighs just two nights ago. Memories of the way it bunched around her waist as I devoured her sweet, hot pussy flood my head as she swishes by, shooting me a sultry glance from the corner of her eyes that nearly knocks me off my feet.

      “Stop it,” I hiss as she passes.

      She laughs under her breath but doesn’t respond. She’s listening to the woman explaining that the small ovens we’re using tend to run a few degrees hot and that there’s a chance she’ll blow a fuse if she runs more than two or three appliances at a time.

      Hm. Good to know.

      I make a mental note to turn off the mixer for the scone batter before I start whipping my lemon-infused cream. My English take on the “Classic New York Dessert” we’re creating for this first challenge—lemon-strawberry shortcake served on toasted scones with cream and shortbread crumble—is fairly simple, but I will have several ingredients going at the same time.

      I jot a reminder on my notepad and then go back to admiring Gigi’s ensemble. And I’m not the only one. Wretched Hawley is slobbering on his shirt as he crosses to introduce himself, making me wish I’d warned Gigi that there was a sister-destroying monster in our midst.

      But I needn’t have worried. Gigi is pleasant, but distant, and sends him on his way after just a few moments. Hawley crosses behind the cooking stations, giving each one a thorough once over.

      Move along, wanker. Move along.

      He lingers near Willow’s a few more seconds, bending over to tie his shoe or something, then marches on.

      Once he’s back in his station, Gigi turns to Willow and begins a warm conversation clearly designed to put the anxious creature at ease. I overhear bits and pieces.

      “I stopped in your shop the other week. The cinnamon roll cupcake was genius.”

      “Oh, thank you. I’ve always loved cinnamon rolls and, well, of course I love cupcakes,” Willow replies.

      “And to marry them together?” Gigi gives a chef’s kiss.

      Willow’s smile lights up her face. “And the cinnamon rolls and cupcakes lived happily ever after.”

      I smile too, at the Gigi Effect. Willow seems more relaxed after talking to her.

      The redhead truly is an excellent judge of character. She shouldn’t doubt herself. Or me. I’m wonderful, and as soon as this contest is over, I’ll prove it to her.

      Because I do need to kiss her again. Soon.

      As if sensing the direction of my thoughts, she shifts her attention my way, her lips curving in a wry smile as she shakes her head. “It won’t work,” she calls out. “I refuse to be distracted by…any of that.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say with a grin, pleased that she finds me as distracting as I find her.

      “Welcome contestants! And welcome, Brooklyn!” The short, pudgy man with the thick gray beard who seems to be running the competition waves to us from a small stage at the front of the tent. Behind him, several hundred people have gathered.

      People who cheer as he turns to wave their way.

      They’re so loud Willow flinches and looks ready to dive under her counter to hide. And I confess, my own pulse picks up a little. I didn’t expect this to be so public. Or performative.

      But as the cheering crowd is allowed past the entrance ropes to surround the tent—settling into lawn chairs they’ve brought with them or onto blankets spread on the grass—it’s clear we’re going to have an audience.

      “Gigi! Gigi! Over here!” The call comes from behind me, and I turn to see a group of women—all ages and colors, with seemingly nothing in common but the big smiles on their faces—waving her way.

      “Give ‘em hell, kiddo!” an older woman wearing an unusually sexy pair of overalls shouts out. The woman beside her with the wild blond curls and killer smile seconds the sentiment.

      “You’re already our winner,” says a younger woman with luminous dark brown skin and a stunning, big-eyed baby strapped to her chest with a shawl. Beside her, a pretty woman with brown hair and a heart-shaped face that reminds me a little of Gigi’s shouts, “You’re the goddess of pie, and don’t you forget it.”

      I glance back at Gigi to see her blushing and shushing them, but it’s clear she’s happy to see her fan club.

      I am too. She absolutely deserves a fan club.

      Still, it makes me a little sad that I forbade Abby from coming. I didn’t want her to be forced into close proximity with Wretched Hawley or to worry about how she’s handling being near her ex for the first time since their split.

      But now’s not the time for emotions.

      Now is the time for cooking.

      I roll up my sleeves and get to work.

      Thank you, mum, for the inspiration.
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, I put the finishing touches on the strawberry shortcake.

      It smells fantastic and looks pretty enough for a centerfold shot in Bon Appétit magazine.

      The scones and shortbread cookies, of course, I’ve made countless times, but the lemon infused cream was a new adventure—and a tricky one. If you don’t get the measurements exactly right, the lemon will curdle the cream instead of leaving it delightfully zested.

      But my cream is fucking gorgeous, perched like a cloud atop my perfect strawberry filling—not too liquid, not too dry.

      I’m about to whip out my phone to document my beauty for the shop’s social media when Gigi shrieks, “Willow! Fire! You’re on fire!”

      I whip my gaze to the right.

      Oh, bloody hell.

      Flame dances up the strings on Willow’s apron. A ridiculously fast-moving flame.

      “Oh.” The tiny woman’s eyes go wide, but she doesn’t move to extinguish the flames. She simply presses both hands to her face and shouts, “Oh, no,” in a slightly louder voice.

      Instinct kicks in, replacing panic. There’s no room for anything but swift, efficient action.

      I drop my phone on my counter, grab a damp towel, and rush to Willow’s station, arriving just as Gigi slides over the top of her counter to land beside the frozen woman.

      She has a wet towel in hand, as well.

      Fucking sexy as hell, I think as Gigi reaches for Willow’s thigh, covering it with her towel. I do the same, joining in, and we smother the fire together.

      A few seconds later, the fire is out, leaving behind nothing but the acrid smell of singed cotton.

      “Oh my God, oh my God!” Willow hyperventilates as the last of the smoke wafts from her apron.

      Gigi rests a hand on her shoulder and guides her to a stool at the rear of the station, closer to the onlookers on the grass, who are now applauding our rescue.

      I wave in acknowledgment then crouch on one side of the stool as Gigi cradles Willow’s hand on the other.

      “Breathe, sweetie pie,” Gigi says, petting her trembling fingers. “Just breathe.”

      Willow nods, gulping. I glance around for a cup, but don’t see one. I do spot a water bottle sticking out of Willow’s purse beneath the counter, however, and fill it at the sink.

      “Thank you.” She accepts the bottle and takes a small sip. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Nonsense. Fires happen in kitchens all the time,” I reassure her. “Especially when you’re in an unfamiliar space.”

      “Just a few weeks ago, I burned water,” Gigi offers.

      “Water?” Willow asks, confused.

      “Yes. On the stove. My wooden spoon handle caught fire while I was boiling water for pasta,” she says, then whispers. “But I was listening to Lady Gaga and singing along so it was mostly her fault. Plus, it was a good excuse to order out.”

      Willow laughs, and Gigi squeezes her knee.

      My heart does an odd sort of gymnastics in my chest.

      Strange, that.

      “Thank you,” Willow says to Gigi, then turns to me. “And you.”

      “Anytime,” I say.

      As we return to our stations to put the final touches on our dishes for the judges, Gigi’s eyes stay on mine. She mouths, So you’re a fireman too?

      I answer her with a wink.

      Because I’d like nothing more than to put out Gigi’s fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            GIGI

          

        

      

    

    
      I wait as patiently as I can, with perfect posture.

      Good posture helps me deal with being judged.

      I’ve always loved cooking, and adored baking even more than worshipping at fashion’s fickle altar—sorry, fashion, you know I love you. But I’m not a big fan of being judged.

      Especially in public.

      Reading reviews of the shop online gives me a rash, and when I entered a recipe for consideration in the “Brooklyn’s Best Eats” charity cookbook, I had to call Ruby over to open the email for me when it arrived. I knew I’d fall into the shame-pit if I was rejected without a friend around to hold my hand and tell me it wasn’t a big deal and there would be other cookbooks.

      I just like things to be perfect and can’t help stressing out when someone thinks my best effort isn’t worthy of at least four out of five stars.

      Growing up, perfection was one of the few things that seemed to make my parents happy. They loved that I got good grades, crafted exceptional macaroni artwork, and went out of my way to make special desserts for them on their birthdays. They never seemed happy with each other, so I worked to bring them joy in other ways. I was too young to be conscious of it at the time, but looking back, it’s clear being the perfect daughter was my plan for keeping my family together.

      Too bad it didn’t work.

      Or maybe not. My parents are happier now that they’re divorced and I’m happier now that I know they’re both deeply flawed people who probably shouldn’t have had children. I know they love me in their way, but it’s not really a way that feels like love very often.

      Doesn’t take a degree in psychology to know that’s also probably part of the reason I’m sweating right now, silently willing the judging to wrap up as soon as possible.

      No matter how grown up I am, or how much I know I’m loved by Gram and Harrison and my aunt and uncle and Ruby, having parents who don’t really care for you all that much can make a girl a little sensitive to criticism.

      Two different chefs have already tasted my mini apple pies topped with hand-churned cinnamon ice cream and a caramel drizzle. I couldn’t think of anything more American—or New York, hello, Big Apple—than classic apple pie and my take on the recipe is unique, zesty, and packed with flavor. The addition of the ice cream and drizzle add another layer of pure decadent yumminess.

      Until this moment, I’d been confident that I’d nailed the perfect offering for the first challenge, but now I’m starting to wonder if apple pie is too simple.

      Too trite.

      Too…apple flavored.

      The final judge, the grouchy one with the goatee, takes another bite of the crust—just the crust—pauses, then nods.

      He sets down the plate, scribbles in his notebook, then strides to Mr. Skips, the organizer of the competition and one of the sweetest men in the sweets business. He ran the best wedding cake bakery in Brooklyn until he retired a few years back, leaving the business to his grandson.

      Too bad he’s not a judge this year. He’s good friends with Aunt Barb and a huge fan of pie. And me. When we were kids, he always brought Ruby and me kites when he came to pick up his Easter desserts, and he still pops into Sweetie Pies regularly.

      Not that I’d want special treatment or anything, but at least I’d know at least one judge appreciates my medium.

      Some people just don’t like pie.

      Those people are obviously crazy, but…

      After a few seconds that stretch on for an angst-filled eternity, Mr. Skips whirls around, strokes his cute little gray beard and clears his throat. “Good news, Sweet Lovers! We’re ready to announce the point tallies for the first round! As a reminder, the rules stipulate that the contestant with the most points at the conclusion of the last event wins.”

      He takes a deep breath.

      Then a freaking pregnant pause.

      We all hang on his words—all ten contestants and the couple hundred onlookers gathered around the edge of the tent. He finally exhales, rattling off the fifth-place winner with seven points out of ten, and then my name is next.

      “Gigi James with eight points for her lovely apple pie.”

      I beam. I hoped to make the top three, but there are a lot of talented chefs here. I’ll take fourth and 8 out of 10 and be proud of my performance, thank you very much!

      “And in third place.” Mr. Skips glances back to his notes again, and chuckles, “Or well, I guess tied for fourth? Tied for third?” He laughs again. “In any event, West Byron, also finishes with 8 points for his innovative and refreshing strawberry shortcake.”

      What the…?

      I jerk my gaze to West, who’s blinking too, seemingly equally surprised that we’re tied.

      But he doesn’t seem upset, and shockingly I find I’m not either. His shortcake was stunning. I wanted to eat it up with a spoon.

      Or pop a dollop of that cream on a certain part of him and lick it off.

      Stop it. No unicorn peen thoughts allowed, especially not while still on the field of battle.

      Forcing a just-friends smile, I wrench my gaze from West’s as Mr. Skips finishes calling out the scores.

      Willow takes second place with her funnel cake flavored cupcake with caramel apple icing—a triumph I hope will restore her confidence after the fire. And then, as much as I hate to see the smarmy pastry chef come out on top, I’m not surprised when Hawley nabs first place with nine points.

      I saw his pastry—a chocolate cherry crème puff in the shape of a…wait for it… Big Apple. With cherry glaze running down its perfectly rounded shape and delicate dark chocolate shavings dusted across the plate like autumn leaves, it was stunning.

      Still, I find it hard to admire the man, there’s something slimy about him, no matter how well-groomed he or his crème puff appear to be.

      As soon as we’re dismissed, I make it a point to head in the opposite direction of Mr. Pastry, hurrying around the back of the tent to find Rosie, Ruby, and the rest of my girls.

      “You did it! Third place!” Ruby enthuses, pulling me in for a hug.

      “And only one point between you and that massive prick in plaid,” Rosie says, making me laugh. Because, of course, Rosie can spot a prick a mile away.

      “And tied with Mr. Yummy Shortcake.” Allana bobs her dark brows as she pats Reggie, her sleeping baby boy’s bottom. “If I weren’t a happily married woman, I would totally let him split my scone.”

      “Right in half,” Rosie agrees, shooting a heated look West’s way.

      I clear my throat. “Um. Gross. I do not want my scone split, thank you very much. I want to keep my scone intact, my head in the game, and make sure I beat him next time around.”

      I chat with the girls for a bit longer, then excuse myself to gather my things from my station and tidy up. As I load my purse with the spices I brought from home, Willow tiptoes over to tap a timid finger on my counter. “I’d like to take you out, if that’s okay. You and Weston? To say thank you.”

      “Oh, you don’t—” I’m about to say have to, but I stop myself and think about how I’d feel if the shoe was on the other foot. If Willow had kept me from catching fire, I’d absolutely want to take her out. The look in her eyes tells me she feels the same way.

      That this matters to her.

      “Yes,” I say with a smile. “I’d love that. Want me to ask West for you?”

      Willow and I have been casual acquaintances for years—since she opened The Cupcakery in Williamsburg, in fact—but she’s still shy with me. I’m assuming West must have her completely spooked, but she surprises me.

      “No, I’ll do it,” she says, her lips twitching up on one side. “He’s really nice. Reminds me of my big brother.”

      Aw. That’s sweet, though I confess I’m secretly relieved West doesn’t remind me of my big brother.

      I watch as Willow asks him to join us, and the gentle way he accepts the invitation, and a warm fullness spreads through my chest.

      He’s not an evil tea-peddling trickster human. He’s kind and funny and gracious and heroic, and when he turns to me with a smile—clearly happy to join Willow and me—it’s all I can do not to jump into his arms and pepper his big, sweet, sexy face with kisses.

      Instead, I hitch my bag over my shoulder and nod toward the top of the Park. The sun sinks near the horizon as evening sets in. “Should we walk up by the museum? Avoid the subway?”

      Willow nods. “There’s a great diner up there. Amazing curly fries.”

      Twenty minutes later, I’m sliding into a shiny red booth next to Willow while West settles across from us. We order burgers and extra curly fries and chat about Brooklyn, trading stories of our favorite quirky natives, from the unicyclist couple who go for romantic, one-wheeled jaunts every night to the woman who brings her pet duck to the park in a baby carriage so it can visit with the wild waterfowl.

      Willow nibbles a fry, then says, “And now this is one of my favorite stories about Brooklyn. I’m so grateful to the two of you.” She takes a shaky breath. “That could have gone…really badly.”

      “Our pleasure,” I say with a wave of my hand. “Don’t think twice about it. Wasn’t a big deal at all.”

      “But it was. You took time away from your dishes to help me, and I appreciate your kindness so much.”

      Something in her voice makes me think she’s not used to kindness from strangers. Which is sad. Kindness is one of my favorite things.

      “Well, I appreciate your cupcakes.” I squeeze her hand then shift my attention to West. “You simply must try the cinnamon roll cupcakes at her shop. They’re the best.”

      He seems delighted, his lips crooking into a grin. “Are they now? I’m a big fan of cinnamon.”

      My stomach rumbles with the memory, and I hum happily. “Then you’ll love them. Absolutely delish. But she only makes them on weekends, so keep that in mind.”

      “Or let me know ahead of time that you’re coming,” Willow says with a smile. “I can make some special. We chefs have to stick together, right?”

      “Except Hawley.” West’s smile vanishes as clouds sweep in behind his eyes. “Don’t turn your back on that one. Especially if there are any knives around. You’ll end up with one right between the shoulder blades.”

      I’m about to ask West to spill the goods on Mr. Slimeball when Willow’s phone barks.

      Literally barks.

      “Oh, that’s Daisy, my dog sitter.” She grabs the phone from her purse and opens it at cheetah speed. “What? Wait, slow down, Dee,” she says. “Sparky made a nest of my—”

      Willow breaks off with a sigh, dropping her head to rest in her hand. “He does that sometimes. He grabs them all from the laundry. He has…a thing.”

      I meet West’s eyes and mouth fetish?

      Underwear fetish, he mouths back.

      I bite my lip, stifling a giggle.

      “Sure thing, Daisy, don’t worry, I’ll be right there.” Willow pauses, then continues, “No, he usually doesn’t eat things he shouldn’t. When he starts gathering socks, it just means he’s ready for me to put him to bed. He likes to be tucked in. So do the others. But I’ll come home and keep an eye on him to make sure he hasn’t been chewing on things he shouldn’t.”

      West’s mouth forms an O. Socks, of course.

      Willow ends the call, her brow furrowing as she turns back to us. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. My chihuahuas. The sitter thinks Sparky might have eaten a sock while she wasn’t looking. But I’ll pay the check, and you guys can stay and finish,” she says, gesturing to our half full plates.

      I wouldn’t mind finishing. I’m still famished.

      “Are you sure?’ West asks.

      “Of course. Stay.” She smiles as she slides out of the booth. “Thank you again—for the help and the chef talk. It was so fun. But Skippy, Salty, Stringbean, and Sparky aren’t used to me being out after seven or eight. They get anxious.”

      “You have four dogs?” West asks.

      Willow just shrugs and smiles. “Dogs like me.”

      “Smart dogs,” I say.

      She laughs—actually laughs without covering her mouth or hiding behind her hair—waves, pays the bill at the cashier, and heads out into the thickening twilight.

      And then I’m alone with West again.

      Just West. Gorgeous, kind, thoughtful fireman West.

      But I’m not technically alone. Since we’re in a restaurant. I’m safe from myself here. It’s a diner, and a brightly lit one, at that. I’m not going to blow him under the table, for God’s sake.

      I’m not going to blow him under the table.

      Right?

      Swallowing hard I pluck a curly fry from my plate and point it West’s way. “So, spill. What’s the scoop on Hawley? Because I got a bad vibe from him from the start.”

      West’s eyes narrow even as his lips curve up on one side. “I saw that. You’ve got good instincts.”

      I shrug. “Not always, but glad to know they were working today.”

      “Me too,” he agrees. “Hawley’s a garbage person. Comes from obscene old money but has never met a person he wouldn’t screw over to get more. Cleary, he’s a talented chef, but rumor has it he stole most of his best recipes—including the ones he’s monetized—from his ex-girlfriends. For years, he only dated other pastry chefs.” He sighs. “Until he started dating my sister a few years ago.”

      My jaw drops. “What? How did that happen, big brother?”

      West sighs. “I know. I feel like shit that I didn’t keep her away from him, but I didn’t realize what a piece of shit he was until after he dumped her. Brutally. My instincts weren’t so great where he was concerned.” He picks up a fry, tossing it into his mouth and chewing before he adds, “Though, back then, I spent so much time with banker pricks who didn’t care about anything but money that Hawley actually seemed okay in comparison. At least he had interests outside of acquiring more material possessions and vacation homes.”

      “Vacation homes,” I echo with a shake of my head. “I can’t imagine having one of those, let alone multiples.” I frown and grab another fry. “I mean, why would you really need more than one? Who can do that much vacationing?”

      “Trust fund babies and men in line to inherit their father’s wealth and title,” he offers, with a hint of bitterness. “Though, honestly, even if I had more money than God, I can’t imagine sitting around on a beach half the year and skiing the other. A person should do something worthwhile with his or her life. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      I cock my head, charmed but in the mood to challenge him too. “So, you think running a tea shop is worthwhile?”

      “I do,” he says, looking surprised. “Don’t you?”

      I nod. “I do. People need warm, welcoming places to gather.”

      “And other people to take care of them and serve them delicious things that remind them of home,” he says, sending another arrow directly into my heart.

      I wrap my hands around my water glass. “Yes. Exactly. Or make them feel the way they should have felt at home—loved and safe and free to be themselves and enjoy it.”

      His gaze softens, and I feel myself pulled into the irresistible tractor beam of his West-vibe all over again. “Surely, someone as adorable as you must have been very loved.”

      I bob my shoulder. “My gram and brother are great, though he was pretty bossy when we were growing up. But that was just his way of trying to feel in control amidst the chaos. Our parents were…a lot. Most of it not good.”

      He frowns. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, brightening as I add, “My aunt and uncle and cousin are great too. And tons of people have things way worse.”

      “Still, I feel like a bit of a spoiled brat. My parents were both great. Dad’s a bit analytical, but a solid chap who loves all four of his crazy kids to bits. And Mum was just…wonderful. Funny as hell, creative, and with the patience of a saint. Even when my brothers and I were wrestling in the house and breaking all her nice things.”

      I press my lips together but, in the end, can’t help asking, “When did she pass?”

      “A long time ago,” he says with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “I was eighteen.”

      Under the table, I wrap my feet around his leg and give it a squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

      He takes my hand, threading his fingers through mine, making my chest feel even tighter. “Thanks. She was an amazing chef. It was her scone recipe that helped me snag that 8.”

      “Oh, West,” I sigh, surprised to feel the back of my nose start to sting. “That’s great. She would be so proud of you.”

      “I hope so. In any event, it was nice to have her with me today. That’s why Abby and I quit our boring day jobs to open the shop. For Mum. It’s been our secret plan since we were kids.”

      I press my free hand to my heart and whisper, “Stop it.”

      He arches a brow. “Stop what?”

      “Stop being so…perfect.”

      He grins one of his wicked grins. “I’m far from perfect. I have many unlikeable qualities. I can be very bossy.”

      “Yes, I really hate that about you,” I say dryly, pulling my hand from his and crossing my arms.

      His low, sexy laugh makes it clear he knows I love his bossiness, especially in the bedroom. “And I’m impatient and judgmental, especially with people who don’t share my values.”

      “Values are important.” I find myself confessing, “As someone who’s been cheated on by every serious boyfriend I’ve ever had, I get that. I need someone who shares my values.”

      West scowls, a dark look that actually makes me sit back in my chair. “What absolute pieces of shit. They all deserve to be castrated. Slowly and painfully.”

      I smile. “I think the painful part can probably be taken for granted with that. But thanks.”

      I take a breath, prepared to change the subject, when he says, “My last serious girlfriend saw me as more of a blank check than a boyfriend. Turned me off relationships, to be honest.”

      I need to make a mental note in Sharpie that West isn’t looking for anything lasting. My squishy heart often wants more than a man can give. Must not forget he’s happily single.

      “That’s understandable, wanting to steer clear of anything complicated.” I don’t want him to think I’m a clinger. I want him to know I understand the score. I respect his stance.

      He motions toward himself. “Plus, not to brag, but I have several other excellent qualities on offer aside from my bottom line.”

      I nod. “You really do.”

      He frowns. “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “No, you absolutely do. You’re great.” I pick at my napkin as I add, “I’m glad we’re friends.”

      Friends.

      We. Are. Just. Friends.

      And that might be all we’ll ever be. He’s not interested in a relationship. He made that clear the night we met, and he just underlined it in red ink. And I can’t blame him for feeling that way, not when I said the same thing myself.

      But I’m starting to realize that if I spend much more time with West, I’m going to fall in love with him. Deeply, wildly, madly in love. He checks so many of my boxes. Add in the fact that he’s so kind and willing to be vulnerable and calls me “adorable” in a way that makes me believe he really means it, and I’m on a collision course with heartache.

      Not to mention having my focus shot to hell right when I need it most. If I don’t blow past him at the challenge in four days, I won’t have a chance of winning Mrs. Sweets.

      But when he says, “So, friend, would you want to come to mine for a nightcap? I promise I’ll send you home in plenty of time to get your beauty sleep,” I find myself nodding and sliding out of the booth.

      Just one drink.

      How much trouble can I get into during one teensy tiny little drink?
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      The answer is two fingers.

      As in two fingers worth of whiskey in this Sazerac.

      This heavenly, disgustingly good cocktail, both sweet and bitter, that’s taking the express lane to my head.

      I tap the glass. “This is officially unfair.” I kick a petulant foot back and forth as I sink into the plush gray couch in West’s—I can’t believe I’m saying this—library.

      The man has a freaking library.

      With floor-to-ceiling shelves. And old books. And new books. And a ladder.

      I just can’t.

      I might come just from staring at the books.

      But I’d rather stare at the man who can mix drinks as well as he bakes.

      “What’s not fair, love?” West knocks back some of his drink then sets it down on the table next to my purse, cupping my knee with his warm hand, sending a rush of tingles through me.

      Tingles that settle between my breasts, making my nipples hard.

      So does the idea of banging on that ladder.

      “First, the library. Second”—I gesture his way—“your face. Third, the drink, which is divine. All of it, unfair.”

      I take another tiny sip, and he laughs, making me pout. “Are you laughing at the way I drink?”

      “Are you laughing at my face? My unfair face?” He squeezes my knee harder.

      Another flurry of shivers runs down my spine.

      My gaze drifts down to his hand on my leg, then my thoughts traipse back to the diner, to the warning I gave myself.

      I’m not going to blow him under the table.

      And you know what? I didn’t.

      I’m going to blow him in his library instead.

      When I made that promise I had no idea the trifecta of whiskey-library-face seduction I’d be up against! No one in their right mind could fault me for breaking under this kind of pressure.

      I finish my drink in a gulp, savoring the last drops of the lemon, the syrup, the bitters, letting them swirl on my tongue as I imagine other last drops.

      A glint of curiosity crosses West’s dark eyes. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Why would you think I have something on my mind?”

      “Your eyes are ripping my clothes off.” He practically rumbles the words—a dirty, English rumble.

      I set down the glass, feeling bold, feeling beautiful. Maybe it’s the drink. Maybe it’s West.

      Maybe it’s me.

      Whatever the reason, I want.

      I want him. But I can’t lose myself in this man, so I choose my weapons wisely.

      My mouth. That’s it. And I chart the course.

      I slide a hand up his pants on a fast track for the thickening bulge that has all my attention. “I have a confession,” I whisper as I cover the hard ridge of his cock with my palm.

      My breath catches; his hitches.

      “By all means, confess. And I mean that in the bossiest of ways.” His husky voice makes a pulse beat faster between my legs.

      I squeeze his cock harder, then I slide down to the floor. “I didn’t say yes to the drink because I was thirsty.” I work open the buttons, slide down the zipper.

      “Let me guess, beautiful.” He slides a big hand through my hair, curling it around my head possessively, oh so possessively. “You came here because you were hungry? Hungry for my cock?”

      A full-body shudder seizes me from head to toe, electrifies my cells. “Dirty talker.”

      “Filthy,” he promises.

      Damn. Yes, I could fall for this man.

      But like this, on my knees, I’m in control of the moment.

      And oddly enough, of my heart.

      This is all I’ll allow.

      The chance to please him.

      I won’t be giving in to my soft heart if I take his hard cock to the back of my throat. I’ll just be giving in to my basest desires.

      Those have a hold of me right now, and I don’t want them to let go.

      He pushes his pants down his hips, to his thighs, gripping the base.

      I lick my lips, then make a split-second decision. Reaching for my purse, I dip a hand into it and fish out a kinky baker girl’s best friend–a long, pink polka dot cloth headband that I use to hold my hair back by day.

      And that West can use to pin my wrists with by night.

      I dangle it in front of me. “I said I liked scarves.”

      “But hair ties will do just fine,” he finishes, then makes a circling gesture with his finger.

      I rise, turn around, and let the man bind my wrists behind my back.

      Then I return to the floor, kneel before him, and give him my only order. “Like you said, I’m hungry. Please feed me your cock.”
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      Gladly.

      And with so much pleasure.

      Gripping the base, I offer my cock to the woman in the red dress.

      The one on her knees.

      Between my legs.

      Asking for my dick to slide between her lips.

      This is clearly a dream. The most authentic, lifelike, intensely real dream I’ve ever had. I watch Gigi part those red lips and practically beg for me to fill her mouth.

      I push in the crown, and she wraps her lips around my dick like she’s just tasted the most succulent dessert. Groaning, I curl a hand through her hair. “That’s right, beautiful,” I murmur as she draws me in deeper, swirling her tongue over the head, sending bolts of pleasure straight to my balls.

      She hums around my shaft as she takes me in farther, bringing me deeper into the warm paradise of her mouth.

      A shudder wracks me as Gigi opens wider, flicking her tongue as I slide home, and then, she takes me to the back of her throat on a sexy, needy pant.

      Her eyes float closed, and she looks enraptured.

      I am on fire.

      Flames lick my skin.

      Sparks cover my body.

      I don’t know what I ever did to deserve this kind of treatment, but I need to find out and do it again and again. “Yes, nice and deep, beautiful. That’s so fucking perfect,” I rasp, clutching her head, sliding my other hand through her hair, too.

      I guide her through the blow job, the way she asked me to do when she told me to tie her up. It’s a filthy sight. This goddess trussed up, mouth wide open, lavishing fantastic attention on my cock.

      As I control her.

      As I grip her head.

      As I set the pace.

      Like she wants me to.

      My sweet, submissive—but always on her terms—dirty, little lover.

      My thighs burn with pleasure as Gigi licks and sucks, doing all the work. As she swirls her tongue, I punch up my hips, wanting to fill her mouth, to thrust deep.

      But a gentleman should make sure such advances are welcome.

      “Can I fuck your mouth, love?”

      Her answer comes in sparks in her blue eyes, and a speedy nod.

      With her permission, I nudge my cock deeper, grip her tighter, and thrust.

      I fuck her gorgeous lips, watching her cheeks hollow out, as Gigi takes and takes and I give and give, until my balls tighten, and pleasure charges down my spine, barreling through my body.

      “Yes. Fucking yes. Coming. Coming now.” I squeeze my eyes shut as my orgasm pummels me with excruciatingly blissful force.

      It annihilates my senses, frying brain cells.

      When I open my eyes and stop shaking, I smile woozily at the scene in front of me.

      Gigi, with wild intent in her gaze.

      Her lips parted.

      Her thighs squeezing.

      “I need to make you come, love,” I tell her. Since she likes my bossy side, I give her an order. “Stay on your knees.”

      “Yes, sir,” she says in a salacious tone.

      I tug up my briefs and trousers and move behind her, freeing her wrists.

      “Hands and arms in front of you, on the couch,” I say, and she stretches forward, reaching her arms to the edge of the cushion.

      Like a good girl, she lifts her lovely arse up, granting me full access.

      I move behind her, one knee on the floor, one knee bent, and I yank her knickers to the side to sweep my fingers across her hot, wet pussy.

      Fuck, she feels fantastic.

      Slippery and warm and so ready.

      “Oh, God,” she groans, offering me more, lifting her arse even higher.

      Like that, I fuck her with my fingers, thrusting one, then two into her sweetness, playing with her, filling her.

      With a moan, her head falls forward, her hips arching and swaying.

      But I know she wants more than fingers.

      She wants hands on flesh.

      I raise my left palm and bring it down hard on her cheek.

      She gasps.

      I rub another finger against her clit.

      Then lift my hand once more, swatting her again.

      Another feral moan.

      I crook my fingers, hitting that spot that makes her shake. That makes her legs tremble. That makes her cry out.

      One more sharp smack, one deep thrust, then she’s falling apart, coming undone, calling my name.

      She pants and writhes then sinks down to the floor.

      I press a gentle kiss to her bottom. Then one more, savoring the soft skin. I rub gently where I hit her, soothing any ache.

      She turns her face to the side, looking lust-drunk and so damn happy. “That was yummy.”

      “Maybe now you’ll spend the night in my unfair library. Or, better yet, in my unfair bed, and I can feed you something unfairly fantastic for breakfast?”

      I wait, hoping so damn hard. Wanting her yes more than I could have imagined.

      Her face softens even more, the expression so lovely and inviting.

      Perhaps I’ve convinced her.

      I don’t breathe for a few seconds.

      But she’s a lion underneath. She shakes her head, shudders out a no. “I want to, but I have to go. The longer I stay, the more I’ll never want to leave.”

      She gathers her things, and she…goes.

      Dammit.
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      From the texts of Gigi James and West Byron

      

      
        
        West: Have you made it home safely, love? I expect a text when you’re all tucked in for the night.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Bossy, bossy. *winking emoji* All tucked in, sir.

      

        

      
        West: Fuck.

      

        

      
        Gigi: No, we don’t do that. We’re just friends, remember?

      

        

      
        West: Friends who fuck? Please say we’re friends who fuck. As lovely as everything else tonight was—and it was absolutely fucking lovely—I’m still lying here hard as a day-old scone, dying to be inside you.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Considering scones are pretty hard to start with, that sounds serious.

      

        

      
        West: My scones are never hard. They’re firm and flaky, yet delightfully dense. Come over, and I’ll feed you one. You’ll see.

      

        

      
        Gigi: No offense, but I’m not into scones, either. You’d have to tie me up and hold my nose.

      

        

      
        West: That can be arranged…

      

        

      
        Gigi: Nope. That’s enough of that. Tonight was fun, but we have to focus. The next event is in four days. Four days, West! And I want to beat you fair and square, not because I kept you up for seventy-two hours straight riding you like a cowgirl at her last rodeo.

      

        

      
        West: You. Cowgirl hat. Nothing else. I’m ordering one first thing in the morning.

      

        

      
        Gigi: LOL. Go to sleep! That’s what I’m going to do. My focus is where it’s supposed to be—on the contest, not your cock.

      

        

      
        West: Or your pussy.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Or your hands on my ass.

      

        

      
        West: Or the way your throat works when you swallow.

      

        

      
        Gigi: God. I loved swallowing you. That whole thing was…so hot.

      

        

      
        West: What was that? Sorry. I’d love to discuss that with you further, but a wise woman told me I should focus on handing her her ass in the kitchen, not smacking her ass in the library.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Speaking of libraries.

      

        

      
        West: Oh, did that get a rise out of you?

      

        

      
        Gigi: Well, I do like books. And you have so many. And so many big books.

      

        

      
        West: I’m glad you were admiring my big books, along with my tall shelves.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Seriously, though! A girl could get lost in that library. I could spend hours curled up on that couch, escaping into a story. I’d devour one, then the next one, then another.

      

        

      
        West: So, you’re like Belle.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Be still my beating heart. You know your princesses.

      

        

      
        West: I would write LOL if I were an LOL-er. But yes, I do know the basic pop culture references, thank you. Also, I have a younger sister who loves them. But it raises the question—am I the beast?

      

        

      
        Gigi: The beast is my favorite hero. Want to know why?

      

        

      
        West: The library.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Actually, that’s only half of it. Once you get past the whole keeping her prisoner thing, he’s so…real. He has so much to overcome. His anger, his pride, his uncertainty.

      

        

      
        West: True. He’s not even sure how to eat appropriately, if memory serves? Doesn’t she teach him table manners?

      

        

      
        Gigi: Yes. AND THEN HE REPENTS near the end! Gah. When he realizes he was wrong to keep her and lets her go to see her father, I DIE every time. I SWOON. For a beast. He’s so flawed and real. Therefore, I don’t just love him for his library. I love him for his heart.

      

        

      
        West: You’re quite passionate about this beast.

      

        

      
        Gigi: I’m passionate about most things. In case you haven’t noticed.

      

        

      
        West: Oh, I’ve noticed. And I approve. Though, I’m glad you didn’t pick Snow White’s Prince as your favorite. If you had, we might not be able to see each other again.

      

        

      
        Gigi: What? Why would I? He’s the most boring prince ever.

      

        

      
        West: Right? Could he be any duller? He doesn’t even have a name.

      

        

      
        Gigi: I call him Prince Dullsworth the Lame Who Has a Weirdly Red Mouth. Also—did you just say you’d stop seeing me if I liked the wrong prince?

      

        

      
        West: Yes. I did. I have standards, Gigi.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Standards are hot, Prince Panty-Melter of Brooklyn Who Has a Ladder in His Library.

        P.S. That sounded dirty, didn’t it?

      

        

      
        West: Yes, and I expect nothing less from you, Princess Kinky Who Wants to Fuck on My Ladder.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Now I know what I’ll dream of tonight…

      

        

      
        West: And on that naughty note, I must go. Get my beauty sleep. Plot world dessert domination. That sort of thing.

      

        

      
        Gigi: So, it’s sleep that makes you so pretty? Good to know. Sleep well.

      

        

      
        West: Goodnight, beautiful. See you soon.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Soon.
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      I can do this. No problem.

      No conflict of interest.

      No violation of my Rules of Engagement.

      There’s no reason I can’t pop by a chocolate shop and buy a few gifts for my friends.

      Warning my staff the next day that I might be late returning from lunch, I swing out of Sweetie Pies into the warm summer sun and stroll the few blocks over to Cocoa is Love. It’s a perfect day for purchasing a few completely friendly gifts for people who are all just friends and family.

      Pushing open the door, I step into the air-conditioned shop and inhale the mouth-watering scent of really good chocolate.

      I say hi to the woman in linen behind the counter then begin my hunt. Perusing the shelves, I consider each bar with care. That’s what shopping for others is—a chance to show them that you’ve taken the time to learn what makes them tick.

      For Harrison, it’s a chili pepper chocolate bar. He says chocolate gives him super-powered editing energy, and the peppers will give him an extra edge with his evil red pen, mwahahaha. I find a bar infused with grapefruit zest and, despite my personal reservations, add it to my basket for Gram, that crazy grapefruit lover. Next, I grab a bar of chocolate with dried cherries for Ruby—cherries are her favorite, but not maraschino cherries because, eww—and a few mini variety bars for my hardworking staff.

      With that done, I move on to my next gift selection.

      Just one of the many I’m here to purchase today. Not the entire reason I made a special trip to the chocolate shop at all.

      Eyes darting around, I check the shop for witnesses like I’m about to dip my hand into the cookie jar.

      But I’m being ridiculous, of course. Buying a gift for West is nothing to be secretive about. I’m simply repaying his thoughtfulness.

      Tit for tat.

      Mmm, I do like his hands on my tits, and he would be so hot with a tattoo. Even if it was something silly like a teapot on his bicep. He’s hot enough to pull off a teapot tattoo.

      “Just friends” thoughts, woman! You. Are. Just. Friends.

      Right. Friends.

      Forcing my thoughts to less seductive things than West’s biceps—like tea and how gross it is and how only a monster would add it to chocolate, I scan the “smoky sweet” shelf.

      I spot a bar named No Grey Area Here and can’t help but smile. Gross flavor combo, but an adorable name. Very Harrison-esque. And hey, if I’m thinking about my brother as I slip this bar from the shelf, that proves that West and I are simply pals who flirt and misbehave with our mouths once in a while.

      As the bell dings above the door, I turn the bar over and read the description. He said he loved an Earl Grey infused chocolate, and this description certainly seems to fit the bill.

      “This Earl Grey semi-sweet will steep your mouth in bliss and convince you sweet treats are made of teas,” I read aloud.

      A throat clears.

      I jump and spin to see Ruby standing by the door.

      She’s with her mother—Aunt Barb, my mom’s sister.

      Shoulders tightening like I’ve been caught stealing, I instinctively swing my basket behind my back.

      “Don’t worry,” Ruby calls. “We didn’t see you hide a chocolate stash behind your back.”

      “Chocolate is nothing to be ashamed of, sweetheart,” Barb says in her cheery voice. “We all love chocolate.”

      “Unless you’ve got more than four bars in there, then you might have a problem,” Ruby teases.

      “Stop trying to sweet-shame me, you cherry addict,” I tease right back. “And move away from the counter. I might have a little treat in here for you that I don’t want you to see yet.”

      Laughing, Ruby blows me a kiss. “You’re the best. Come see us before you leave.”

      “Will do,” I promise. As Ruby and Barb grab a table in the café section—frozen chocolate drinks are one of their summer traditions—I settle up at the counter and collect my pink bag of treasures.

      When I turn to see Ruby and Barb laughing as they open their menus, my heart squeezes a little bit. I always wished I had that kind of relationship with my mom. That we were the kind of mother-daughter pair who hung out at cafés laughing, eating, and telling stories.

      Just hanging out together on a Tuesday.

      I wish I knew what that was like. But at least I have Aunt Barb and Gram.

      When I join them, Barb extends an arm my way. “Hey there, sugar, how are you? You’ve been working so hard, I feel like I barely see you anymore. You should come over for dinner soon and let me feed you.”

      “Yes,” Ruby agrees. “Feed both of us, please. Coconut curry chicken like when we were little.”

      I moan in remembered bliss. “Oh yes. Please.”

      Barb laughs. “Done. And then we’ll take dessert out to the garden and watch the stars come out.”

      “Speaking of dessert,” Ruby says, patting the table. “Show me the goods, girl.”

      I tut at her. “You must be terrible at Christmas.” I pause, putting a mock-thoughtful finger to my lips. “Oh, wait. You are. You peek at all your gifts like a devious little spy who can’t be trusted in my apartment alone.”

      “It’s only because you’re so good at giving presents.” She makes grabby hands. “So, let me see, let me see.”

      “Terrible,” I say. “And when I know you were raised so well.”

      “I did try,” Barb says with a laugh.

      “How will I know what to order now if I don’t know what Gigi’s gifting me later?” Ruby’s lips push into a pout, and I relent.

      I love giving gifts, especially to grateful and excited recipients like my cousin. I hand over the bag, and Ruby coos and thanks me before peering inside. “Yay cherries for me! And Harrison is going to love that chili number, but who’s that for?”

      She points at the No Grey Area Here bar.

      “No one special,” I say breezily. “Just another friend. No one you know.”

      Ruby straightens and stares at me, a wicked smile spreading slowly across her face. “You bought that for a man, didn’t you?”

      I huff. “Yes, a man who is a friend.”

      “No, this is a man you like. You wanted to buy him a treat but didn’t want to feel weird about it, so you hid his present in with all the friend gifts to trick yourself into deciding it was okay to buy him an ‘I like you’ present,” she says, seeing inside my guilty little soul.

      “That’s some serious psychology,” Barb says, a Sherlock Holmes tone to her voice.

      A flush creeps up my neck.

      I’ve been caught.

      And even though deep down I knew all along this was a West-focused mission, having Ruby lay it all out there is still…uncomfortable.

      Like being caught with nothing but socks on—the rest of you feels even more naked somehow.

      Dangerously naked.

      It’s dangerous to like a man enough that you go hunting gross chocolate just for him.

      Ugh. What am I doing? Especially when West made it clear he isn’t up for anything but a fling?

      “It’s for the man who’s opening Tea and Empathy, isn’t it?” Ruby asks with a knowing quirk of her brow.

      I wrinkle my nose. “Yes.”

      “Oh, him. He’s really something,” Barb says, her eyes going wide. “I saw him carrying some paint into his shop the other morning on my walk. Just a stunning man. I bet he already gets marriage proposals slipped under the shop door.”

      A spark of jealousy ignites in my chest. “He better not,” I mutter.

      Ruby cracks up.

      So does Barb.

      Then Ruby gives me a long, exaggerated nod. “Never mind. I was mistaken, he’s clearly just a man who’s your friend.”

      Barb pats my hand. “I’m sure he’ll be fooled, too.” With a wink, she slips out of her chair. “Be right back, girls. I need to go talk to Linda about a bulk order for the pies I’m cooking for the Boys and Girls Club fundraiser next week.”

      As soon as she’s out of ear shot, Ruby grabs my arm. “Liar, liar, pants on fire. I didn’t want to spill the beans in front of Mom, but you slept with the competition again. Didn’t you!”

      Heaving a tortured sigh, I cave, pouring out my insides like a snowman melting on a summer day. “Sort of, but Ruby, I couldn’t help myself. He can solve a Rubik’s Cube in under a minute. He looks and sounds just like Henry Cavill. He’s smart and clever and filthy in bed, and he can cook like nobody’s business and he’s sweet to shy people, and to me, and I’m just —”

      “A cruel, terrible person,” she finishes.

      I blink. “What? Why am I cruel and terrible?”

      “Because you didn’t call me to tell me about all this! I thought Weston was still persona non grata. I thought we were still hating him until the end of time or not talking about him because it was upsetting to you or whatever.” She nudges my arm. “You should have told me you’d had a change of heart and maybe even…” She hesitates before continuing in a hopeful whisper, “found the man of your dreams?”

      I shake my head. “He’s not the man of my dreams.”

      “Stop. You’ve already withheld yummy gossip from your best friend and favorite cousin,” she says, “don’t add fibbing to your list of sins.”

      I press my lips together, at war with myself, and my chest is suddenly so tight it’s hard to breathe.

      “Hey, babe,” Ruby adds in a softer, more serious voice as she lays gentle fingers on my arm. “I’m just kidding. You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to. Your romantic business is your romantic business, not anyone else’s.”

      “It’s not that,” I say, biting the side of my mouth. “It’s…everything. Everything is dumb.”

      “Everything?” She arches a brow. “Would it help to maybe break that down a little?”

      I take a fortifying breath. “Okay, one, he’s in the competition, and I can feel myself getting distracted by him. And I can’t afford distraction, not when I barely squeaked into the top three in the first challenge. I have to stay strong, or I won’t have a chance in hell of winning. Two, even if he wasn’t in the competition, or after the competition is over, don’t you think getting involved with the guy across the street is a tiny bit dumb?”

      Ruby hums thoughtfully. “Because you’ll have to see him every day if it doesn’t work out?”

      My heart sinks even lower. “Yes. And really, what are the chances it will work out? Even if I can convince him to give serious dating a try, things never work out with me and boyfriends. Boyfriends always break my heart. Always. The only saving grace is that we live in a huge city and I usually don’t have to see them again.”

      At least not every day. I’ve run into Theodore on the street and that was misery, and I bumped into Shelby on the subway. The same car. Thank God, I never see Nelson the Odious since he doesn’t deign to come to Brooklyn.

      Which brings me to my point.

      “If I truly pursue something with West”—I shudder—“can you imagine how awful it would be to see him right across the street, going about his life without me? Happy that I’m no longer in his bed? Maybe even bringing his new girlfriend to his shop for brunch because of course she’s perfect for him and beautiful and sweet and loves gross, disgusting tea as much as he does.” I press my hand to the ache in my chest. “God. It hurts just thinking about it.”

      Truly, it does.

      I can feel it already, how much my heart will break when West disappoints me.

      When, not if. I’d love to believe he’s different than the men who’ve betrayed me in the past, but I’ve been burned so many times.

      And how much more would those burns have hurt if I’d been forced to see those men’s faces every day?

      Ruby takes my hand. “It’s a valid concern. That would be really hard, but…”

      “But?” I prod after a moment.

      “But maybe worth the risk?”

      I gulp. “I think friends is better. Friends. At least for now.”

      Ruby’s lips part, but before she can speak, Aunt Barb returns, and the discussion veers to pies and charity work, and before I know it, I’m on my way back to the store to clear a space in my baking schedule for my own donation to the Boys and Girls Club auction.

      I concentrate on paying it forward to my community and ignore the tangle of confusion knotting my stomach as I slip West’s present into his mail slot with a note that reads, “Something sweet to go with your dirty.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, West sends me a text.

      
        
        West: This chocolate is almost as delicious as you are.

      

      

      And I swoon.

      But it’s a friendly swoon, I swear.
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      I devour the chocolate she sent me, savoring every bite the way I intend to savor her pussy the next time I’m between her thighs, and wait for a text back.

      I’m still waiting the next morning as I head into the shop to put the finishing touches on plans for opening day.

      But still she doesn’t respond.

      Not so much as an emoji.

      I’m not happy. But I don’t suspect she’s playing games. Even when she was angry with me, she was frank about it. She didn’t give me the silent treatment or play the “guess why I’m mad” game. She laid it out for me, right on the street, no less.

      Gigi James doesn’t mince words. She wears her heart on her sleeve and she uses that mouth.

      Dear God, that mouth.

      She also spoke plainly after the blow job in my library too, making it clear that we can’t be more than friends who…don’t fuck, but do things that are very fuck-adjacent.

      A tad confusing, maybe. But honest.

      There’s something so refreshing about that level of honesty.

      There’s something wildly appealing too, about her reasons—her laser focus on her family’s business is commendable. Yet another reason to like her.

      Dammit. I wish there weren’t so many. It would be a hell of a lot easier to keep my focus where it belongs—on a successful opening Friday and a solid performance at the next challenge .

      It’s like I always say, timing is everything. And Gigi’s made it clear that now is not the time for anything to happen with the man across the street.
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        * * *

      

      I’m still thinking about timing a few hours later as I’m walking toward Sweetie Pies on my way home and Gigi suddenly charges out onto the sidewalk and shouts, “Ms. Milton, you forgot your change!”

      An older woman across the street waiting by the bus stop waves a hand. “Oh, you keep it, dear. You do such a good job.”

      Gigi smiles, but shakes her head. “You’re so sweet, but this is a… large tip. I think you may have left the wrong bill by mistake.”

      The woman’s smile crinkles her face in a clearly familiar pattern of wrinkles that’s rather beautiful. “Oh, take the hundred dollars, sweetheart, and go buy yourself something nice. You deserve it. Your pie and sweet smile are the best part of my week.”

      “Oh my goodness, well, thank you.” Gigi presses a hand to her chest. “Thank you so much.”

      She’s still standing there with her hand over her heart as Ms. Milton’s bus swallows her up and trundles her away.

      I wait until the sound of the engine fades before I say, “Boo.”

      Gigi jumps and turns my way, revealing the tears shining in her eyes. Before I realize I’m moving, I’m beside her, resting a gentle hand on her back. “Hey, there, love. What’s wrong? I saw what happened with your patron. That wasn’t a nice thing to hear?”

      “No, it was, I just…” She shakes her head, her chin trembling for a moment before she says, “I love that I’m the best part of her week, but I hate it too. People should have better things than pie in their life. You know? They should have people who love them and bring them joy.”

      Brow furrowing, I nod. “Yes, they should. But we don’t always get what we deserve. For good or for ill.”

      She sniffs. “No, but she should still have someone. Ms. Milton is wonderful.” She swallows hard and lifts her chin, meeting my gaze with a look I’ve never seen in her eyes before.

      She’s so…serious.

      And even more real and honest. And in that moment, I decide to do whatever it takes for her to trust me with this look again.

      I adore funny, sexy, kinky Gigi, but this woman with her heart in her eyes is irresistible.

      “Tell me,” I say softly. “Whatever it is. You can trust me, friend.”

      “But that’s the thing. I don’t know if I can just be your friend,” she says. “And that’s…scary.”

      “Why?” I ask. “I don’t bite. Not unless you ask nicely and tell me how hard you like it.”

      She doesn’t so much as blink, let alone smile.

      I cup her face, sobering. “I know. You’re right. It is scary. People do horrible things to each other when they’re dating, things they’d never do to a friend.”

      “Right,” she says. “When it should be the other way around. You should be more kind and careful with the people who let you that close, not more awful.”

      “Agreed. But I won’t do those horrible things, Gigi. I don’t play those kinds of games. I don’t play games, period, unless they come in a box. So, would you want to come back to my place tonight and play Scrabble with me? And let me make you dinner and show you that we can be friends who care about each other and have extraordinary sex and the sky won’t come falling down?”

      She holds my gaze and everything in the background goes soft until her lovely face is the only thing in focus.

      Finally, she whispers, “Monopoly not Scrabble.” She steps closer, then turns her head toward my ear. “And the winner picks the location for the main attraction.”

      When she pulls away, her eyes look wicked, but sweet, too.

      How is that possible?

      How can Gigi be so vulnerable with her heart and so naughty with her mouth? But that’s the onion of this woman. And I happen to like onions.

      I grab her hand, tug her close, and brush my lips to hers. “See you at eight.”

      “I’ll be there.” When we break the kiss, the vixen of seconds ago has vanished. In her place is the woman who said people should be kind. That’s the woman who flashes me a nervous smile but then squares her shoulders and lifts her chin. “And if you invite me to spend the night, I’ll say yes.”

      Answering her unspoken question isn’t hard at all. “You damn well better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      From the texts of Gigi James and West Byron

      

      
        
        Gigi: Guess where I am?

      

        

      
        West: Since it’s 7:55, you’d better be five minutes away. Unless you’re naked in the bath and want to send photos. I will accept tardiness in that case.

      

        

      
        Gigi: You like tub photos? Noted.

      

        

      
        West: I like YOU photos. Note that.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Then, just imagine I’m sending you a picture of me walking out of the wine shop two blocks from your place with a fantastic chardonnay for the chicken you’re making. Because this wine pairs very well with chicken, though honestly, I bought it because I thought it would pair well with your lips.

      

        

      
        West: I like your thinking, woman.

      

        

      
        Gigi: I also brought a peach pie. Because…peach pie.

      

        

      
        West: Peach pie needs no explanation.

      

        

      
        Gigi: And I don’t have to be at work until ten tomorrow.

      

        

      
        West: Brilliant.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Also, West?

      

        

      
        West: Yes?

      

        

      
        Gigi: I never responded to your text from last night. About the chocolate.

      

        

      
        West: You’re not required to respond.

      

        

      
        Gigi: I know. But if I were you, I would have wanted a response. I was honestly just…a little scared.

      

        

      
        West: Of what?

      

        

      
        Gigi: That if I texted back, I’d confess how much I loved buying you a little gift. Picking it out and hoping you’d like it. Hoping that you’d think of me.

      

        

      
        West: I loved it, Gigi, and I absolutely thought of you. I think of you often.

      

        

      
        Gigi: Good. Because here I am, ringing your bell.

      

        

      
        West: Oh, you are definitely ringing my bell.
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            GIGI

          

        

      

    

    
      Dreams coming true.

      I swear I can see them taunting me from just over the hill. Peeking around the corner. Poking their head out like a groundhog in February searching for spring.

      I have a wild, loop-de-loop feeling in my chest and suspect that Dreams Coming True might taste even better than the peach pie I brought for dessert.

      But first, I indulge in West’s yummy buttermilk-marinated roast chicken and sautéed broccolini and, gasp, bread.

      Homemade bread.

      It’s warm and yeasty and pillowy. I rip off a hunk and pop it into my mouth. I lick my lips, delighted that my boyf—nope, he’s my date, that’s all—can cook this well.

      “If your scones taste anything like this bread, I might have to revisit my feelings about them,” I say after I finish chewing. We’re at the counter in his kitchen, perched on wooden bar stools, surrounded by his fantastic cooking.

      Lifting his wine glass, he arches a wry brow. “If you mean that my scones are heavenly, mouth-watering and delicious, you’d be right.” He takes a drink of the wine, then sets it down. “I’m looking forward to you rescinding all those horrid things you said.”

      I give him a saucy look. “You’ll have to prove they’re as good as this bread.”

      He drops a kiss to my cheek. “That means you’ll have to come over again.”

      My breath catches. He asked me for another date.

      Though, really, tonight is basically a hookup.

      A hookup with yummy food and board games, but still… I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.

      Except, those familiar play-it-cool tricks aren’t working. I can’t fool myself any longer, and I don’t really want to. Tonight feels like so much more than casual sex.

      At least, it does to me.

      So…this is a real date.

      And he just asked me on another one.

      I give him the only answer I can. “Then I say yes.”

      He cups my cheek and brushes his lips to mine, sending the world spiraling away in a dazzling wine-soaked kiss.

      But soon, he breaks it. “Time for Monopoly. Fair warning, if I don’t win in thirty minutes, I’m likely to forfeit because I don’t know how long I can wait to have you, love.”

      I tap his nose lightly with my finger. “Good things come to those who wait.”

      But I don’t want him to wait. I really don’t.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m close. So close.” I shimmy my shoulders in a near-victory dance as he places the race car on Boardwalk. “I am a hotel magnate! Pay up, mister. Pay up!”

      I rub my thumb and forefinger together.

      He grumbles but turns over several bills. “You are terrible,” he says from our spot on the couch in his library, the game spread out on the coffee table.

      “I know, but I’m a very benevolent hotel owner, and if you play your cards right, you might get the room service special.” I give him an over-the-top wink as I waggle the fake bills.

      I punctuate my showboating by leaning closer to give my sexy Brit a hot smooch.

      I can’t even blame the wine. I only had one glass. But I’m feeling so bubbly. So effervescent.

      I want to kiss him and touch him and talk to him. I want to play games, tell him my stories, hear all of his. And I want to go to bed with him very soon.

      “Also, don’t feel bad,” I add. “You’re a fantastic competitor. Losing doesn’t change that.”

      “I haven’t lost yet, woman,” he growls, all tough and broody.

      “But you will. Oh, mark my words, West Byron, you will.”

      “You and my sister,” he mutters.

      “Aww. Did Abby school you in Monopoly, too?”

      “She absolutely did. She was ferocious, made me play for hours.” He says it with a huff, but it’s clear he loved every second of those games.

      “And you couldn’t resist her. You always said yes to your little sister, I bet.”

      He simply shrugs and smiles. “What can I say? She had me wrapped around her little finger. I’d give her the world if I could.”

      My heart thunders.

      I remember what my gram used to say to Harrison when we were growing up. “You can tell the measure of a man by how he treats his sister. That’s how he’ll treat his partner.”

      The way West is with Abby—the things he does for her, how he prioritizes her—tugs on my heart so much. Makes me want to take my heart out of the gilded cage that I’ve kept it in lately and offer it to him, let him care for it.

      I cover my heart with my hand, my throat tightening. “I love that you love your sister so much. That you look out for her, and that you always did,” I blurt out.

      West laughs, but then it fades as he tilts his head, locking his eyes with mine. “You do?”

      “Yeah, I do. I think it’s wonderful. I’ve known men who don’t talk to their families or their sisters at all. Or who are just flat-out mean or disrespectful. But the way you are is really wonderful.”

      “It’s the only way to be.” He brushes a lock of hair from my cheek, even though I don’t think my hair is out of place. “And I love that you’re such a people person, Gigi,” he says, his rich, warm voice like honey.

      “Good. Because I can’t help it.” I laugh, casting my eyes down.

      Tucking a finger under my chin, he raises my face. “It’s wildly endearing. The way you think about others. How you care about strangers and family and friends. Even people you haven’t met, like my sister. It’s so…” It almost seems like he’s going to say sexy, but he stops himself, and takes his time with the next word. “Beautiful.”

      My heart thumps against my chest, emotions welling.  “West, what you said earlier on the street? About games?”

      “Yes?”

      I steady myself to strip bare in a way that scares me so much more than actual stripping. “I don’t want to play games, either. I’m glad you don’t like that stuff.”

      “I don’t. At all. I like honesty, even when it’s hard.”

      “So do I.” My pulse spikes. I am caught in his orbit, and I don’t want to be anywhere else. “Also, I forfeit.”

      “You don’t want to finish the game?” he asks, bending closer to me on the couch, dusting his lips across my cheek.

      I swear this wasn’t supposed to happen. I met him and planned to sleep with him, and that was all. But now, just a few days later, I’m swimming in a sea of feelings.

      There’s only one solution.

      Keep going.

      I tug him up from the couch, my hand in his. “The ladder.”

      His dark eyes shine with dirty deeds. “Perfect location.”
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      I begin my confession as I undress her. First, I slide the straps of her red and white polka-dot dress over her shoulders, down her arms. “Since the first night I met you, I’ve wanted to have you here.”

      “On your ladder?” She reaches for the hem of my navy-blue polo shirt.

      I bury my face in her neck, inhaling her flower-and-sweet-spice scent, letting it flood my senses.

      “Yes. And my tub, and my couch, and my pool table.”

      “Sounds like a game of Clue—Gigi, in the library, with your cock,” she says with a light laugh, and I love that she can be passionate and funny in the same moment.

      I return to removing every item of clothing from her gorgeous body.

      Down goes the bodice, off goes the skirt, then the shoes, until she wears only her lacy underthings—a pretty pink bra that boosts those lush breasts, and matching knickers that I bet are as soaked as I am hard.

      But arousal is not all I see on Gigi.

      That’s just the surface. A surface I adore. But I’m adoring too, what’s inside her. What’s under her skin, in her heart, percolating in that quick mind.

      She’s clever and kind, and it’s a flavor combination I never knew I wanted, but now I need to taste over and over.

      “Gigi James, you’re irresistible,” I tell her, as I reach for her wrists, lift them over her head, and tell her to hold onto the rung.

      She curls her palms around it. “Like this?”

      “Yes, that’s perfect. I’ve pictured this so many times.”

      I kiss the hollow of her throat, eliciting a gasp, then her shoulder, drawing an arch of her gorgeous back. Slowly, luxuriously, I make my way down her arm to the crook of her elbow, brushing soft, tender kisses along her skin. “Your skin is so soft,” I whisper. “I could kiss you everywhere.”

      “I won’t stop you, West.”

      I crave the way she says my name at times like this, all heated and needy, like she desperately needs me to please her body.

      But also like she needs me.

      Just me.

      As I travel back up her arm, down her chest, burying my face between the lush valley of these gorgeous globes, I feel so much need for her.

      But it’s more than sexual.

      I need this woman with me. In my house. My life.

      I didn’t set out to find a woman who captivated me. Or to meet someone I’d become consumed with. But in a shockingly short while, that’s exactly what I’ve found.

      A woman who challenges all my assumptions about myself.

      My belief in my independence.

      My certainty that I don’t want a relationship.

      My steadfast faith that timing is everything.

      The timing for us feels all wrong.

      But everything is so right with her.

      I don’t know what happens tomorrow or the next day or the day after, but I know this much—I want her with me for far longer than a week or two. And I want her as more than a friend.

      And that means tonight is not the night to fuck her on a ladder.

      It’s the night to make love to her in my bed.

      I raise my face and look into her gorgeous blue eyes, shimmering with desire and so much more.

      “Wrap your arms around my neck, darling.”

      She does. “Why?”

      “So you can come to my bed, where I can worship your body properly. So I can spread you out and lavish attention on you. And mostly, so I can show you how much I want you in my life.”

      She shivers and parts her lips.
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      I don’t know how to speak without my voice breaking, without starting to cry.

      But not tears of sadness.

      Tears of wonder.

      Wonder at how this happened so quickly, so spectacularly.

      But I don’t want to mar this moment with sniffles, so I swallow past the knot in my throat, and speak with a tremble in my voice but with all the certainty in the world. “I want you in my life too.” I loop my arms tighter around his neck. “As more than a friend.”

      He slides his hands under my ass, scoops me up, angling me so I can wrap my legs around his waist. “You’re already more than a friend,” he says, those dark eyes intent on mine as he carries me to his bedroom, sets me on his king size bed and strips off my bra and panties.

      His hands are strong, but gentle too, as if I’m something he cherishes. As he slides his hands down my body, trailing them over my skin, I feel adored.

      He looks at me like he wants so much more than one night. Like he wants time and memories and plans for the future.

      And I want all the same things.

      Starting right now.

      I sit up and help him along, tugging at his shirt. I yank it over his head as he unzips his pants. “Eager much?” he teases.

      “So eager. It’s been forever.”

      “My God, it feels like it,” he says, kicking off the rest of his clothes, his cock standing at attention, tall and proud, announcing its intentions.

      “Hello, there,” I purr as I grasp his length, savoring the feel of it.

      The bare, wonderful feel of him.

      Which makes me take another chance.

      I stare up at him. “West, I’m on birth control. And I’ve been tested, and the coast is clear, so…”

      “Mmm. The coast is clear here too,” he says, climbing on the bed, covering me with his body. As he does, I arch and shudder, all at the same time.

      This man makes me feel everything all at once. Tenderness and desire. Friendship and swoony belly flips.

      Joy and terror because we’re no longer playing by my rules.

      I thought I could set boundaries.

      I thought I could have him just so. That he could be the hot Englishman across the street, or the new friend I fuck.

      Or maybe even an arrangement—Saturday night sex and Scrabble on Tuesday afternoons. No stress, no mess, no risk of losing big at the game of love.

      But as West lavishes me in decadent kisses, it becomes increasingly clear that none of that would satisfy my hungry heart. It’s a ravenous beast and it wants what it wants—West.

      “Oh God, that feels so good. Everything just feels so good with you. Everything,” I say, emphasizing that last word, hoping he knows I mean much more than his mouth.

      He looks up from my belly then moves over my body to bestow greedy kisses on my lips. “Everything is incredible,” he murmurs before he turns full bossy. “Now, part your legs for me. Spread them wide so I can fuck you deep and make love to you the way you want.”

      Hot tingles race down my body, settling between my legs, a desperate ache. “I want both,” I whisper.

      “So do I, darling. So do I.”

      I let my legs fall open for him, and he rubs the head of his cock against my wetness, nothing between us but skin and heat. It is delicious and his touch makes me delirious, absolutely delirious with want.

      “Oh God, yes please,” I beg.

      “Hands above your head,” he instructs, and I love that even like this, he still knows how to dominate, still knows I want it like that.

      I follow his orders and arch into his touch, moaning as he pushes inside me then groaning like a wild thing when he sinks deeper. When he fills me all the way, my breath hitches, and my heart climbs the stairs.

      “This is sooooo…”

      “Sooo good,” he finishes, savoring the intensity, too.

      The connection.

      The depth.

      I want to throw my arms around his back and hold him close, bring him deep, but he already senses that. How I want it. How I crave him. He drives deeper, chest to chest, skin to skin, holding me close, his arms wrapped around my shoulders, his cock stroking deep inside me.

      He thrusts, fucking me hard and beautifully. It feels like my body turns inside out with pleasure and my heart cracks wide open.

      It’s terrifying and perfect at the same time.

      Terrifyingly perfect.

      And when I break, splintering into thousands of beautiful pieces, he’s right here with me, panting and groaning and saying my name like it matters.

      Like I’m his.
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      I’ve always craved a little bit of kink in the bedroom.

      Hands tied.

      Ass swatted.

      Hair pulled.

      After those first few years of teenaged fumbling when any kind of sex was new and exciting, I wasn’t sure I would truly enjoy something as simple as basic missionary. And that kind of missionary. Bodies pressed together. Legs wrapped around his back. Necks and throats being kissed.

      But I did.

      Oh, holy hell, did I ever.

      I enjoyed it everywhere, in every part of me.

      And I want him to know.

      After we transition to his fantastic claw-foot tub and I sink into the hot water between his legs, I turn to look at him. “I could get used to this,” I say, even though nerves wind inside me.

      Yes, fear is there, but strength and hope are calling the shots.

      He presses a kiss to my hair. “Me too.” I rest my head against his warm chest, wondering…

      “Does that mean…” I begin.

      “That we’re seeing each other?” he supplies.

      “Yes,” I say with a smile.

      “Well, it seems we already are. And have been. It seems we can’t stay away from each other. Best to give into it all. Wouldn’t you say?”

      I’m giddy with hope, alive with possibilities. “I would say you’re dating the competition.”

      He runs a finger down my chest, laughing. “Sleeping with the enemy.”

      “Dating the woman across the street,” I toss back.

      “Yes, it seems I’m quite mad about her.”

      I settle back into his chest with the happiest of sighs in all of Brooklyn.

      No. Make that the entire city.

      Especially when we eat peach pie in his bed after we get out of the tub.

      Yes, I could get used to this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sometime in the middle of the night, I wake up to feel West wedged against me, his arm wrapped across my belly, his body warm but also hard.

      I murmur as I push my butt against his erection. He murmurs too, a sleepy, sexy sound.

      Then his fingers drift down my belly, between my legs, where he strokes me. “Already wet, love?”

      “Already hard, love?” I ask, imitating him. He laughs, but then we both stop laughing when he pushes inside me and makes slow, sleepy love to me in the middle of the night, sending us both into sweet, dirty dreams once more.

      Early the next morning, I grab fresh panties from my purse, tug them on, and twist up my hair. I stuff my dress into my gigantic handbag, pull on a pair of capri pants and a T-shirt, then I kiss a sleeping West goodbye.

      He grabs my wrist. “Thank you for spending the night,” he says, sounding so earnest and vulnerable.

      “Thank you for asking me,” I say, with a sashay of my hips. “Oh! You didn’t ask me, I insisted.”

      “You ought to insist again.” He presses a kiss to my hand.

      “I will. I will insist away. And then I will beat your adorable ass tomorrow at the competition,” I say, raising my chin.

      “Like bloody hell you will.”

      I leave on that sassy note, practically bounding down the steps, out the door, and onto Church Street, where it feels like a brand-new day.

      A brand-new start.

      There’s only one thing to do now…

      I root around in my purse, grab my phone, and click open the thread with Ruby, tapping out a quick note. One that delights me to my very bones to send to her.

      
        
        Gigi: You were right!

      

        

      
        Ruby: Three of my favorite words. What was I right about?

      

        

      
        Gigi: Oh God. I think he is the man of my dreams.

        *GIF of unicorn jumping over the rainbow*

        *GIF of woman fainting and falling to the ground*

        *GIF of cartoon cat fanning itself*

        *GIF of Jason Segel clutching a pillow*

      

        

      
        Ruby: *GIF of smug-looking celebrity saying I told you so*

        Okay now that you’ve sufficiently GIF-bombed me, tell me everything.

      

        

      
        Gigi: We had the most incredible time and now we’re DATING. Like two adults! We actually AGREED TO DATE. Not just be friends who boink like horny unicorns. Though we’ll still do that, of course. But DATING! We’re doing it!

      

        

      
        Ruby: Dating as in that thing two people do when they stop playing games and decide they want to really give it a shot? And sometimes involves horny unicorns?

      

      

      As I read her note, I tilt my head back, drinking in the sunshine and the blue sky, soaking in the perfection of this summer day. I glance around, taking in my neighborhood, enjoying all the sights, all the stores, everything I’ve loved my whole life.

      
        
        Gigi: Yes. That thing. I’m told every now and then it can be wonderful.

      

        

      
        Ruby: Yes. Yes, it can.

      

      

      As I type a reply, I turn the corner to my street and smack right into a wall.

      A wall of a man, with strong shoulders, sharp cheekbones, and swoopy Clark Kent hair.

      His shoulder in my face hurts like hell.

      “Ouch!” I rub my stinging nose.

      But when I look up my stomach plummets.

      “Nelson,” I croak, in disbelief. “And Buttonista?”

      My ex squints as if he’s trying to place me. Then he snaps his fingers a few times. “Wait. Hold on. Don’t tell me. You’re…” His forehead smooths. “I helped you with your divorce from that jackass, right? A year or so ago?”

      I sputter, searching for words. For a few brief seconds, righteous anger floods my cells before something truly unpleasant rushes in to replace it.

      Shame. Mortification. And the primal fear that haunts me.

      I’m not even memorable.

      I dated him for three months and he can’t remember my name, let alone the way I laugh, the way I fuck, the way I bought him little gifts too, so he’d know I was thinking of him when we were apart.

      And now the brunette beauty next to him is beaming at me like we’re about to be besties.

      The woman extends a hand. “Gabriella. I just opened up a button shop in the neighborhood. My second location.” Pride drips in her voice as she clutches Nelson’s arm. “Isn’t Nelson the best shark in the business? He got me out of my horrible marriage too. I’m so grateful to him.” Then she lifts a finger in my direction. “We should grab a cup of tea and girl-talk sometime at that new tea place. We ladies have to stick together.”

      I stare at her, blinking, then at Nelson, trying to read him.

      His face is stone.

      I’m flummoxed, completely at a loss as to what’s going on. Did he lie to Buttonista about being with me when he cheated with her? Is he expecting me to go along with his case of feigned amnesia? Or does he truly not remember me.

      And in the grand scheme of things does it even matter?

      Not really.

      But my pride does.

      I straighten my shoulders and draw a deep breath. “I’m not divorced. I’ve never been married. But I certainly hope, Gabriella, that you’re happier now than you were before. And Nelson? Goodbye. Again.”

      I walk away with my dignity intact but tears streaming down my face. Once I’m a block away, they fall faster, stinging my skin.

      Nelson was lying. Which is on him.

      But there’s something on me.

      Something I’m responsible for.

      My choices.

      Do I have chronically awful taste in men?

      And is West going to be the next guy I run into once we’re over, when he tires of me and finds another plaything who’s more interesting than Gigi the curvy baker who loves dresses and her friends and nerdy games and has ordinary, pedestrian dreams like finding someone who wants to snuggle her for the rest of her life?

      Back at my apartment, I rush inside, shut the door, and slump against the wall—feeling weirdly uncomfortable and unlovable all over again.

      Deciding to indulge myself just this once, I call into Sweetie Pies that I won’t be in today, after all, explaining I need time to plan my competition entry for tomorrow even though I’ve had it locked and loaded since the day after the first contest.

      I am a very prepared person.

      Just not a very memorable one.

      Stop it, I insist as I change into a silk kimono and prop up in bed to watch old episodes of my favorite makeover show. You are memorable and West isn’t Awful Nasty Nelson.

      Nelson, who visibly cringed when I said something the tiniest bit nerdy or wanted to go to Trivia Night at the pub instead of martinis at whatever Manhattan hot spot he was desperate to be seen at. Nelson, who preferred for me to leave his place before midnight and never held me tight all night long.

      My brain makes very good points here, but I’m still low for the rest of the day.

      Even West’s romantic text later that afternoon—I’m dying for you to sleep over again, but tomorrow’s opening day and Abby will kill me if I’m groggy because I was up all hours kissing every perfect inch of you—can’t banish the lingering gloom.

      It makes me smile, but I’m not sad to have a good excuse to sleep in my own bed tonight.

      I shoot back—Abby is correct. And we both need rest for the contest tomorrow. But Saturday night? You’re mine.

      All yours—he confirms.

      For now, I think.

      For now.
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      It’s grand-opening day at the shop, and customers line up down the block. Abby, at the counter, and the two servers and busboy on duty in the dining area have all been slammed.

      The madness is so intense that around eleven a.m. I call in another server and busboy, only for traffic to die down by the time they arrive.

      But that’s good.

      Better too much help than too little. And Eli, the server, is fabulous in the kitchen.

      I put him to work prepping the dough for tomorrow, when he and George, my second in command, will be in first to get the ovens going. Then I toss my dirty apron into the laundry bin and head out back for some fresh air.

      There, I find Graham munching sandwiches in the garden. When he sees me, he lifts a pinkie finger.

      “Hello,” I say, laughing as I cross to clasp the hand he holds up in welcome. “You should have had your server tell me you were here. I would have sent out some extras with your order.”

      “I didn’t want to bother you on your first day. Just wanted to provide friendly support and pick up scones for breakfast before I head home.” He smiles his predatory businessman smile. “Sounds like that contest was as good for business as Abby hoped it would be. She said you were slammed all day.”

      I sink into the chair across from his with a satisfied sigh. “Yeah. We were.”

      “Made you even more determined to win it all? Leave those other chefs in the dust?”

      I shrug and cross my arms, slumping a little lower. “Eh…”

      “Eh?” He arches a brow. “What’s that about? Don’t tell me you’re not enjoying the limelight.”

      “No, the limelight’s fine. The first event was fun, and the buzz it generated was clearly brilliant, but…” I sigh again, a less satisfied one this time. “But I’m honestly considering dropping out.”

      Graham’s brows shoot up. “What? You? But you’re the most competitive person I know. You almost punched me over a poker game, for God’s sake.”

      “You were cheating.”

      “We were playing for pennies!”

      “I don’t care. Cheating is cheating and it’s a reprehensible thing to do no matter how big the pot.” I drag a hand down my face. “But that’s different. I like to win, yes, but I like…other things more.”

      Graham tosses the last of his rosemary and goat cheese sandwich onto his plate. “This is about a woman, isn’t it? Specifically, that chef from game night you tied with in the first round.”

      “Gigi.” I lean forward, propping my elbows on the table. “She just wants it so much more than I do. And dammit, I want her to have it, even if it upsets Abby.” I wince. “I’m a terrible brother.”

      Graham laughs. “You are a terrible brother. And apparently a huge softie when you’re in love.”

      “Shut up.” I snort and grin, waving him off. “I just met her. No one falls in love that fast.”

      He nods. “Yeah. There’s probably some other perfectly logical explanation for you wanting to put her dreams first. And the way your face gets all moony when you say her name.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Smug isn’t a good look for you, in case you’re wondering.”

      “It’s a great look, I’m positive. I’m enjoying this so much.” He laughs again, relishing my suffering.

      That’s what I’ve been doing since Gigi left my place yesterday—suffering.

      I can’t stop thinking about her, and not just in an I-want-her-back-in-my-bed-ASAP sort of way, either.

      I want to hear her voice, know what she’s thinking. I want to see her smile and hear her laugh. I want to see what flirty little thing she’s wearing, and I’m absolutely looking forward to being the man who gets to take it off her when the day is through.

      And I want to do whatever it takes to make her happy, even if it means disappointing my sister and going against my fiercely competitive instincts.

      And I fucking know what that means.

      I know, even before Graham says, “Here’s the thing I’ve learned from falling for my best friend. Love doesn’t always adhere to your preconceived notions.”

      “But there are still tons of things I don’t know about her,” I say, though the argument feels flimsy. “Like, what kind of music she likes. Or if she’s ever been to Paris.”

      Graham rolls his eyes. “Right. Because no love ever survived a difference in musical tastes, or one person having seen the Eiffel Tower and not the other.”

      “The tower is the least exciting part of Paris,” I grunt and slump lower in my chair.

      He drops his voice to a stage whisper. “True. But also, if she says she likes Matt Nathanson tunes, just tell her to put him on. He’s catnip for women.”

      “Always classy, you are.”

      He smirks. “And so are you.”

      I motion for him to keep talking. “Go on, wise old married man with your musical advice. Convince me I might be mad for this amazing, sexy, utterly delightful woman at this scandalously early date.”

      He grins at the description. I acknowledge his smirk with an eye roll. And he asks, “Can you talk to her? Really talk?”

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation.

      “And she listens?”

      “Fabulously.”

      “Is she nice to waiters?”

      “Very. She’s nice to everyone. Except me, of course, when she thought I was a dirty liar who’d tricked her into letting down her guard, but once I explained things, she wasn’t stingy with her forgiveness.”

      Graham claps his hands together. “There you have it. All you need to know.”

      I wrestle with disbelief before I can reply. “Fine, I concede I’m falling for the woman, but what kind of crap advice is that, Graham? ‘Can we talk?’ and, ‘Is she nice to waiters?’” I snort. “I’m sizing up a major commitment for fuck’s sake, not hiring a new bookkeeper. Though, she’d be amazing at that,” I admit. “She’s wild with numbers. and it’s sexy as hell.”

      Graham frowns. “Okay, numbers can be sexy, but my advice isn’t crap. The sex is amazing, or you wouldn’t be in deep this fast. And, being practical, the two of you have more than a few shared interests.” He ticks off on his fingers. “Great sex, common interests, and solid conversation with a woman who’s as kind to the people serving her tea as she’d be to a friend. What more do you need in a life partner?”

      Life partner…

      That phrase would usually make me gag a little. Or, at the very least, make me take a moment to reflect that my history with relationships isn’t great. I probably shouldn’t rush into anything. Lessons learned and all.

      But Gigi would be an amazing partner. And spending a hell of a lot more time with her—maybe even a lifetime—isn’t a scary thought.

      It’s more like the first sip of a perfectly cream-and-honeyed cup of Lapsang souchong, a tempting treat that makes me eager for more.

      “Not to mention that she’s insanely gorgeous,” Graham says, taking a sip of his tea.

      I look up fast. “What? You saw her? When? When we were leaving the party?”

      “No, outside. Maybe twenty minutes ago.” He motions toward the street. “She and Abby were chatting on the corner by the shoe store before I came in. They looked friendly.”

      I jump to my feet then immediately sit back down. “I can’t force my sister to tell me everything Gigi said to her and then announce I’m dropping out of the competition. That would be madness.”

      Graham chuckles. “Maybe not madness, but very middle school.”

      I drag a hand through my hair, fighting temptation for another hot second before I say, “Be right back,” and bolt through the door into the shop, across the indoor seating area, and behind the counter.

      There, Abby is ringing up a man in a pork pie hat that instantly makes me think of Gigi—the woman has invaded every damn corner of my mind. And I love it. I truly do.

      I force myself to let Abby finish the transaction. But the man has scarcely turned away before I’m beside her, demanding, “Gigi. What did she say to you? Tell me everything.”

      Abby grins up at me and winks. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “I love you dearly. So don’t make me strangle it out of you. I’d like to move forward without marring our sibling bond.”

      She giggles and reaches beneath the counter, pulling out a small wooden jewelry box. “She just wanted to welcome me to the neighborhood. She gave me a gift certificate for the super cute shoe store on the corner and this. For you.”

      I take the box reverently. “For me?”

      “Yeah, open it,” she says, making shooing motions with her hands. “I’m dying of curiosity. She was so cute when she handed it over.”

      “Cute?” I turn the box over, but nothing shifts inside. “In what way? Aside from the obvious, of course.”

      “A little shy, a little flushed.” Abby bobs her brows as she adds in a singsong, “I think someone might have a crush on my big brother.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” I say in a tone that gives away how much I’d like for that—and something much more serious than that—to be true.

      A tone that doesn’t escape my sister’s notice.

      “Aw, and you have a crush, too! Perfect. You’re going to make delicious babies together.” She sighs happily. “Just stunning little creatures. No doubt in my mind. I’m excited already. I call dibs on hosting the first baby shower. You should have three. Or four. Babies, not showers.”

      Before I can tell her to stop being ridiculous and give me the goods already, a woman pushes through the front door and steps up to the counter. “Do you still have raspberry scones? I tried some of my girlfriend’s after yoga, and I’m dying for at least six more.”

      While Abby makes our customer’s scone dreams come true, I open my present, creaking open the lid to reveal a fine pair of cufflinks. They’re small and a bit tarnished—must be antique—and in the shape of tiny teacups complete with a teabag string dangling down the side. A note folded into the top of the box reads—The scared part of me said not to buy these or to let you know how often you’re on my mind. But the hopeful part said these were made for you and you simply must wear them to the competition today. And that it’s okay to let you know that I think of you warmly and fondly…and often with wet panties. ;) Good luck today. You’re going to need it, boyfriend! xo–Gigi

      “Damn,” I mutter, my throat tight and my chest…warm.

      Very warm.

      I’m in deep fucking trouble.

      I don’t want to compete with this woman. I want to cheer her on and buy her a beautiful meal to celebrate her victory. And maybe some really expensive jewelry because she’d be stunning in a sapphire necklace the same color as her eyes.

      And nothing else.

      “I’m going to break your heart,” I tell Abby as she returns to my side, trusting the knot in my gut that says this competition isn’t for me. Not anymore. “I’m so sorry.”

      Abby leans against the counter and props a hand on her fist. “Okay, break away.”

      “I’m serious,” I insist.

      She laughs. “No, you’re not. You would never, could never break my heart. You’re my big brother, the best person I know, and secretly a big squishy teddy bear.”

      I frown. “You’re the second person to say something like that today. I’m not squishy. I’m fierce and determined and brave enough to tell you that,” I stop to draw a fueling breath, “I’m going to drop out of the competition.”

      Abby makes a “huh” sound but doesn’t look all that surprised. “All right. But Gigi won’t want you to. She’ll want to beat you. If you drop out, you’ll deprive her of that pleasure.”

      I frown harder. “You’re wrong. She wants to win, and she’ll have a better chance of that if I’m out of the running.”

      “She wants to win and beat you and then spend all night kissing it better at your place to heal your wounded man-pride. Trust me. I have good instincts about things like this. She got a spark in her eye when she talked about the contest. Reminded me of you.”

      I pause, pondering her words. “I guess we are similar in that way.”

      “You guess?” She laughs. “And how would you feel if she dropped out to clear your path to victory.”

      I scowl again. “Awful. I’d rather lose to her fair and square.”

      Abby tips her head. “And there you go. But you could make her the offer, just to be sure. And then you two should find something to be fiercely competitive about together. You’ll have more fun if you’re on the same team.”

      The same team. With Gigi.

      It sounds like the way I want to end every day and wake up every morning.

      “I’m going to head out a little earlier than planned,” I say. “Is that all right?”

      “Of course. I told you to leave earlier. Sometimes the trains to Coney Island are slow on Fridays, and you don’t want to be late for the competition.”

      “No, I don’t,” I murmur, heading for the door only to spin around and head back to the garden to say goodbye to my friend.

      But Graham is already on his way through the dining area to the counter and waves me off. “Go. Profess your love. I’ll touch base later. And good luck, whatever you decide.”

      I lift a hand to him, and then to Abby, indicating that she should give Graham whatever he wants at no charge, and then I leave before he can start a fight about it.

      I have too much to get done before four o’clock to waste even a second. I have a woman to woo and charm and convince that the hopeful part of her is my favorite part.

      Because I’m hopeful too, and I aim to prove it.
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      I step out of the subway at the Coney Island stop and make my way down the ramp. My heart is pounding restlessly even before a homeless woman in a prom dress nearly mows me down with her shopping cart by the entrance to the boardwalk.

      I’m losing my cool. All of it.

      And not because it’s eighty-five degrees and I’m starting to have serious concerns about my ice cream treat surviving long enough to be judged in this heat.

      No, I’m nervous because instead of retreating to safer ground I went and crawled out onto an even skinnier, spindlier limb.

      Those antique teacup cufflinks at the local flea market I visited during my lunch break were too perfect for West not to be purchased. One does not simply ignore a gift from the shopping gods. But I could have bought them and set them aside for a later date or a special occasion. I didn’t have to immediately gift them to him with a brutally honest note about My Feelings.

      And yes, I bought a cover present for his sister too, but I’m not fooling anyone. Not myself. And not West, I’m sure.

      He’s very smart. It’s one of the things I like best about him, in fact. His big sexy brain. And I’m sure that big sexy brain of his knows exactly what a big deal that present and that note are for me.

      And surely, he’s received both by now.

      Abby promised to give them to him before he left for the competition.

      But it’s been a while.

      I check my phone as I wander down the crowded boardwalk toward the Mr. or Mrs. Sweet Stuff tent, this time set up by the carousel beside the beach.

      Yep, nearly three hours since I made the drop. And I haven’t heard from West. Not a call or a text or so much as a sparkly-eyed emoji to communicate his feelings about my feelings.

      I tell myself he was slammed at the shop and then probably rushing around to get ready for the contest and just hasn’t had the chance to text.

      But I’m still nervous.

      Fidgety.

      So on edge that when a low voice purrs behind me, “Excuse me, are these ears taken?” I jump several inches in the air and let out a squeal that makes everyone in front of me turn to stare.

      I wave at the concerned Coney Island citizens—tourists, clearly, judging by the gaudy T-shirts and the hands full of hot dogs and overpriced cotton candy—and turn to West.

      “You can’t sneak up on me,” I say with a laugh as I swat at the general vicinity of his stomach. “I’m high strung before battle.”

      “Sorry.” He looks gorgeous in a white button-down, navy tie, and a gray suit vest and pants with his cooking bag slung over his shoulder.

      I can’t resist the urge to reach out and tweak his collar. “You look amazing.”

      “Same to you, gorgeous.” His gaze gobbles me up in a way that makes me feel gorgeous—and silly for being nervous. Clearly West is every bit as happy to see me as I am to see him. He holds out his wrist with a grin. “Thank you for the gift. They’re perfect.”

      I glance down, taking his hand in mine and spinning the little teacup cufflink with a satisfied sigh. “They are. If I do say so myself. Which I do.”

      “And you should.” He reaches into his pocket with his free hand. “I was so touched that I had to get you a little something in return.”

      Beaming, I accept the medium-sized blue velvet jewelry box. “Oh, you didn’t have to. I love giving gifts, but I never expect anything in return.”

      “Of course you don’t, because you’re lovely, inside and out,” he says, making my heart squeeze and my throat a little tight.

      God, it feels like I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear that. And to see someone look at me like I’m the best gift he’s ever found under his Christmas tree or anywhere else.

      “But it’s high time someone spoiled you the way you deserve,” he continues, nodding toward the box. “We’ll start with this and carry on with the spoiling after the contest. Assuming you’re free and interested in spending some time with your boyfriend?”

      Ohhh.

      Well, hello there, yummy word.

      It’s exactly what I want. Precisely what I was hoping for, but I hardly dared to let myself believe he’d be ready for that so soon.

      But he is, and I am giddy with happiness from one perfect word that sums up what he is to me.

      I grin harder. “The answer to both is yes.” I lower my voice and add with more confidence than I feel, “And don’t tell anyone, but I feel very fizzy inside when you talk about being my boyfriend.”

      He laughs. “Good. Now open it, woman, the suspense is killing me.”

      “Okay.” I creak open the box, expecting something sweet and pie-themed in keeping with my gift. Instead, I reveal a pair of tasteful but clearly insanely fucking expensive sapphire and diamond chandelier earrings. My jaw drops. “Those aren’t…real. Are they?” I ask, though my sparkly-sense has never failed me before.

      “Of course, they are,” he scoffs. “I’m not going to buy you rot-gut jewelry that’ll turn your lovely ears green.” He reaches into his bag. “Try them on. And if you decide you’d rather return them for something else, that’s completely fine.”

      My jaw fully unhinges, but I finally manage to stammer as I slip the earrings in, “Shut your face. I’m not taking them back. I may never take them off. They’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Nah,” he says, though he’s clearly pleased as he grabs his phone from his pocket, turns it to selfie mode, and holds it up in front of me. The makeshift mirror gives me an up-close-and-personal view of the stunning jewelry. He seems even more delighted with the way I melt when he adds, “You’re the most beautiful. But the stones do match your eyes. I hoped they would.”

      The line should sound cheesy, I suppose. But the way he says it—so offhand, like he’s simply announcing a commonly known fact—makes me want to laugh and cry and kiss him all at the same time.

      I decide kissing is the best call and jump into his arms, making him laugh as he tries to juggle his bag, his phone, and me all at once.

      But he manages. Of course, he does.

      He’s West and he’s amazing.

      And he’s mine.

      For real, mine, and he seems to like me just as I am. Or…even better, the way I’ve always wanted to be if I weren’t so gun-shy when it comes to relationships.

      “I love them so much,” I say as I kiss his cheek, leaving a lipstick mark behind. “Love, love, love.”

      “I’m so glad,” he says as he sets me back on my feet. “I was looking for a necklace, but they didn’t have any that were just right. I’m a picky bastard when it comes to jewelry.”

      A part of me wants to stress about how many women he’s bought jewelry for before me, but I ignore that voice. I don’t have to be jealous of the women from his past. Because I’m his present, and maybe his future.

      I reach up to cup his face and sigh. “This is going to make it much harder to relish crushing you beneath my high-heeled Mary Janes in round two.”

      “Yeah, about that,” he says, and then his mouth keeps moving and he says things that are so wonderfully generous and sweet that for a moment I’m struck full force by an insane thought—He loves me. Like, really loves me—but thankfully I realize how crazy that is before I say something stupid.

      He just isn’t as serious about cooking or this competition as I am.

      Or…something.

      Or maybe his competitive streak is taking a day off.

      Whatever it is, I hurry to assure him, “No way! Stop it. I wouldn’t dream of asking you to drop out.”

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering,” he says. “And I truly don’t mind, either way. It’s your call. I just wanted you to know the offer was on the table, if you think it might help you win.” He clears his throat and looks around, before leaning in to add in a faux confidential voice of his own, “I’m pretty keen to date the next Mrs. Sweets. It’s a status thing. Make my friends wickedly jealous.”

      I grin and tease, “You’ll still get to date her. You’ll just have to get beaten by her first.” I take his hand. “Come on. No dropping out. We’re in this to the end. Or until my ice cream melts into a puddle and I’m disqualified.”

      He groans as we start toward the tent, hand in hand. “Fucking hot as balls out here. I don’t know what they expect us to do in this weather. Hard to achieve culinary brilliance with the heat and the wind blowing sand into everything and tourists tracking hypodermic needles into the tent.” He wrinkles his nose at the beach. “I actually tried to walk across the sand the first time I was here. Won’t make that mistake again. It’s a bloody hazardous waste dump out there.”

      I laugh. “Oh, but it’s so much better than it used to be. You have no idea. It used to be super dirty. Scary, too.”

      As we stroll, I regale him with stories of the creepy Coney Island freak show my dad took my brother and me to when I was seven. “Harrison had to lead me through it like a blind person,” I add, “because I was too terrified to open my eyes.”

      “Good brother,” West observes. “I’d like to meet him. Since you’ve already completely seduced my sister, I figure I should start getting on your brother’s good side sometime soon.”

      I nod and squeeze his hand a little tighter. “You should. It’ll be easy. He’ll like you.” I grin. “So, Abby likes me, huh?”

      “Love at first sight,” he says. “You’d better watch out or—” He breaks off with a glare as we near the tent. “What is that wretched man up to now?”

      I follow his gaze to see Hawley in a yellow polo shirt crouched beneath one of the cook stations, taking the bottom off one of the ice-cream makers with a screwdriver.

      Before I can warn West that we should go to one of the organizers instead of calling out another contestant for potential foul play, West is jogging across the wooden pier and into the tent, clearly ready to rumble.
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      I can count the times I’ve hit a man on one hand.

      On two fingers, in fact.

      Once when I was on holiday in Greece and some drunk wanker thought I’d touched his girlfriend’s arse—I hadn’t—and threw the first punch.

      I threw the next, he stumbled over on the sand and stayed there, and that was that.

      The second time was at a bachelor party. The bachelor, a poorly chosen friend from my investment banking days, got handsy with the stripper and punched me when I tried to intervene. I gave him a black eye that ruined the wedding photos the next day.

      Or so I was told.

      I was uninvited after I wrapped the stripper in my coat and gave her a ride to her flat.

      I’m not a violent man and have never thrown the first punch, but for some reason, I desperately want to hit Hawley. And not just because he’s apparently fucking with the equipment in an attempt to cheat his way to the top.

      No, it’s because of Gigi.

      Of what she said the other night.

      You should be more kind and careful with a lover than a friend.

      She’s so fucking right. And instead of being kind or careful with my sister, this man made Abby feel like she’s a fool who doesn’t deserve to be treasured or adored. And yes, Hawley’s been a piece of shit for a while now, but the way I feel for Gigi brings home in a new way just how nightmarish it is to accept a woman’s trust and then violate it so brutally.

      And the fact that he did that to my sweet, smart, lovely sister…

      Smash.

      I want to smash his face and worry about the consequences later.

      Thankfully, Willow pops into my line of sight before I can do anything rash.

      “Hey, West,” she says with an only slightly shy smile. “I saw the crowd outside your place this morning. Congratulations on the amazing opening!”

      “Thank you.” I divide my attention between Hawley, who’s now placing the device he was tampering with on the countertop in front of him, and Willow, in front of me. “It was a wonderful surprise. My sister was very excited. And relieved. She’s been more worried about the bottom line.”

      “That’s great, though, to have someone focused on that,” Willow says, pushing her glasses up her nose. “I wish I had a money person. And I wish it wasn’t so hot.”

      “Boiling,” Gigi agrees as she joins us, hooking her arm through my elbow and shooting a curious look up at me that asks Are you okay?

      I sigh. “I’m fine. Willow saved me from myself.” Willow frowns and I explain, “I was on my way to punch Hawley. Or perhaps something slightly less violent, but still inappropriate.”

      “It seemed like he was tampering with some of the equipment,” Gigi explains. “But it looks like it’s for his station, so…”

      Willow glances over her shoulder and turns back with a thoughtful expression. “Yes, that is his station. He borrowed a screwdriver from one of the organizers so he could slow down the churn speed on his machine. He’s doing a custard.”

      Gigi pats my arm. “See there. It’s all good.”

      “Well…” Willow tugs a lock of her hair.

      “Well?” I prompt. “Has he been bothering you? If so, that face-smashing offer is still on the table.”

      She shakes her head. “No, I was just…thinking about the fire at the last event. That hot plate that caught my apron wasn’t plugged in when I got to my station. I know because I checked to make sure I’d have enough room for my mixer and my submersion blender, and nothing else was plugged in. So maybe someone else plugged it in? And I’m not sure, but I think Hawley was the only other person who was ever behind the counter at my station. He was walking around—”

      “Sticking his nose into everyone’s business,” I finish with a nod. “I saw that too. And I wouldn’t put sabotage past him. His moral fiber is about as firm as a cookie dunked in milk one too many times.”

      Gigi hums beneath her breath. “Or graham crackers. They really do fall to pieces in a cup of milk.”

      I glance down at her, a smile breaking across my face at the sight of my earrings glittering against her red curls. Even when I’m in the mood to smash faces, she just gets to me. She’s so damn adorable and beautiful and correct about graham crackers.

      I tell her so, then add to Willow, “So be sure to check your station closely and don’t leave it unattended after you do. And Gigi and I have your back, of course.”

      “Absolutely,” Gigi agrees.

      “But if he did do that…why me?” Willow wonders, her brow furrowing as she fans her flushed face. “I’m not much of a threat.”

      Gigi wags a finger her way. “Stop it. You came in second last time, woman! You’re a talent and a force to be reckoned with. If I were into winning via foul play, I’d totally sneak salt into your sugar canister.”

      Willow smiles, but it’s almost immediately replaced by a grimace. “I’m going to go check my sugar and salt right now. Just in case.”

      “Good thinking,” I say. “And good luck.” As she scurries off, I turn to Gigi and whisper, “Last chance to tell me to stand down. Speak now, or don’t be sad when my melted ice cream disaster is slightly less awful than your melted ice cream disaster.”

      She grins and tips her head back. “Never. Hit me with your best shot, buddy, and I’ll see you after the judging.”

      “See you soon,” I murmur, watching her move to meet the staff member approaching through the shaded tent.

      For a moment, I dare to hope it might be cool enough in the shade to make a difference, but as my own helpful staff member shows me to my station, it becomes clear it’s actually more stifling under here. The flap on one side of the tent blocks the sea breeze—good for keeping sand out of our sweets, but bad for air flow.

      Very bad.

      By the time Mr. Skips has welcomed the onlookers and explained we’ll each have forty minutes to create our ice-cream inspired offering, the back of my shirt is sticking to my skin and I know modifications must be made. Removing my cufflinks and tucking them into my pants pocket, I roll up my sleeves and remove my vest, draping it over the stool at the back of my station.

      I turn back to the shelves below my counter.

      That’s when I see the red ice cream machine tucked behind the silver one on the top shelf. If I weren’t a good three feet away, I wouldn’t have noticed the second one, I’m sure. I would have snatched up the silver and gotten down to business. It’s going to take at least twenty-five minutes for the ice cream to freeze in the machine, after all, so there’s no time to waste getting my recipe assembled. And who would imagine there was more than one maker on offer?

      Glancing around the stations as the other contestants set to work, I see that almost everyone seems to have a red or blue machine. No silver. And on the shelves in my line of sight, it appears each chef has only one maker to choose from.

      Huh…

      I crouch to arrange the machines side by side and glace quickly at the specs for each. The silver one is an older model and requires a pre-frozen bowl—a bowl that is presently sitting in the machine in the sweltering heat, nowhere close to frozen. If I’d put my base in there, I would have had a lightly chilled soup forty-five minutes later, not anything close to ice cream.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think…

      But, of course, I do know better. And I do think.

      I stand with the red machine in hand, casting a narrow-eyed glare Hawley’s way as I plug it in. But the bastard isn’t looking at me. He’s pouring cream into a saucepan, an innocently focused look on his face.

      Too innocent and too focused.

      But I don’t have enough time or evidence to call him out for attempted sabotage right now. Though, of course, it had to be him. The rest of these contestants actually have a shred or two of integrity.

      After a quick check to make sure Gigi and Willow both have the right sort of machines—they seem to—I set to work.

      I’m bringing my London Fog ice cream base to a simmer—heavy whipping cream, sweetened condensed milk, Earl Grey tea, and my signature blend of spices—when Gigi clears her throat. Loudly.

      I look up, sensing the sound is meant for me.

      Our eyes meet across the counter of the cook station between us, currently occupied by an older woman I didn’t have the chance to meet last time. Gigi casts a wide-eyed glance at the counter behind me, where my ice cream maker is starting to smoke.

      Gently.

      And then, not so gently.

      Lunging across the small space, I jerk the plug from the socket, earning myself an unpleasant shock in the process.

      Cursing beneath my breath, I lift a hand to one of the staff members gliding up and down the aisles. I explain the situation with the malfunctioning machine and the unsuitable machine still on the shelf, and the helpful young chap rushes off to secure me another.

      I set to work on my lavender sugar cookie batter, knowing the cookies have to be in the oven in five minutes if they’re going to cool enough to top the ice cream.

      I’ve just barely plunked the ingredients in the standing mixer, however, when the staff member returns with Mr. Skips.

      For once, the cheery elf looks fretful.

      “I’m so sorry, but we don’t have a spare machine,” he says softly. “I would have sworn we had extras in the truck, but I just looked, and the bin is empty.”

      I exhale and bite my lip, propping my hands on my hips as I try to sort out a solution.

      “He can have mine,” Gigi calls out. I turn to see her swiftly mixing something in a silver bowl as she nods toward her machine. “Mine is coming out in ten minutes. I’ll pop it in the freezer and give the bowl a quick rinse. That should give West time to get his ice cream through, too.”

      “Brilliant.” Mr. Skips’s apple cheeks pop as his familiar grin returns. “I’ll stay close and facilitate the cleaning and transition of the equipment. Thank you, Miss James.”

      “Of course!” Gigi beams a smile at both of us, then adds a quick wink for me, and turns back to her work, having seamlessly offered a helping hand while fiercely pursuing her own goals.

      I fucking love that about her.

      As if reading my mind, Mr. Skips adds beneath his breath, “She’s lovely. I’ve known her since she was a little girl. Sweetest soul you’ll ever meet.”

      “Agreed,” I murmur, my ribs giving my heart a squeeze.

      And then, even though winning this contest isn’t high on my list at the moment, I turn back to my work and give it my all too.

      Because that’s what my Gigi wants, and damn it, I intend to give her what she wants.

      Everything she wants.

      I can’t wait to figure out what that is. Some things I already know, of course—good food, great kinky sex, lots of laughter, and integrity and tenacity in all games of skill and chance—but there’s still so much to learn.

      I want to discover every facet of Gigi. I want to read her like a good book—quickly the first time through because it’s too exciting to take my time and then slower the second and third times, savoring every beautiful sentence and perfectly executed plot twist.

      There are only a handful of books I’ve read more than once. And I have a feeling she’s the only woman I’ll ever want to know this way.
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      This time, I’m only sweating from the heat.

      Not from being judged.

      I certainly don’t love being judged, but I’m handling it better. A few days of putting myself out there with West is working wonders to soothe my anxiety prickles.

      Turns out sharing My Feelings has some welcome side effects.

      A smidge more courage.

      A touch more gumption.

      I stand tall, waiting as Mr. Skips clears his throat, cups his hand around his mouth as a megaphone for the cooking competition crowd. “What a delicious day for ice cream lovers! With those fantastic concoctions, we’re a few cups and cones closer to learning who’ll take home the prize. Before I announce the winners of this round, a brief reminder—the contestant with the most points at the conclusion of the final event wins. And now, in third place with eight points is Willow Thompson.”

      I turn to the sweet and clever woman who’s becoming my friend and give her a silent yay. She smiles back, big and genuine, her cheeks flushed behind her red-framed-glasses.

      “In second place, West Byron and Frederick James Ebenezer Hawley with eight and a half points each,” Mr. Skips says.

      My heart slams to the ground.

      Crushed like a cigarette butt beneath a boot on the Coney Island beach.

      That means I didn’t even make the top three. I’m not going to stand a chance at being Mrs. Sweets.

      I wince but lift my chin, saying strong.

      Mr. Skips chuckles, a cheery sound, as he reads the final name. “And the winner of the round, with nine points, is Gigi James and her peach cobbler and goat cheese ice cream masterpiece. Congratulations, Gigi! Innovative and incredible work,” he says with a go-get-em-girl pump of his fist.

      Wow. I did not expect that.

      At all.

      Glee rushes through me, along with a tingly sense that victory is in my grasp.

      I’ve always loved games and challenges, competitions of any kind really, but I’d really love to lock this title down. For my family’s business. For what it can do for Sweetie Pies. And for what it says about me–that I can carry on the family legacy just fine.

      The trouble is, victory is sweetest when it comes fair and square. And today’s triumph most decidedly did not.

      Hawley doesn’t deserve second place. His stunt was total poppycock. No, I can’t prove he’s the one who sabotaged West’s machine, but I overheard some of the staff whispering while I was putting the finishing touches on my dish. Apparently, one of them spotted Hawley earlier coming out of the equipment truck with a duffle bag. If he wasn’t snatching the extra ice cream makers—after messing with West’s to make sure it wouldn’t work—I’ll drink an entire pot of tea without cream or sugar.

      I didn’t call Nelson on his bullshit yesterday—and I stand by that choice—but that guy over there in the aqua shorts and a pastel yellow polo shirt? His hoodwinkery today?

      Unacceptable.

      He messed with my man. He damaged my boyfriend’s chances to win this thing. West might not care about the contest. But I do. And contests need to be won by playing by the rules.

      I take off my earrings, set them in my purse, and march over to the prick in pastel, plastering a smile on my face. The best way to begin any confrontation? Kill them with kindness.

      “Congratulations,” I coo. “You’re doing so well. And I wanted to tell you, I recently had one of your fabulous frozen eclairs. Absolutely delicious,” I tell him, wishing it were a lie, hating that it’s not.

      The man does make tremendous treats.

      Which only makes his cheating more unforgivable. It’s not like he needs an edge.

      “Ah, thank you so much. You’re a doll.” His lips curve into a smug, entitled grin. “And so talented. I’ve actually been thinking of adding frozen pies to my product line. Maybe we could go into business together. What do you think? Would you consider letting me commission a few of your recipes?” he asks, throwing me for a loop.

      For a split second, I’m flattered.

      And a little tempted.

      The man does run a food empire.

      Yes, Sweetie Pies does very well with direct orders on our website, but our pies aren’t in grocery stores.

      For several tantalizing seconds, I imagine my pies in his distribution network and how exciting it would be to see my recipes in the freezer section.

      But then I picture West’s smoking ice cream maker, and I burn inside.

      I am passionate about a lot of things, including my boyfriend.

      I give a polite, yet crusty, “Thank you so much. But they’re family recipes. They’re not for sale, though I appreciate your interest.” I smile. “Speaking of interest, I’m sooo curious. What, exactly, were you doing in the equipment truck earlier?”

      He blinks. “Excuse me?”

      “The truck. One of the staff members saw you coming out with a duffle bag.”

      He smiles, a sickly false one. “They must be mistaken. I’ve been here in the tent since I arrived.”

      “Huh. Really?” I press. “Seems hard to imagine there are that many men around wearing such nicely starched pastel.”

      His eyes narrow. “We’re beachside. Pastel is a natural choice.”

      “Is it?” I narrow my eyes back at him. “Look around and find one other person in that crowd wearing anything close to what you’re wearing. Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

      His lips curve in a meaner, harder smile. “As amusing as this conversation is, I’ve reached my limit on indulging paranoia today, buttercup.”

      Oh no he didn’t.

      He did not say that.

      The kid gloves are coming off.

      I park my hands on my hips. “One, I am not a buttercup. You don’t get to give me a nickname. Especially, a diminutive one. Two, it’s not paranoia. You committed ice cream subterfuge and you know it.”

      He cackles, tossing his head back, his perfectly styled hair not even moving. Not a single hair. “Ice cream subterfuge? What next? Candy sabotage? Chocolate chicanery? Do you even hear yourself?”

      I resist the urge to back down in the face of his scorn. People like him use shame as a weapon and I refuse to let Captain Buttercup land a blow.

      “Ridiculous. I agree. But that’s what you were doing,” I say, mincing no words. “And you were messing with my boyfriend. You were trying to knock him out of the running.”

      His brow pinches. “Your boyfriend? How interesting. How very interesting,” he murmurs. “Well, I hope you two enjoy exchanging kisses over paranoid conspiracy theories. Perhaps name your next ice cream flavor…subterfuge.”

      “Perhaps I will.” I lean closer and whisper sweetly, “Also, you’re kind of a twat. And by ‘kind of,’ I mean you are definitely a twat.”

      I spin on my heel and walk away.

      I’m not a hater. But man, it felt incredibly good to tell off that frozen-food, easter-egg-impersonating prick.

      I meet West at his station as he’s gathering the last of his things. He arches a brow at me before glancing over my shoulder at Hawley. “I trust whatever that was went well?”

      “Yep. Tell you all about it on our date,” I say with a grin. “I assume we’re going on a date?”

      “Hell, yes, we are. Right this very second.”
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      The stars don’t twinkle at night in New York City, but I swear I can feel them sparkling overhead in the inky velvet sky. It’s that kind of night—a night for starlight and kisses, for holding hands and whispering sweet everythings.

      West drapes an arm around me as we wander through the crowds at the Luna Park amusement park by the beach. “Tell me one more time,” he says, his delight clear in his voice. “What did he do when you called him a twat?”

      “He did this.” I pull a crinkly, slack-jawed face as we make our way to the Ferris wheel.

      He laughs. “Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. I might need you to tell me that story again before bed.”

      I rest my head against his shoulder briefly. “And I’ll happily do it.”

      Ah, bed. We’ll be heading there soon. Together.

      Happy sigh.

      We reach the Ferris wheel and stand in line. As we wait, we are that couple. The one everyone wants to be. Holding hands, touching hair, laughing. As we amble closer, we talk about our favorite bands and singers.

      I learn he loves Radiohead and Rush, two bands I can’t stand, though their music is slightly less disgusting than beets and turnips, an opinion I share with West that makes him laugh again, since it turns out he detests those veggies too. I tell him that I adore Broadway musicals and the swooniest of male singers like Matt Nathanson and Harry Connick Jr. “I also love Sam Smith,” I confess.

      “Then I’ll play a Sam Smith tune the next time I seduce you,” he whispers as we walk up the ramp, closer to the entrance of the ride.

      I tip my face closer to his. “I’m gonna let you in on a little secret. You’ve already seduced me. Big time.”

      “Very good to hear, but seducing isn’t something you check off a list and consider it done, Gigi. It’s a calling of the highest, most noble order to keep seducing your beautiful, sexy woman day after day.”

      Swoon.

      He’s doing it.

      He is absolutely doing it—seducing me over and over.

      The young, tattooed ride attendant clears his throat. “Step right up. No rocking. No troublemaking. And please don’t spit.”

      I wrinkle my nose.

      As we head to the cage, I shoot West a curious look. “Was that really necessary? Do people do that? Spit at the top of Ferris wheels?”

      “Seems they do. If you’re interested, I’m up for breaking the rules. But fair warning, I’m an excellent spitter. Two older brothers and all.”

      “Gross,” I say pleasantly as I run my hand along his arm then squeeze his bicep. “I had no idea this icky, boyish side of you existed. But I kind of like it.”

      “Brilliant. But let’s hold off on the belching contest. I need a pint or two to really perform in that arena.”

      “If you insist.” I laugh.

      “I do insist. From the bottom of my big bossy heart.”

      I tap his sternum, then run my hand over his chest. “It is very big and very bossy.”

      “Just the way you like it.”

      “Guilty,” I say as we settle into the seat, rocking back and forth as the Ferris wheel starts to climb.

      He clasps my hand, brings my palm to his lips, kisses me. “Tell me something I don’t know about you. Have you ever been to Europe?”

      I sigh. “I haven’t. It’s a travesty, but I’ve always been too busy with work. But I would love to see Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower, and I definitely want to go all the way to the top, and I don’t care if that’s cheesy.” I cut a glance his way. “I bet you hate the Eiffel Tower.”

      He smiles and confirms, “It’s my least favorite part of Paris. But I’ll happily take you to the top and stay there as long as you like.”

      I harrumph. “Fine. What’s your favorite part of Paris?”

      As the Ferris wheel circles higher, he runs his fingers through my hair, his gaze holding mine. His dark eyes shine with desire, but something deeper, too. Something that feels powerful and real and like it’s not stupid to imagine seeing Paris with him.

      Seeing the world with him.

      Maybe even my next ten or twenty birthdays with him.

      “My favorite part of Paris is taking you for a visit at your earliest convenience,” he whispers, and I’m done for.

      That’s it. I’m waving the white flag. Throwing in the towel.

      I am head over heels in love with this man. It’s only been six days, but I don’t care. He’s the man of my dreams. And it’s time for me to tell him so. To take the first step.

      To put my heart on the line.

      Because I feel it.

      And most of all because it’s true to the better, brighter version of myself I’m becoming.

      Less afraid. More daring.

      But still, this is so damn hard. I do my best to swallow down the nerves and the giddy butterflies, except they’re fluttering inside me in equal measure. I run my thumb along his jaw, then cup his cheek. “West Byron, magnificent spitter, wonderful human, person I am so glad I met over a Rubik’s Cube… I am falling madly in love with you.”

      His smile is melting chocolate. “What do you know? I’m falling madly in love with you too, Gigi James.” Then he kisses me just as we reach the top of the Ferris wheel, with all of Brooklyn spread out below and the stars sparkling just for us, even if we can’t see them.

      As we kiss, the Coney Island firework show begins.

      It is a perfect night.

      Wait. No.

      It’s even better. It’s just so.
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      The next week is the best week. Ever.

      Life is fucking beautiful and I’m fucking in love and fucking the most amazing woman in the world and if I weren’t already running fucking late after a fucking scone-related emergency at work—note to self, do not let Abby near the oven again, even with pre-mixed dough and detailed instructions—I would insist on fucking Gigi up against the wall by my front door in that fucking fantastic dress.

      “Fuck,” I groan as she lifts the hem of the slinky, emerald-green number, revealing sheer black stockings and satiny garters.

      Garter belts.

      “Fuck, fuck, holy fuck,” I mutter again.

      She laughs as she lets the dress drop back into place around her legs. “You say fuck a lot when you’re stressed.”

      “I’m not stressed.” I run a hand over my rumpled, kitchen-scented hair. “I’m hard. And it’s your fault.”

      “It’s your fault for asking to see my stockings. And if you’re not stressed, you should be.” She glances at the delicate gold watch on her wrist. “You have exactly seventy minutes to shower and get your sexy ass to the venue. And traffic is awful heading to Williamsburg at rush hour on Fridays.”

      “I’ll take the tube,” I say offhandedly, earning myself a frustrated sigh from my oh-so-sexy partner in crime.

      Ah, partner.

      I like the thought a little more every time it drifts through my head.

      “No, West,” she says patiently, “I told you, there’s no easy way to get there from here on the subway. You’d either have to go all the way into Manhattan first or transfer twice in Brooklyn and then catch a bus and you’ll—”

      “Never get there on time,” I finish just as a car horn honks outside. I shoo her off. “Go. Get settled. I’ll see you there.”

      She hesitates, her brow furrowing. “Maybe you should just come with me in the car now. You look better with a five o’clock shadow and sticky kitchen face than most men look after an hour of primping.”

      “There’s plenty of time for me to primp. Go.”

      “But I—”

      “Go,” I insist. “I’m a big boy, I can take care of myself and you later tonight, after I win and you do a striptease for me to celebrate.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Silly, man, I’m doing a striptease for you no matter who wins.” Then she winks, blows me a kiss, and hurries out the door to the car.

      I watch her through the glass beside the door for a moment.

      She looks damn good walking away from me. And even better headed back the other direction.

      Making a mental note to ask her to move in with me as soon as it’s remotely appropriate—two more weeks? Maybe one? Or tonight?— I take the stairs two at a time and rush through a shower.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seventy-five minutes later, I’m stuck in traffic at least ten minutes from the venue—a hotel in Williamsburg with a large rooftop beer garden where we’ll be cooking as the sun sets.

      But it’s fine. It’s not like I need a tour of my station this time around. I know the ropes, and I’ll be there long before the actual cooking starts.

      Still, I pull out my cell and text Gigi.

      
        
        West: In the car. Going to be a few minutes late, but almost there.

      

      

      She texts back quickly.

      
        
        Gigi: Oh good. I want you to check your station very carefully when you get here. Hawley’s looking far too pleased with himself.

      

      

      Grimacing, I reply.

      
        
        West:  Abby isn’t there, is she? She said she might swing by if things weren’t too crowded at the shop tonight. If she does, and Hawley says something awful to her, or so much as looks at her the wrong way, I might really have to punch him.

      

      

      Gigi sends over an angry face emoji, then an explanation.

      
        
        Gigi: I’ll hold his arms for you, but no. She’s not here. But I think she’ll be fine if she does show. The fling with the hot bus boy has been good for her self-esteem.

      

      

      My eyes bulge.

      
        
        West: What? She’s banging the hot busboy? You mean Eduardo? When did this happen?

      

      

      My phone rings and I answer it to hear Gigi whisper softly, “Yes, Eduardo. Don’t pretend you don’t know which one is the hot busboy. And it’s been happening for a little over a week and she’s having amazing orgasms and he’s very generous and complimentary and makes her feel beautiful and everything is fine. But now you have to pretend I didn’t tell you. I thought you already knew, or I wouldn’t have said a word. I don’t share girl talk with people outside the girl-talk bubble, not even you.”

      “He’s barely old enough to drink,” I grunt.

      “And she’s still in her twenties, and it’s fine, and you can relax about that. But not about Hawley.” She makes a gagging sound. “Ugh. He’s giving off super oily vibes tonight, like the cat who pooped in the cocoa. Get here and go over everything in your area with a fine-tooth comb.”

      I promise I will, whisper a few PG-rated things about how eager I am to see her in that dress again—my driver doesn’t seem to be listening, but it’s hard to tell—and end the call.

      At the hotel, I bound out of the car and into the lobby, where I’m met by a frizzy-haired woman with kind brown eyes. “I’ll show you up. I’m with the contest organizers.”

      We take the express elevator to the roof and step out into a sun-drenched fairyland.

      This beer garden is truly a garden, filled with planters overflowing with flowers, potted hedges that form natural dividers between the seating areas, and even a few trees that seem to be growing straight out of the roof in the center of the space. The cooking stations are at the opposite end of the open area. Since there isn’t a tent this time, I easily spot Gigi standing next to Mr. Skips.

      Her hair catches the sunset and glows a brilliant ruby red. The light shimmers on her dress too, making it look like she’s glittering all over, like a 1950’s movie star lit to her best advantage, destined to break a million hearts.

      But not mine.

      I know, as soon as she sees me, that bombshell smile of hers will make me feel like I’m the only man in the room. Or on the roof.

      My lips are already curving up at the edges, but when I reach the pantry staging area where the other contestants are selecting their staple ingredients for tonight’s Death by Chocolate challenge, Gigi doesn’t turn my way.

      And she doesn’t smile.

      In fact, she looks like she’s about to be sick. She tips her head down, shoulders curling. She nods at something Mr. Skips is saying and presses two fingers between her eyebrows.

      “What’s going on?” I ask Willow softly once I make my way to where she’s busy by the flour canisters. I nod toward Gigi and Mr. Skips, but she clearly already knows what I’m talking about.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. Mr. Skips said he had to talk to Gigi and pulled her aside a few minutes ago. He looked really upset.”

      “So does she,” I murmur.

      “She should,” an oily voice announces behind me. It’s Hawley, of course, sticking his nose where it isn’t wanted. I turn to glare at him—eye to eye—and then turn back around without another word.

      Unfortunately, the Cut Direct doesn’t work this time.

      “Clearly, she thought she could get away with it,” he continues. “But cheaters always get theirs, sooner or later.”

      I whirl back around. “Yes, they do. Is now a good time for yours?” I lift my fists. “I’ve got one for cheating on my sister like the sad, pitiful prick you are, and another for whatever you did to Gigi.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Hawley says, but he takes a step back. “Aside from a little digging on your girlfriend. And I didn’t have to dig very deep. She didn’t even try to cover her tracks. There’s a picture of her with Mr. Skips right on the community page of her website.” His eyes glitter with ugly satisfaction. “She’s holding his hand by a giant pie her mother made for some street fair twenty years ago.”

      I scowl. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “He’s talking about the fact that I’ve known Mr. Skips since I was a kid,” Gigi’s says from my right, her voice tight with choked-back tears.

      I shift my gaze, my chest filling with knives as I see the tragic, shame-filled look on her face.

      “The organizers aren’t allowed to choose family or close friends as contestants,” she continues. “Mr. Skips didn’t think we’d spent enough time together for me to be out of the running, but once someone pointed out how long we’ve known each other…” She shoots a cutting look Hawley’s way. “Well, the other organizers agreed that I should be disqualified.” She swallows and says to the group at large. “So… I’m out. I won’t be competing tonight.”

      I go cold, my heart frozen.

      This can’t be happening to my Gigi.

      I have to do something.

      Some of the contestants murmur dismayed, sincere-sounding apologies, but Hawley just stands there, smugly beaming.

      Gloating.

      So bloody pleased with himself for ruining an innocent woman’s dream, for snatching her one shot at something that matters right out from under her.

      I won’t let him get away with it.

      No Cut Direct this time.

      I’ve got another plan.

      One that’ll make all my feelings absolutely clear.

      In seconds, I have the flour canister in my hands and upended over Hawley, raining wheat flour all over his wretched head.

      Oh, well. Who uses wheat flour with chocolate anyway?

      He sputters and lets out a shocked, squawking sound. His arms fly out to the sides, and his shoulders hunch as flour slides down the back of his flamingo print button-down shirt to stain the back of his navy pants.

      “You miserable fucking wanker,” he finally sputters out. “But thanks. Now you’ll be disqualified too.”

      “But it was an accident,” Willow pipes up from beside me, steel in her voice I haven’t heard before. “Wasn’t it, everyone?”

      “Yeah, just flew off the shelf,” the young guy in the purple apron says.

      “Must have been the wind,” adds the older woman who specializes in flan as the rest of the assembled crew make noises of agreement.

      Clearly no love lost for Hawley here.

      “You’d better get to your station,” Willow adds in a soft yet slightly ominous voice. “Before something else accidentally falls on you.” Then she pelts him with one of the chocolate chips from the cup in her hand.

      It hits him in the neck and lodges in a mound of flour near his collar.

      Hands curling into fists, he storms away with a huff.

      After he’s gone, I realize he’s not the only one who’s made a run for it.

      I search every inch of the rooftop, but Gigi’s vanished.

      Gone. Like she was never here to start with.
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      I thought I knew embarrassment when I vomited all over Christy Cannon’s bathroom door during her eighth-grade Christmas party. I’d drunk eggnog, like a fool. I’d wanted to see if I was still allergic to eggs.

      The verdict?

      Disgustingly, violently allergic.

      Half my class saw me yak up a yule log before I could make it to the toilet.

      That felt like a ten on the one-to-ten scale of life’s most horrifying moments.

      Then, there was Theodore, watching me slide with a look that said I couldn’t be more horrifically uncool or embarrassing if I tried.

      Those moments feel tiny compared to this one.

      As the elevator doors open, releasing me into the lobby, I want to race out of here, tear down the street, leave this all behind.

      But I hate running, and I’m wearing two-inch pumps.

      My heart thrashes inside my chest, mortified by what I’ve done.

      Fine, what I did wasn’t technically awful.

      But the fact that I messed up so publicly, in front of everyone I respect, Hawley aside, is awful.

      The fact that West and Willow and Mr. Skips and the other contest organizers and everyone I wanted to impress saw me step in it makes me feel so very small.

      And it’s my fault.

      I didn’t pay close enough attention to the rules.

      I missed the caveat. The catch.

      And now I just served up my aching, tender heart on a platter for everyone to feast on. Hi, I’m Gigi, and I’ve been disqualified for being an idiot.

      “I should have known better,” I mutter as I march out of the hotel, rustling around in my bag for my sunglasses.

      I find a pair and shove them on my face, but not before fat, salty tears streak down my cheeks.

      My throat tightens, a hard, hot knot of humiliation.

      Yes, this is more than a ten.

      My eyes sting, and I gulp back more tears. But they’re relentless, determined to flood my eyes.

      Outside in the muggy evening air, I make my way to the subway that’ll take me home, and my phone buzzes.

      Rooting around in my purse, I grab it, spying a notification. A text from West.

      All my emotions try to throttle me.

      Amid all the awfulness, a spark of hope flares inside. I can’t help it. I want West to stay and beat the shit out of Hawley, but I also want him here with me. I want to run away with him, find somewhere safe to curl up together, and let him hold me as I drown in a sea of tears.

      He’s just so good at holding me, and right now I feel so small and ashamed and alone.

      My heart slams against my ribs.

      I hope.

      I hope so damn hard.

      
        
        West: Fuck, that was awful. I’m so sorry, love. Are you okay? What do you need? How can I help? Tell me, and I’ll do it.

      

      

      The knot in my throat tightens impossibly more, and tears slip faster down my cheeks.

      Such a simple question.

      So hard to answer.

      But as much as the wounded part of me wants him right here, right now…

      
        
        Gigi: You need to kick Hawley’s ass in the contest. I’m going home. Just need to be alone for a while, but I’m fine. I swear. And I’m rooting for you! Talk later.

      

      

      I add a gif.

      
        
        *GIF OF SASSY WOMAN SAYING GO KICK ASS*

      

      

      I close my phone, stuff it into my purse, and head to the subway entrance, proud of myself despite the black hole of pain in my chest.

      This is my fault, and I should be alone with my misery and broken dreams. No need to drag West down with me.

      Especially when I suspect he wouldn’t really understand my devastation.

      But I don’t care if it’s just a contest.

      It wasn’t just a game to me.

      This was a chance to prove myself—to my community, my family, and myself. And I let it slip through my fingers by forgetting that contests have rules.

      You can’t just buy any property you want on Monopoly. You have to land on it. And you have to have the money.

      You don’t get to make up words in Scrabble.

      And you don’t get to enter contests you’re desperate to win without studying the fine print.

      “Stupid,” I mutter. “Stupid girl.” But as I’m about to round the corner and start down the steps to the train, I spot a taxi stopped at the light.

      Unoccupied.

      Rush hour has died down.

      I can grab that cab and let it whisk me home without baring my mascara-streaked cheeks to dozens of strangers. Or, knowing my luck, one of my regulars will be on the train, and I’ll have to explain why I’m a mess to a concerned patron who will, from this day forward, think of me as a crybaby loser.

      Thrusting a hand into the air, I hail the cab with a whistle added in for good measure.

      As the light changes, the yellow car jerks out of its lane and shimmies toward the curb. I jog the ten feet to the door, praying I won’t tumble and crack open my chin.

      Stitches would be the cherry on this shit ice cream sundae.

      I grab the door handle with a rush of relief and slide into the taxi, give the driver the address, and slump down in the sticky, cracked leather seat.

      Then I turn to the window, and hope grips my heart, squeezing it harder than I expect with the wish that I’ll see West coming after me.
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      There it is.

      My secret, selfish wish.

      To find West running after me.

      Racing along the sidewalk, flagging me down. Hell, maybe he’d even dart onto the street, bang on the window as the cab pulls into traffic, and shout stop the car.

      Then he’d grab the handle, slide inside, and gather me close. Tell me he couldn’t dominate the chocolate challenge because he’d rather be with me.

      Screw the damn chocolate, love. Let me smother you in kisses, instead.

      Yes, I want my prince to save me.

      Then I catch sight of myself in the rearview mirror and wince.

      Cringe.

      I look like a penguin who’s been attacked by a sea otter. Those deceptively sweet-looking creatures are actually twisted creeps. No one wants to hear the ugly truth about otters.

      But that’s who they are.

      And that’s who Hawley is. He’s an evil otter, and I am a wounded penguin. I don’t want a magnificent unicorn man like West who always has his horn and lush coat all together to see me like this.

      That would be worse than Theodore sneering from the bottom of the slide. Many times worse than running into Nelson on the street with his new girlfriend.

      Thank God, the sidewalk is empty of unicorns and West isn’t chasing me after all. He’d see the worst of me.

      My flawed, hyper-critical side that hates disappointing others and really hates disappointing myself.

      I’ve done both today, by massive amounts.

      I don’t want West to know how much I’m hurting right now.

      He’d think I’m being ridiculous.

      Someone who feels too much, who loses perspective, who’s too intense about too many trivial, embarrassing things.

      Most people can’t handle big displays of emotion and Lord knows mine are a kitchen explosion waiting to happen. I’m a chili pot of feelings, bubbling over to scorch on the burner.

      Leaving an awful, stinky mess.

      What if he doesn’t like this side of me? The side that occasionally loses control and ruins her makeup. The side that takes things too personally and sees every tiny failure as a sign she’s fundamentally flawed.

      If West saw this side of me, he’d leave. That’s what people do. They see you can’t always keep your shit together, no matter how hard you try, and…they leave.

      Or they simply don’t show up in the first place.

      My parents never showed up. And I’ve never had a man show up, either. I’ve never had a boyfriend stand by me when I stumbled, let alone fell flat on my face.

      Better that West doesn’t see how flat I am right now.

      When I see him again, I’ll be the me he loves.

      The fabulous, dressy, confident me.

      Not the penguin-mauled-by-an-otter me.

      Only two people get to see gross, mortified Gigi. The two people who will never leave me, no matter what.

      I lean forward, give the cabby a new address, then text my gram, letting her know I need pie stat.

      And her.

      And my brother.

      With them, I’m always safe.

      I try to be grateful for that, to play the gratitude game for my two fonts of unconditional love.

      The people who have always been by my side, through the years.

      My sun and my moon, and I love them both to the bottom of my messy, needy soul and back.

      As the cabby drives, I try to convince myself I don’t need—or want—more.

      But I miss West terribly.

      It turns out I’m not very good at gratitude tonight.

      Or anything else.
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      At Gram’s, I stumble through the door and dive bomb into her couch, stuffing my face into a cushion, hiding.

      “Oh, sweetie pie, what happened?” She sits next to me, petting my hair like she did when I was younger. When I’d escape to her house for comfort and a break from trying to keep my parents from breaking.

      “Is this about the contest?” she presses. “You should be there now, right?”

      The couch sinks near my feet. Harrison. He lives just down the block and, like Gram, he’s always there when I need him. I’m so lucky, but I still feel so fucking awful. The thirty-minute cab ride did nothing to banish the misery gnawing away in my chest.

      My brother squeezes my ankle. “Yeah, she should be. I was actually on my way there when you called, Gram. I was going to surprise her with this.”

      I look up to see Harrison holding a tiny trophy like the ones we used to win at the field day races in elementary school. Upon closer inspection, I see the plaque at the bottom reads—Top Goddess of Pie Mountain, Bitches, And Don’t You Forget It.

      See? These people are my sun and moon.

      Fresh tears stream down my face at the sweet gesture and the story all spills out. I tell them about the rule violation and awful, miserable, smug Hawley and finish with, “So I’m out. Disqualified. I will not now or ever be Mrs. Sweet Stuff.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Harrison says with a scowl. “When’s the last time you spent quality time with Mr. Skips? Or even his kids? We’ve barely seen them since they moved to Dumbo sixteen years ago.”

      I sit up with a hard sniff. “That’s what I said, and Mr. Skips agreed. But the other organizers didn’t, so I’m sweet stuff history.” My breath shudders out as I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I just feel so stupid. And embarrassed. And ashamed of myself.”

      “For goodness’ sake why?” Gram hugs me close with one arm as she gathers Joan—who’s yowling by her ankles—onto her lap with the other. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “But I did. I should have realized there might be a conflict of interest. I should have been prepared just in case someone—”

      “Stop it,” Harrison cuts me off with a slice of his hand through the air. “We’ve talked about this before. No one can prepare for everything that could possibly go wrong. There is no Girl Scout with that many badges, Geeg. No superhero with that many special powers. Trust me.”

      I shake my head. “But I skimmed right over the fine print. Who does that?”

      Gram huffs. “Everyone. For all I know, I’ve sold my soul to the devil a thousand times over. I haven’t read a cell phone agreement or disclosure on my meds in years.”

      Before I can chide Gram about ignoring possible drug interactions, she continues, “And what about your new friend? How did he take the news?”

      I bite my bottom lip, fighting another wave of tears. “West texted right after to ask what he could do to help. And I told him to stay and beat Hawley, and he did stay. Even though he’s told me a dozen times the contest isn’t a big deal to him. And now…” I flail an arm in the general direction of Williamsburg. “He’s probably deep in dark chocolate soufflé mode by now. And I’m glad, I really am, but…”

      “But you wanted him to come after you, which is understandable,” Gram says, shushing Joan when the big floofy beast meows in irritation, clearly not happy that Gram is still rubbing me instead of her.

      “But also understandable that he stayed,” Harrison counters. “He knows you, right?”

      I nod and sniff.

      “So, he knows you’re competitive as hell and winning Mrs. Sweets was important to you,” he says.

      I nod again.

      “And you flat-out told him to stay.” Harrison is in big bossy brother mode now. “And because he’s a full-grown man who trusts the full-grown woman he’s dating to know her own mind, he respected your wishes and stayed to fight for the both of you. Even though it isn’t his top priority.” With an eyebrow arch that says you got what you asked for, he pauses before adding in a softer voice, “And even though you aren’t there to cheer him on.”

      I press a fist to my chest, a horrible suspicion rising inside of me. “Oh no. I should have stayed, shouldn’t I? Even though I’m a gross, blubbering, mortified mess.”

      “No, baby,” Gram says. “What you should do is be kinder to yourself. You should have started about thirty years ago, and I should have done a better job of helping you.”

      Joan takes a sneaky swipe at my skirt, claws fully bared. The cat has never scratched me outright, but she’s shredded her share of innocent clothing in her attempts to show me my place.

      Which is second place. Behind her majesty, the princess.

      But Gram catches the cat’s paw.

      Fitting, since Gram never made me feel second best. “You did,” I assure her. “That’s why I’m here. Because I know I’m loved. Safe, no matter what.”

      “But you should be safe and loved anywhere,” Gram insists. “Anywhere you are. Anywhere you want to be. You’re always worthy of that. You don’t have to be perfect all the time or do everything right. That’s your birthright.”

      I swallow hard, rolling her words and Harrison’s over in my head, mashing them together like ingredients in a pie crust.

      Mixing until they come together.

      Maybe I’m like a pie, one that just needed a little more time in the oven. A little more love—from these two people, but mostly from the baker.

      From myself.

      I’m the only one who can give me that.

      It’s my choice. I don’t have to be just so.

      I can be just me.

      “If I weren’t so hard on myself,” I say in a halting voice as the new possibilities emerge, “then I wouldn’t have been so upset. And I would have been able to stay.”

      And be there for West.

      Be there for my man.

      Harrison smiles proudly, squeezes my hand. “Or to stay even if you were upset, trusting that it’s okay to feel the way you feel. That there’s no shame in having a cry in public once and a while.”

      I level a hard look at my brother’s always-in-control face. “When’s the last time you cried in public?”

      “Second grade, I think,” he says with a soft laugh. He shrugs. “But I’m still a work in progress. And I’m a guy. That has its own set of challenges. I’m supposed to be strong and tough and take the lead. I bet it wasn’t easy for West to stay there and let you go. I’m sure a part of him wanted to ride to the rescue, despite your wishes.”

      I mash that into the pie crust too, and it almost sticks, but…

      “But what if he doesn’t think it’s okay to cry in public?” I whisper, a little afraid to say this next part, even in front of Gram and Harrison. They know my horrid dating history, of course, but I’ve never let on, even to them, how much it’s messed me up. How much it’s made me doubt I’m worthy of that safe, loved space Gram’s talking about. “What if he’s like the other men I’ve dated. What if the second I show weakness or a side of myself he doesn’t like, he’s out the door?”

      “Then he’s not the right man,” Harrison says.

      “And he’s not worthy of you.” Gram tucks Joan between her leg and the arm of the couch then turns to face me fully, taking my hands in her smaller ones. “And maybe West isn’t the man for you. But sooner or later, you’re going to meet someone who sees how wonderful you are, sweet girl, and who appreciates every part of you. Even the weak parts and the scared parts. He’ll realize loving those parts of you is not only his job, but his honor and privilege. Just like loving those parts of him will be yours.”

      Harrison swipes at his cheek with the back of his hand. I look over to see his eyes shining. I free one of my hands so I can wrap an arm around him. “You okay?” I ask.

      “Don’t mind me,” he says, the words thick. “Just kind of looking forward to that. Sounds pretty special.”

      “It is,” Gram says, giving my hand another squeeze before she pulls away. “So is the bond between a woman and the cat who hates the entire world on her behalf. I’m going to take Joan into the kitchen for a treat before she has a meltdown and tries to assassinate the drapes. Be right back with pie and ice cream.”

      “Actually, I won’t have time for pie.” I pull in a deep breath. “I’m going back. If I hurry, maybe I can get there before they announce the winners.”

      “You’re sure?” Gram asks. “No pressure here, either way.”

      I nod. “Yes, I want to be there for West, even if I am a bedraggled baby penguin.”

      Harrison frowns. “Excuse me?”

      “Long story,” I say, grabbing my bag from the floor beside the couch. “I’ll tell you later.” I start for the door then pause and turn back. “Or maybe I won’t. I don’t think you really want to know. But I will tell you this—” I point at one dear one and then the other. “I love you both. Thank you for giving it to me straight.”

      “Haven’t given it to anyone straight since junior high,” Harrison deadpans.

      I wiggle my finger his way again. “Which reminds me. West’s oldest brother plays for your team. So maybe, if all goes well…”

      He hums beneath his breath. “I get laid by a hot Brit at your wedding?”

      “I was thinking double wedding, but whatever sounds good to you,” I tease, some of the old spring in my step as I wave goodbye to Gram and hurry out the door.

      But on my way back to the competition, in my third car of the night, I’m nervous again.

      Nervous, but determined to do my best by the man I love.

      If my best isn’t enough, that’s okay, too. Gram and Harrison are right. I don’t have to be perfect. I just have to give my full heart and be good to myself, even when I fall short.

      And if I’m lucky, I’ll get to be good to West too, even when he falls short.

      Surely, even unicorns have an off day now and then. I just hope I get to be there for him on those days.

      And all the ones between.
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      Two hours and twelve minutes.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t aware of every second that’s dragged by since Gigi left. Every moment I’ve spent tending a fussy dark chocolate soufflé on this rooftop while wishing I were wherever she is now.

      But I had a job to do and, damn it, I did it.

      I have no doubt this chocolate creation is orgasmic.

      Now, it’s in the judge’s hands, and I hope it’s enough to take home the prize.

      But not for me. For Gigi. For the woman I adore, who left her parting orders—Kick Hawley’s arse.

      Mission accepted.

      Now, as the sun dips toward the horizon, pulling the day away with it, I send out a wish—on my mother’s memory and on the love she left me along with her soufflé recipe—that the rest of the evening will go as I hope.

      Mr. Skips huddles with the judges then clears his throat and approaches the microphone, ready to announce the winners.

      He stands before the crowd in a seersucker suit and a panama hat, beaming with pride. But there’s disappointment too, likely over Gigi’s ousting.

      I get it. I feel it. Justice didn’t win out today, and the only way to make that even slightly more palatable is if someone other than Hawley wins the prize.

      Please, let it be someone other than that fucking weasel…

      Please don’t let him win. Not when I’m out of flour and sugar and all other easy-to-dump-over-an-asshole’s-head materials.

      Though, I do a have a few leftover eggs I can toss if needed…

      “Every day is better with a little sugar in it,” Mr. Skips says, patting his rotund belly. “Believe me, I know.” He holds for polite chuckles from the audience parked at the picnic tables scattered across the roof. “But I have no guilt about my love of sweets, cakes, chocolates, and treats. Like my grandmother, the wedding cake queen of Brooklyn, always said: The world can always use more of two things—love and frosting. And that’s why she started this contest, to celebrate the sweet things in life. So, without further ado, I’m pleased to announce our top three contestants. In third place is—” He takes a beat to scan his index card. I clench my fists, nerves tearing through me. “Frederick James Ebenezer Hawley.”

      Ha! Brilliant.

      Bloody fucking brilliant!

      I stifle a whoop of victory as I whip my gaze to the tosser. Hawley’s doing a stellar impression of a beet, slowly turning red as embarrassment floods his neck, his face, even his beady little eyeballs.

      The sore-loser scarlet matches his polo shirt perfectly as he pastes on a thin-lipped smile, giving a simpering thank you nod that makes me want to punch him. But doesn’t everything?

      Now I have a very real shot at the top prize.

      Like Gigi wanted.

      Like she hoped.

      But all I can think is that she should be here.

      That she would love to see this.

      And then, a vision in emerald emerges from the elevator.

      Is that…?

      I squint as the redhead steps onto the rooftop garden with her hand raised to shield her eyes from the fading sun as she scans the line of chefs gathered in front of our stations.

      It’s her.

      My Gigi.

      She’s a little messy—dress wrinkled, hair pulled into a crooked ponytail, mascara smudged beneath her eyes—but she’s still beautiful.

      Maybe even more beautiful.

      Because I know she showed up messy and in a rush for me. So we could share this victory—or defeat—together.

      But I honestly don’t care anymore which it is. All I want is her.

      It seems she feels the same. The moment our eyes connect, she starts across the garden at a jog.

      I jolt away from my station but stop myself before I go more than a few steps. I don’t want to steal Mr. Skips’s limelight.

      The older man’s clever eyes bounce between the two of us, and his lips stretch into a sly little smile. “Just a moment, sweet-lovers of all ages. There’s a very close call here for first and second place. I’ll need to confer with the judges for a moment.” He trundles over to the judge’s table, giving me all the opportunity I need.

      I close the distance to Gigi as she rushes to me, throwing her arms around my neck and pressing a kiss to my cheek. “I need to tell you something important,” she says, her words spilling out at Mach speed. “I love you. And I’d still love you if you didn’t have a library, or if you lived in a tiny room in the back of Tea and Empathy and your clothes always smelled like scones. I’d love you if you didn’t wear suits. I’d love you if you didn’t drink fifty-year-old whiskey or have the world’s greatest board game collection. Because the way I feel for you has nothing to do with any of that.”

      She clasps my face, stroking my jaw as she delivers the very best love speech. Better, even, than the one on the Ferris wheel. That was fantastic, but this is one for the ages.

      “I love everything about you. Your witty brain and your gorgeous face and your big heart, and the way you keep things in perspective, even when it’s hard,” she says before adding with a soft smile, “And I love that you insist you aren’t running late even when you are. And that you refuse to stress even when you probably should. And that you look down your nose at bankers, even though you used to be one, and that you are very snotty about socks.”

      I hug her closer. “My feet demand a certain standard of heel cushioning and reinforcement.”

      “I know they do,” she says. “And I love that you insist on getting what you need, even when it means leaving for your morning run when I’d rather you stay in bed and snuggle.” She sighs and her brows pinch together. “I just…wanted you to know. That I love you like that. And that I’m kind of hoping you might love me the same way.”

      Before I can insist that I adore every fucking thing about her from her poise, loyalty, intelligence, and killer sex-appeal to the way she leaves empty coffee cups all over the house and constantly misplaces her purse, Mr. Skips returns to the microphone. “All right, we’re all sorted! In second place is West Byron.”

      I freeze, then blink.

      Well…

      Good.

      If things pan out the way I think they have, this is actually quite good.

      As if reading my mind, a wide-eyed Gigi lifts her crossed fingers between us.

      “And the winner, for her absolutely incredible, sinfully delicious chocolate indulgence molten cake, is”—Mr. Skips takes a dramatic beat—“Willow Thompson.”

      “Oh, my.” Gigi claps her hand over her mouth, clearly thrilled. Then as she joins in the applause echoing through the garden, she glances up at me. “You’re not upset, are you?”

      I shake my head. “Couldn’t be less upset, in fact. You?”

      She beams. “No. Not a bit. She totally deserves this. One hundred percent.”

      As soon as the clapping and cheering dies down a little, Gigi takes my hand and pulls me over to Willow, throwing her arms around the dog-loving cupcake baker. “I’m so happy for you! You’re going to be an incredible Mrs. Sweets.”

      “Thank you. I can’t quite believe it yet,” Willow says in an awed voice. “I never expected I might actually win.”

      Gigi smiles. “I did. You’re an incredible baker. And your cupcakes are the best in the city. We should celebrate! You want to get lunch tomorrow?”

      “I would love to,” says the once shy, still shy, but now bolder woman.

      When a beaming older couple—Willow’s parents I’m guessing—whisk her away for pictures with Mr. Skips, I guide Gigi to a quiet corner of the garden, gather her into my arms, and return all my attention to her. “What’s come over you, woman? Where’s my ruthless competitor? My Scrabble destroyer?” I ask with a laugh.

      She shrugs coquettishly then leans closer, whispering just for me. “Oh, she’s here. She’s definitely here.” Her tone turns serious, a touch emotional. “And I was really upset to be disqualified, but I didn’t want to let that keep me from being present for the people I care about. Like Willow. And you. Especially you. You’re so...good, West. Honestly, sometimes I think I don’t deserve you.”

      I furrow my brow. “Nonsense. Stop that. That’s not true.”

      She presses her hand to my chest. “No, I want to say this. I can be foolish and silly sometimes.”

      “Silly in a good way,” I insist.

      Her lips quirk. “Thanks, but silly in a bad way, too. I know that. That’s just…part of who I am. Sometimes I’m going to make embarrassing mistakes or have it less together than I’d like. And I will probably never be as cool as you are.”

      I start to scoff again, but she continues, “I hope that’s okay. I want to be open and honest with you. I just want to be…me. And for you to be you. And to know we’ll forgive each other when we fall short and maybe even love each other more for it.”

      My heart soars. I came to New York determined to keep my dating life casual and uncomplicated. But that determination is long gone. I want complicated. I want happy and sad, rain and shine, good and bad with this woman.

      “I want all of those things, with you and only with you. Always with you.” I run my knuckles along her cheek. “And I think you’re the cool one.”

      She huffs. “Yeah?”

      “The fucking coolest.” I tuck her hair behind her ear. “You’re wonderful, even when you’re messy.”

      Her smile looks like she’s starting over, learning to let go. “Thank you. I’m going to do a better job of that—being okay with a little mess. I hear it makes you a better, happier person.” She arches a playful brow. “Not to mention girlfriend.”

      I lean in and press a soft kiss to those lips I love. “You’re already the best girlfriend, but I love this plan. And I love you. All of you. I didn’t just fall in love with the outside, you know. I’m mad for that fierce, brave, and loyal heart of yours. And I’m going to keep it safe, Gigi. I promise.”

      “Good.” Her breath hitches and her eyes shine. “Because it’s yours, West. It’s all yours.”

      I cup her cheeks, drawing her in close for a kiss as night falls across my adopted city.

      Neither of us won the day, but as I kiss the woman I adore, I know I’m taking home the biggest prize of all.
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        * * *

      

      Once we reach my place, we fall together onto the couch.

      Her dress comes off. Her bra. Her knickers. My trousers. All our clothes vanish.

      Then my Gigi straddles me and drops down on top of me deliciously. I fill her in one hot thrust, savoring the tightness, feeling like I’ve come home. I run my hands up her back, loving the soft slide of her skin. I make love to her and do all the things we like best.

      I smack her arse, pull her hair, and kiss her madly. I glide a hand between her legs, touching her where she wants me most.

      Like I did the first night. Like I intend to every night.

      It’s a gift when the woman you love shows you all the pieces of herself, and I mean to treasure every part of Gigi.

      To treasure her.

      To give her love and a ridiculous number of orgasms.

      After number five or six, I take her hand, clasping it as I catch my breath with my cock still buried inside her. “You are my favorite thing about New York. Aside from that T-shirt we won on our first date, of course.”

      She nods seriously. “Understandable. That’s a sweet shirt.”

      “Not as sweet as you are.” I kiss her neck and murmur against her warm skin, “Is it okay that I can’t get enough of you?”

      “No,” she teases. “I demand to be sent home right away. No more orgasms, no strip Scrabble in the library, no champagne in the claw-foot tub.”

      I pull back to gaze down at her with a wicked grin. “I’m going to destroy you at strip Scrabble.”

      “Not if I destroy you first,” she says, her eyes glittering.

      “You’re a very bad woman. You know that?”

      She cups my face. “How can I help it, when you make it feel so good? Now, get dressed and take me to your library, you sexy beast, and let’s see how fast I can get you naked again.”

      We do just that.

      And it’s very bad.

      And oh-so-good.

      And something I hope lasts for a very long time, indeed.
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      Four months later…

      

      “No. I refuse to cave under your interrogation tactics!” Abby crosses her arms and sits on the wooden stool in the corner of the courtyard behind Tea and Empathy, shivering in the evening breeze. “West will have my head if I tell you anything except that he’ll be here by seven.”

      “No, he won’t,” I say. “He’ll have your head if he finds out you and Eduardo are still having sex in the basement before he gets here every morning.”

      Her eyes go wide. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t.” I bat my lashes. “As long as you tell me what West was up to this morning.”

      “Gigi, seriously. What else am I supposed to do with those twenty minutes?” she deflects. “Sit around and watch the scones bake when there’s a perfectly beautiful man just waiting for me to fly down the stairs and jump on him like a primal tigress? Don’t you agree I have a duty to embrace my inner tigress?”

      I fight a grin. One thing I’ve learned about Abby in the past few months—she’ll say anything for a laugh, and if you let her know she’s getting to you, she’ll never stop.

      It’s amazing to see her blossom post-Hawley. Even more amazing to see Hawley’s frozen food empire begin to crumble after he was sued by three former girlfriends, all alleging he stole not only their recipes, but several family heirlooms.

      But seriously, right now this woman needs to give me the goods before I perish from curiosity. “Of course, I believe in honoring the primal tigress,” I say, “but West is more concerned with health code violations.”

      “Ugh. You’re so right. He’s such a stick in the mud like that.” She narrows her eyes. “Though, if you were waiting for him in the basement, you can bet your sweet ass he’d be violating the health code—and you—ten different ways.”

      “Or twenty,” I agree.

      “See, total double standard.” Then she thinks for a moment, her brow furrowing, and adds, “Really? Twenty? I can’t think of that many positions off the cuff. You two really are a pair of perverts, aren’t you?”

      “Very much so. Perverts who promised to get kinky together over a few spreadsheets this morning before a conference call with Willow about our cross-promotional flavor selections for December. But instead, your brother cancelled at the last minute, ran out the door like a madman, and has been very cagey about his whereabouts all day.”

      Abby raises her eyes to study the darkening sky. “But that’s going so well, right? The cross-promo customer loyalty thing? The businesses are all growing. Profits are growing. Customers are happy. It’s brilliant, really.”

      “Mr. Skips is brilliant. And you keep changing the subject.”

      She sighs. “Well, it’s something I’m good at, I confess. When you grow up the youngest of four siblings, the only girl, and weirdly small, you learn pretty quickly that disarming your opponent with words is your only path to victory.” Glancing over my shoulder, she spots something that makes her slump with relief. “Speaking of victory, I won this bet, West.” Abby hops off her stool. “You owe me fifty bucks.”

      I turn to see him crossing the cobblestones in his navy three-piece suit, and my heart flips the way it always does. I assumed all the flipping would calm down eventually, but if anything, it seems to be getting worse.

      One look at this man—my man—and I’m as giddy as the night I first brought him home.

      “Really? You didn’t cave and confess?” he asks her as he wraps an arm around my waist.

      “No, she didn’t.” I lean into him, accepting the kiss he presses to my cheek. “But you’d better start talking. You know I hate surprises.”

      He and Abby both laugh. Hard.

      “What?” I frown and amend. “Okay, so I love surprises, but not surprises that take you away from me on our day off.”

      Abby hums beneath her breath as she starts across the courtyard. “Oh, you’re going to like this one.” She pauses in the door leading into the shop. “See you two at Ruby’s gallery later for the opening?”

      “See you there,” West assures her, adding under his breath as she leaves, “Though, I don’t see how we’re all going to fit. The place is the size of a postage stamp.”

      I grin. “But a cute postage stamp. And she’s so excited about this series. She’s done portraits of all her favorite Brooklyn restaurant owners as animals. The ones I’ve seen so far are precious. And all proceeds are going to the local food pantry, so…”

      “We’re obligated to buy at least twelve pieces?”

      “I was thinking two.” I arch a brow. “But you do have that entire empty wall by the refrigerator. Pictures of foodie animals would liven things up over there.”

      “Agreed.” He shoots me one of his fond smiles that makes me feel completely adored and so very lucky.

      I know I make him feel the same way, and I’d love to indulge him by being super patient, but… “I really can’t wait,” I whisper as he takes my hand. “I need to know what you were up to before it literally kills me.”

      “Literally kills?” he echoes, leading me into the empty shop. “Are you sure about that?”

      After realizing almost all their business happens before three, Tea and Empathy started closing at three on weekdays and four on weekends. Meanwhile, I hired additional staff to take the shipping arm of the business off my hands and free up my nights for things more fun than bookkeeping and website maintenance. Work smarter, not harder, is our new motto, and we’re both reaping the rewards in more profitable sweet shops and more time together after work.

      “Yes, literal death,” I insist, pressing a hand to my ribs with a wince. “I can feel it now. Need to Know is stabbing my spleen.”

      “And once you lose the spleen, you’re really screwed.”

      “So screwed,” I murmur.

      He turns to face me beside the gourd display by the hostess’s stand. “All right, then. Might as well have at it.”

      I blink, then narrow my eyes. “Have at what?”

      “Your gift. I originally planned to surprise you in the library later, then I realized you’d be rabid with curiosity by this point, so I brought it with me.”

      “Oh, yay,” I squeak, clapping my hands. “Thank you. I really am rabid.”

      He laughs. “I know.” He nods toward the stand. “Pop the top.”

      I reach out, lifting the wooden top to expose the storage area beneath. Inside is…

      My jaw drops, and I shift wide eyes West’s way. “An antique Scrabble set?”

      “Even better,” he says proudly. “A hand-carved special edition commissioned by my great-grandfather in 1948. Here all the way from my family’s estate in Canterbury.”

      “Oh, so pretty.” I reverently lift the heavy, gorgeously carved box from the stand and set it on the table behind me.

      “My father sent it over with a business friend of his. That’s where I was—treating the friend to lunch as a thank you for playing messenger. He had a change to his schedule and needs to leave New York earlier than expected so…” He pulls in a breath and lets it out long and slow. “It was now or never.”

      I glance up with a grin. “You sound nervous. I promise I won’t break it.” I run a gentle hand over the wood.

      “I know you won’t,” he whispers. “Go ahead. Open it. The suspense is killing me. I want to see if the tiles are as fancy as I remember.”

      “Fancy tiles, huh?” I grip the edges of the hinged case and lift. “That will make beating you even more…”

      I trail off. There, on top of the closed game board, those fancy tiles spell out one word—Always?

      I jerk my gaze back to West and say perhaps the dumbest thing ever, “This set has punctuation?”

      He exhales and nods. “Yeah. I’m not sure the carver really understood the game all that well. But it adds another dimension. And is helpful at times like these.” He pulls a small box from his pocket and my heart ping-pongs again as he opens it to reveal an astonishingly large diamond.

      Holy. Smokes.

      “This is the real reason for the hand delivery. My father wasn’t about to send this via post.”

      I cover my mouth with my hand as tears fill my eyes, a part of me unable to believe this is happening.

      “It was my great grandmother’s,” he says softly. “Then my mother’s. And now, I’d really love for it to be yours and for you to be mine. For always.”

      Tears streaming down my cheeks, I hurl myself at him, wrapping my arms tight around his neck as I say, “Yes. Oh, yes. And you’ll be mine, and I’m never ever going to let you go.”

      “I certainly hope not,” he says, hugging me tight as he sighs. “I confess I’m glad that’s over. I was nervous.”

      I pull back, grinning up at him. “You seriously thought I’d say no?”

      “I thought you might think we should wait. But I couldn’t put it off. I needed to see my ring on your finger. It’s become an almost primal thing.”

      I laugh as I hold out my trembling hand. “Abby was just talking about her primal tigress. You’re a very primal pair.”

      “Oh, God, don’t tell me. If I hear any more about her sex life, I’ll never be able to look poor Eduardo in the eye again.” He slides the ring into place on my finger. “There we go. Beautiful.”

      I blink faster. “And a perfect fit.”

      “I had it sized. That’s what else I was up to this afternoon.”

      “Clever man.” I hold out my hand, cocking my head as I watch the diamond glint in the light. “Wow. There’s only one thing that could make this moment any better.”

      “Sex in the basement before we go to the gallery opening?”

      “I was thinking the bathroom, but…”

      I race for the stairs, giggling. He follows me, and we prove that my ring looks gorgeous when my hands are braced against the brick wall while he fucks me from behind.

      And then we get dressed and head to Ruby’s gallery to share the good news with the people we love, and finally head home with four new paintings of our very own and a December wedding to plan.

      Because we can’t wait for spring or summer.

      “We can stay on in London after the ballroom dancing competition,” West says. “Get married in a frigid old church with no central heat, have a huge party after at my brother’s fancy penthouse in Notting Hill, and then stay on for Christmas in the country with my dad and his new girlfriend.”

      I clap my hands. “I’ll buy plane tickets for Harrison and Gram tomorrow. And Ruby and Jesse too, if they can get away.”

      He nods, grinning. “Abby’s already going home for the holiday, so she’ll be there. And the rest of my family lives in or near London, so they should be able to make it on short notice.”

      I brush invisible dirt from my hands. “Done. How easy was that?”

      He pulls me close and kisses me deep and sweet. “So easy. Almost as easy as getting you into the sack.”

      I laugh against his lips. “What can I say? When it comes to you, I just can’t say no, mister.”

      “A fact I am grateful for every day,” he murmurs.

      And then he proves it, confirming he’s the best boyfriend—and soon to be husband—ever.

      Really. Ever.

      I’m not competitive about many things these days, but of this I’m quite certain. West is the very best, and I can’t wait to promise him my always and forever.
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        Joan the cat

      

      

      

      Cats are good at a great many things— Looking fantastic literally all the time. Lazing in the sun. And sussing out people’s true natures.

      I excel at all of the above. I take impeccable care of my coat, I bask in the windows on bright, clear days, and I know exactly who is worthy of my love.

      The woman who cares for me, of course.

      Her devotion is unparalleled, and I make it my business to purr for her at least once a day. Twice, if she’s exceptionally attentive.

      I confess, however, that I have a suspicious heart. I tend to think the worst of humans until they prove themselves.

      Lately, however…

      Well, the red-haired woman who also likes to be petted by my person is growing on me. She and her mate with the funny accent, both. Red finally seems to have grasped that cats don’t always want to be touched.

      Perhaps her mate taught her…

      I brush up against him now, treating him to a rub of my haunches against his legs, which he acknowledges with a respectful, “Thank you, gorgeous,” without reaching so much as a finger in my direction.

      Yes, he’s a good one.

      I also rather like my person’s other friend. The young man with the finely brushed fur on his head. He looks at me with a pleasing mix of wariness and admiration that, frankly, all humans would do well to emulate.

      He seems happier these days.

      Like today.

      As my person spreads cards on the table, her young man friend pulls out a chair for a new man. “Pierce, welcome to the James family tradition. Poker Sundays with Gram.”

      The new man chuckles. “I’ve been looking forward to this, Harrison. The only thing better than meeting, dating, and falling in love with an exceptionally witty and good-looking book editor was learning he has a card shark for a gram.”

      “We’ll see if you still think that way after I take all your chips,” my person teases.

      The entire table laughs and sets to playing and eating obscene amounts of pie.

      But, this time, Red brought me a small, chicken liver pie of my own to devour, so I’m not jealous of their treats.

      I am, in fact, feeling very well-fed, pampered, and ready for a nap in the sun. I might even reward Red with a rub against her legs on my way to the window.

      Then my person demands, “Since when have you refused a second cup of coffee, Gigi James? What’s up your sleeve this morning? You look like the cat who got the cream.”

      I glance up at Red with a sniff. She looks nothing like a cat of any sort; her fur is far too wild and out of order. But I catch her exchanging glances with her mate.

      “Tell them,” he says. “We won’t be able to keep it a secret much longer anyway. Not with two of them in there.”

      “Two of them.” My person presses a hand to her chest as she gasps in delight. “You don’t mean…”

      “We’re pregnant,” Red says, beaming at the humans around the table. “Twins.”

      The gathering erupts into raucous cries and cheers.

      I take advantage of the commotion to jump onto the china cabinet and settle in for a nap while my person is too distracted to fret that I’ll break one of her fancy vases.

      As they continue to celebrate, I drift off with a satisfied sigh, knowing I’ll wake in my person’s arms—she always gathers me up for a cuddle after she finds me sleeping where she thinks I shouldn’t.

      I look forward to it.

      And to a few pieces of her leftover pie crust.

      Yes, it’s a good day to be a cat.

      Much like every other.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Want more more sexy romantic comedies? Try Lili’s Boss Without Benefits FREE IN KU! You might also like Lauren’s friends to lovers romance Plays Well With Others FREE IN KU!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORE BOOKS BY LILI VALENTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The McGuire Brothers

        Boss Without Benefits

        Not Today Bossman

        Boss Me Around
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        Puck me Baby

        Pucked Up Love
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        Good with His Hands
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        I’ve written more than 100 books! All of these titles below are FREE in Kindle Unlimited!

      

        

      
        Double Pucked

        A sexy, outrageous MFM hockey romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        The Virgin Society Series

        Meet the Virgin Society – great friends who’d do anything for each other. Indulge in these forbidden, emotionally-charged, and wildly sexy age-gap romances! 
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        The Tryst

        The Tease

      

        

      
        The Dating Games Series

        A fun, sexy romantic comedy series about friends in the city and their dating mishaps!

        The Virgin Next Door

        Two A Day

        The Good Guy Challenge

      

        

      
        How To Date Series (New and ongoing)

        Four great friends. Four chances to learn how to date again. Four standalone romantic comedies full of love, sex and meet-cute shenanigans.

        My So-Called Sex Life

        Plays Well With Others

        The Anti-Romantic

        Blown Away

      

        

      
        Boyfriend Material

        Four fabulous heroines. Four outrageous proposals. Four chances at love in this sexy rom-com series!

        Asking For a Friend

        Sex and Other Shiny Objects

        One Night Stand-In

        Overnight Service

      

        

      
        Big Rock Series

        My #1 New York Times Bestselling sexy as sin, irreverent, male-POV romantic comedy!

        Big Rock

        Mister O

        Well Hung 

        Full Package

        Joy Ride 

        Hard Wood

      

        

      
        Happy Endings Series

        Romance starts with a bang in this series of standalones following a group of friends seeking and avoiding love!

        Come Again

        Shut Up and Kiss Me

        Kismet

        My Single-Versary

      

        

      
        Ballers And Babes

        Sexy sports romance standalones guaranteed to make you hot!

        Most Valuable Playboy 

        Most Likely to Score 

        A Wild Card Kiss

      

        

      
        Rules of Love Series

        Athlete, virgins and weddings!

        The Virgin Rule Book

        The Virgin Game Plan

        The Virgin Replay

        The Virgin Scorecard

      

        

      
        The Extravagant Series

        Bodyguards, billionaires and hoteliers in this sexy, high-stakes series of standalones!

        One Night Only

        One Exquisite Touch 

        My One-Week Husband

      

        

      
        The Guys Who Got Away Series

        Friends in New York City and California fall in love in this fun and hot rom-com series!

        Birthday Suit

        Dear Sexy Ex-Boyfriend

        The What If Guy

        Thanks for Last Night

        The Dream Guy Next Door

      

        

      
        Always Satisfied Series

        A group of friends in New York City find love and laughter in this series of sexy standalones!

        Satisfaction Guaranteed 

        Never Have I Ever

        Instant Gratification 

        PS It’s Always Been You

      

        

      
        The Gift Series

        An after dark series of standalones! Explore your fantasies!

        The Engagement Gift

        The Virgin Gift

        The Decadent Gift

      

        

      
        The Heartbreakers Series

        Three brothers. Three rockers. Three standalone sexy romantic comedies.

        Once Upon a Real Good Time

        Once Upon a Sure Thing 

        Once Upon a Wild Fling

      

        

      
        Sinful Men

        A high-stakes, high-octane, sexy-as-sin romantic suspense series!

        My Sinful Nights

        My Sinful Desire

        My Sinful Longing

        My Sinful Love

        My Sinful Temptation

      

        

      
        From Paris With Love

        Swoony, sweeping romances set in Paris!

        Wanderlust 

        Part-Time Lover 

      

        

      
        One Love Series 

        A group of friends in New York falls in love one by one in this sexy rom-com series!

        The Sexy One 

        The Hot One

        The Knocked Up Plan

        Come As You Are 

      

        

      
        Lucky In Love Series

        A small town romance full of heat and blue collar heroes and sexy heroines!

        Best Laid Plans 

        The Feel Good Factor 

        Nobody Does It Better

        Unzipped

      

        

      
        No Regrets

        An angsty, sexy, emotional, new adult trilogy about one young couple fighting to break free of their pasts!

        The Start of Us

        The Thrill of It

        Every Second With You

      

        

      
        The Caught Up in Love Series

        A group of friends finds love!

        The Pretending Plot

        The Dating Proposal

        The Second Chance Plan

        The Private Rehearsal

      

        

      
        Seductive Nights Series

        A high heat series full of danger and spice!

        Night After Night

        After This Night

        One More Night

        A Wildly Seductive Night

      

        

      
        Joy Delivered Duet

        A high-heat, wickedly sexy series of standalones that will set your sheets on fire!

        Nights With Him

        Forbidden Nights 

      

        

      
        Unbreak My Heart

        A standalone second chance emotional roller coaster of a romance

      

        

      
        The Muse

        A magical realism romance set in Paris

      

        

      
        Good Love Series of sexy rom-coms co-written with Lili Valente!

      

        

      
        I also write MM romance under the name L. Blakely!

      

        

      
        Hopelessly Bromantic Duet (MM)

        Roomies to lovers to enemies to fake boyfriends

        Hopelessly Bromantic

        Here Comes My Man

      

        

      
        Men of Summer Series (MM)

        Two baseball players on the same team fall in love in a forbidden romance spanning five epic years

        Scoring With Him

        Winning With Him

        All In With Him

      

        

      
        MM Standalone Novels

        A Guy Walks Into My Bar

        The Bromance Zone

        One Time Only

        The Best Men (Co-written with Sarina Bowen)

      

        

      
        Winner Takes All Series (MM)

        A series of emotionally-charged and irresistibly sexy standalone MM sports romances!

        The Boyfriend Comeback

        Turn Me On

        A Very Filthy Game

        Limited Edition Husband

        Manhandled

      

        

      
        If you want a personalized recommendation, email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTACT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We love hearing from readers! You can find Lauren on  Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, TikTok at laurenblakelybooks or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email Lauren at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com

      

        

      
        To be the first to find out when all of her upcoming books go live click here!

      

        

      
        PRO TIP: Add lauren@laurenblakely.com to your contacts before signing up to make sure the emails go to your inbox!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Author of over forty novels, USA Today Bestseller Lili Valente writes everything from steamy suspense to laugh-out-loud romantic comedies. A die-hard romantic, she can’t resist a story where love wins big. Because love should always win. She lives in Vermont with her two big-hearted boy children and a dog named Pippa Jane.

      

      
        
        Find Lili at…

        www.lilivalente.com

      

      

      
        
        Keep in touch with Lili

        Free book when you join Lili’s newsletter

        Friend Lili

        Like Lili

        Follow Lili on Bookbub

        Follow Lili on Instagram
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