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Chapter 1

TODAY’S WEATHER FORECAST: imminent shitstorms across the Tri-State area.

Roxy Cumberland’s footsteps echoed off the smooth, cream-colored walls of the hallway, high heels clicking along the polished marble. When she caught her reflection in the pristine window overlooking Stanton Street, she winced. This pink bunny costume wasn’t doing shit for her skin tone. A withering sigh escaped her as she tugged the plastic mask back into place.

Singing telegrams still existed. Who knew? She’d actually laughed upon seeing the tiny advertisement in the Village Voice’s Help Wanted section, but curiosity had led her to dial the number. Her laughter had stopped abruptly when she’d heard exactly how much people were willing to pay in exchange for her humiliation. So here she was, one day later, preparing to sing in front of a perfect stranger for a cut of sixty bucks.

Sixty bucks might not sound like much, but when your roommate has just booted you onto your ass for failure to come through on rent—again—leaving you no place to live, and your checking account is gasping for oxygen, pink bunnies do what pink bunnies must. At least her round, fluffy tail would cushion her fall when her ass hit the sidewalk.

See? She’d already found a silver lining. Maybe the shitstorm would hold.

Or not. Over the last week, she’d been on thirteen auditions, trudging on blistered feet between callbacks and will-definitely-never-call-backs, smiling and reciting lines for bored production executives. Toothpaste commercials, walk-on rolls for daytime soaps . . . hell, she’d even auditioned to play a mother in a diaper rash ad. They’d all but laughed her twenty-one-year-old ass out of the building.

Too bad they couldn’t touch her. Nothing and nobody could. She was from New fucking Jersey.

While Roxy usually kept that fact to herself, she couldn’t help but admit that Jersey had prepared her for this constant rejection. It had given her the brass balls to say “their loss” every single time someone in a business suit decided her acting skills weren’t good enough. That she wasn’t good enough. One word kept her going, kept her boarding the subway to another audition. Someday. Someday she would look back at this pre-stardom experience and be grateful for it. She’d cozy up to Ryan Seacrest on the red carpet and have a damn good story to tell. Although she might just leave out the pink bunny suit.

Unfortunately, on days like today, when a shitstorm cloud was riding low above her head, following her everywhere she went, someday seemed a long way off. Sixty dollars couldn’t plug the hole in the shitcloud, it could only keep her eating properly for the next week. As far as her living situation went, she’d figure something out. If it meant taking the bus to Jersey and sneaking into her old bedroom for the night, she’d bite the bullet. The next morning, she’d slip her feet back into her heels and get back to pounding the pavement, her parents never being the wiser.

Through the eyeholes of the bunny mask, Roxy glanced down at the piece of paper in her hand. Apartment 4D. Based on the song she’d memorized on the way here and the swank interior of the building, she knew the type who would answer the door. Some too-rich, middle-aged douchebag who was so bored with his life that he needed to be entertained with novelties like singing bunny rabbits. He’d close the door when she finished, text his main squeeze some emoticon-heavy thank-you, and forget all about this little diversion on his way to play indoor tennis.

Roxy’s gaze tracked down lower on the note in her hand, and she felt an uncomfortable kick of unease in her belly. She’d met her new boss at a tiny office in Alphabet City, surprised to find a dude only slightly older than herself running the operation. Always suspicious, she’d asked him how he kept the place afloat. There couldn’t be that high a demand for singing telegrams, right? He’d laughed, explaining that singing bunnies only accounted for a tenth of their income. The rest came in the form of strip-o-grams. She’d done her best to appear flattered when he’d told her she’d be perfect for it.

Would she go that far? Taking her clothes off for strangers paid a damn sight more than sixty bucks. It would be so easy for her to take that leap. As an actress, she had the ability to detach herself and become someone else. Being the object of attention didn’t bother her; it was what she’d trained herself for. That kind of income would guarantee her a place to live, allow her to continue auditioning without worrying about her next meal. So why the hesitation?

She ran a thumb over the rates young-dude-boss had jotted down on the slip of paper. Two hundred dollars for each ten-minute performance. God, the security she would feel with that kind of money. And yet, something told her that once she took that step, once she started taking off her clothes, she would never stop. It would become a necessity instead of a temporary patch-up of her shitstorm cloud.

Think about it later. When you’re not dressed like the fucking Trix Rabbit. Roxy took a deep, fortifying breath, the same one she took before every audition. She wrapped her steady fingers around the brass door knocker and rapped it against the wood twice. A frown marred her forehead when she heard a miserable groan come from inside the apartment. It sounded like a young groan. Maybe the douchebag had a son? Oh, cool. She definitely wanted to do this in front of someone in her age group. Perfect.

Her sarcastic thought bubble burst over her head when the door swung open, revealing a guy. A hot-as-hell guy. A naked-except-for-unbuttoned-jeans guy. Being the shameless hussy she was, her gaze immediately dipped to his happy trail, although, on this guy, it really should have been called a rapture path. It started just beneath his belly button, which sat at the bottom of beautifully defined ab muscles. But they weren’t the kind of abs honed from hours in the gym. No, they were natural, I-do-sit-ups-when-I-damn-well-feel-like-it abs. Approachable abs. The kind you could either lick or snuggle up against, depending on your mood.

Roxy lassoed her rapidly dwindling focus and yanked it higher until she met his eyes. Big mistake. The abs were child’s play compared to the face. Stubbled jaw. Bed head. Big, Hershey-colored eyes outlined by dark, black lashes. His fists were planted on either side of the door frame, giving her a front-row seat to watch his chest and arms flex. A lesser woman would have applauded. As it was, Roxy was painfully aware of her bunny-costumed status, and even that came in second place to the fact that Approachable Abs was so stinking rich that he could afford to be nursing a hangover at eleven in the morning. On a Thursday.

He dragged a hand through his unkempt black hair. “Am I still drunk, or are you dressed like a rabbit?”

His voice was rough from sleep. Probably not his usual voice. That had to be the reason her tummy did a backflip. “I’m dressed like a rabbit.”

“Okay.” He tilted his head. “Should I be drunk for this?”

“If anyone should be drunk for this, it’s me.”

“Good point.” He jerked his thumb back toward his dark apartment. “I think there’s some tequila left—”

“You know what?” This is my life right now. How did I get here? “I think I’m all set.”

He nodded once, as if out of respect for her decision. “So what now?”

“Are you . . .” She consulted her slip of paper through the round eyeholes. “Louis McNally?”

“Yeah.” He leaned against the doorjamb and considered her. “I was named after my grandfather. So, technically, I’m Louis McNally the Second. How’s that for fancy?”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Just making small talk.”

“Is this a typical Thursday exploit for you? Get a lot of forest creatures on your doorstep?”

“You’d be the first.”

“Well, then. Call me Pink Bunny the First. How’s that for fancy?” When he laughed, she was grateful for the mask that hid her unexpected smile. Honestly, this situation was getting more ridiculous by the minute. She definitely didn’t have time for this. At one o’clock she was auditioning for a small theater company’s ironic production of Lassie. Priorities, Roxy.

“You sound cute.” He squinted at her, as if attempting to see through the plastic mask. “You cute under there, bunny?”

“Being that your one-night stand from last night sent me here to sing for you, I don’t know if that matters,” she answered sweetly.

“Cute girls trump all.” One dark eyebrow rose. “What was that about singing?”

Roxy cleared her throat, letting the horrifically stupid lyrics imprint on her brain. Lyrics she hadn’t written, thanks God. The sooner she got this over with, the sooner she could get out of the suffocating costume and forget this ever happened. Until tomorrow. When she was scheduled to dress like a giant bumble bee. For fuck sake.

Make every performance count. Channeling Liza Minnelli, she cocked one hip and raised the opposite hand.

To my hot shot honey bunny

Last night we went places and had some fun-ny

You brought me home and we skipped the small talk

Now I’m daydreaming about your perfect—

“Stop.” Louis shook his head slowly. “Jesus, please, make it stop.”

Roxy let her hand drop to her side. “You better be complaining about the lyrics and not my singing.”

“I—sure.” He scanned the hallway, looking relieved when he saw that none of his neighbors had overheard. “Who did you say sent you?”

She stared back at him, dumbfounded. Not that he could tell with the mask hiding her face. “You had more than one girl over last night?”

“I was celebrating,” he said defensively. “Don’t be a judgmental rabbit. They’re the worst.”

“O-kay, my work is done here.” She turned tail—literally—and started walking back toward the elevator. Over her shoulder, she called, “Zoe sent me. You might want to write that down.”

“Is she the redhead?” Louis called back. When Roxy stopped in her tracks, he smiled to let her know he’d been kidding. Maybe. “Hold up. Can you just wait here a second? I should give you a tip.”

As he fumbled in his jeans pocket, Roxy smirked. “Which tip are we referring to here? I did just sing an ode to your penis.”

“Please don’t remind me.” He drew a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet, pinching it between his fingers. “Just one request, though. I want to see your face first.”

Roxy felt a stab of irritation. What the hell did it matter what she looked like? Everywhere she went, every part she read for, critical eyes poked and prodded her. Too thin. Too curvy. Too tall. Too short. Never what they wanted. And just this morning, she’d been told she had a stripper’s body. The fact that this wealthy party guy was holding money over her head in order to judge her appearance only tripled her annoyance. “Why? If you like what you see, will you invite me inside? You haven’t even showered off the last girl yet.”

He actually had the grace to look a little ashamed. “I—”

Roxy didn’t give a shit about his answer. “Would you expect me to be flattered?” She clutched her chest dramatically. “Please, oh keeper of the golden penis, let me worship at your flawless phallus.”

“Careful.” His shame morphed into irritation. “You’re starting to sound a little jealous to me.”

“Jealous?” Oh, that did it. The shitstorm cloud above her head darkened, lightning bolts shooting through its sides. Kicked out of her apartment, not a single callback in weeks, and leaning toward stripping. He’d caught her on a bad fucking day. Honestly, good days were getting harder to come by, and right now, she could think of only one thing that would help. Wiping the smug superiority off the Penis Prince’s face.

She bit down on her lips to plump them up, then reached up and removed the mask. Satisfaction danced in her bloodstream when his jaw went slack, brown eyes melting into a deeper shade. That’s right, buddy. I ain’t half bad. As she strode toward him, he straightened from the doorjamb, a groan working its way free of his throat. He saw the intention in her expression, knew what was coming. It didn’t escape her that even though she wore a thick pink bunny suit, he was looking at her like she wore a string bikini. Louis McNally the Second was an interesting character, she’d give him that.

“Jealous?” she repeated before shoving him into the apartment, bringing his back up against the inside wall just beside the door. “Sweetheart, I would rock your world.”

Not giving him a chance to respond, she surged up on her toes and melded their mouths together. Ohhh, snap. There was zero hesitation on his part, just a long, expert pull of her lips. As if she’d let go of a trapeze and he’d caught her in midair. The kiss hit the ground running, mouths opening, tongues fighting to take the lead. One strong hand found her chin and pulled it down further, allowing him to slant his head and deepen the kiss even further. Shock exploded behind her eyes, and she swayed a little under the wave of heat. Affected. He was affecting her in a way she wasn’t familiar with. She’d kissed a lot of guys, but she’d never felt dread over the idea of stopping. Louis pushed his tongue deeper, making a hungry sound and sending it vibrating into her mouth. She echoed it. Louder. Her head fell back and he moved with her, keeping their lips locked together, as if he couldn’t allow her to get away. What was happening here? She was losing control of the situation. Get it back.

Roxy pulled back and sucked in a deep breath. His mouth was damp and parted as he tried to draw in his own oxygen, his face a mask of stunned disbelief. “Who the hell are you?”

Swallowing the odd feeling in her throat, she plucked the twenty-dollar bill out of his fingers. “I’m gone.”

She blew into the hallway, sensing him staring after her. With as much dignity as one could muster while dressed like a pink bunny, she bypassed the elevator and took the stairs, two at a time.





Chapter 2

LOUIS SPLIT A look between his two best friends over the rim of his beer. Russell looked impressed by his story. Ben, as usual, looked as if he had just short of one hundred follow-up questions. None of which Louis had any desire to answer. He wanted to piggyback his hangover with a newer, fresher one and attempt to forget the kiss that had launched a thousand boners, thank you very much. Which is how he found himself in the Longshoreman less than twenty-four hours after tying one on within its four ancient walls. What was that saying about returning to the scene of the crime? Never do it? Well, too late.

“Wait . . . I’m confused. How did she grab the twenty with a big, furry paw?”

Russell groaned. “Leave it to you to get stuck on logistics, Ben. Louis made out with a rabbit. Just appreciate that for what it is.”

“It wasn’t a make-out,” Louis lamented. “It was like a . . . ha ha you wish this was a make-out, dickhead.”

“Bring her home to Mom. She’s a keeper.”

Ben leaned back in his chair. “How did she get past your doorman?”

Russell’s forehead hit the wobbly pub table, rattling the empty pint glasses. “Next he’ll point out that it’s not even Easter.”

Louis ignored them both. Kind of rude of him, really, considering they were both nursing their own hangovers and were still here keeping him company. “Look, she caught me at a bad time. One minute I’m sleeping under my coffee table with a coaster stuck to my forehead, the next I’m talking to a life-sized rabbit.” He massaged the bridge of his nose. “I didn’t even find out her name.”

“Trixie.”

“Jessica.”

“You two are a couple of gems.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “She seemed more like a Denise. Or a Janet. The kind of name a girl has when you can already sense she’s your future ex-girlfriend.”

Russell nodded his shaved head. “If you had ex-girlfriends. Which you don’t.”

“Right.”

It was true. He didn’t usually date girls exclusively. Or ever. Not because he had some kind of rule against it, but he’d been an unwilling witness to his parents using their extramarital relationships against each other, and he’d just been soured on the whole idea from a young age. As long as he remained accountable only to himself, he couldn’t hurt anyone. Turn bitter and vindictive. Unfortunately, that unspoken policy had left him feeling kind of . . . lousy lately. All right, just since this morning. When he’d delivered the worst first impression in history.

“Are you saying you’re in the market for an ex-girlfriend?” Ben asked, pausing in the act of cleaning his glasses. “You realize the present tense of ex-girlfriend is girlfriend.”

Louis crossed his arms impatiently. “I didn’t realize I’d enrolled in one of your English classes, Professor Ben. Should I grab a number two pencil?”

His friends exchanged a look. “So testy tonight, our boy,” Russell said. “And over a girl, no less. I might have to track this girl down and buy her a carrot cake.”

“Listen, I don’t want a girlfriend. Or an ex-girlfriend, for that matter.” Louis downed the last of his pint. “But if you figure out a way to track her down, I’m open to suggestions. She and I aren’t done.”

Ben sighed toward the ceiling, but there was an eagerness to it. He’d gone into teaching for a reason. He loved having all the answers. “This is easily solvable. Ask the girl who sent you the telegram which agency she used. There can’t be that many. I didn’t even know singing telegrams were still a thing.”

“Yeah, how’s that conversation going to go?” Russell laughed. “Oh, I know. ‘Hey, girl who wrote a song about my dick? I’d like to introduce that dick to another girl. Show a dude some love?’”

“You are an actual idiot.”

“Both of you, please. Shut up.” Louis rubbed a hand over his unshaven jaw, considering his friends a moment. So different from him. Different from each other. How had they ever become friends, again? Ah, yes. Through the power of beer. Its magical qualities really knew no bounds. Ben, the newly minted college professor at twenty-five, and Russell, the construction worker, oldest among them at twenty-seven, but far from the most mature. Louis, the . . . asshole. Jesus, he’d actually tried to bribe the girl with twenty dollars when she was clearly hard up for cash. She must have written him off as a self-entitled prick before she’d even made it down the stairs. He’d just been so desperate to see her face. Associate it with that husky voice, that sharp sense of humor. So he’d momentarily morphed into his father. All in a day’s work. He quickly shook off the disturbing thought. “Hang onto your seats, because I have another, equally pressing problem.”

“I’m all bunny ears,” Russell deadpanned.

“Funny you should say that.” Louis lowered his voice. “After she left, I started, you know, thinking about her in that bunny costume. Getting her out of it, mostly. I couldn’t stop thinking about it, actually. And I might have—”

“You didn’t.”

“Oh, God. You went on the Internet.”

Louis squeezed his eyes shut. “So much bad porn, guys. People with cotton tails. Carrots going places they should never, ever go. I’m pretty sure I’ll die with these images tattooed on my brain.”

“Happens to the best of us.” Russell leaned forward. “All you need is a good porn cleanse. Replace the bad with good. Do it soon, though. Bad porn festers if left out too long.”

Ben gave them both a disgusted look. “Do you two really need porn to get off? How about you try using your imaginations?”

Russell and Louis stared at him blankly before Russell finally broke the silence. “Porn. Cleanse.”

Louis nodded. “On it.” Even as he spoke the words, he knew nothing would help until he saw her out of the bunny costume. He’d put everything he’d had into that kiss, and she’d walked. It was fucking with his head. Making him jumpy. Where was she now? Why had this talented knockout been reduced to singing shitty telegrams for a living? And dammit, wasn’t showing up on the doors of complete strangers a dangerous job? He’d been able to make out her slim form even through the furry costume. If someone wanted to drag her inside their apartment, stopping them would be impossible.

The memory of her shoving him up against the wall blew through his mind. Okay, so she wasn’t completely helpless. And shit, now he was back to being turned on with no way of satisfying the craving. There had to be an explanation for this. Girls came and went for him. He appreciated them, treated them well, then he got the hell out. A system that never failed him. Afterward, he spent zero time dwelling or rehashing. None. Yet he’d only shared a ten-second kiss with this girl and he suddenly felt restless. Anxious.

Truth be told, he’d liked her before she’d even taken off the stupid mask. She’d had this mixture of confidence and vulnerability that had arrested him the second she’d started speaking. Even with his shittastic hangover, he’d wanted to keep talking to her all day. Figure her out. Then she’d taken off the mask and he’d been screwed. Not in the way he usually preferred.

Big green eyes flecked with gold. Lips that looked like she’d just sucked a cherry Popsicle. Good Lord, he got hard thinking about the way those lips had felt moving with his. The way she’d kissed him until he’d gotten worked up, then pulled back, leaving him dangling over the side of a cliff. He’d been so stunned by his own reaction that he’d let her take off without a word. A rarity for him. He always, always had something to say. He was a goddamn lawyer. A framed piece of paper on his office wall said so.

Of course, she didn’t know that he was gainfully employed. He’d been shirtless and unshaven at eleven in the morning on a fucking Thursday. He’d offered her tequila before asking her name. If she hadn’t written him off as a clown, he’d be disappointed. In his defense, he’d been celebrating a victory for his firm the night before. One of his pro bono clients, a small business owner from Queens, had lost his family-owned convenience store in the recent hurricane. He’d been unable to get assistance to rebuild, financial or otherwise, thanks to the uncooperative insurance company and a landlord who wanted to lease the space out to a more lucrative business. Louis had worked on the case for weeks, in between the paying clients he was required to take on. As of yesterday, the man had the funds he needed to rebuild, his family’s livelihood intact.

Okay, so he’d gone a little overboard last night and slept late this morning. He didn’t make a habit of it. Much. Dammit, if for no other reason, he wanted to track the girl down just to correct her misconception of him. All right, maybe he wanted to kiss her again, too. A lot.

He could accomplish it with a couple of phone calls.

“He’s considering it,” Russell said, breaking into his thoughts.

“I’m considering what?”

“Calling the girl who sent you the telegram to get the name of the agency,” Ben explained.

“No. I can’t do that. Zoe was a nice girl.” Louis racked his brain for a single memory of her. “I think.”

Russell shrugged. “Tell her you thought it was an amazing gift and want to send one to your mom.”

“To my mom. In the south of France.”

“She doesn’t know your mother’s geographical location.” Russell set his empty pint glass down with a thunk. “Come on, man. Desperate times. Save the bunny, save the world.”

“You’re a jackass.” Louis signaled the waitress for another round. “And speaking of your donkey brethren, I’m a little too well acquainted with them after I clicked the wrong link this afternoon.”

Ben and Russell shivered.





Chapter 3

HOLY FLYING SHIT monkeys. No fuckin’ way.

Roxy’s paper coffee cup paused halfway to her mouth. She leaned closer to the computer screen, positive she’d read the craigslist advertisement wrong. When someone cleared their throat beside her, she realized she’d cursed out loud. Apparently profanity was frowned upon in this Internet café. She’d spent the last few hours here after bouncing around all night between different coffee shops and twenty-four-hour diners, not having an apartment to go to and reluctant to wave the white flag by returning to Jersey. Sleep deprivation must have taken its toll, because she had to be seeing things.

One bedroom available in a three-bedroom apartment. Chelsea. Girls only, please. I’m not sexist or anything. It’s just that I don’t want to be self-conscious in my own apartment. You know? If you’re a man and still reading this ad, it’s nothing personal. I just want to hang my bra in the shower without worrying about you judging my cup size. I’m a 32B, so I pad liberally. Well. This has all been very therapeutic. I’m taking applications for the next hour. My address is 110 Ninth Avenue, Apartment 4D. $200/month.

The last part. The price. That’s where Roxy kept getting tangled up. In Chelsea, that rent was completely unheard of. A thing of fairy tales whispered about in bars late at night, only among the closest of friends. The unicorn of living spaces. Even a closet-sized bedroom with bars on the window went for upwards of seven hundred dollars per month in Chelsea. It had to be a typo. Or she’d stumbled across the holy grail of rent-controlled apartments, which were usually only advertised by word of mouth. Never on craigslist. Based on the rambling nature of the ad, she supposed the renter could just be too crazy to attract a well-paying tenant. If so, it was Crazy Pants’ lucky day, because Roxy was desperate. She’d consider living with a family of circus performers at this point, convincing herself it would be a good character study.

Her first week in the Big Apple had been a dream come true. She’d nailed her first audition and starred in a national television commercial for SunChips. They’d been going for a youthful angle, calling for her to crunch into a chip as she flopped onto her college dorm bed, then sighing in contentment into the camera. The kind of money it had brought in had allowed her to live comfortably. For a while. It would only be a matter of time before she got her next gig, right? Wrong. No one appeared impressed with her debut as SunChip princess, especially when her competition had resumes that made hers look like a grocery list. They’d pulled the ad after a short run, leaving her without a royalty check.

Her current problem, though? She was far from the only desperate, aspiring actress in this town. A fact she knew all too well from the droves of eager girls who showed up to read for the same parts as herself. Tired girls dressed in thrift-shop glamour. At that very moment, she was willing to bet there were hundreds, nay thousands, of starving artists stampeding their way toward 110 Ninth Avenue. A sense of urgency blooming through her veins, Roxy quickly closed out the Internet screen and yanked her backpack over her shoulders. She was ten blocks away, and the ad had been posted three minutes ago. If she hustled her ass off, she might have a slim chance of making it. As she tossed her coffee cup in the nearest trash can, a girl with a pink bandana wrapped around her forehead stood up at the computer beside her. They locked eyes.

“You saw it, too?” Roxy asked casually.

“Maybe.”

They both sprinted for the door, ignoring the outraged clerk. Apparently not paying for your web surfing time was frowned upon in this Internet café. Roxy didn’t have time for rules, though. Not with the mother of all bargains on the line. With her new semi-dependable job humiliating herself, she could easily afford this place. Screw that, she’d have cash to spare, for the first time, well, ever. Acting classes would stop being an unreachable dream and become a reality.

Roxy zigzagged between a crew of delivery men unloading crates from a truck, then leapt over a poodle doing its business. Beside her, pink bandana huffed and puffed. “It’s probably already gone by now,” she said. “We’ll never make it.”

“Speak for yourself.” With that, Roxy hip-checked her competitor into a group of bushes. “Nothing personal!”

“Bitch!”

Comfortable with the insult, Roxy merely picked up her pace, ever-present heels striking the pavement with a succession of clicks. Three more blocks. She ran one block, then skidded to a halt at the stoplight. No. Cameras, white trailers, and giant spotlights everywhere. A quick glance up the block told her a movie was being filmed. The familiar scene of production assistants talking into earpieces usually comforted her, but today it was only thwarting her chances of landing a cheap place to lay her head. By tonight, she could be homeless, and the only thing standing between her and 110 Ninth Avenue was this movie shoot with . . . was that Liam Neeson? Huh. He’s actually pretty tall.

A group of extras caught her eye. They were being held back by a PA with a walkie-talkie up to his mouth. Roxy could tell from the group’s body language that they were getting ready to enter the shot. Just waiting for the signal. She flipped her hair once, then slipped across the intersection. When the PA turned his back, she inserted herself into the group of extras, smiling brightly when one of them gave her a curious look.

“When’s lunch, right?” she whispered. “I’m starving.”

“Uh, yeah. We just had lunch.”

“Oh, shut it.”

The PA waved his hand at them. “Action.”

At once, the extras started screaming and ducking as they moved along the sidewalk. Jesus, she should have known it was a fucking action movie with Liam Neeson involved. With a lack of hesitation worthy of an advanced improv group, Roxy let out a shrill scream and tore at her hair, moving as one with the rest of the actors, even tripping once for added effect. Unlike them, however, when they reached the end of the shot, she kept running, right off the movie set. Straight toward 110 Ninth Avenue.

Another block of sprinting and she could see it. The building was located on a corner, increasing the likelihood that the bedroom had a window. Blisters be damned, she kicked her sprint into high gear. Three college-age girls reached the steps of the building at the same time as her. Briefly, she considered going with another hip-check to knock them out of the running, but she decided physical assault was only acceptable once per day.

Instead, she blocked their progress on the steps and pointed across the street with a gasp. “Oh, my God! Look! It’s James Franco.”

God bless them, they all looked. Roxy didn’t waste a second laughing, though, instead trucking her way up the final steps and hitting the buzzer for apartment 4D. A tinny noise filled the vestibule a moment later, and she pushed open the door with a cry of victory. One James Franco enthusiast tried to catch the door before it closed, but Roxy pulled it shut just in time.

“Bitch!”

“Yeah, I’m getting that more than usual today,” she called back through the glass, turning toward the stairs. “Hopefully I’ll be a bitch with a two-hundred-dollar rent, though. Wish me luck.”

When she reached the fourth floor, she saw that the door leading to apartment 4D was slightly ajar. A sinking feeling hit her in the stomach when she heard female voices coming from within. Too late. She was too late. Unless she could convince Crazy Pants she was the better candidate than the person who’d beat her to the punch. Fat chance, especially if she required a credit check. Or a deposit. Shit, she hadn’t really thought past getting here, had she? The twenty she’d snaked from Louis McNally the Second yesterday was all she had in her pocket. All she had to her name, actually. Ignoring the sliver of warmth in her belly at the thought of the shirtless kisser-of-the-century, Roxy entered the apartment sporting the biggest smile she could muster.

Two girls turned to look at her, their conversation grinding to a halt. A pretty blonde in Converses and a ratty jean skirt stood on one side of an antique dining room table. On the other side stood a brunette with a deer-in-the-headlights look. She wore a navy pantsuit that probably cost more than Roxy’s entire wardrobe. It had to be Crazy Pants. Roxy would bet . . . twenty bucks on it.

“Afternoon, ladies.”

“Hey,” said Converse, with a distinct Southern twang.

“Good afternoon,” Crazy Pants answered. “I assume you’re here about one of the rooms.”

“Rooms?” Roxy’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “Plural?”

“Two. There’s two.” CP crossed the room to look out a massive window overlooking Ninth Avenue. She started wringing her hands, possibly because she’d spotted the gathering mob outside the building. As if on cue, the apartment’s buzzer went off three quick times. “In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have included my address in the ad. There should have been some kind of pre-screening involved. I’ve just . . . I’ve never done this kind of thing.”

Roxy let her gaze run discreetly through the apartment. Good God, the place was a veritable palace by Manhattan standards. Massive common area, renovated kitchen complete with stainless steel appliances. The décor was modern industrial with a homey twist. She’d bet . . . twenty bucks that it had been decorated by a professional. Exactly zero IKEA furniture assembly had taken place here. At least until she’d move in with her ragtag possessions. What would these girls think when they saw how few items she called her own? She pushed that worrisome thought aside and decided she would do whatever it took to call this place home. It felt like a home. Not just some place to crash, like she’d been doing off and on for the last two years.

“Well.” She reached into her backpack’s front pocket and pulled out her checkbook. “No need to search any further. Two girls here, two rooms. I’m shitty at math, but it seems like a good fit.”

When Converse took her cue, Roxy decided she liked the blonde already. “Do you take cash? I got a whole heap of it.”

Then again, maybe not. “The first order of business might be to delete the ad,” Roxy suggested. “Before the police arrive in riot gear.”

“I already did that,” CP burst out. “It was only up for five minutes. They just keep coming.”

Roxy strode toward the window, winking at the polished brunette as she passed. “Let me take care of that for you.” She yanked open the window and stuck her head out. Christ, it looked like an episode of The Walking Dead out there. Accurately enough, she had a feeling some of them would chew off another person’s arm for a chance at the ridiculously low rent. “Hey,” she shouted. “You weren’t fast enough, shitheads. Room’s gone. Beat it.”

She closed the window on a chorus of B-words screeched in her honor. Honestly, if one more person called her a bitch today, she might take it to heart. Maybe, but not likely.

“Thank you,” CP sighed, wilting down onto a dining room chair. “The super already hates me because I called him the wrong name for two weeks.”

“What’s his name?” Converse asked.

“Rodrigo.”

“What were you calling him?”

“Mark.”

Converse made a sympathetic noise. “Easy mistake.”

Oh, boy. There might be two pairs of crazy pants being worn in this room. Hoping to restore some sense of sanity, Roxy held out a hand toward the brunette. “Well, I’m Roxy Cumberland. If you call me the wrong name, I promise I won’t wait two weeks to let you know about it.”

“I’m Abigail. Abby for short.” They shook hands. “I live here.”

“I put that together.” Roxy raised an eyebrow at the blonde. “And you are?”

The teeth that were revealed by her smile might have been the whitest pair Roxy had ever seen. That was saying something, considering actresses whitened their teeth regularly. “Honey Perribow. Pleasure.”

“Same,” Roxy murmured before turning back to Abby. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to your last roommates?”

“I’ve never had any.” Abby looked around the apartment as if seeing it through fresh eyes. “I’ve been here by myself for five months.”

She’s effing loaded. “Really.”

“Yes. Except for the ghost.”

“Ghost?” Honey squeaked.

Abby grinned. “Just kidding.”

Roxy actually found herself laughing under her breath. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. She just needed to guarantee her spot in the apartment, then she’d figure out the money situation. In her pocket, the slip of paper with the strip-o-gram rates glowed hot.

Before she could say a word, Honey put a hand over her heart, Pledge of Allegiance–style, and spoke up. “You know, I feel honor bound to inform you that these rooms could be rented out for a heck of a lot more than two hundred dollars.”

Roxy shot the blonde a look. “Can’t put a price on good company.”

Abby held up a hand. “I’m aware of what the rooms could go for. I work in finance. Also, duh.”

“So what’s the deal?” Roxy asked, genuinely curious. And a little suspicious. “Is there something wrong with the place? Rats . . . bad plumbing . . . neighbors with rifles and a grudge against the youth of America?”

“No, none of that.” Abby raised an eyebrow. “Where have you been living?”

“It’s a jungle out there.”

“Amen to that,” Honey piped up. “I’ve been to three apartment showings this morning. One was a dirty old man who offered free rent in exchange for naked maid service. I barely fit into the other two rooms. I’m pretty sure one of them was a broom closet.”

Abby stood up and started to pace across the Persian rug–covered floor. Based on the worn-out section down the center, Roxy decided this chick must pace a lot. “I could have offered the rooms to some of my colleagues. Or listed them at a higher price. But my colleagues are, well, they’re assholes. I get enough of them at the office.” She blew out a heavy breath. “I’m bored, okay? I’m bored and lonely and I have no friends.”

Roxy rocked back on her heels, finally seeing the big picture. “So you thought you’d buy a couple friends to entertain you?”

“And yet still not the weirdest thing that happened to me today,” Honey muttered.

“When you say it like that, it sounds horrible.” Abby shrugged. “Okay, it’s a little horrible. But mostly, it’s a cry for help. I’m starting to talk to myself. I’m talking two-sided conversations, here. It would be nice to say ‘pass the orange juice’ to someone other than the ghost.”

Honey shifted on her feet. “I’m going to need the ghost jokes to stop here.”

Abby’s mouth tugged at the corner. “So? In or out? I’m throwing caution to the wind. I’m not going to do credit checks because, honestly, I don’t need the money bad enough to care. You both seem relatively normal in a way that tells me I won’t be fearing for my life. Move in today?”

Roxy tapped the checkbook against her thigh. A minute ago, she’d been ready to do whatever it took to live in this apartment. Now she wasn’t so sure. Abby had thrown down the one requirement Roxy didn’t feel comfortable offering. Friendship. Not that she didn’t have friends, per se, but they were mostly girls she ran into at auditions who only had five minutes for conversation before they took off on their next theatrical quest. What passed as communication with her old roommates had consisted of a palm being held out on the first of the month, looking for that elusive rent check. But this? This would be different. She’d be expected to interact. Drop character. She hadn’t done that in a while. Especially since she’d been on her own. In high school, she’d brought antisocial to a whole new level, and after facing so many setbacks in New York, she’d grown even more comfortable in her me-against-the-world cocoon.

Despite Abby’s assurances to the contrary, Roxy could see this for what it was. A rich girl looking to rebel. She wanted companionship, someone to talk to and possibly confide in. Roxy had never been anyone’s confidante save her own. Against her will, she felt a spark of sympathy for Abby. In the brief moments since entering the apartment, she’d kind of started to like her. But she wasn’t what Abby was looking for. She didn’t do girly chats. She didn’t share giant bowls of popcorn while a New Girl marathon played in the background. For two years now, she’d been on her own. Something told her that if she wrote this check—this bad check—that would change. Was she ready?

Screw it. What choice did she have? She took a pen out of her backpack, wrote a check for two hundred dollars, then handed it to Abby. “Can you, uh, wait a couple of days to cash that?”

Abby watched her closely, too closely, before nodding. “Sure.”

To her left, Honey approached with a fist full of twenties. “I’m in, too.”

“Well.” Abby shoved the cash and check into the front pocket of her blazer. “Shall I cook dinner for us tonight?”

“Don’t push it,” Roxy said, just as Honey answered, “I’ll make the salad.”

Roxy headed toward the front door, shaking her head. “Catch you girls later. Don’t wait up.”

When she closed the door behind her, she stood in the silent hallway for a beat before grabbing her cell phone from the side pocket of her backpack. Cursing once under her breath, she dialed the number on the slip of paper, just beneath the strip-o-gram rates. No other way she’d be able to bank two hundred dollars in time for Abby to cash the check. She supposed she could scramble and try to find a waitressing job, but she knew from experience that restaurants usually required at least a full shift of training without pay before they let you take home tips. She’d never been trained in bartending. No, on short notice, this was all she could come up with.

Looked like she’d be using Louis McNally the Second’s twenty-buck tip to get a cheap wax.





Chapter 4

LOUIS TAPPED THE pencil against his desk in rapid succession. He should be working. A stack of legal briefs on his desk were calling his name, taunting him, whispering about his slacker nature. Unfortunately, he only had eyes for the digital clock on his computer screen. Six minutes past ten in the morning. If he could’ve placed a bet on rabbit girl being the type to run late, he would have made it without hesitation. She seemed like the type to make a man suffer before gracing him with her presence. Applying that last stroke of lip gloss and missing the train in the process. Every minute that passed was torture. A delay of the inevitable explosion that would happen when she walked into his office dressed as Lady Liberty and realized he’d ordered her from the agency to sing “New York, New York” bright and early on a Monday morning.

In his humble defense, he’d been given no choice in the matter. The smug prick who’d answered the phone at Singaholix Anonymous had refused to pass on her contact information. Wouldn’t even tell Louis her name. Instead, his response had been, “There’s only one surefire way to see her again, isn’t there, buddy?” Realizing the move would almost completely screw his chances with rabbit girl, Louis had nonetheless found himself reciting his credit card information into the phone, giving a phony name so she wouldn’t blow him off completely. And this came on the heels of calling Zoe, his one-night stand, to get the agency’s number, earning him an affronted screech and an aching eardrum.

Yeah, he was that desperate to see rabbit girl again. Desperate enough to risk having his eyeballs clawed out before he ate the peanut butter and banana sandwich he’d brought for lunch. But the weekend had done nothing to dull the memory of her from his mind. If anything, it had grown stronger. There had been one weak moment in the shower this morning when he’d considered trying to re-create the kiss with the back of his hand. It had been a damn close call.

He leaned back in his chair and did a quick scan of his cluttered office. What would she think of him when she walked in here? Most girls were impressed by his law degree, his securing a position at the prestigious Winston and Doubleday law firm at the young age of twenty-six. He usually left out the part about his father being Doubleday’s golf partner since the late eighties. Yeah, his boss had seen him in diapers. How many people could claim that? Thankfully, Doubleday had retired to an estate in Palm Beach with his ex-secretary, making it possible for Louis to walk into the office every morning without a brown paper bag over his head.

If he hadn’t been fascinated by law, he never would have let his father get him the job. Fact is, he loved the intricacies of the justice system. He’d wanted to be a lawyer since Take Your Daughter to Work Day 2001. It had been his sisters’ gig, but they’d dragged him along to act as entertainment. True to form, his father had left them in the conference room under the supervision of an intern while he’d left to do something important. The intern had promptly fallen asleep, and Louis had seen his Sister Escape Hatch. He’d crawled under the table and slipped out the door. While they’d carved their initials into the conference table with letter openers, he’d found himself fascinated by a meeting taking place two doors down. A woman had quietly explained to the suited man behind the desk that she couldn’t afford to pay him his entire fee up front. The man had been . . . unaffected. Cold. He’d apologized that he couldn’t do more for her and shown her the door. So while Louis had always let his father think he’d become a lawyer to be just like dear old dad, it really came down to the fact that he’d hated seeing that woman cry.

In the hopes of becoming the kind of lawyer that did good for people and didn’t just chase his next fat paycheck, he’d made his father a deal. He would take the position at Winston and Doubleday if his contract required him to perform one hundred hours of pro bono work for the entire length of his employment. Louis was all too aware of how easily a lawyer could lose sight of why he’d wanted to practice law, as his father had. He was counting on the clause in his contract to keep him honest. To remind him why he’d worked his ass off to pass the bar.

Unfortunately that part of his contract had been fulfilled, faster than he’d ever thought possible, and now the agreement was up for review. He’d asked that another one hundred hours be added to his new contract with the firm, and it was currently “under advisement” with Doubleday. That worried him like hell. His boss tended to make snap decisions, usually so he could get back on the green. This postponement of any real decision had been out of character, leaving Louis in limbo. He liked the pro bono work. More than the paid work, actually. Helping someone who didn’t have unlimited cash to throw at a problem was infinitely more satisfying.

Rabbit girl would be aware of exactly none of his honest intentions, however. She would see his ordering her services as a power play, something to amuse him while he lounged around in his cushy, air-conditioned office. Louis estimated he’d have about three seconds from the time she walked in to convince her not to flip him the bird and dive straight back down the rabbit hole. It had been a pretty bold move, bringing her to his place of work, but most of the office spent Monday mornings in court or at client meetings, so he’d taken a gamble. He knew for a fact she wouldn’t return to his apartment, so he’d been left little choice.

When he heard the unmistakable sound of high heels clicking down the hallway toward his office, Louis shot to his feet, abandoning the pencil on his desk, where it rolled to the floor. Jesus, the receptionist hadn’t even buzzed him. She was probably too busy laughing. At his rabbit girl. That thought caused a pit to form in his stomach. Shit, this had been a really bad idea. Possibly his worst idea of all time. If his intention had been to charm her, he was off to a piss-poor start.

The door swung open. For one brief, shining moment, his gaze was locked with hers. The girl he’d been dreaming about. The girl who had exiled him to the land of disturbing Internet porn. For just an instant, he saw hurt cloud her features.

With a lift of her chin, it transformed into outrage. He admired her for it, in a way. Her ability to rein in her pride when she was dressed in a sparkly green Lady Liberty costume. “You’re one slimy motherfucker, you know that?” She tested the weight of the torch in her hand. “A tourist outside tried to take a picture with me.”

She hurled the torch at his head.

As he ducked under his desk to avoid impact, Louis acknowledged his error in picking a costume that included a prop. His own fault, really. Behind him, the glass frame holding his law degree shattered and crashed to the ground. He ignored it, launching himself toward the door before she could escape.

“Hear me out.” Taking his life in his hands, he grabbed onto her by the shoulders, preventing her from charging back out into the hallway. When she didn’t protest as he anticipated, he watched her cast a reluctant glance toward the reception area, where he could now hear his colleagues’ amused voices. Of course. This is the morning they would pick to return to the office early. She’s deciding between the lesser of two evils. I’m one of those evils. Louis hated himself in that moment. Whatever it took to make this right, he would do it.

“You have thirty seconds,” she said finally.

He blew out a relieved breath. “Thank you. I—”

She yanked the green robe over her head and tossed it onto the floor. The spiky crown came next, sending auburn hair tumbling down around her bare shoulders, curling around the sexy, handful-sized breasts pressing against her white tank top. Her trim stomach peeked out from underneath the hem, just above skintight jeans. Louis’s mouth went dry. His train of thought seeped out through his ears.

“What are you doing?” Louis managed.

She looked at him as though he’d sprouted a third eye. “I’m not going back out there dressed like a fucking statue. They’re not going to laugh when they see what these jeans do for my ass, now, are they?”

“No.” Don’t look. Don’t look. “I seriously doubt it.”

“You have twenty seconds to tell me why I rode the subway dressed like an asshole.”

“Right.” Jesus, man. Eyes up. Focus. You’ve seen a hot girl before. “Not this hot.”

“What?”

“Did I just say that out loud?”

“Fifteen seconds.”

Louis ran an impatient hand through his hair. “I wanted to see you again, all right? The guy who answered the phone wouldn’t give me your number, so this was my only option. I don’t even know your name, and honestly, it pisses me off. It pisses me the hell off because you kiss like a fucking dream and I can’t think of anything else.” Taking advantage of her openmouthed shock, he pushed the door shut behind her, hopefully buying himself a few more seconds. “You can walk out of here hating me if you want, but I need to know your name so I can track you down the normal way next time. Stalking you on social media.” He stepped closer. “Because I’m going to kiss you again. I have to.”

She laid a hand on his chest, stopping his forward progress. For the first time since arriving in his office, she didn’t look seconds from beating him to a pulp with his own unattached arms. Those smoky green eyes had turned thoughtful, if still slightly suspicious. “I’m Roxy,” she said slowly.

Roxy. Of course her name is Roxy. “That might be the only name I didn’t guess.” He licked his lips, hoping to taste some of the cherry blossom scent she’d brought in with her. “I’d settled on Denise.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Why?”

Ben and Russell had decided it sounded like the name most likely to belong to a future ex-girlfriend. “You don’t want to know.”

“Yeah?” She pushed him back a step. “Denise is my mom’s name, so you’re probably right.”

If he’d had a wood chipper in his office at that moment, Louis would have seriously considered jumping into it feet first. “Jesus. I’m not exactly knocking this out of the park, am I?”

She didn’t answer, sidestepping him instead to circle his office. “A lawyer, huh? Yikes.”

“Try not to sound so enthused.” When she hopped up onto the edge of his desk and leaned back, exposing more of that smooth midriff, Louis barely resisted the urge to adjust himself in his pants. Why did this particular girl get him so worked up? “Everyone hates lawyers until they need one.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

God, she didn’t waste time. He liked that. “I want to take you out. On a date.”

She laughed, but sobered when she realized he wasn’t joking. “You’re not exactly my type, Louis McNally the Second.”

He shrugged, not even close to throwing in the towel. She had no idea who she was dealing with. Every time she told him no, he would only grow that much more determined. “Give me a date to convince you otherwise. Most dates are classified as bad. What’s the difference if you have a bad date with me or some other jerk who I suddenly want to kill?”

Those Popsicle lips twitched. “Only a lawyer would make that argument.”

“Is that a yes?” She still looked dubious, giving him the feeling he’d run up against a commitment-phobe. Maybe if he gave her the impression that his intentions were only casual, she’d agree to see him. He’d work on the commitment thing later. If it was a little too early to be thinking in the long term, he gave himself a pass. His reaction to her didn’t fall within the bounds of normal. “I’m not asking for a relationship. I don’t do them either,” he said, telling the truth. Or what the truth had been before she’d rung his bell. Doorbell, that is. “Just a date.”

Her legs swung back and forth, a good foot and a half from the ground. “Why don’t you make up for dragging me down here dressed as the symbol of freedom? Before I’d even eaten breakfast, no less.”

Louis was surprised to find how much he hated the idea of her sitting there hungry. Before she’d even finished speaking, he was crossing to his suit jacket hanging on the wall. He reached into his pocket and took out the peanut butter and banana sandwich, placing it in her lap. As when he’d made his speech to keep her from leaving, she looked taken aback by the kind gesture. It made him want to bury her in an avalanche of sandwiches.

He watched as she unwrapped the foil with delicate fingers tipped with chipping red nail polish. “Okay, that’s a pretty good start.”

“What’s next?”

“Tell me something embarrassing that happened to you. It’s the only way to get us back on equal footing.”

Louis couldn’t contain his burst of laughter.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just that . . . even footing made me think of a rabbit’s foot . . .”

She paused in the act of taking her first bite. “That seriously isn’t helping your cause.”

“Right. Something embarrassing.” He blew a breath toward the ceiling, silently calling himself every name in the book. She threw him so far off his game that he wasn’t even on the playing field anymore. “Junior year in college, my friend Russell shaved off my eyebrows when I was passed out. They took six months to grow back.”

“Ooh.” She winced. “Did you pencil them in with makeup while you waited?”

“Of course not,” he said defensively.

“Too bad, then. Not embarrassing enough.” She waved her hand. “Next story, please.”

Louis smothered a smile. “I have two older sisters. They’re twins and they’re terrifying.” He shifted, hoping he wasn’t shooting himself in the foot with this next story. “When I was in fifth grade, they were crazy into the Backstreet Boys. They played the album so many times, I . . . kind of started to like it.”

“Getting warmer.”

“Oh come on. That’s pretty bad.”

“Remember the tourist that wanted a picture with me outside?” She waited for his nod. “He suggested a more creative use for my torch.”

“Point taken.” Louis racked his brain, but all he could think about was how good she looked sitting on his desk. How badly he wanted to step between those thighs and relive the kiss heard round the world. He’d hook his hands under her knees and scoot her to the edge. Grind against her until she begged him to rip those jeans off and give her the real thing. And he would. He’d give it to her as long as she needed. Your dick is getting hard. Stop thinking about it. Stop thinking about it.

“Are you thinking about me naked, Louis?”

“Yep.”

“Hmm.” She took the final bite of his sandwich. “I’m owed a properly embarrassing story, and I don’t have a lot of time. I have an audition this afternoon.”

“Audition?”

She nodded. “This might come as a shock to you, but I don’t do this full time.”

“You’re an actress.”

“I’m trying to be.” She gestured to the costume on the floor. “Obviously it’s not going well. Yet.”

Even though he had more questions, she seemed disinclined to discuss it anymore. Plus he was running out of time. Find out more about her later. “Okay. At my high school graduation, I tripped on the way to accept my diploma. My foot caught on the robe and I just”—he slashed his hand in the air—“ate shit.”

“Ouch.”

“I’m not finished.” He moved closer to her as subtly as he could, stopping when her eyes narrowed. “When I fell, I knocked my front tooth out. I sat there bleeding while everyone searched for the missing tooth so they could rush it, and me, to the dentist. But they never found it.” He tapped his front tooth with the tip of his finger. “This one’s fake.”

Only this girl would look delighted over his worst moment. Her smile sent something winging through his chest. “I can’t even tell. It looks just like its neighbor.”

Louis resisted the urge to hide the tooth by closing his mouth. “Did I pass?”

Roxy grabbed a pen off his desk and put it between her lips. Watching him under hooded eyes, she took his arm and rolled up his sleeve. When her fingertips made contact with the sensitive underside of his arm, there was no way of preventing The Reckoning any longer. His pants felt so tight all of a sudden that he had to work to keep his breathing even. She knew it, too. He could tell by the way her mouth curved around the pen. Torture, perfection. If this girl could get him hard merely from touching his arm, he was in bigger trouble than he thought.

After finishing the task of rolling up his sleeve, she plucked the pen from her mouth and started writing on his skin. “Okay, Louis McNally the Second. You’ve got my number. Don’t blow it.”

“Thank you.” Taking a risk, he planted a hand on his desk and leaned in. “But I want a date. I want to look at you when I’m talking to you. Not an iPhone screen.”

Hell if it didn’t make his entire morning to see her affected by his closeness. “I’m a busy girl.”

“Make time.”

Her pupils expanded just slightly, letting him know she’d liked that. Liked being ordered around, even if he suspected she’d rather eat nails than admit it. He filed that away for future use.

“I’m not free until Saturday.”

The perks of being a lawyer gave him a pretty good idea when people were lying. Briefly, he debated calling her on the fib but decided to let her play hard to get. As long as he got her in the end. “Saturday, then.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed the number on his arm, not taking any chances that the number was fake. She laughed under her breath when it became clear what he was doing. When her ring tone went off—“Money Maker,” by the Black Keys—he could feel the stupid grin on his face and couldn’t do a single thing about it.

Roxy slid off his desk, brushing against him. Just enough to ensure he’d need to go home on his lunch break and work off some steam. Solo-style. Louis watched transfixed as she took his phone and opened the camera application. She snapped a quick picture and handed him back the phone. “There. Now you can look at me when we talk.”

“You’re trying to make me crazy, aren’t you?”

She winked at him as she bent over to retrieve her costume. “Count on it.”

Christ. It was usually breasts that did him in. With Roxy, he didn’t know where the hell to look. So much fucking trouble headed my way. He joined her at the door. “Good luck at your audition.”

“Thank you.” She started to leave but turned back. “You’re not the only one who’s been thinking about that kiss, you know.”

He trapped a groan in his throat. “I’m standing right here, beautiful. Come get another.”

Again, the green in her eyes disappeared momentarily. “I think you know I’m going to make you work harder than that for it.”

“I’m counting on it.”

She squared her shoulders and faced the reception area. “Bye, Louis.”

“Bye, Roxy.”

He waited until he heard the front door of the office close before going back to work. No one laughed. Especially him, thanks to his new position as Mayor of Bonerville.





Chapter 5

ROXY STARED, DUMBFOUNDED, at the eighteen-year-old film student.

“You called me back here to reread for the role of Lassie? As in, the dog.”

“You were great in the first audition.” He consulted his clipboard, thick-rimmed glasses slipping down his nose. “So good, we thought you might be right for the title character.”

“Might be?” She must still be asleep and dreaming this whole scenario. Or she’d fallen into a bizzaro-world vortex on her walk from the train. A world where prepubescent children had more professional success than herself. If he didn’t look so earnest, she might have clotheslined him by now. “Ashton. Can I call you Ashton?” She pasted on her best smile when he nodded. “This is where I’m getting stuck. Lassie has no lines. He’s a fucking dog.”

“He speaks with his eyes.”

“Okay.” Roxy laughed a little hysterically, yucky embarrassment finally breaching her inner wall. This was definitely the bottom. She really resented these kids for making her feel stupid, so she tried to deflect, even though her cheeks felt like they were on fire. “Let me ask you a question. What is written on that clipboard? Anything? Or is it just the note your mother sent in your lunchbox this morning?”

He flushed red, not that you could see much of his face, obscured as it was by a struggling beard. “We’re practically the same age. And anyway, Lassie is timeless.”

She crammed her fist against her mouth. “Oh my God. I can’t even tell if you’re making fun of me anymore. I’ve lost my grip on irony.”

“Me, too,” he whispered. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve never even seen Lassie.”

“You need to be deprogrammed.” She snatched her purse off the stage and turned in a circle, splitting a glance between two other student filmmakers dressed like beat poets. “You all do. Go home to your parents and start from scratch. Before you suffocate yourself in summer scarves.”

Ashton tapped her on the shoulder. “Does this mean you don’t want to be Lassie?”

“Yes, dipshit. Yes.”

His brow wrinkled. “Yes, like you do? Or yes, like you don’t?”

“Oh, God. Where is the closest bar?” Her question directed at no one echoed through the performance area as she stomped toward the exit. This morning, a typical Wednesday, had started out marginally decent. She’d woken up on her futon in Chelsea, greeted by the smell of bacon. Bacon. She’d practically floated on the aroma toward the kitchen, where she’d found an apron-wearing Honey making cheese grits. Without even asking, the smiling Southerner had heaped a pile of food onto a plate and slid it across the counter in her direction. Roxy had walked to this audition with a belly full of food and a positive outlook, something she hadn’t done in months.

They’d called her back to play a Border collie. It seemed humiliation was now part of her everyday agenda. In the two years since she’d dropped out of Rutgers University’s acting program to pursue an actual career instead of performing for a half-empty theater in Jersey, she’d never been brought as low as she had this morning. That was saying something, since she’d once read for a feminine itch cream commercial. Worse, tonight was her first and hopefully last foray into stripping. She’d been stopped by Abby on her way out the door this morning. Her new roommate had haltingly informed her she would be cashing the two-hundred-dollar check tomorrow. Roxy only had half that amount in the bank. No more singing telegram work had come her way since Louis’s appointment on Monday, and now she was left with few options. Strip or lose the apartment dreams were made of. Lose bacon. Lose cheese grits. Lose a kind of security she’d never really experienced.

So in a matter of eight hours, she would get naked in a room full of strangers. Her boss at Singaholix had assured her this particular bachelor party would be low key. The groom didn’t want strippers or a big deal made, but the best man and organizer had convinced him to allow a ten-minute show. Namely, her. Dressed as a cheerleader.

She was doing her best to keep a good mental attitude about it, even though part of her was scared. Being scared didn’t happen to her often, nor did it sit well, churning around in her stomach like a cake mixer. No, this would be a good experience, one she might be able to utilize for future roles. Hadn’t Marisa Tomei played a stripper? Jennifer Aniston, too? She could do this. Ten minutes of taking her clothes off couldn’t be worse than dressing like a dog and expressing doggie thoughts with her eyes. Those men would all just be faceless audience members to her. Nothing more.

A brief scenario in which her parents found out flashed in her head. It wouldn’t be the typical parental reaction. Horror, denial. No, they would probably be delighted. How the mighty have fallen. Her ambition to become an actress, become anything, had always been viewed as a negative by her parents. When they bothered to weigh in. They hadn’t said so in as many words, but she’d always thought her inability to be content . . . offended them somehow. As a result, she almost got the feeling they hoped she didn’t make it. Hoped she came crawling home, begging for her old room back and a job hookup at the local mall.

As Roxy flopped back against the outside of the building, the weight of those dark thoughts had her wishing she still smoked. In her purse, her phone signaled an incoming text message. She didn’t recognize the number, but based on the message, she knew who it was.

Is it Saturday yet? I’m starting to talk to your selfie.

Unbelievable. He’d made her smile. After a Lassie callback. Quickly, she saved the number under his name, Louis McNally the Second, and responded.

Is she saying anything back?

She’s telling me she wants to move the date to tonight. And that Louis looks lonely.

Oh, it was so tempting after the way her shitstorm cloud had rained on her parade this morning. She’d thought about him a lot since Monday. A lot. Weirdly, although they’d only met twice, she found herself kind of . . . missing him. Shaking her head at her dopey thoughts, she set off in the direction of Chelsea. This Collie needed to regroup.

I have plans.

So do I. But they involve us being in the same room.

You thinking about me naked again, Louis?

It’s becoming a habit. Come meet me for lunch.

No. Do you always pack your own?

Almost always. Today I brought cold pizza. Jealous?

Careful. Remember the last time you accused me of being jealous?

Why do you think I said it?

Where are you taking me Saturday?

Don’t be nosy. How did your audition go?

If anyone you know needs a singing telegram, send them my way.

Sorry, beautiful. Their loss.

A warm flutter in her throat had her pressing a hand to the spot, pausing on the sidewalk. Oh boy, there was so much trouble headed her way. Too bad she wanted to cannonball right into the center of it. She needed to keep her head above water with Louis, though. Jesus, he hadn’t even remembered the first name of his one-night stand. For all she knew, she was one of several girls getting sexy/sweet texts at that very moment. She’d been there before. Dated college guys, other actors. They all started out promising her an eternity of sunshine and roses. As soon as they got what they wanted, it was like flipping a switch, turning them from charming to disinterested. Smitten to . . . gettin’ . . . away. As fast as possible. In her experience, guys were always looking for what was next.

Her mother hadn’t exactly been brimming with helpful advice when it came to boys. Once, after a few too many Budweisers, she’d told Roxy that girls like them “settled.” They didn’t wait for some knight to come sweep them off their feet and gallop them out of the Tri-State area. At the time, Roxy hadn’t known what to make of that, but now, with some perspective, she wondered if her mother simply wanted her to fit into a pattern. If she managed to do some good with her life or find a decent guy, maybe it would remind her mother she’d only gotten married because she’d had the misfortune of being knocked up with her first and last child. A child who had the nerve to want more. To be more.

They never wanted me.

Roxy shook off the dark thoughts and glanced back down at her phone. At Louis’s message. Without any real guidance from her parents, she’d learned the hard way throughout high school and college that all men want only one thing. Sex. As long as she reminded herself as often as possible that Louis would be no different, she could enjoy him while . . . whatever this was . . . lasted.

You there?

See you Saturday xo

LOUIS TUGGED AT the collar of his dress shirt, wishing he were anywhere but at his future brother-in-law, Fletcher’s, bachelor party. This had to be every dude’s version of hell. Not that he didn’t like a decent bachelor party as much as the next guy. Beer, bullshit . . . the occasional boobs. But he wasn’t exactly thrilled about watching Fletcher get shit-faced for the final time before surrendering his “freedom.” Especially when the “old ball and chain” Fletcher’s friends kept referring to happened to be his sister. Their relationship might be the kind that would eventually land him in a straightjacket, but he still felt a strong sense of sibling loyalty.

For the tenth time in less than an hour, he slipped his cell phone out of his pocket with the urge to text Roxy. Was she actually busy? Maybe he’d read her wrong and playing hard to get wasn’t her intention. As the week wore on, it became increasingly obvious she was hard to get. No playing involved. Saturday could not get here fast enough. He wanted to see her face, talk to her. Figure her the hell out. Even if her lack of enthusiasm in regards to going out with him was less than satisfying. It didn’t hurt his pride at all. Really, it didn’t.

Work hadn’t exactly been great today, either. In between meetings, he’d called his boss in Florida to get an update on his request to extend the pro bono work in his contract. Doubleday still hadn’t had an answer for him, leaving him more than a little frustrated. What would he do if the answer was no?

He went to the fridge and pulled out a fresh beer. The plan for the night was to meet at Fletcher’s Upper West Side apartment before heading out to dinner. First, though, the group of ten guys was apparently waiting for some live entertainment to arrive. Fletcher made a big show of protesting the stripper, but Louis had seen him glance toward the door on more than one occasion. Louis couldn’t help but think the protesting had been for his benefit, in case tonight’s events ever got back to his sister. Yeah, right. As if he would tell her about her fiancé getting a lap dance. Knowing his sister, her reaction to that news would spur the apocalypse.

A chorus of half-tipsy cheers went up in the living room when the door buzzed, signaling someone’s arrival downstairs. Louis leaned against the kitchen counter and sipped his beer. He’d stay right here, thank you very much. What he didn’t see might end up saving his and Fletcher’s lives if there was ever an interrogation. What stripper? I never once saw a stripper. Another skill he’d learned being a lawyer was to make sure you were able to tell the truth and mean it.

He heard the apartment’s front door open and close, and the silent anticipation from men who’d been shooting their mouths off moments ago was almost comical. Then the husky voice he’d been hearing in his fantasies reached him.

“I heard there’s an ex-quarterback in the house. Think maybe he needs a cheerleader?”

Louis’s beer hit the ground, splattering everywhere, but he barely saw it. No way. Not happening. He shot forward from his position at the counter and strode toward the living room with a knot in his throat. He felt sluggish and ill at the same time, dread settling over him like a fog blanket. Just before he reached the living room, slow, pumping music started to play.

Roxy. His rabbit girl. Dressed like a cheerleader. Hips swaying, hands clutching her own hair and piling it on her head sexily. He couldn’t stop himself from acknowledging how truly fucking hot she looked, skirt so short he could see the tops of her toned thighs. It rode low on her waist, exposing her stomach. Against his will, his body reacted. Fast and painful. Probably just like every other asshole in the room. She had a smile on her face as she moved slowly toward a seated Fletcher, body undulating, but he saw the strain around her green eyes. The trapped-animal vibe she was giving off was amazingly potent. How could none of them feel it? He wanted to shout and rage and break things. Then she saw him. And froze.

It was the worst moment of his life. Hands down. Even losing his tooth in front of three hundred high school seniors didn’t compare. Her face fell, arms dropping to her sides. Pain slashed across her features and straight into his chest.

She thinks I did this. She thinks I ordered her. Again.

“Roxy.”

“You dickhead.”

“Roxy.” He weaved through the group of guys ogling her, grabbing her hand before she could spin for the door. With a tug, he brought her back against his chest. “I didn’t. I didn’t know.”

Louis racked his brain, trying to figure out how a massive coincidence like this could have happened. He hadn’t even known Roxy was a stripper, so ordering her here would have been impossible. Deductive thinking wasn’t an easy feat when he was more concerned with shielding her from everyone’s view. The answer finally struck him: Zoe, his one-night stand, worked with Fletcher’s best man. She must have shared the details of the agency with the guy. Ah, fuck. After he’d called Zoe asking for the agency’s phone number. So he could get in touch with Roxy. This is what he got for doing something he knew was screwed up. Zoe had obviously done this out of spite, sending the girl he was interested in to strip for his brother-in-law’s friends. And him. To shame her? Make him sorry?

His head dropped on her shoulder. “Goddammit, Roxy. I’m so sorry.”

She went very still, the tension slowly seeping from her body. He didn’t understand the change. Any minute now, she would turn around and deck him, right? A part of him couldn’t wait for it. Instead, she turned in his arms, a slow smile playing around her lips. It stopped at her eyes, though. They were glassy, far-off. Slightly unfocused.

“You ordered a stripper, Louis. Didn’t you?” She shoved at his chest unexpectedly, knocking him back a step. Sauntering toward him, she did it again, his confusion sending him falling back into an empty chair. “Then it’s only polite to watch me do my job.”

To his horror, the men around him started whistling, excited by what was taking place. No. No. He couldn’t let this happen. Not only did the idea of these guys seeing her naked make him livid but she didn’t want to do it. He could see that. This was her attempt to maintain her pride, thinking he’d been the one to take it away. In a sickening twist, he inadvertently had. A fact he had a feeling would haunt him for a very long time.

Someone turned up the music until it pounded in his ears, mimicking the race of his blood. Because despite the wrongness of it, Roxy was coming closer in a barely-there pleated skirt, little white panties peeking out to weaken his conscience. Getting her out of this room required him to turn down a lap dance from the girl he wanted to take to bed so badly that he’d been aching for a week. But while his brain might only be registering her in the room, they weren’t alone. Wake up, asshole. “No, I won’t let you do this. You’re going to come with me and let me explain.”

“What’s to explain, baby?” She gripped his shoulders and straddled his thighs. Then, oh sweet Jesus, she slid down onto his lap, settling her weight on his hard dick before working her hips in a circle. Fuck. Stars winked behind his eyes. He started to sweat, fingers itching to smooth up her thighs and cup her ass, jerk her closer. Those pouty lips grazed his neck just before she spoke. “You wanted your fun, now you’re going to have it. Just sit back and enjoy the show.”

His hand shot out to stop her from removing her top. “No. You’re not doing this. I’ll carry you out of here if I have to, but it’s not happening.”

She ripped her hand free of his, leaning forward to whisper in his ear. “Hoping if you take me somewhere private, I’ll do more than just strip for a twenty?” Temporarily distracted by sickening shock, he didn’t manage to stop her this time from peeling the shirt over her head. The bra she wore was little more than sheer, black material. He could see right through it to her mouthwatering breasts beneath. Which meant everyone else could, too. A growl ripped from his throat as he surged to his feet, taking her with him. Their position left her legs looped around his hips as he stormed past the crowd of jackasses and into the nearest bedroom, leaving catcalls in his wake.

As soon as Louis kicked the door shut behind him, she started fighting to get free. He had no choice but to let her, even though he wanted to gather her close and squeeze as hard as he could. He’d have to settle for blocking the door. Until she heard him out.

“Get out of the way,” she grated.

“No,” he returned, shaking his head.

Her chest heaved. “Is this how you get off? Embarrassing girls by sending them around in costumes when you have a fucking whim? Pretending to like them, then revealing that you’re actually some kind of sick jerk?”

“I didn’t know you were coming here tonight, Roxy.” He reached a hand toward her, but she flinched back. “I didn’t even know you were a stripper.”

“Oh, bullshit. Then what were you apologizing for out there?” She cursed under her breath. “What about your text message today about wanting to switch our date to tonight? There was never going to be a date. I’m such an idiot.”

Seeming to remember then that she wasn’t wearing a shirt, her hands flew up to cover her breasts. She looked so exposed, so fragile suddenly. A state he’d never thought to associate with her. He couldn’t take another second of it, so he went toward her. She backed away and he kept going. As he’d anticipated, she struck out at him, pummeling his chest with her fists. His arms wrapped around her in an attempt to prevent her, but she kept thrashing. All Louis could do was hang on tight until she stopped, which she finally did with a sob.

“I’m not a stripper.” Her voice was toneless against his chest. “I know you won’t believe me or care, but I’m not. I needed some quick cash for rent on my new place. This was my first time.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe you?” he asked into her hair.

“Liars always assume everyone else is lying, too.” She sniffed. “Was the tooth story even real?”

“Afraid so. You thinking of knocking it out again?”

“In vivid detail.”

“Fair enough.” He tried not to be obvious about inhaling her scent. What if this was the last chance he got? The pit in his stomach yawned wide. “One of the guys out there is Zoe’s coworker. You know, the, uh—”

“Girl who penned an ode to your dong?”

“Yes. That one.” He cleared his throat, praying like hell his one-night stand never came up again in conversation. “She might have been a little on the upset side when I called her to get the agency’s number. So I could find you.”

“You didn’t tell her that, did you?”

“Ah, but I did. I thought being up-front was the adult thing to do. Would a liar do that?” No response. His long exhale of breath ruffled the hair at her temple, fascinating him. He wanted to brush it back with his fingers but didn’t want to risk her pulling away. It felt so fucking great to hold her. “She gave her coworker the agency name. I had no idea you’d walk through that door. Christ, the last thing I want is other men to see you naked. I haven’t even had a chance to yet.”

His attempt to make her laugh didn’t work. “Your chances are slim to none at the moment, dude.”

“That appears to be the sad reality.” He gave in to the desire to touch her hair, releasing his breath slowly when she stayed put. Time to take one more leap. “I guess I’ll have to start convincing you all over again on Saturday.”

She jerked her head up. “You’re joking, right?”

“Nope. I made reservations and everything.”

Her eyes were twin mirrors of confusion. “Even if I forgave you long enough to break bread with you in some snobby restaurant . . .”

“What?” he prompted when she didn’t continue.

She pushed away from him, continuing to watch him closely. A hint of insecurity showed through her questioning look before she hid it. “Even then, you really want to bring out the girl who . . .” She swept a hand down her body, clad in only a see-through bra and cheerleader skirt. A sight that he felt slightly ashamed to be storing in his spank bank. In a safety-deposit box all its own, sealed with a triple lock so it couldn’t get out. Pay attention. “ . . . the girl who showed up to get naked for your friends? I get the feeling you don’t date a lot of strippers.”

“But you’re not a stripper. This is your first time.”

“What if I do it again?” She lifted one shoulder and let it drop, but he could tell her casualness was feigned. “What then?”

Honestly, he didn’t like it. No, he fucking hated the idea of her walking into a room full of douchebags with singles in their fists and no clue about the awesome girl she was. Those faceless men were his worst enemies. Above all, they could be dangerous to her. When Louis felt his hands clench and shake, he breathed deeply through his nose. While he might feel this way, something told him that if he was honest about it with Roxy, she’d walk. She would see this as temporary before it even got started.

So he proved her right and made himself a liar.

“What you do for a living makes no difference to me.” The lie tasted bitter in his mouth, so he tempered it with the truth. “I want to take you out. I want to know you.” Better than anyone else does.

She cast a glance toward the door. “I can’t go back out there.”

Louis unbuttoned his shirt and draped it across her shoulders, watching as she did the buttons with trembling fingers. “See? Now I’m the shirtless one. They’ll all be too busy staring at my rippling muscles to notice anything else.”

Her soft laugh puffed warm air against his neck. “That’s the second time you’ve made me laugh today under impossible circumstances.”

Oh man, that made him feel good. Really good. Ten-feet-tall good. “That’s something, isn’t it?”

As they walked back out into the living room, a plan began to form in Louis’s mind. A bad plan. The perfect plan. He wasn’t sure. If he offered to loan her money until she got back on her feet, he risked his nut sack being torn clean off his body. But he would do what was necessary to keep Roxy out of another dangerous situation. If there were selfish reasons involved, too, such as wanting her to himself, he couldn’t help that.

No one was going to make her feel vulnerable again.





Chapter 6

ROXY’S JUNIOR YEAR in high school, she registered late for classes and got stuck with theater as an elective. Emoting in front of strangers sounded about as appealing as a full body cavity search, especially when her modus operandi included hiding in the back of lectures to sleep, then copying her friends’ notes the day before a test. Until the fateful day she was stuck with the dreaded elective, the sum total of her high school education had consisted of how to smoke cigarettes in the girl’s bathroom without getting caught. She’d seen the theater kids around campus before. They ate lunch on the grass outside the auditorium in a big circle, making jackasses out of themselves. As if they were on stage at all times. Throwing themselves into fits of dramatic laughter, twirling around like hippies after a B12 shot.

The theater coach took one look at her this-is-my-personal-hell expression and made her a prop designer, which suited her down to the ground. She sat backstage and painted trees while the geeks worked themselves into states of euphoria doing readings on stage for each other. When they settled on The Chocolate Affair for their spring production, Roxy was beyond indifferent. Just give her a paintbrush and fuck off until the bell rings, please. One afternoon she got a little cocky about breaking the rules, and the theater coach caught her smoking in the bathroom. Her punishment was to sit in on student auditions for various parts in the play. She sunk down in the back row, intending to text throughout the whole ordeal, when a monologue caught her attention. Really, that was an understatement. The monologue, given by the character Beverly, grabbed her by the throat and shook her like a bottle of salad dressing.

When it ended, she was shocked to find tears rolling down her cheeks. Those words—words about monotony and self-loathing—had woken something dormant inside her. Something she normally kept at bay by acting out. Showing she didn’t care. Not about her parents’ lack of interest in her life. Her own void of talent, direction, or purpose. The continuous way she fell into bad relationships with guys, only to have her heart trampled on. No. Those words understood her and she understood them. They took away her permission to be indifferent, because now she was aware of other people experiencing the same feelings. She suddenly couldn’t wait for an outlet to express herself. The use of other people’s words made it easier for someone with the emotional maturity of a kindergartner.

The next afternoon, the theater coach allowed her to audition after everyone left, understanding her need to test herself without anyone bearing witness to it. What if she failed? What if the twirling hippies laughed at her? At least this way, she would only have to blind one man if she blew chunks. Miraculously, she didn’t. Those long hours she’d spent rehearsing her monologue the night before paid off. She was finally good at something.

He’d already cast the play, but the coach named her understudy for Beverly, much to the astonishment of every geek in the vicinity. Funny enough, as she learned over the next few weeks of rehearsals, those geeks turned out to be kind of fun. They lived life like no one and everyone was watching at the same time. They lived for life after high school.

Her moment came one week into the play’s run. The lead actress broke her leg while horseback riding and Roxy had to step in. As she stood at the edge of the stage, waiting for the lights to go on, she debated running. Just running away and never coming back. There would be an auditorium full of pissed-off folks, but who cared, when her spleen wanted to jump out of her throat? So she’d channeled Marisa Tomei. Marisa didn’t take no shit from anyone. She was a badass from Brooklyn who owned the screen whenever she was on it. That was the push Roxy needed to climb out on stage, but as soon as she got there, she became the character, Beverly. The play passed in the blink of an eye, as if it had been performed in under a minute. She wanted to do it again. And again. An addiction of sorts.

Now, as she walked back toward the living room, back toward a room full of men she’d disappointed by not getting naked for their enjoyment, she called on Marisa once more. Louis’s reassuring arm around her was just a crutch, and a confusing one at that. She needed to face this herself and walk out of here with her chin up. Otherwise it would become a recurring nightmare that played whenever she closed her eyes. No way in hell were these fuckers going to feel bad for her or make her feel guilty. If she tried hard enough, she could own this moment and then file it away like it never happened.

The group of men came into view, quieting when they saw her. Not surprisingly, the groom she’d been sent to undress for looked more than slightly disappointed. Like he’d paid for a show and hadn’t gotten one. It gave her an idea.

She shrugged off Louis’s arm. After a tiny struggle, he let her go, even though, based on his scowl directed at the other men in the room, he wanted to hustle her out of there under a blanket. “Listen, gentlemen. I apologize. I’m officially the worst stripper ever, right? Don’t recommend me to your friends all at once.” They laughed uncomfortably. Deep breath. You got this. She held eye contact with the groom, not caving in to the urge to look away. “Well. I guess congratulations are in order for your upcoming nuptials. She’s certainly a lucky lady.”

He drained his beer, choking a little on the last gulp. “Thanks.”

“Look, I clearly didn’t earn my fee here tonight, but I’m hoping you’ll let me make it up to you in a more fully clothed type way.” She could feel Louis’s body heat behind her, giving her a little kick of confidence. “What’s your favorite movie?”

The groom looked thrown by the question, but he finally answered. “I don’t know. Wall Street, I guess.”

Shocker. She should have known, based on the expensive suits in the room. “Why don’t we pretend your favorite movie is, I don’t know, Pulp Fiction. Every man loves a little Quentin Tarantino, right?”

“Great flick,” someone chimed in. A few suits agreed.

“All right,” the groom agreed with a shrug.

Roxy hid her immense relief. Using Louis’s shoulder for balance, she climbed up on the ottoman wedged up against the couch, confident that the long dress shirt hid almost her entire thighs from their view. With a deep breath through her nose, she thanked Marisa Tomei one final time for her assistance, then swapped her for Samuel L. Jackson. As the room full of marginally drunk bachelor party attendees watched in astonishment, she performed Jackson’s famous monologue from Pulp Fiction. The one in which he quotes Ezekiel 25:17 before explaining that his 9mm is the “shepherd protecting his righteous ass in the valley of darkness.” It was a wickedly awesome monologue. One that she’d used to land the SunChips ad two years ago. It had been unexpected. And a risk. Still, she’d felt true to herself performing it. As if deep down, she was meant to be a gangster instead of a struggling actress. It made her feel untouchable. A feeling she desperately needed right now.

About halfway through, the moment became hers. Not only did she have the rhythm of these words down by heart but she’d also forced these men to pay attention. Sure, they were probably just amused, maybe a little impressed that she’d memorized this profanity-heavy speech about violence, but for her own satisfaction, she would take their smiling nods as a sign of respect. Whatever it took to walk out of here with that part of herself she’d checked at the door. Toward the end, she made the mistake of looking at Louis. Shirtless and gorgeous, the pride radiating from him almost caused her to fumble the lines, but she pushed through, finishing with a flourish of her hand.

She took an exaggerated bow as they applauded, just before Louis plucked her off the ottoman and set her on her feet. He didn’t let her go, though, holding her hand in a tight grip as he led her toward the door. Louis picked her purse and trench coat up off the floor where she’d left them upon entering and handed both to her before pulling her into the hallway.

He cupped her cheeks, tilting her face up. “Hey. You’re fucking amazing, you know that?”

“Yeah? Sometimes I’m not so sure,” she answered, shocking herself with total honesty. Crazy how people she knew well couldn’t get an honest reaction out of here, while this guy who’d put her through the ringer did it with so little effort. She didn’t want to ponder that realization for too long, so she did what came naturally. She avoided it. With steady fingers, she started to unbutton his shirt, which she still wore, intending to give it back to him so he didn’t have to face the evening shirtless, even if the female population of Manhattan would go mental over his approachable abs. God, he was sexy. And she really shouldn’t be thinking about that right now.

Before she reached the second button, he stopped her with a hand on her wrist. “What are you doing?”

“Giving you back your shirt.”

He shook his head vigorously. “Keep it.”

She pointed at the trench coat resting on top of her purse. “I have my coat. I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, but in order for this transfer of clothing to take place, I’ll still have to see you in that cheerleader uniform. And I do not want to be turned on by it.”

The corner of her mouth tugged. “You don’t want to be. But you are?”

“To an appalling degree.”

Why am I giving this guy the time of day? Any other human being who’d seen her fall this far not once but three excruciating times would be banished to the furthest recesses of her mind, never to be resurrected unless she drank too much wine. When she’d accused him of being a liar in the bedroom, she’d meant it, but he’d slowly wedged his way back under her skin. She actually believed that he’d been just as blindsided by her presence at the party as she’d been by his. Why? Not a clue. She only knew he felt more like an ally than a foe. It didn’t hurt that he’d turned down a killer lap dance.

“How do you feel about kissing me right now, Louis?”

His answering groan didn’t end when their mouths met, it only got louder. Or maybe that was her own groan joining forces with his. Roxy couldn’t form a decent thought besides More and Closer as Louis slanted his lips over hers and obliterated what she knew about kissing. His lips pushed hers apart, and for a moment, they just inhaled against each other’s partially open mouths, savoring the moment. The pulse-pounding rush of sensation. When his tongue traced her lips, then dove in to tangle with hers, she swayed a little under the gust of heat. She wrapped her arms around his neck to steady herself, aligning their bodies. Which reminded her he wasn’t wearing a shirt. With no choice but to act on her desperate impulse, she dragged her fingernails lightly down his chest, giving an extra scratch over those abs, ending just above his belt buckle.

“Please, baby. Go lower.” His voice sounded like gravel. “One squeeze so I can finally know what it feels like to have your hands on me.”

Oh, she liked that. Liked hearing that hot thread of desperation in his voice. Desperation for her. Willpower, thou hath no place here. Slowing the kiss so she could look into his eyes, Roxy let her palm smooth over the bulging fly of his dress pants. Oh shit. A two-hander. When Louis gave a pained laugh, she realized she’d delivered the sentiment out loud.

“Get to it then, Rox.” He bit her bottom lip and dragged it between his teeth. “Let me feel them both.”

“Keep your shirt on,” she murmured before sinking back into the kiss. When she took his full length in her hands, squeezed and dragged upward, his growl sent warmth pooling at the juncture of her thighs. As if he sensed that chemical reaction from her, he reversed their positions, pressing her back up against the wall. Rough hands dragged up the sides of her thighs to clutch her hips. Hard.

Her head fell back on a gasp, giving him the room he needed to trail his lips down her neck. Lost to the moment, Roxy fisted two handfuls of his hair and arched her back. His breathing growing harsher by the moment, Louis licked across the swells of her cleavage, letting his tongue dip down into the valley between, before licking all the way back up her throat.

A little cry of shock burst past her lips. “Oh, wow. I like that.”

	“You’ll like everything I do to you.” Louis took her ear between his teeth. “You going to let me show you how much, Roxy?”

“I don’t know yet.” She hooked a leg around his waist. “More convincing, please.”

Louis gripped her knee. “Fair warning, Rox. If you wrap the other leg around me, I’m taking you home to my bed, where I can get you off properly.” His hand flexed. “If that’s what you want, hop on up. Otherwise . . .”

“Don’t wrap my legs around you?” she panted.

He grazed her lips with his. “I couldn’t say it out loud. It’s too sad.”

Did she want to go home with him? Hell yes. In her current worked-up state, she’d probably let him carry her fireman-style down West Broadway, ass in the air. So much confidence radiated from him. Not the overinflated-ego kind of confidence she’d experienced in guys before. No, his confidence came from a place of maturity. While he obviously knew his way around women, he wasn’t smug about it. He just wore that self-assurance like a second skin. She wanted it directed at her. Instinctively she knew that being naked and sweaty with Louis would be unbelievable.

After the night she’d had, though, she didn’t want a hero. That’s exactly what Louis would be if he took her from this place and gave her a mind-bending orgasm across town before she even took off the cheerleader uniform. No matter how she’d ended up here tonight, he’d gotten her out of a strippy situation and now he was making her feel needed, desirable. Okay, hot. But she wanted to be her own hero tonight. She wanted to leave on her own merit, remembering the way she’d walked back into that living room and faced her fears. He could be her hero a different night. Tonight was hers.

Dammit. I pick now to start making good decisions?

He cursed on an exhale. “You’re not coming, are you?”

“Looks like neither one of us will be coming tonight.”

Already regretting her decision to leave, Roxy let her leg drop and began to back away from the magnetic pull buzzing between them.

“Oh no.” His brown eyes went dark. “Before you leave, I’m going to give you something to think about, beautiful.”

Her stomach bottomed out. “You haven’t done that already?”

A gravelly laugh. “While you’re lying in bed tonight, think about this.” Big hands slipped down and around from her waist to cup her mostly bare backside. She had no time to enjoy the kick of lust in her belly before he seized her flesh tightly and hauled her onto her toes.

“Oh.”

Louis placed his mouth directly over hers, as if to absorb her gasp of shock. “The first time you ride me, I’m going to grip your ass just like this. I’m going to move you where I want you. How fast. How slow. It’ll all be up to me and this grip.”

Oh, God. Oh, God. His promise had a kick of lust whipping into a frenzy. Breathe through it. “S-sounds like a solid plan.”

“Not a plan. A promise.” He licked into her mouth, kissing her in a way that promised . . . everything. More. “Good night, Rox.”

When he set her back on her feet, it was incredibly difficult to move away from him. “When did we graduate to nicknames?”

He planted his hands on the wall and dropped his head forward, still facing away from her. “Since you started turning me inside out. Is that a fair enough reason?”

She was grateful he couldn’t see her expression. Hell, she was grateful she couldn’t see it. Knowing what it looked like would make it too real. His words punched an uncomfortable hole in her chest. One she couldn’t spackle over as quickly as usual. Licking her kiss-sensitive lips, she quickly unbuttoned his shirt and drew on her coat. He still hadn’t moved, so she laid the borrowed shirt over his shoulder. “Hey, put this on. I don’t think you’re what this bachelor party had in mind when they requested topless entertainment.”

Slowly, he turned to face her, replacing his shirt with movements that spoke of leashed restraint. “Excuse me for not laughing.”

“If I can laugh about it, so can you,” she said seriously.

He considered her a moment, then nodded stiffly.

She couldn’t leave things awkward. It would bother her until she saw him again. Why? Why did he drag these foreign reactions from her? Any other day, she’d have already blown this joint and grabbed a falafel from the food cart she’d seen outside. Giving in to her urge, she leaned in and kissed the underside of his chin. “See you Saturday, Louis. Think about me.”

“Try and stop me.”

Somehow she managed to hide her smile until the elevator doors slid shut.





Chapter 7

“EAT. EAT!"

Louis felt his stomach pitch as Mrs. Ravanides dropped a third portion of spinach pie onto his plate. Like most guys in their midtwenties, he ate food like it might disappear, but if he packed away one more bite of Greek cuisine, he would keel over. If it incurred the wrath of his spatula-wielding dinner host, so be it. He wanted to live to see Saturday, dammit.

The reminder of Saturday led to a memory of Roxy sitting on his desk, hungry because she’d skipped breakfast.

With an inward curse, he picked up his fork and took another bite.

Roxy. He couldn’t keep her in one place longer than ten minutes, yet she’d become his biggest distraction. If her strategy was to drive him crazy so he’d be a more entertaining date tomorrow night, it was working. At this rate, he’d probably try everything from balloon animals to poetry readings to get her to sit still for an hour. He wanted to look at her face. Wanted to make her laugh. And for chrisssakes, he wanted to take her home.

What they’d done in the hallway outside his future brother-in-law’s apartment . . . even with two helpings of spanakopita in his stomach, he still felt a wave of need. Pulse-pounding, sweaty, unquenchable need to have her underneath him. Not a comfortable feeling when two elderly faces are smiling back at you from across the table, remarking on what a good eater you are.

He’d accepted his pro bono client’s dinner invitation in hopes of taking his mind off the elusive Roxy for a few hours. Not to mention the fact that the man’s wife had come to his office and refused to take no for an answer, practically dragging him out the door by his tie. At first, he’d enjoyed himself. He’d sat on their plastic-covered couch and looked at old photos of their kids. Listened to them tell the story of their emigration to America thirty years earlier, the way their convenience store had played such a huge part in their success in New York City. They didn’t take what they had for granted, and Louis was fascinated by that. He’d come from a world where taking what you had for granted was a given. The norm. His father probably wouldn’t even step foot in their tiny shop for fear he’d get dust on his wingtips, but to them, it meant the world.

Louis had always wished for something like that. Something that didn’t come easy. Something that required work as opposed to money. When you had everything handed to you from such a young age—summer vacations, clothes, sailing lessons—your idea of value got skewed. Was the free work he was doing enough to earn everything he’d been given? He hoped so. But he couldn’t shake the feeling he needed to do more.

In an attempt to clear his head of those thoughts, he’d summoned Roxy to block them out. Her mix of confidence and insecurities, as well hidden as she could get them. The way she’d looked up at him, green eyes shining, and said, Think about me. Ah, it all made sense now. She’d cursed him.

It figured that the first girl to make him want to work this hard—hard being the operative word—acted like she could take him or leave him. This was his punishment for never pursuing a relationship that took place outside his bedroom. As a result, he didn’t know how. He sucked at it.

And he really sucked at sucking at things.

As a result, he’d spent today trying to convince himself he didn’t want a relationship with Roxy. Or anyone. Oh, and he’d been really convincing, too, checking his phone for a text from her before he’d even finished his thought. Of course, she hadn’t texted him. Pathetic.

All right, that’s it. He’d held out for two days. Giving Mr. and Mrs. Ravanides his best smile, he pushed back from the table. “Would you excuse me for a minute? I just need a little air.”

“Sure, sure.” Mrs. Ravanides, very businesslike, cleared his plate. “I’ll wrap this up for you.”

“If you didn’t, I was going to.” He winked at her. “That’s my lunch tomorrow.”

Her cheeks turned pink. “As it should be. I’ll just throw in some more lamb and pita.”

Louis walked out onto the front porch and collapsed onto their stoop. Thank God he’d planned on an Italian restaurant tomorrow night. If he ever saw another piece of feta cheese again, he’d probably run away screaming. He reached into his pocket and took out his cell phone, pulling up Roxy’s picture. Immediately, his annoyance with her dulled to a whisper, and all he wanted to do was hear from her.

Help me.

What appears to be the problem, sir?

Great. He was already smiling. Why couldn’t everything with her be this easy?

Ate too much. Need someone to roll me back from Queens. A crane might work, too.

What kind of food was it?

Greek.

Worth it.

Tell that to my belt buckle.

A long pause that had him feeling restless. Had he caught her in the middle of something? It was a Friday night. Did she have a date? Oh, man. He really didn’t like thinking about her out with another guy. It made him go a little insane, actually. Finally, his phone buzzed. 

If I get that close to your belt buckle, are you sure you want me talking?

Jesus H. Christ. That comment had taken his current state of sexually frustrated and turned up the volume to deafening. Even without seeing her in person, he knew that comment had been meant to keep him off balance. It had worked. Good point. But not cool when you’re not within reaching distance.

Will it help if I tell you I’m looking forward to tomorrow night?

Before that last comment, maybe. Now? Definitely not.

No. Distract me.

I’m at an audition right now for a hair color commercial. The call was for twenty-something girls with a beachy, windswept look. One girl brought her own fan. Another is dressed like a mermaid.

I don’t believe you.

 A picture hit his phone a minute later. 

Okay, I believe you.

While they might be making light of the situation, knowing what she subjected herself to every day only justified the phone call he’d made last night. Even the short performance she’d given at Fletcher’s bachelor party, after they’d returned from the bedroom, had proven how much talent she had. It was such an easy fix. All she needed was a shot. Soon she wouldn’t have to face the constant rejection anymore. Wouldn’t have to take her clothes off to get her by until the next audition that very likely wouldn’t pan out. No more living day to day. Paycheck to paycheck. But would she see it that way?

I’m up next. Wish me luck.

Give me your address, Rox. I want to pick you up tomorrow night.

So much time passed that he thought she’d blown him off. That he’d pushed too far, too quickly. His frustrated curse was interrupted by the buzzing of his phone. She’d texted him her address, apartment number, and everything. A slow smile spread across his face. Progress. Finally.

“What’s her name?”

Louis turned to find Mr. Ravanides standing behind him, leaning against the house. Jesus. How long had he been there? See, this is what happened when five feet five inches of beautiful, complicated girl crowded everything else out of your mind. You risked being crept up on by hairy, foreign men. And the knowing look in the other man’s eye told Louis he wouldn’t accept any bullshit answers. “Roxy. Just Roxy. I don’t even know her last name.”

“Have you gone to meet her father yet? Asked for permission?”

“Permission for what?”

His thick eyebrows slashed down. “To see the girl.”

Louis laughed. “I’m having a hard enough time getting her permission.”

“Ah.” Mr. Ravanides nodded sagely. “She’s one of those.”

“I don’t know what you mean by that.” Louis turned and stared back out at the street. “But I’m guessing you’re right. She covers all the bases.”

“Just as long as you’re not covering bases,” the other man said sternly. “Not until you shake the father’s hand. Look him in the eye.”

Louis nodded to appease him. “Is that what you did with Mrs. Ravanides?”

“Hell, no. We eloped.”

With all the food in his stomach, it hurt to laugh, but Louis couldn’t help it. Damn, he really liked the guy. His whole family, really. The easy bond between them. It made him wish for the same thing. It made him wonder what Roxy’s relationship with her family was like. God, he didn’t know a damn thing about her. That would change starting tomorrow. Everything would.

“Let me ask you something,” Louis said as he shifted uncomfortably. “Back when you met Mrs. Ravanides, if you had a way to make her life easier, would you have done it? Even if it meant leaving out the truth?”

“My lawyer is asking me for advice now?” He pushed off the wall and joined Louis on the top step. “Don’t worry. I’ll do it pro bono.”

Louis’s laugh turned into a groan when the spanakopita used his arteries as a water slide. “Thanks.”

Mr. Ravanides handed him a roll of Tums he’d kept hidden in his hand until now. “I tell all my children that honesty is the best policy. Always. But sometimes people are too proud to ask for help when they need it. Those people need a gentle push.” He clapped a hand onto Louis’s shoulder. “I know the kind of man you are. If you’re leaving out the truth, you have a good reason.”

Louis popped the antacid into his mouth. For the hundredth time since last night, he wondered if his selfish reasons for wanting Roxy to have some security outweighed his good intentions. No time for regrets now, though. The deed was done. “Let’s hope you’re right.”

“I’m usually right. Unless the argument is with my Ms. Ravanides.” The older man stood. “Now. Come inside. My wife baked two pans of baklava, and they’re getting cold.”

Sweet Jesus.

BISCUITS. THE MOUTHWATERING smell catapulted Roxy up the stairs toward the apartment. She swore she could actually feel herself gain three pounds from the aroma alone. If Honey had anything to say about it, she’d never get hired in this town. Not because she couldn’t afford the extra weight but because she’d spend all her time in food comas, butter and icing smeared on her face. What audition? Pass the sticky buns, fool.

Unfortunately, turning down free food was sacrilege in her personal religion. Free food was to be cherished and treated with respect. Every morsel savored. She’d eaten too many meals involving ramen noodles and stale Wonder Bread to forgo the opportunity to try out her roommate’s latest creation. She’d been caught a little off guard by Honey’s willingness to share, as if it were a foregone conclusion. With her Southern accent and constant presence in the kitchen, she reminded Roxy of those women in old-timey cartoons who left apple pies cooling on the windowsill. A nurturer.

She shook off those bizarre thoughts. At least this time she’d come prepared with a bottle of tequila to contribute. Honey and Abby seemed determined to create some kind of evening meal ritual. Apparently Roxy had gotten shacked up with a couple of functional human beings. That shit should have been in the ad, really.

The first two nights, she’d taken a plate and slunk off to her room, feeling like a moocher. She’d listened to them discuss their day through her cracked bedroom door, wanting to know more about them against her will. Honey came home and cooked between classes at Columbia. Abby, true to her word, didn’t have any friends, so she’d taken to the friendly, guileless Honey like, well, a fly to honey. But where did Roxy fit in? Her conversational comfort zone started and ended with a snappy greeting and an exit strategy. Not a play-by-play of her day.

Oddly, she found herself feeling kind of left out as her roommates bonded a little more each day. Which made no sense, since her exile was self-imposed. Still, the sticky feeling remained. Why couldn’t they just avoid each other like typical New York City roommates and communicate via a dry-erase board in the kitchen?

Tonight, she intended to keep alive her streak of dining and dashing, but at least she’d come bearing a gift this time to alleviate her increasing guilt. Booze for biscuits. A fair trade if she’d ever heard one. Hopefully it would distract her roommates long enough to make off with her dinner to the safety of her room. Maybe she didn’t have a bosom buddy, but at least she had her view. Last night, she’d found herself staring out over Ninth Avenue, taking comfort in the wave of cabs that came with each cycle of green lights, people dipping out of their apartment buildings long enough to grab something from the corner bodega.

Okay, so she’d pretended to be fascinated by the creature habits of her new Chelsea neighbors, but her mind had actually been on the Lower East Side with a certain physically blessed lawyer. She’d debated with herself, one half determined to stay away from him until Saturday, one half dying to jump on the train, travel downtown, and knock on his door. Images had tangoed behind her eyelids as she’d tried to sleep. Images of what Louis would do if he found her on his doorstep at midnight, obviously there for one shameless reason. Would they even make it to the bedroom, or would she end flat on her back in the entryway? Or maybe she’d be on top . . .

The first time you ride me, I’m going to grip your ass just like this.

Roxy’s neck flushed hot. Tomorrow night felt ten years away. With a deep breath, she took out her key and opened the door. “Honey, I’m home!”

Honey squeaked.

Biscuits went flying everywhere.

It happened in slow motion, like something out of a bad dream. A terrible event was occurring, but Roxy’s feet wouldn’t move. Standing in the doorway with her mouth dropped open, she was totally useless. Not that she could prevent the tragedy, but if she’d been quicker to the punch, she might have caught at least a couple of them midair, like tiny Frisbees of goodness. One by one, the little handfuls of doughy perfection hit the hardwood floor, the subtle poff sounds they made a taunting proof of their fluffiness.

Honey stood in the kitchen, baking pan in hand, looking like she was in denial. Abby walked out from her bedroom and stared at the mess for a moment before shrugging and walking purposefully toward the broom closet. Did she actually intend to sweep those suckers up?

“Oh no, you don’t.” Roxy let the door slam behind her. “Ten second rule.”

She lunged for the floor. At the same time, Honey tossed the pan onto the counter with a clatter and joined her on hands and knees. When Roxy picked up the first biscuit, she realized she hadn’t thought this genius plan all the way through. Fresh from the oven, biscuits were hot as hell. Still, no way was she letting them go to waste. Not going to happen. Tossing the first flaky casualty between her hands like a hot potato, she huffed and puffed her way to the counter, dropped it, and went back for more. After a few trips, she noticed that Abby had joined them, too, transporting biscuits from floor to counter as if they were wounded soldiers on a battlefield. Their concentrated, semi-pained expressions were what finally did it. The situation was just too absurd. Roxy plopped down Indian-style on her butt and started to laugh.

“What are you doing?” Honey demanded. “You’re the one who called ten second rule.”

Roxy laughed harder. “I know, it’s just . . . no biscuit left behind . . . give me biscuits or give me death . . . ?”

It was a disjointed ramble, but Honey seemed to interpret her military comparison. She dropped the biscuit being passed between her hands and giggled under her breath.

Abby stood and grabbed an oven mitt off the counter, carrying the remains of the baked goods to the counter with casual grace. “I might have spoken too soon the other day when I called you both relatively normal.”

“It took you this long to realize that?” Roxy reached back toward the door and retrieved the bottle of tequila she’d set on the ground to participate in Operation Biscuit Salvage. “Can I interest anyone in a drink?”

Honey jumped to her feet. “I’ll get glasses.”

Abby sat down beside Roxy in a series of awkward movements, as if she’d never sat on the floor once in her life. Maybe she hadn’t. “I guess one drink won’t hurt.”

“Never does.” Roxy took a glass from Honey and poured. This didn’t feel as uncomfortable as she’d anticipated. Possibly because she’d taken them out of their comfort zone and stuck them in hers. Drinking tequila on the floor. “So, what’s up with that guy on the third floor? Every time I pass his door, he clears his throat. Superloud, like he wants me to know he’s spying through the peephole.”

“I thought I was the only one.” Honey took a healthy sip without wincing, going up a notch in Roxy’s book. “Have you ever seen him, Abby?”

“Nope.” She eyed the drink in her hand warily. “I’ve only seen one person since moving in. There’s an older gentleman who wears a captain’s hat and smokes cigars on the first floor. He always tells me my shoe is untied, even when it’s not. Thinks it’s hysterical.”

“We should bring him dirty floor biscuits,” Honey said. “He’d never know. But we would.”

“Oh, you’re bad.”

The blonde smoothed her hair. “It’s been said.”

“So.” Abby found yet another sitting position. “How has everyone’s week been so far?”

Roxy sipped her tequila, assuming they would start their usual chatter and leave her out of it. When the silence lengthened, however, she realized they were both looking at her expectantly. It quickly became obvious to her that they’d talked enough to each other lately. Now they wanted to know about their wayward third roommate who’d spent the first week of their acquaintance hibernating. Had she unintentionally staged her own friendship intervention? Crap. The girls might be smiling, but they looked ready to spring and handcuff her to the radiator if she tried to vamoose. Even in the midst of her nerves at being the center of attention—being herself, not a character she was pretending to be—she felt a sense of gratefulness. There hadn’t been many times in the past when she’d sensed people had been truly interested in what she had to say. In her.

She had a choice to make. Either she would be honest and tell this corporate debutante and this bubbly scholar what her week had actually entailed. Or she could lie and make something up. Apart from her vague explanation that she was an actress, they knew nothing about her. It would be so easy to give them a lie to buy herself more time. More time to become something worth telling. If she did that, though, would she be admitting that she was currently . . . nothing?

Fuck that.

She threw back the remaining inch of her tequila. “I met a guy.”

Honey brightened. “Ooh. Tell us.”

“What does he do?” Abby asked.

“He’s a lawyer.” She cleared her throat into the silence. “I was sent to his door to perform a singing telegram while wearing a giant pink bunny suit. We kissed. We texted. Then I showed up to a bachelor party where he was one of the guests. I was there as a stripper. We kissed some more. We texted some more. I’m seeing him tomorrow night.” The two girls were silent a moment. Very slowly, Honey reached for the bottle of tequila and refilled her glass. Something about that gesture eased the pressure in Roxy’s chest, but not completely. “Also, I got called back to read for the part of Lassie by a couple of hipster film students in scarves.”

Abby frowned. “Dogs don’t talk.”

“I know.”

Silence reigned in the apartment. Just as Roxy got ready to gain her feet and make toward her room, Honey blurted, “I’m going to seduce my English professor.”

Abby’s mouth dropped open. “We’ve been having dinner together for days. You never said anything. I earned this knowledge.”

“It’s not polite dinner conversation.” Honey reached up and grabbed a biscuit off the kitchen counter, biting into it with a grin. “He’s going to be a challenge. I can tell.”

Roxy couldn’t hide her amusement. “That doesn’t appear to be a concern for you.”

“Concern?” She popped a bite into her mouth. “It’s a requirement.”

Abby looked at a loss. Not judgmental, as Roxy had predicted, although both roommates did appear to be looking at Roxy differently. As one would after having an information bomb dropped on them. Based on their curious expressions, the questions weren’t over, either. But they weren’t pressing for now, and Roxy appreciated that. What had she expected from these girls? For them to throw her out? Obviously, she hadn’t given them enough credit.

“Come on, Abby.” Roxy tipped her chin at the brunette. “You must have a skeleton hiding in one of the eight closets in this apartment.”

“Nope.”

“Give us something,” Honey begged. “It can’t be as bad as Roxy’s.”

“Thanks, roomie.”

“All right, fine.” Abby choked on a slug of tequila. “I’ve only kissed two guys. One was my stepbrother.”

A beat of shocked silence passed.

“Okay, then.” Roxy nodded. “Pass me a fucking biscuit.”





Chapter 8

LOUIS KNOCKED ON Roxy’s apartment door and waited. The light filtering through the peephole darkened, then brightened again a second later. He heard a shuffling sound from inside the apartment, but still the door remained closed. Whoever had buzzed him into the building knew he would eventually make it up the stairs, right? Getting into the apartment was a two-step process.

“He’s hot,” a muffled female voice said from the other side. Not Roxy. Maybe a roommate? “He’s at least a nine.”

Nine? He fought the urge to look himself over and figure out where a point had been deducted. Maybe he should have brought flowers. It would have at least bumped him to a nine point five. “Hey, I can hear you in there. You want to open the door?”

“Yes, but I’m wearing a kimono.”

Too bad it wasn’t Roxy wearing it. He wouldn’t have minded seeing her in a short silk robe. Although at this point, he wouldn’t mind seeing her in a burlap sack. “Do you want to go change?”

“Yes, but I’m afraid if I go change, I’ll miss the date pickup.”

At times like these, he was grateful he’d grown up with two sisters. He spoke fluent female. In most cases, anyway. Apparently Roxy spoke a completely different dialect. “How about you let me in and I’ll close my eyes? I promise not to leave with Roxy until you come back from changing.”

“Yes. That.” The peephole darkened again. “Close your eyes.”

Louis obeyed, wondering when exactly weird doorstep introductions had become the norm in his life. He heard two dead bolts being turned before the door creaked open. A hand curled around his elbow and tugged him through the doorway. “Is she here?”

“We’re all here,” another voice said to his right. Still not the girl he was looking for. “For each other. When things go bad.” Something that sounded like an oven door slammed. “You catch my drift, lawyer?”

“I’m starting to feel at a major disadvantage without my eyes open.”

“Honey, don’t scare him off,” Kimono Girl said. “I’ll be right back. Don’t move.”

He wanted to open his eyes and take in his surroundings or any potential threats from the evil disembodied voices, but he kept his promise and waited until Kimono Girl’s footsteps disappeared before doing so. Wow. Louis turned in a circle. Knowing what he did about Roxy’s money troubles, he hadn’t expected a place this nice. It was bigger than his own apartment. To be fair, it needed to accommodate at least three crazy girls, while his only needed to fit one sexually frustrated lawyer. Still, it relaxed something inside of him, seeing that she lived in a safe building with people who apparently cared enough about her to threaten well-meaning strangers. Speaking of which . . .

A blonde chopped carrots in the kitchen. With a gleaming butcher knife.

“Hey.” He grinned. “I’m Louis.”

“I know who you are.” Chop. Chop. “I’m Honey. And this is my knife, Bubba.”

Louis nodded once. “Rox?” he called into the giant apartment. “You about ready?”

“Behind you.”

Every muscle in his body tightened at the sound of her smoky voice behind him. Finally. He wanted to whirl on her and catch her off guard. Kiss her hard to make up for the last few days of not kissing her. But he needed to be careful how fast he moved with this girl, needed to feel her out first. Slowly, he turned to face Roxy. The amusement in her green eyes told him she’d overheard his exchanges with her roommates. Maybe even had a little appreciation for his efforts to meet the crazy halfway. That’s all he had time to read on her face before she sauntered toward him and he became aware of her legs. Her breasts. Her hips.

Russell had a theory that every girl owned one perfect dress that could make men do anything they wanted. Louis had always laughed at his friend, smug in his ability to dictate his own actions. Make his own decisions. Especially where girls were concerned. Yet if Roxy told him to leap out the window just then, he’d be a pancake on Ninth Avenue before she finished voicing her request.

More disturbingly, his first coherent thought was not about how the tight material hugged her breasts or how the hem flirted with the middle of her thighs when she walked. Not even how simple it would be to tug the floaty material up around her waist and get at the panties beneath. Nope, it was, Who the fuck else has seen her in this dress so I can hunt them down like dogs?

It worried him how intense the thought hurled itself through his head, like it had been fired from a cannon, wrecking everything in its path. He wanted to back her into the bedroom visible behind her and lock them both inside it. Fuck the date he had planned. Why couldn’t he be the only one who looked at her? Was that so much to ask?

She stopped in front of him, and her cherry blossom scent went to his head like back-to-back shots of Jägermeister. Oh, Jesus. Fuck. She was so pretty up close. He’d forgotten how much.

“Uh-oh. What’s going on in that head of yours, Louis McNally the Second?”

No way could he tell her the truth. She’d lock herself in that room. Without him. If that happened, he just might break down and cry. Casual. Be casual. “Your roommate brandished a weapon at me.”

“She’s Southern.”

“I want to rip that stupid dress off your body,” he murmured for her ears alone. So much for casual.

Those sleep-ruining lips spread into a smile. “Then it’s doing its job.” She sent a look toward the kitchen. “Honey, you mind stowing the knife? Louis is Mama’s friend. He’s not a threat.”

Louis turned just in time for a brunette to charge back into the room, then skid into a casual walk when she saw they hadn’t left. She looked somewhat familiar to him, but he couldn’t recall where or how he would have met her. The familiarity might have come from the air she gave off, similar to the people he’d grown up with. Old money. It was an invisible cloak that sat on her shoulders.

She came forward with her hand out, obviously comfortable with polite formalities. At least, when fully clothed. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Abby. Where are you taking our roommate?”

So this is what it’s like on the other side of an interrogation. “I’m going to feed her first.”

Honey crossed her arms, still holding the knife. “I can feed her right here. What else you got?”

Roxy came up beside him. “O-kay. There’s enough crazy in this room to power New York for a week. Let’s get out of here before they ask for your medical records.”

Abby jogged ahead of them to open the door. “Have a good time. I want to hear all about it when you get back.”

Roxy took her light jean jacket off the wooden coatrack and slipped it on, partially covering her breasts. He hadn’t noticed the charge at the back of his neck until it disappeared. God, he needed to cool it. Other men might look at her, but she was out with him. If he reminded himself of that once in a while, maybe he could prevent a slow descent into lunacy throughout the evening.

“You’re not supposed to let the guy know we’ll be talking about him, Abby.” Roxy smiled as she opened the door. “Better to let him think I have a different date every night.”

Abby nodded, as if cataloguing that information for later. “Right. Even though you don’t.”

“You’re terrible at this.”

With that slip of reassuring information, Abby became front-runner for his favorite roommate. He smiled at Honey, and she sniffed. Apparently he had some work to do with his potential murderer. Hopefully he’d get the chance. Taking a gamble, he reached down and clasped Roxy’s hand. Her smile slipped, but she didn’t pull away. “Ready?”

“Sure.”

On the way out the door, he turned and looked back at Abby. “I’m happy with the nine, but just out of curiosity, what did you deduct the point for?”

She winced. “Don’t make me say it in front of you.”

“Say it,” Honey commanded, her head partially inside the oven.

“You didn’t even shave.”

He ran his free hand over his jaw. “I did this morning. It kind of grew back.”

“Well.” Abby folded her hands in front of her, looking slightly embarrassed. “Next time, then.”

Next time. Yup. Definitely his favorite. “Good night, ladies. I’d promise to bring her back safely, but you should know something up front. I’m going to do everything in my power to get her to my place for the night. I’m actually hoping like hell neither of you sees her until tomorrow.” All three of their faces transformed with different expressions. Honey looked disgusted. Abby, scandalized. Roxy appeared impressed. “Just thought I’d give you fair warning.”

LOUIS’S WARM HAND felt oddly natural in hers as they walked through Eataly, the massive, multi-floored Italian marketplace. She’d heard about the bustling foodie Mecca before but had never been inside. It was actually so freaking huge that every section boasted its own restaurant, with crowds at each one waiting to be seated. Voices bounced off the dome ceilings, combining with opera music to create a whirlwind of sound. On a Saturday night, it was particularly busy, but Louis didn’t seem concerned at all about getting a table. He seemed content to stroll through the aisles, occasionally picking up food samples and handing them to her. Tugging her closer when they needed to squeeze though human traffic jams. Brushing against her in a way she suspected was strategic. If so, it was working. Her neck felt sensitive, her lips felt fuller. And he hadn’t even kissed her yet. Why hadn’t he kissed her yet?

Don’t be a head case. “Which restaurant did you make the reservation for?”

He grinned sexily, and her tummy flipped. “All of them.”

Roxy stepped closer to him when a woman asked to get by. He didn’t follow her lead by moving back; he simply let her bump into his chest and held her there with a strong forearm. She tried not to think about which parts of her body were pressed against certain parts of his. He was standing too close, and he’d see it all over her face. Approachable abs. Approachable abs. What were we talking about? “All seven of them?”

He hummed in his throat, and she felt the vibration against her chest. “The only thing I know for certain you like is peanut butter and banana sandwiches. I wanted to give you options.”

“You’re a little dangerous, aren’t you?”

“Depends what you mean.”

She wet her lips when his gaze landed on her mouth, but he made no move to kiss her, the prick. “You didn’t even bat an eyelash at my nutso roommates. Now you’re giving me the feeling of being in charge of this date even though you planned the whole thing. And I’m kind of buying it.”

“My evil plan is working.” His hold on her tightened. “So, which restaurant? If you leave it up to me, I’m just going to pick whichever one is busiest so there’s a chance you’ll have to sit on my lap.”

“Ah, there’s the catch. You made a reservation for one person, didn’t you?”

“No.” His head fell forward onto her shoulder with a groan. “I didn’t think of that. See? I’m not the date mastermind you thought I was. Disappointed?”

She moved free of his grasp, even though he didn’t make it easy. Keep your head, girl. He’s way better at this than the guys you’re used to, but he’s not different. He can’t be. “I’ll only be disappointed if we don’t check out the brewery on the roof. Come on.”

“That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.”

They took the stairs to Birreria, a glass-enclosed restaurant on Eataly’s rooftop. Their table—for two—overlooked the skyline, which had just started to light up with the oncoming darkness. Every table in the place was filled with couples and groups of friends, laughing and tossing back drinks. Waiters moved gracefully through the rows of seated customers, dropping off pints of beer and plated meals. She took a moment to marvel over the way everything moved like clockwork, just like the rest of the city, predictable in its unpredictability. It was nice to have a reminder of how much she loved this city, when lately her experience here had her forgetting why she came in the first place.

She felt Louis watching her, his gaze moving like a rough palm over her skin. In this lighting, his dark eyes were even more shadowed, the scruff on his face more pronounced. Throw in the panty-melting way he perused her and she felt the sudden need to dump ice water over her head.

“I know what you’re thinking about,” she said.

“You might know the what, but you don’t know the how.”

Good God. The more time she spent with him, the more she did want to know. Badly. “Hmm. Why were you in Queens yesterday eating Greek food?”

His hand went to his stomach, a pained look claiming his expression. “A client of mine . . . he and his wife decided to feed me for a whole year in one sitting. She thinks people are like camels, storing food in their humps until they need it.”

“Does she want to adopt me? I earn my keep.”

“I’ll put in a good word.” A waiter approached, and they gave him their drink orders. Roxy returned her attention to Louis to find him considering her. “Where are your parents, Rox?”

She thought the question had come out of the blue until she remembered her remark about being adopted. The last thing she wanted to talk about was her parents, but she supposed she better clear up his misconception that she was an orphan. “New Jersey.” And then change the subject as quickly as possible. “What about yours?”

He looked as though he wanted to press for more details, but he relented with a sigh. “Dad is in Manhattan, Mom is living in France with their divorce attorney.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah.”

They both sipped their recently arrived beers. “What about your sisters, the twin terrors? Are they in the city, too?”

“Oh yes, they’re here. I’m surprised you can’t feel their gravitational pull of mayhem.”

“Is that what I’m feeling? I thought the beer had already gone to my head.” His low laugh traveled across the table and settled over her, making her feel as though they were the only people in the room. “Tell me a story about them. The worst one.”

He leaned in closer. “I’ll tell you a story, but then I get three questions and you have to answer them. No more redirecting.”

“You won’t impress me with your fancy lawyer talk.” When he only waited, she nodded reluctantly. It didn’t feel right deflecting his questions anymore. Not when she knew so much more about him, his family. Not when she kind of wanted him to know something about her. What would it hurt? “Fair enough. You can have your three questions.”

The pleased look on his face made her skin feel hot beneath her dress. He looked like . . . he wanted to reward her for making the concession. Now. In a very specific way. She almost gave in and asked him to describe the thoughts in his head, but the waiter appeared at the table and broke the spell. Not even having looked at the menu, she decided quickly on the fish entrée and handed the menu to the waiter.

“Okay, I’m ready. Horrify me.”

Louis propped both elbows on the table and swiped a hand through his hair. His storytelling pose? “Lena was born three minutes before Celeste. It’s always been kind of a sore spot, and that’s putting it mildly.” He picked up his beer and put it back down. “When they were both six years old, Lena hit a growth spurt first and was one inch taller for a single year. One inch. The nanny found Lena tied up in her room. Celeste was standing over her, holding a saw. She’d stolen it from the super’s supply closet. She was getting ready to saw off the extra inch.”

Roxy clapped a hand over her mouth to prevent her sip of beer from escaping. “No way. That didn’t happen.”

“Fine. It didn’t happen.” He dodged the napkin she threw at him. “You ready for the real story?”

“It’s going to be a letdown after that.”

“You think so?” She nodded, which only made him look smug. “When they were ten, my parents sent them to summer camp. It wasn’t the kind you’re thinking of. They didn’t do arts and crafts or go hiking. They basically sunbathed and read magazines for two weeks at a lakeside resort. Anyway, there was a talent show. They lip-synced to “The Boy Is Mine” . . . Brandy and Monica . . . you know the one?”

“Yes, and it’s a classic. Continue.”

“Well, the judges gave them second place. I don’t even think there was an actual prize for winning, it was just a way to entertain the kids for a couple hours.” His tone turned serious. “They didn’t strike right away. They bided their time. Waited six years, until they got their driver’s licenses. Then they drove to the first-place winner’s house in the Hamptons and slashed his tires.”

Very slowly, she set her drink down. “Please tell me this one is made up, too.”

“Nope. I was in the backseat, being scarred for life.”

The waiter sidled up to their table holding a tray full of food. Both of them leaned back so he could set down the plates. “Have your sisters found husbands to terrorize yet?”

Louis nodded once. “Lena is getting married next week.”

“Poor guy.” She picked up her fork. “Is it a blood ceremony?”

“She hasn’t involved me in the planning, but I wouldn’t discount anything.” He stayed silent until the waiter left. “Actually, you met her fiancé last week, Rox.”

Confusion had her pausing in the act of taking her first bite, but unwanted recognition finally crept in. She lowered her hand until it rested on the table, her heart beating dully in her chest. “That was your sister’s fiancé’s bachelor party? I almost . . .” Took my clothes off for him.

“Almost.” He shook his head. “But you didn’t.”

Stupid. So stupid that she’d never put it together. Never asked Louis how he knew the guest of honor. Instead, she’d avoided any memory of it, the same way she did with anything else unpleasant. Just pretending it didn’t happen. Jesus, what was she doing here with this guy? What could come of it? She could never show her face around his friends or family lest they judge her straight into the ground. Their entire association was doomed.

Louis scrubbed a hand over his face. “I should’ve waited longer to tell you.”

She forced herself to take a bite of fish. “What difference would it have made?”

“Maybe if I’d waited for you to know me better, you wouldn’t be looking for the closest exit.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Rox.”

“Fine, I was.” She took an impatient sip of her beer. “You earned your three questions, Louis. Fire away.”

He stared at her hard a moment in a way that suggested he wanted to shake some sense into her. “You’re the type who fulfills her end of a deal, aren’t you?”

She shrugged, wondering where he was going with this line of questioning. “Yes. I am.”

“Good.” He dug into his meal. “Then I’ll have to make sure I space those three questions out.”

Roxy’s eyebrows rose. Well played.





Chapter 9

LOUIS WATCHED THE breeze lift Roxy’s hair off her neck as they walked along East 37th Street. This time, she kept her hands firmly in her pockets, where he couldn’t reach them, sending a signal louder than a reversing semitruck. After their speed bump at dinner, she’d rallied, asking him questions about work, telling him funny audition stories. But the sparkle in her eyes had been gone. Or rather, he’d doused it with a bucket of Stupid Juice. If she hadn’t given him the perfect opening to tell her whose bachelor party it had been, he would’ve kept it to himself just a little longer. As it was, he’d already set a plan in motion that required him to omit the truth. The idea of lying to her twice made him feel like the world’s biggest asshole, so he’d bit the bullet.

“The truth will set you free”? Apparently that didn’t apply to him.

Back at the restaurant, he’d been able to read the thoughts on her face. Horror had turned to resignation, right before his eyes. She thought this date was pointless now. Thought he was pointless.

It was fucking awesome.

Because while Roxy probably assumed her shift in attitude would shut him down, it wouldn’t. This is where his lawyer mind went into warp speed, examining reactions from every angle, weighing words, actions. It was a knee-jerk quality that usually irritated him outside of work. Tonight, he wanted to buy that quality a car, because it was giving him some much-needed hope. If Roxy felt as though pursuing anything with him was pointless now, it meant she hadn’t felt it pointless prior to his coming clean about Fletcher. Before he’d revealed his future brother-in-law as the bachelor party’s guest of honor, she’d felt something, too. She’d anticipated more with him. Or she wouldn’t have had any hope to lose in the first place.

Right?

Okay, this explanation was what he was going with. For now. Otherwise, he’d have to face facts that he wouldn’t be spending any more time with this girl who made him hot and crazy, yet calm all at the same time. That, he just couldn’t allow to happen. Being with her felt right, like this was where he should have been all along but he’d been epically late. Yeah, that scared the shit out of him. He’d never been committed to another person. Hell, he didn’t know how. What example did he have to go on? His parents had been more committed to their personal shoppers than to their own marriage. One thing he did know? The possibility of her not feeling the same, or finding him not worth the trouble, scared him even more shitless. Basically, in either scenario, he was flat out of shits.

He just needed more time to figure her out. Needed more time to figure out why he suddenly wanted to spend every night with the same girl, when they hadn’t even spent the night together yet. Speaking of which, the night air was picking up that dress of hers and fluttering it around her thighs like a checkered flag at a Nascar race. Worse, she kept pulling her jean jacket tighter around her, as if she was cold, but her look-but-don’t-touch vibe prevented him from warming her up. In his arms, back where she’d been inside Eataly before he’d doused the sparkle.

“We’ve been walking east awhile.” She sent him an absent smile that made him want to kiss it right off her face. “Any further and we’ll fall into the river.”

“Almost there.” He heard the tightness in his voice and tried to clear it. Jokes wouldn’t make this go away. His instinct where she was concerned told him that. No, everything had to be out in the open before he could work through it. So he braced himself and asked the question that had been plaguing him for days. “You said Wednesday was your first time stripping. I know you needed quick cash, but wasn’t there someone you could have asked for help?”

“Does this count toward your three questions?” She asked the question as if she’d been expecting him to ask, had already loaded her response.

“Yes. If there’s no other way to get you talking.”

She sent him a wary look, then released a slow breath. “The day I showed up at your apartment, my roommate had just kicked me out. I didn’t have anywhere to go that night, so I stayed up in an Internet café looking for an affordable place.” Louis’s stomach twisted. He’d been out with his friends drinking, and she’d been virtually homeless. He wanted to go back in time and kick himself in the nuts, but she was still talking, so he put his time travel plans on hold. “I saw an ad for the room in Chelsea. It was . . . well. You saw it. I winged it with Abby and wrote her a bad check. I needed it to clear, and I didn’t have enough money in the bank, so I took the job. It was only going to be once.”

“It will only be once,” he growled before he could think better of it.

She frowned. “I don’t need a hero, Louis. I’m doing just fine on my own.”

“I’m getting that loud and clear.” It wasn’t lost on him that she hadn’t fully answered his question. Did she have anyone to ask for help? He closed the distance between them and put an arm around her waist. When she stiffened, he only held tighter. “Stop this. I want to see you, Roxy. Why won’t you just let me see you?”

“Because I know what this is now. I see the kind of guy you are.” She rounded on him. Finally. A reaction. He wanted to shout with relief, but he didn’t think she’d appreciate it. “You’re decent, Louis . . . maybe you feel a little bad for me after what happened at the bachelor party. Maybe you want to make some kind of point to yourself, or your family, that you can look past money and jobs and things that matter. Make the point with someone else, all right?”

Ouch. He hadn’t quite been expecting that. If that’s how she saw him, he had more work ahead of him than he thought. “You know what? That’s a load of horseshit.” Swing for the fences, why don’t you? “I don’t need to make a point to anyone, especially my family. In fact, I make it a point not to make points to them.”

“What does that even mean?”

“Hang on. I’m going somewhere with this.”

“Okay.”

He blew out a breath. “The only opinion that matters to me is yours. Yes, you were hired to give my brother-in-law a lap dance. Stranger things have happened.”

“What if your sister finds out?”

“Don’t joke like that.” A laughter bubbled from her throat, but she still looked sad. He brushed her hair back from her face and decided to focus on the laughing part. “Why did your roommate kick you out? Do you have some terrible habit I need to know about?”

“That’s question number two. And, no. I was just late with the rent one too many times.” She pursed her lips. “I did eat her bag of flaxseed tortilla chips, though. Even though they were clearly labeled with her name. I think it might have been the straw that broke the roommate’s back.”

“Those chips are horrible.”

“I was in a pinch.”

God, she was cute. “Still, friends don’t just throw each other out onto the street.”

“We weren’t friends, we were roommates. Just like my roommate before her was just a roommate.” She looked away. “You’re the kind of guy who makes friends easily, aren’t you? You probably stop to pet strangers’ dogs on the street and talk to them about the weather. I don’t do that. We’re too different.”

Louis stepped closer until she was forced to tilt her head back. Awareness shone in her eyes, and he absorbed it like a drug. It meant he wasn’t imagining this draw between them. Gradually, her curves relaxed against his, and a small sigh drifted past her parted lips. “Dammit, Rox. Stop trying to pick a fight to get rid of me. It’s not going to work.”

“It works with everyone else.” Something seized inside of him at the mild panic in her eyes. “Is this what I get for hooking up with a lawyer?”

“Are we hooking up?” He slid his fingers into her hair and let his mouth ghost over hers. God, it felt amazing to have her close. Oh yeah. She’d definitely just looked at his mouth. “Come on, beautiful. Put me out of my misery.”

“Hmm.” She curled her fingers around his collar and tugged him lower. “Why don’t we start with a kiss and see how you do?”

Their hips met on a mutual roll and his eyelids lowered like they weighed two tons each. The slide of her body against his sucked the breath out of his lungs and filled them with something else. Need. Determination. Her. They were on a busy street and he couldn’t see, couldn’t feel anything but Roxy. For just a split second, her playful pretense dropped and he saw what she’d kept hidden until now. The ache he’d been feeling since they’d met was displayed on her features for him to see. To memorize. He only took a moment to savor it before the prevailing urge to satisfy her ache took over. He’d put it there. He’d made her ache, and now he needed to take it away.

“Why haven’t you kissed me yet?” she breathed.

“Good question,” he managed before—

She vibrated. She . . . vibrated?

“Shit.” One of her hands left his collar to dig in her jean jacket pocket. “My phone . . . I have to answer. It could be a callback from an audition, or—”

He couldn’t form words, so he just nodded woodenly. Close. He’d been so close.

“Hello?” The apologetic look she sent him froze on her face. “Yes, this is Roxy Cumberland. Who d-did you say was calling?” A beat passed. “Wow. I thought I’d heard you wrong.”

A feeling of dread took up residence in Louis’s stomach. No. It couldn’t be.

“But I’ve never auditioned for Johan Strassberg, how did he . . . ?” Roxy trailed off, nodding a moment later. Jesus, no. Louis wasn’t supposed to be with her when she got this call. Who called someone on a Saturday night to schedule an audition, anyway? He hadn’t expected Johan to contact her until Monday, when Louis would be safely in work, thinking about her but not looking right at her. And lying. Pretending he had nothing to do with Johan calling her to read for a part in his upcoming movie.

Now? Now, he’d have to smile and congratulate her. Keep the truth to himself. Again. This is why he hated lying, because one lie almost inevitably led to two. Then three. Until you couldn’t see your way clear of it.

Johan Strassberg was a family friend turned wunderkind filmmaker. They’d been brought up in the same circles, attending the same parties, the same private schools. While they’d never been close friends, this was how things worked in their world. Louis’s father was one of Johan’s parent’s legal advisors. Louis had called Johan and asked for the favor because he knew Roxy was talented, knew if he could get her in front of someone with a little influence, it might be the break she needed. But she would never see it that way, however, especially after what she’d said to him moments ago. It would be charity to her. So he had no choice but to suck it up and lie.

Or he risked losing her, right here and now.

When her face broke into the most heart-stopping smile he’d ever seen, Louis decided that maybe, just a little, the deception had been worth it.

For now.

ROXY DISCONNECTED THE call and swore everything around her was sparkling. This couldn’t be the same street she’d walked down five minutes ago. That street had seemed like nothing more than a gray pedestrian walkway, but this? It reminded her of that moment in Wizard of Oz when everything turns to color. Only this wouldn’t turn out to be some elaborate dream. At least she didn’t think so.

Louis shoved both hands into his pockets. “Everything okay?”

A laugh shuddered out from somewhere deep down. Like she’d been saving it up for something amazing to happen. And it had. Johan Strassberg, the filmmaker of the moment, wanted her to read for a part. Monday afternoon. In less than forty-eight hours, she’d be reciting lines as he watched. Everything she’d worked for, all the miles she’d put on her high heels, would all come down to a handful of minutes.

Yeah, okay, there was a chance she would fail. A big, fat chance. But at least she’d know afterwards if she had what it took, or if this was just a pipe dream she shared with a million other aspiring actresses. She’d given herself two years to pursue this dream, and the end of that allotted time had come and gone. This was it. Her make-or-break moment.

“Rox.” Louis stooped down and looked her in the eye. “You in there?”

“Yeah.” She nodded vigorously. “I’m here. I—”

Oh, the hell with it. She clutched two handfuls of Louis’s hair and dragged his mouth down to meet hers. Unexpectedly, he hesitated, even though she could feel his breathing go shallow the second their lips touched. She didn’t let it stop her, though. Kissing Louis was her only way of knowing she hadn’t hit her head and imagined the phone call.

A throaty groan signaled the change in him. His arms banded around her like steel, yanking her up against him as he sunk into the kiss. He met her mouth with such force that she had no choice but to arch her back or lose balance. She could feel his belt buckle, the muscles hidden underneath his clothes, pressing and moving over the light material of her dress. Rubbing, chafing her skin until she got hot. So hot. It had started as long, indulgent pulls from each other’s mouths, but it graduated to something more. Louis licked inside her mouth and drew his tongue out slowly, all the while squeezing handfuls of her dress’s material. As if he wanted to rip it off her body. She kind of wanted him to. Kind of?

One of her knees inched up the outside of his thigh without any conscious thought on her part. She only knew she wanted to get closer, wanted to feel him move against her in the best way possible. The way she was suddenly craving, as if his mouth were an aphrodisiac.

Louis made a tortured noise and shoved her leg back down. “Next time you wrap even one of those legs around me, I swear I’m going to fuck you like a madman.” He pressed their foreheads together. “Unless you want what I’ve got right now, on this street, keep your thighs under that dress.”

Roxy’s knees threatened to give out. This wasn’t the first time she’d experienced this aggressive side of Louis. Hot damn, she liked it. Liked being the person making his teeth clench, making his usual cool-guy façade desert him. She wanted more of it, but reality started to reintroduce itself around her. People whispered as they passed, laughing when they thought they were out of earshot. She needed to stop acting like a hormonal high school sophomore. Kick it up to at least junior year, bare minimum.

“I got carried away.” She forced her lungs to accept a slow breath. “Sue me.”

When his hand released the material of her dress, she realized he’d still been clutching it hard. “I did, too. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, it was good stuff. I liked it.”

He dropped his head onto her shoulder with a groan. “You’re trying to kill me, huh?”

“That would suck. I kind of like having you around.” It was the simple truth. After dinner, she’d avoided the reason for her bad mood, but the phone call had jolted her into remembering them for what they were. She’d thought about Louis’s friends and family knowing her identity, what she’d nearly done, and she’d felt momentarily embarrassed, which had royally pissed her off. She resented that feeling. Didn’t want it. Unfortunately, she wanted Louis. For more than just his apparent penchant for manhandling her. She enjoyed being with him, talking to him, listening to him. Kissing him. Oh yeah, she liked that, too.

“A few minutes ago, you were trying to get rid of me,” he said, staring just over her shoulder. “Did something change?”

“No. I just decided to admit it.”

“Okay.” The poor guy looked like he was silently praying for patience. “You, uh . . . sure it had nothing to do with that phone call?”

“Phone call.” God, she’d been more wrapped up in him than she thought. “You’re not going to believe this. That was Johan Strassberg’s assistant. The indie filmmaker who wrote Bangkok Boogie? He wants me to read for a part on Monday.” Excitement fizzed like champagne in her chest, mixing with the warm sensations left over from their kiss. At this rate, she would need that dip into the river to cool off. Followed by an ice bath. “Some casting director I auditioned for recommended me, sent him my headshot . . . I can’t believe it. This kind of thing never happens. At least, not to me.”

His smile looked strained. Sexual frustration? Had to be. She hadn’t known him long, but she already knew he was the kind of guy who would be happy for her to have this opportunity. He’d literally growled at her on the way here for inferring she might strip again.

He tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “That’s great. You’re going to knock them dead.”

“You really think it’s my goal to kill people, don’t you?”

“I’m living proof.”

“Not for long.” She gave an evil cackle, which eased some of the tension around his eyes. “So am I ever going to see the rest of this date?”

“Yes, if we’re not too late.” Louis grabbed her hand and took off heading east again, pulling her along behind him. She had to speed walk to keep up with his long strides, but she decided not to comment on his suddenly weird behavior. As soon as they crossed Second Avenue, she saw a crowd gathered near the Queens Midtown Tunnel entrance, snapping pictures. They seemed to be looking over the wall at something below . . . something that was illuminated by several giant spotlights. A film shoot?

A loud animal noise had her stumbling. “Was that an elephant?”

He sent her a grin over his shoulder as they reached the crowd. “Yup.” All she could do was stare at his broad back as he bypassed the crowd and led her to a bench area that was recessed in from the sidewalk. She didn’t understand why he was leading her away from the action until he boosted her up onto the bench. From her vantage point, she could see over the retaining wall to the tunnel entrance beneath. It took her a few seconds to believe what she was seeing. Elephants, walking in a line, out of the tunnel. At least ten of them had already exited, and they kept coming, one after another. Each one held the preceding animal’s tail with its trunk, making a big elephant daisy chain.

“What is this?”

Roxy didn’t realize Louis had gotten onto the bench behind her until he spoke against her ear. “They walk through the tunnel once a year when the circus comes to town. It’s tradition.”

“I can’t believe I never knew about it,” she murmured.

He slid an arm around her waist, pulling her back against him. “I’m glad you didn’t, or it would have been a lame surprise.”

“It’s the opposite of lame. It’s un-lame.”

They stayed silent for a while, watching as the procession of elephants finished passing through the tunnel. She let herself relax against Louis’s reassuring chest, stopped thinking about what it meant to stand there with him holding her, as if they were a couple. Or why it felt so good and natural. Once the last elephant came out of the tunnel, the bright spotlights began going out one at a time, the crowd dispersing and heading in all different directions. In a matter of minutes, Roxy and Louis were bathed in darkness, mostly alone on the street. Tucked away from the sidewalk as they were, the way he held her from behind went from comforting and sweet to something else entirely.

His breath on her neck started coming a little faster. The arm around her waist dipped lower to her hips, pulling her back until her ass met his lap. A tiny gasp slipped past her lips when she felt his hardness, and she barely checked the urge to grind against him. With a curse, he pulled away. She started to voice her protest, but he climbed down from the bench and plucked her off before she had the chance, keeping her facing forward. His hard chest met her back again, his hot mouth finding her neck as he walked her farther into the dark alcove. When they reached the stone wall, she had no choice but to brace her hands against it or run into it face-first. The position felt perfect and indecent all at the same time. Palms flat on the wall as Louis kissed her neck, as his hands roamed over her hips. They were mostly hidden in the darkness, but they were still in public. At the moment, she was too hot to care.

“I’m going to finger you, Roxy. Tell me you want it.”

The roughly delivered words sent an electric current zapping along her skin. “I want it.” Acting on impulse, she took his hand and guided it under her skirt. She left it resting high on her thigh, hoping he would make the next move. To touch her where she was dying to be touched.

His teeth grazed her ear. “No, you’re going to put my hand where it’s supposed to go.”

Heat rushed between her thighs, made more intense by the challenge. Should she be worried about the difference in him when they were touching? She wasn’t. She wanted more. Finished with savoring the anticipation, she took his hand again and guided it between her legs, sucking in a breath as her discomfort eased and grew at the same time.

Louis groaned into her hair. “You hot and wet under these panties?” He squeezed her covered flesh with just enough pressure to make her eyes roll back in her head.

“It’s safe to say I am now,” she breathed.

“I can’t even keep my fucking hands off you long enough to bring you home.” His lips traced up the side of her neck, ending at the sensitive flesh behind her ear. “Will I get you home tonight, Rox?”

“Yes.” She hadn’t made a conscious decision, but the inevitability had been there. Long before the date had started. “I’m going home with you. And that was your third and final question.”

“Good.” She felt a breeze as he lifted her dress, but warmth replaced it immediately. He pushed his hips against her mostly bare bottom, pinning her to the wall. “Feel what you did, you sexy-as-fuck girl. I need you to take care of it.”

“I’m going to take care of it so good.” Her head spun a little when she heard herself. She never said things like this. Never sounded like this. It was exciting. It was disconcerting as hell.

Her scattered thoughts imploded as he yanked her panties aside and pushed his middle finger inside her. The sudden fullness was so unexpected that she barely managed to trap the scream inside her throat. Her fingers curled on the wall, scraping for purchase and finding none. As if sensing her lack of balance, Louis held her tighter with his other arm, keeping her locked against his body.

“I’ve got you.” He leaned back a little, taking her with him. “You just tell me what you like and I’ll make sure you get it. That’s how this is going to work.”

When he began worrying her clit with his thumb, her head dropped back onto his shoulder. “Oh, God. More of that. Faster.”

Slowly, he licked up the side of her neck. “You’ll want my tongue fast, too, won’t you?”

Oh, God. “Yes.”

His hips circled against her bottom, smooth dress pants the only barrier between them. He pushed a second finger inside her without letting up on his perfect torture of her sensitive flesh. The ache inside her moved and expanded, encompassing her. She wanted to writhe against him but didn’t want to move for fear the quickening feeling would go away. An anchor. She needed an anchor, so she turned her head and found his mouth, moaning when he gave her exactly what she needed. Hot, furious kissing.

When he finally pulled away, his eyes were so dark they looked as if they belonged to somebody else. “Come on my fingers now, Roxy. I need to get you somewhere I can be inside you.”

His final two words were accompanied by hard thrusts of his fingers, propelling her across the finish line. She bit her lip to keep from crying out as she shook against his hand. Louis’s hold on her was the only thing keeping her from falling into a heap on the sidewalk, her body felt so limbless. Between her legs, he continued to stroke her, but his touch had turned soothing, gentle. Experienced. Good Lord, he’d accomplished in two minutes what usually took her ten minutes, a bottle of wine, and a Jason Statham movie. It threw her a little, exactly how good he was at this.

The stroking between her legs stilled before his touch left her altogether. “What’s going on inside your head?”

Stop being ridiculous. You performed a singing telegram about his penis on day one. This isn’t news to you. Nothing has changed. You’re not his girlfriend.

Roxy turned and looked into two questioning eyes. “Nothing.” She went up on her toes and kissed his chin. “Take me home.”





Chapter 10

CONGRATULATIONS, YOU’RE A depraved asshole.

Louis nodded at the doorman as he walked into his building. Roxy walked beside him, her hand tucked inside his. It made him feel a little sick, knowing the doorman probably wanted to high-five him for bringing home yet another girl, but he couldn’t exactly stop and explain to the guy how she was different. How he hoped she’d be walking through the door a hell of a lot more than once. No, he couldn’t do that, because she’d gone somewhere inside that head of hers, and he didn’t know how to get her back. He shouldn’t be focused on getting her naked, he should be talking to her.

This is where he became a depraved asshole, however.

If he could just get her into bed, he could make her accept this connection between them. This was his genius plan. He didn’t know if the assurance came from an arrogant place, only knew it was battering around inside him, making a friendly heart-to-heart seem like a distinctly unviable option. This feeling, this need to be as close to her as humanly possible, was completely foreign. Yes, he’d been around a little. Okay, maybe a lot. He didn’t lack for confidence when it came to sex. Right now, when he sensed her slipping away, it felt like all he had left.

Back on that street, when he was touching her, everything came together for a while. She was trusting him, letting herself go and being honest with him. He just wanted to get back to that place so he could . . . what? Get a promise out of her that she wouldn’t go away? Make her pinkie swear that she wouldn’t make him wait another week to see her again?

Yeah, that pretty much summed it up.

Since she’d gradually clammed up on the ride home after he’d gone all sex maniac on her, it might not even work. It could drive her away more. Why? The single word raced from one end of his mind to the other. She’d liked what he’d done to her. No way to fake that kind of reaction. So why wouldn’t she looked at him as they boarded the elevator? He thought back to the dark street, the things he’d said to her. Maybe he’d come on too strong, but there hadn’t been any help for it. When they were touching, he lost control of his mouth. Lost the ability to run words past his brain and make a mutual decision if they should be set loose. These . . . feelings for her spent so much time being locked away that maybe his subconscious had just disguised themselves as something else.

All right, so he’d found a twisted way to excuse his plan of screwing her into staying with him. What about the rest? What about the fact that he’d looked right into her excited green eyes and lied? Even if she never found out about the favor he’d called in, it would always be there, reminding him he’d deceived her to get what he wanted. What he wanted was her. And in order to have her and maintain his sanity, taking her clothes off in a stranger’s apartment couldn’t be on the agenda.

This business of keeping her around was going to be complicated, but not having her around would be worse. For now, he would focus on that and worry about the axe hanging over his head later.

“You’ve gone quiet on me.”

Roxy shifted and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Yeah? Well, last time I was in this elevator, I was dressed in a bunny costume.”

He sighed. “I thought we agreed not to talk about that anymore.”

“We agreed not to talk about the song,” she corrected him, finally giving him a smile.

“And yet you just did.”

“Well, since I already broke the agreement. . . .” She cleared her throat and started to sing. “To my hotshot honey bunny—”

He lunged toward her side of the elevator and cut her off with a hand over her mouth. “Not cool.” His body registered her closeness on impact and began to tighten. Christ. Just like that. When the laughter in her gaze lessened and those pupils started to dilate, he knew she felt it, too. That response, so in time with his own, gave him that final push. Taking her home and getting her underneath him was the right thing to do. Being with her in any way couldn’t be wrong. Not when she made him feel like this. Maybe his reasons weren’t as honorable as they should be, and yeah, he’d lied to her. But this, this, was the most honest fucking thing in the world. So were the words that followed. “Roxy, even in that costume, you were so goddamn beautiful, I don’t think I’ve taken a decent breath since.”

She made a small noise behind his hand, reminding him he still had her mouth covered. The second he removed it, she threw her arms around his neck and plastered her sexy little body against his. He only had a split second to savor the fact that he’d distracted her from whatever thoughts she’d been having, before their mouths were moving together. Licking, nipping, then devouring. Somewhere in the distance, he heard a ping and the elevator doors roll open. Get her to your bed, depraved asshole. Now.

Breaking away with a groan, he gripped her tight, sweet ass and boosted her up so she could lock her legs around his waist. She completed the move with such hungry desperation that his thoughts momentarily blurred and he stumbled from the elevator, still carrying her. They crashed into the opposite wall of his hallway, their mouths meeting once more in a hot tangle of tongues and lips. The heat between her thighs sat directly on top of his hard dick, giving him no choice but to thrust up against her. Fuuuuuck. Knowing all she wore under that dress was a thin pair of panties made him crazy to rip them off. Crazy to unzip his pants and sink into her. If the fingers tearing at his hair were any indication, she wanted it.

“Hold on, baby. Just let me get you inside.” She locked eyes with him and moaned, working her hips in a circle and sending him closer to the edge. Unbelievable. I might not even make it to the fucking door. “My fingers weren’t enough?” He drove her higher on the wall with a hard thrust. “You want this, don’t you? You want it all?”

“Yes.” Her breasts swelled over the top of her dress with every panting breath. “Please, Louis.”

“Oh fuck, I like you saying my name.” With the remaining willpower left inside him, he pulled her off the wall and walked them toward his apartment. He used one hand to fish the keys out of his pocket, not an easy feat when her breath was racing against his ear, her body bouncing up and down on his with every step. Finally, finally, he got his key in the door. “Roxy, I’m going to make you feel so good—”

His apartment lights were on. What the hell?

“Lou-is!” The familiar, whiny voice hit him with the impact of a sledgehammer. No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. No way could life be this cruel. Roxy was definitely not climbing off him with an alarmed squeak and ducking behind his back. Definitely not. If he just stood here without speaking, the waking nightmare would dissipate and he could go back to kissing Roxy. Please. Please. Please?

In one final attempt to banish the scene in front of him, he squeezed his eyes shut and opened them slowly. Nope, his sister Lena was still there, sitting on his couch.

In full meltdown mode.

Black mascara was caked on her cheeks, dark hair a mess on top of her head. His eyes quickly scanned the room for clues. Shit, she’d found his tequila. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

He turned his head slightly so he could speak to Roxy without taking his eyes off Lena. “Don’t make any sudden movements.”

“Who is that?”

The hint of jealousy in her voice surprised him. It shouldn’t, he realized. What conclusions would he jump to if he found a man in her apartment if she was supposed to live alone? It also relieved him a little to know she felt at least some kind of claim on him. Apparently he’d managed to make some kind of progress tonight. “My sisters.”

Her body relaxed slightly against his back. “Sisters . . . plural?”

“Where one goes, the other usually—”

“Lou-is!”

“Follows.”

Celeste stumbled out of his bathroom, lighting a cigarette. “Where were you? We’re starving. The only thing you have in your freezer is microwave lasagna and Kraft singles, you loser.” She fell onto the couch beside Lena, who stared straight at the wall, as if in a trance. “Who’s the girl? I can see you, girl. I hope he took you to dinner, because there is fuck-all available at this shit show.”

He heard Roxy take a deep breath behind him before she moved to stand at his side. God, he wanted nothing more than to smuggle her out of there and never come back. “Hey, I’m Roxy. We had Italian food, so it’s all good.”

Celeste gestured wildly with her cigarette. “Well, lucky you. I’ll just sit here and die of starvation, everyone! Grab a seat and watch my ribs grow more pronounced.”

Louis pinched the bridge of his nose. “Why didn’t you order takeout?”

“Lena threw our cell phones into the toilet.”

“Both of them?”

Lena shot to her feet. “Yeah. Both of them. You want to know why?”

Roxy patted him on the shoulder. “You know what? I think I’m going to go.”

“No.” He moved in front of the door. Awesome. Barring her exit for the third time since they’d met. Fuck it. He’d worry about himself growing increasingly pathetic later. If he let her leave now, he might lose his chance. And God, he wanted her so bad it hurt. “I’ll get rid of them. You’re staying.”

“You know why I threw our cell phones in the toilet, Louis?” Lena’s words slurred behind him. “So my bastard fiancé would stop trying to get in touch with me. A stripper! He had a stripper at his bachelor party.”

He turned to Roxy. “Hey, maybe you should go.”

Louis reached behind her to open the door, but Lena moved in front of him. “Look! I found her shirt under his couch.”

His sister dangled a familiar white T-shirt in front of his face. It smelled like cherry blossoms. A vision flashed in his head of Roxy putting on his button-down shirt over her bra and skirt. No T-shirt. It was definitely hers. Very subtly, he moved in front of a wide-eyed Roxy.

“I knew something was up, so I asked all his dumbass friends.”

Celeste positioned herself just behind Lena. “Dumb. Ass. Friends,” she repeated like some sort of psychotic hype girl.

“Not one will tell me the truth.” Lena pulled an object out of her pocket. A yellow Bic lighter.

And then she set the T-shirt on fire.

“You’ll tell me the truth, won’t you, Louis? You were there.” The flames moved up the T-shirt, turning it to charred, black rags. Lena seemed perfectly content to get burned if it came to that. Might even enjoy it. “I can always count on my brother, can’t I?”

“Can she?” Celeste echoed. “Can she, Louis?”

“Should I make my peace with God?” Roxy whispered behind him.

“Lena, look at me.” Keeping a close eye on the progress of the flames, he put out both of his hands in a calming gesture. “Remember that vacation where you backed Dad’s new Mercedes into the lake?” She nodded, and the knot in his chest eased a little. “Who took the fall for you?”

“You did,” she said grudgingly.

“Who told you when your perm in ninth grade looked like a dead poodle?”

She swiped at the mascara tracks on her cheek. “You did.”

“Right. So you can trust me when I say not one stripper walked through Fletcher’s door that night. Not a single one.” As far as he was concerned, Roxy was an actress. He’d told enough lies for the night. He wouldn’t add another one to the list. Especially when his sister might burn down the apartment if she sensed he wasn’t telling the truth. “Your future husband made it through the night lap dance free. You have my word on that, as your brother.”

Lena narrowed her eyes at him.

He unearthed his guileless little brother smile and pasted it on.

“I guess I believe you.” She jerked her chin toward Roxy. “Are you going to introduce me?”

“Why don’t we put out the flaming T-shirt first?” Having no choice but to leave Roxy standing toe to toe with his sister lest they all die in an epic blaze, he plucked the T-shirt out of her hand and strode to the kitchen sink. After turning on the water to douse the fire, he moved back quickly toward the girls. “Listen, I’m going to see you guys for Sunday lunch tomorrow at Dad’s place, right? Do you mind—”

“You’re not kicking us out, are you?” Celeste plopped back down on the couch. “We just got here.”

“Yeah, come on, bro.” Stripper drama swiped from her memory, Lena grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the couch. He barely reined in the impulse to hang on to Roxy, whose fear had turned into what looked like amusement. Oh, nice. “Don’t send us away. We need a Louis night.”

“I brought popcorn,” Celeste piped up.

“Why didn’t you eat that if you’re so hungry?” His voice had risen to a near shout, much louder than he typically used with his sisters. Could he help it? No. The girl he wanted more than oxygen already had one hand on the doorknob. They need a Louis night, Roxy mouthed at him silently.

“We wanted to wait for you,” Lena explained.

Both of his sisters’ faces had fallen, like a couple of scolded toddlers. He heaved out a frustrated breath toward the ceiling and threw his arms around their shoulders. On cue, they both snuggled into his sides and let out feline purrs. He had cats for sisters. Two bat-shit crazy cats with anger issues.

He knew it was useless, but he implored Roxy with a look. “Stay?”

She was halfway out the door before he’d even gotten the word out.

Apparently the chase would have to wait until tomorrow.





Chapter 11

RUSSELL ALMOST KNOCKED over his sixth beer in an attempt to grab Louis’s phone. “Do not call her, man. If you do, I swear to God, I will dropkick that iPhone straight into New Jersey.”

Louis dodged his friend’s hands. “I’m checking my email.” He stared down at his phone. Or phones. How did he get two phones? He closed one eye. Ah, there we go. Back to one. “Relax, will you?”

“You’re doing a lot of email checking for a Sunday night,” Russell said. “Also, you’re a shit liar, McNally. If she hasn’t called you by now, she’s not going to.”

“Ignore him,” Ben interjected loudly, setting another round of beers on the table and stumbling back a step. “Whatever he’s saying is wrong. This is the same guy who told us women who eat salad on first dates will eventually kill you in your sleep.”

Russell shrugged and sipped his fresh beer. “I stand by that.”

“Where are your statistics?” It took Ben three times to say statistics correctly. “You have none. Because it’s ramblings of a crazy person.”

“I don’t know, Ben.” Louis shoved his phone into his pocket, although he felt more like launching it across the bar. “His dress theory proved correct.”

“Dress theory?” Russell sat up straighter in his chair. “She broke out the dress on date number one?”

Louis dropped his head onto the table with a thud in an attempt to block out the image of Roxy’s figure wrapped in soft, flowery material. How it had felt in his hands. “Yup.”

“She’s evil,” Russell enunciated. “You need to run like a pack of the Real Housewives are chasing you.”

Ben and Louis exchanged a glance. “What have you been watching, bro?”

“I put it on in the background when I’m ironing. Don’t try and change the subject.” Russell rolled his shoulders. “A girl who wears the dress on date one either has a blood vendetta against your family that you’re not aware of.” He ticked off his fingers. “Or she has more than one dress. I don’t even want to imagine what she’d have in store for date number two.”

“I do.” Louis nodded vigorously. “I want to know.”

“No,” Russell insisted, slamming his beer down. “You don’t. Look at you, man. You didn’t even shave this morning. And what is that? A Hawaiian shirt?”

“It’s laundry day,” Louis mumbled. “Have I mentioned what a fucking windfall our friendship has been for me?”

“You’ll get around to it.”

Ben sent Russell a look of disgust before turning to Louis. “Listen, you can’t exactly blame the girl for taking off when your sisters showed up. I’ve met them. They’re not exactly the ideal welcoming committee.”

“Are you sure?” Louis hiccupped. “Lena set her T-shirt on fire with a Bic. That has to count for a ‘welcome to the family’ in some culture, right?”

Ben and Russell leaned forward slowly. “She did what?”

“It’s a long story.” No way in hell was he telling his best friends why said T-shirt had been set ablaze. Not because what Roxy had done embarrassed him, just because he didn’t want them thinking about her naked. Which made no sense, since they didn’t even know what she looked like, but he didn’t even want them imagining what she looked like, then picturing imaginary Roxy naked. Okay, he appeared to be drunker than he thought.

Today had been shitty for two reasons. One, he’d woken up to his sisters snoring on the floor of his bedroom, instead of Roxy in bed next to him. Two, his request to add more required pro bono time to his contract with Winston and Doubleday had been reeeee-jected. On a Sunday. Via email. There was something just a little more insulting about your hopes being dashed when it was followed by the Sent from my iPhone sign-off message.

Where did that leave him? Did he keep the cush job his father had landed him, living up to a reputation he’d never wanted to fulfill? If he didn’t have the pro bono work to keep him grounded, he’d be like everyone else at his office, chasing a paycheck, forgetting why they’d gotten into law in the first place. He didn’t want to forget. Didn’t want to start blurring the lines until the job became all about winning and nothing else. But what choice did he have? Jesus, his father would have a coronary if he knew Louis hadn’t given Doubleday a direct answer yet. Louis could hear his father now. Who in their right mind would give up a job like this? Who, indeed.

Ben looked as if he wanted to press for the full story, but thankfully he didn’t. “I vote for calling her. It sounds like she might be traumatized.”

“No. No calls on my watch.”

Louis ignored Russell. “Traumatized? She walked out smiling.”

“Evil.”

Ben didn’t acknowledge Russell, either. “Hey, that’s a good thing. Not many girls come into contact with the Twin Terrors and live to tell the tale, let alone laugh about it.”

“Yeah. I know.” Something pulled in his chest. Dammit, he should call her. Maybe she’d answer on the third ring and call him by his full name. Hey, Louis McNally the Second. At this time of night, she might even be in bed, so he could picture her with damp hair and pajamas, snuggled up into a pillow as they spoke. Her voice would be all soft and sleepy.

Jesus. He was turning into a sap. Something needed to give. He wanted to be able to pick up the phone and call Roxy whenever the hell he felt like it, knowing she’d be happy to hear from him. This second-guessing bullshit was starting to get old. Maybe he’d never pursued a girl like this before, but he thought he’d done a decent job of it so far. Apart from their make-out session being interrupted by a life-threatening situation, that is.

Ben was right, though. Roxy might have been a little thrown off by his sisters’ untimely arrival, but she’d looked more amused than anything. She rolled with the punches. God, he liked that about her. It was a skill he’d needed to acquire not only for his profession but also because his family brought drama wherever they went. That’s where he and Roxy would have a problem. He’d seen the wariness in her eyes when Lena had asked him to introduce her. She hadn’t run out of his apartment because she’d been afraid of Lena and Celeste. She’d been afraid of getting to know them. Something a girlfriend might do.

Roxy seemed determined to keep things light and casual between them. Any other time, he would be counting his luck that a girl didn’t want a concise verbal commitment. An assigned status, complete with promise ring and parental introduction. A fucking weekend trip to Vermont they could brag to their friends about over brunch. He and Roxy hadn’t known each other long, so he knew this irrational need for her to make promises wasn’t realistic. It didn’t change the fact that he wanted to wrap her up in his arms and demand she agree to see him without this big, fat expiration date hovering over his head. It was there, too. He could feel it every time they were together.

When Russell punched him in the shoulder, Louis realized he’d actually been staring at the ceiling. “What?”

“I draw the line at your unshaven tourist look. Talking to the ceiling is entering scary new territory.”

Ben tapped a cardboard coaster on the table. “Just call her. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Russell’s booming laugh turned heads. “Famous last words. I can’t believe you’re in charge of educating our youth.” He gave Louis a pointed look. “The worst that could happen? As soon as she knows you’re on the chase, she’ll have your balls in a vise.”

“Oh, it’s safe to say she knows I’m chasing her.”

“It’s never too late, man. You can turn this circus train around.” Russell pushed some empty pint glasses aside and leaned in. “It’s like you’re the lion and she’s a gazelle. Only right now, sorry, you’re kind of being the gazelle—”

“I’m too drunk for metaphors.”

“I’m never too drunk for metaphors.” Ben shook his head at Russell. “Just ridiculous ones.”

“All I’m saying is, give it a couple days.” Russell crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ll thank me, my friend.”

Louis took a pull from his beer. “Did I mention she has two cute roommates?”

Without missing a beat, Russell tossed his phone onto the table. “Fuck it. Call her now.”

LOUIS HADN’T CALLED her.

Not that she’d necessarily expected a call. Or even needed one. She’d just really, really thought he’d call. Up until they’d arrived in Sister Hell on Saturday night, things had been going pretty well. If they’d shown up to an empty apartment, she was pretty sure they’d have eaten diner pancakes together the next morning. So. What the fuck? Should she have stayed and waited for one of his sisters to start asking questions? No, thank you. She liked her eyeballs inside her head. If he was mad at her for leaving, well, so be it. She didn’t need his stupid, Prince Charming, perfect-date-planning ass.

Only she wanted to hear his voice. Kind of craved the sound of it. In five minutes, she would leave her apartment and ride the subway to the audition of a lifetime. Her palms were sweating, her outfit was all wrong, and somehow she knew Louis would say the exact right thing to calm her down. How did she know that? No clue. A week ago, she would have been pep-talking herself, and she didn’t like this sudden reliance on him to feel confident. Scratch that, she had confidence. She just needed the extra kind right now. A shitload of it.

Had he already moved on? Even without the sex first? That would definitely be a new one. Unless he’d decided she wasn’t worth the trouble. She cast a look at herself in the mirror across the room and wondered what he saw. If maybe . . . he’d found her lacking. Less sophisticated than the girls he typically dated. The hurt that thought caused her told her she’d already let herself fall maybe just a little too far.

A knock at the apartment door jolted her back to the present. When she started to call out for Honey to answer it, she remembered her roommate had already left for her afternoon physics class. With a sigh, she tossed her mascara down onto her secondhand dresser and clicked through the apartment on her high heels.

“Who is it?”

“Delivery man.”

Louis. A feather-winged creature took flight in her stomach. She started to open the door but decided not to appear overeager. “How did you get in?”

“Some guy with a captain’s hat downstairs.”

She shook her head even though he couldn’t see her. “So much for security.”

“I’m persuasive.” A long pause. “You realize you haven’t opened the door yet, right?”

“Maybe I’m wearing a towel.”

“I’ll be right back.”

She lunged for the peephole to look out at him. “Where are you going?”

He looked straight at her. “To get a battering ram.”

Her lips spread into a smile, but she quickly turned down the wattage and opened the door. “Hey,” she said casually, trying not to stare at the shopping bag in his hand.

“‘Hey’?” He laughed under his breath. “That’s all I get, huh?”

“I was just about to leave for the audition.” Wow, she was pettier than she thought. Giving the guy a hard time for not calling on a Sunday. Who was she turning into? “What’s in the bag?”

Louis came toward her, until she had no choice but to move and let him into the apartment, or let him walk straight into her. Tempting, but she had a feeling that if he got that close, she’d be late for the biggest opportunity of her professional life. She closed the door behind her and turned, ready to explain that she only had two minutes and not to get any ideas.

He immediately backed her up against the door, his muscular body aligning with hers. Pressing, pressing, until she had to suck in her stomach to let him closer.

His breath fanned her ear, sending her pulse into hyperdrive. “Mad at me for not calling?”

“Nope,” she said too quickly.

“Yes, you are.” He dropped the bag with a thud beside her, then lifted his hand to curl it around the back of her neck. “Good.”

“Good?” Irritation prickled along her skin. Irritation. Not awareness. Right. “Are you playing games with me now, Louis? I thought that was my job.”

“It is. And you’re good at it.” He pulled back to stare at her mouth, but he didn’t kiss her. “I don’t play games. But I’m also not going to be the guy who you keep blowing off.”

Her throat felt tight. “I didn’t blow you off.”

He ignored her, massaging the back of her neck with his thumb. Holy hell, it felt great. Everything about this felt great. Having him close. Breathing in his scent. She wanted to sink into him and never come up for air. “I want to know that you’re not going to disappear every time we have a bad moment or my sisters show up looking like something out of a haunted house. I need you to stick. The fuck. Around.” Their thighs melded together, his belt buckle nudged her stomach. “You’ve been keeping me awake at night since we met, and until now, I honestly didn’t know if you felt anything for me. So, yeah. If you’re mad at me for not calling? Good.”

Holy wow. She’d never been more turned on in her life. Everything he’d said had been fair. He’d accurately called her on her bullshit, and she liked that. A lot. There might even be a small part of her that got a thrill over keeping him up when he should be sleeping. “Are you finished?”

His minty breath warmed her lips. “Why?”

“So I can kiss you.”

He sucked his bottom lip through his teeth as she watched in shameful fascination. God, he really did have the most amazing mouth. “No kissing this morning.” What? Had she heard him right? “You want to be kissed, you come and find me later. You come to me.”

“That definitely sounds like a game,” she said sharply.

“Maybe. But it’s a game we can both win if you’re not stubborn.” Before she could deliver a response, his mouth moved away from hers. Bracing himself with his hands on the doorjamb, he very slowly lowered himself toward the ground in front of her. On the way into a kneeling position, he dragged his partially open mouth between her breasts and over her belly, deep groaning noises vibrating through every spot he trailed over. When he landed on his knees, he gripped her hips and pressed his mouth between her legs, sending her falling back against the door in a rush of sensation. She only had mere seconds to feel the heat of his mouth through her dress before he took it away.

“What are you doing?” she asked in a rush of breath.

He reached for the shopping bag. “Wishing you luck at your audition.” As she watched through hooded eyes, he lifted a shoe box out of the bag and set it on the ground. With a flick of his wrist, he lifted the top and revealed a pair of black leather pumps. Angels sang in the distance. They were the most beautiful shoes she’d ever seen in her life. Without even trying them on, she knew they were her size, too. “I had to go shoe shopping with my sisters yesterday to get these. Now that you’ve met them, you know what kind of a hell it was.”

She couldn’t take the shoes. Could she? Her own pair were so worn out, but at least they were hers. At least she’d paid for them herself. No, she couldn’t accept this from him. Especially after she’d run him in circles. “Louis, I can’t—”

“Oh, yes. After four hours in Bloomingdale’s on a Sunday afternoon, you’re going to keep them.” He wrapped a hand around her ankle and removed her shoe before slipping the new one on. Good Lord, it felt like a cloud molding itself around her tired, blistered foot. She had no choice but to let him repeat the process with her other one. She had to know what it felt like to have them both on. Louis’s big hands holding her foot so carefully might have had something to do with her reluctance to pull away, too. Seeing him kneel down in front of her, frustration evident in every line of his body, sparked an ache deep inside her. If she joined him on the floor now, she could make him cave on the no kissing rule, easy peasy. But it would be a hollow victory. For some annoying reason, she wanted to give him the win he needed, so she would wait until later. Tough as it would be.

“How did you know my size?”

He rested his hands on his bent knees, surveying the shoes on her feet. “My sisters are good for some things. They took one look at you and knew your measurements.”

She refused to be hurt over his clipped tone. “You sound really pissed at me.”

“I’m looking at your bare legs from an advantageous position and there’s nothing I can do about it right now or we’ll both be late.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “Ah, fuck it. I need something.” Without warning, he leaned in and kissed the inside of her knee, as if he couldn’t stand staying away another second. His breath huffed out against her sensitive skin as his lips stroked higher, to the inside of her thigh. A wave of heat hit her so hard that she had to steady herself with both hands on his strong shoulders to keep from toppling over. His mouth moved to the opposite leg, using his tongue this time to tease her flesh, giving her small bites in between licks. She heard a loud noise and realized her breath had started to rasp in and out. Louis squeezed the backs of her thighs and released an irritated growl before rising to his feet. Her new heels put her eye level with his mouth, and she wanted to kiss him more than anything. So badly her hands shook. His throaty sigh told her he knew how she felt, but his chin was set with resolve. Now who’s stubborn? she wanted to ask. “I have to be downtown in court all afternoon, starting about ten minutes ago. But I want to see you tonight, Rox. Come over.”

A command, not a request. Part of her was annoyed by that. She decided where and with whom she spent her time. Oh, but then there was the other, more significant half of her that appreciated him taking the decision out of her hands. Kind of loved it. It might have been the hot tinge of need in his voice that did her in, too. He needed her. She needed him. Really, there was no decision to make. “See you tonight, Louis.”

He tried to hide his relief, but she glimpsed it anyway. “You all set for your audition?”

“With these fancy new kicks? I’m a shoe-in.”

His face transformed with a reluctant grin. “Stop being so damn cute or I’ll break my no kissing rule.”

“We can’t have that,” she breathed dramatically, pulling open the door for him.

On his way out the door, he raked her with a hot glance. “Wear the shoes for me tonight.”

She ran her fingernails down his chest. “Only if you wear the tie.”

When she closed the door behind Louis, she heard him groan a curse loud enough to echo through the hallway. She couldn’t take the time to laugh, though. She was officially running late.





Chapter 12

I MUST BE in the wrong place.

Two sets of critical eyes swung toward Roxy as she opened the entrance door, giving her the obligatory scrutiny every actress gives her competition. Oddly, it unnerved Roxy more than usual. Most auditions she walked into, she was greeted by forty, sometimes fifty, sets of eyes. Never, ever a measly two. The lack of competition somehow made the upcoming read that more worrisome. When you had no chance in hell, you lacked for pressure. With only two girls to beat out, the pressure increased like a vise around her neck. Especially when both of the girls looked like they’d stepped off the pages of Entertainment Weekly. Hadn’t the blonde been in that sitcom with Neil Patrick Harris? How I Met Your Brother or something?

She resisted the compulsion to smooth her hair and instead made her way to a chair in the waiting area, where she sat and immediately withdrew the script from her purse. To her left, the office door she’d be walking through in mere minutes sat closed, not a sound coming from the other side.

She’d been emailed the “sides” yesterday afternoon and had spent most of the night rehearsing the script excerpt in front of the bathroom mirror. Johan Strassberg’s newest film centered on a young woman who’d been forced to leave college in New York to care for her ailing mother in the Midwest. While she’d only been given a small section of the script, she was already intrigued with the character of Missy Devlin. There was such resentment, vulnerability, and yearning in the small section of text alone that she was eager to see the rest. Eager to immerse herself in the role if she just got the chance. Please let them give me the chance.

A fresh-faced redhead in a headset exited the inner office, holding a clipboard. Roxy sucked in a breath, praying they would call someone else first. She needed a minute to gather her thoughts, especially after the pulse-scrambling scene with Louis earlier. Thankfully, headset girl called a different name, and the blonde stood to follow her into the office.

Roxy sucked in a deep breath. Okay. Okay, you can do this. You are Missy. You’ve just been yanked out of your dream school, away from your boyfriend and best friends, to care for your mother. You should be eager to get to her side. Should be eager to be with your mother in her final moments. But you’re not. Not at all. You’ve never understood each other. She pawned you off onto strangers in your youth so she could shack up with the latest flavor of the week . . . and you’re angry. You’re so fucking angry that caring for her is hard. Even if you know it’s your duty, you can’t let go of the shitty past. You’re guilty. You’re helpless. You’re mad.

A voice intruded on Roxy’s consciousness, snapping her head up and shooting her back into reality. The redhead stood at the office door, radiating impatience. “Yeah. Roxy Cumberland? We’re ready now.”

“Great.” Roxy uttered the word tightly, the way Missy would. In this moment, she could feel the necessary emotions bubbling around inside her. If she could just walk into that office and let these emotions loose, they would see her. See Missy inside her, dying to get out. Roxy shoved her script back inside the purse. She didn’t need it anymore. This is just like any other audition. You’ve walked into hundreds of rooms just like this. Take the fear and make it Missy’s, not your own. For the next five minutes, live inside the part.

She passed through the door at an efficient pace and found herself staring at a familiar sight. Three bored expressions with notes on the table in front of them. A handheld camera held aloft by a tripod, pointed in her direction. The only unfamiliar sight was seeing famous filmmaker Johan Strassberg sprawled out on a bean bag chair in the corner of the room. He held a laser pointer in his hand, flashing it in quick succession at the redheaded production assistant’s head, laughing as he did so. His feet were bare. Giant, noise-canceling headphones hugged his neck. He wasn’t so much handsome as he was adorable. That wide, boyish grin and those sparkling eyes had won him a lot of hearts among the public. If this wasn’t exactly how she’d pictured the brilliant filmmaker’s behavior, maybe it was just part of his process. He could afford to be a little offbeat.

“Which one is this?” Johan singsonged without even looking at her.

A bearded man in a Book of Mormon baseball cap consulted his notebook. “This is . . . Roxy Cumberland.”

“Never heard of her,” the frazzled blonde to his right mumbled into her Diet Coke.

Johan straightened from his casual position, eyeing her curiously. “Ah, Roxy Cumberland. I’ve heard so many good things.” He pointed his laser onto the ground and raised a dark eyebrow. “Are you here to dazzle us?”

“That’s the plan.”

Bearded Dude snorted.

Good. This is exactly what she needed. She needed them to underestimate her. It would leave her with nothing left to lose, just like the character she needed to portray. They were prepared to be underwhelmed? Well, it was time to wake these motherfuckers up.

The blonde picked up a sheet of paper. “I’ll be reading with you today,” she droned. “Say your name into the camera and start when you’re ready.”

Roxy breathed deeply, taking a moment to put herself in Missy’s shoes, to block out everything except her mother, sitting across from her at the kitchen table. Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . .

“Pancakes, Mother?”

“Not hungry,” returned the blonde quickly.

Roxy gave a tight nod to portray Missy’s frustration. “Anything you want to do today?”

“Not particularly. I don’t see the point.”

Roxy gave a bitter laugh. “You know what? Me either.” Two steps toward the table. “Why exactly did you bring me home, Mother? Did you think it would be easier to sort through the wreckage if I was manageable? If I was sad to see you like this? Huh? What the hell was it?” In her mind, Roxy replaced the blonde with an older woman. A frail, but stubborn, woman. “You want me to feel guilty, is that it? Should I wear a crown of goddamn thorns on my head and hang myself on a cross to absolve you of the past? It doesn’t work like that. I don’t know how to feel anything for you.” Roxy picked up an imaginary pill bottle and shook it. She reached deep down inside herself, found a well full of helplessness, and plunged inside. “This doesn’t change anything. Nothing. Ever. Changes. Here.”

It took her a moment to realize the scene had finished. With her pulse racing, she risked a look at the table full of executives. The boredom had fled and had been replaced with interest. Even the blonde who’d read the part of Missy’s mother looked a little stunned. Good Lord, she hoped that didn’t mean she’d been horrible enough to render them speechless. Please let it be the opposite. She swallowed the knot of unease in her throat and glanced at Johan. At some point during her performance, he’d risen to his feet to stand behind the camera, perhaps to see her live and on screen at the same time.

“Cumberland, do you mind stepping out into the hallway?” Johan asked. “We’ll call you back in a minute.”

“Sure.” All right, that was unusual. Then again, getting hired was unusual for her, so this unorthodox procedure could be positive. She hoped. Propelling herself into motion, she stooped down and grabbed her purse before exiting the room. She closed the door behind her and sat in one of the hard plastic waiting room chairs, wishing she could hear the discussion taking place on the other side of the door. The remaining girl who’d obviously come to audition eyed her suspiciously. Another good sign? Or were they already on the phone to the Screen Actors Guild to bar her entry for life?

Five minutes passed before the door opened. All three executives filed out, Bearded Dude even sending her a smile as they left the hallway through the front entrance. Where were they going?

Johan appeared in the doorway, minus his gigantic headphones. He jerked his head toward the now-empty room behind him. “Follow me, Roxy.”

She wanted to ask what was going on, but her throat felt so tight that she worried it might come out sounding like Swahili. Johan led her into the performance area again, although she noted the camera had been switched off. He wheeled out a chair from behind the table and sat, but he didn’t offer her a seat, leaving her standing a few feet away. For long, torturous moments, he didn’t say anything, simply tilting his head to scrutinize her with a halfsmile. A sliver of discomfort worked its way into her stomach at the feeling of being on display, but she refused to break eye contact first. She’d been poked and prodded before. This was no different. If it felt like more than the usual sizing up, maybe she was imagining it.

“You’re not what I expected,” Johan said finally. “Not at all.”

She commanded herself to stop shifting in her high heels. “Likewise.”

A laugh burst out of him. “Yes. Definitely unexpected.”

A frown marred her forehead. Her performance hadn’t been out of the ordinary for her. Why did he seem so surprised? “Do you mind me asking which casting director recommended me? Your assistant never mentioned a name when she called.”

He shrugged a vintage-T-shirt-clad shoulder. “Who gives a shit? You’ve got the part.”

White lights blinked behind her eyes. “I—what?”

“You blew us away. Or did you think those three uptight assholes go silent for just anyone?”

Roxy’s answering laugh sounded a little hysterical. This was really happening. She hadn’t misunderstood him. The part of Missy Devlin was hers. She’d be starring in a major production. If she had been having this conversation with anyone else, she would have asked for further proof, someone in a loftier position to speak with. But Johan had written the film and would also be directing. He was the highest on the proverbial food chain. It didn’t get any higher.

“Thank you,” she managed. “You made the right choice.”

Johan looked amused. “I’m going to love working with you.” He came to his feet and walked toward her. “And we’ll be doing a lot of it. Working together,” he said meaningfully.

The unease crept back in. Roxy didn’t want to feel it, didn’t want some annoying sixth sense to mar this perfect realization of her dream. It stayed anyway, telling her to keep her eyes wide open. “I would hope so,” she joked. “You’re directing the movie.”

“True.” He watched her closely. “Our male lead, Marcus Vaughn, will be in Los Angeles for another week. We’ve been through the script with him several times. When he gets back to town, I’d like you up to speed so we can hit the ground running.”

Roxy nodded eagerly “Absolutely. I can take the script home with me today, and—”

“No, no.” His smile held just a hint of condescension. She couldn’t help but think this might be Johan. Not the friendly, irreverent guy he tried to portray. “You and I are going to need to rehearse a few times. I need you completely ready.”

That niggle of unease turned into loud, beeping alarm. She wasn’t naïve. Not by a long shot. After two years of waiting in line for auditions and listening to girls swap casting couch stories, she knew the score. While he hadn’t come right out and said he wanted something else in exchange for the part, it was there in the fine print. The dream she thought he’d handed her upon walking into the room crumbled just a little, but not all the way. Not yet. If Johan thought she would sleep with him for the part, he had another thing coming. And it wouldn’t be him. She just had to stay on her toes and play this right.

“Great. I’m all about rehearsing. The last thing I want is to be behind.” She pulled her purse higher on her shoulder, wincing inwardly when she realized she was using it as a type of shield. “Is there paperwork we need to sign?”

Johan’s eyebrows dipped. “It’s a little early for that. We need to make sure you and Marcus have the right chemistry on screen together. I’m confident you will,” he rushed to say. “But we need to make sure you know Missy inside and out before we shoot the screen tests.” His hand found its way to her shoulder and lingered. “Why don’t we start tomorrow night? Let’s meet here around six.”

“Six.” Roxy moved away subtly until he was forced to remove his hand. “I’ll be here.”

“Great.” His genuine-looking smile was back in place. “Looking forward to it.”

She left the office, noticing on the way out that the other girl had apparently given up and left. When she reached the sidewalk, she stopped, feeling at a loss. Conflicted. In a matter of five minutes, she’d gone from a crazy high to a pitiful low. Now she hovered somewhere in the middle. She would find a way to keep this part. She had to. But she wouldn’t, under any circumstance, compromise herself for the chance at realizing her dreams. It would only taint them.

Which meant there was every possibility she could lose the part of a lifetime.

Walking toward the subway, she felt exposed. Raw. The idea of going home and sitting in her bedroom, feeling this way until evening fell, seemed like a shitty idea. She’d dwell on the upcoming rehearsal and drive herself insane. She’d binge on the leftovers Honey kept neatly stocked in Tupperware inside the fridge. Hide the remote on herself so she’d have an excuse to watch Lifetime.

No, she needed to feel better. Now. When she thought of what had made her feel happy lately, what made her feel warm and safe . . . she thought of Louis. It didn’t sit well, this idea that she needed Louis, a guy, to erase the ickiness Johan had slimed all over her, but the fact remained. Talking to Louis, seeing his face, made her . . . happy.

Instead of taking the uptown 2 train back to Chelsea, she changed direction and headed for the downtown 5. Toward the courthouse.





Chapter 13

LOUIS WINKED AT one of the kids sitting in the front row of the courtroom, doing his best to radiate confidence, although unlike the kid, he didn’t necessarily feel it. The first two rows were filled with members of a local Lower East Side youth community center. Each of them wore a bright green T-shirt to represent the group, an organization that provided after-school programs for public school kids in the city. Unfortunately, they were also at risk of being evicted, thanks to a hefty amount of unpaid back rent. They were working furiously to get the center a government grant to keep their doors open, in addition to pursuing private donations, but time had run out before they could get the full amount together. He’d taken the case, hoping he could get them an extension. Otherwise, all the kids who watched him so seriously from the front row wouldn’t have anywhere to go after school. Most of their parents even relied on the center to keep them safe and occupied with positive activities until they got home from work.

The judge indicated he should proceed. He spent the next fifteen minutes giving a detailed outline of everything the community center administrators were doing to make up the rent payments. He presented all the necessary documents, all the while feeling the weight of thirty sets of eyes on his back. He’d gone before this judge a handful of times, and the guy was tough. So when the judge granted the extension, Louis almost asked him if he was sure.

Relief swamped him when a cheer went up behind him. He turned to give the kids high fives, when someone snagged his attention. Roxy? She stood all the way in the back of the courtroom, looking slightly out of place and completely baffled as she watched him. Before he could command his feet to move, he’d already closed half the distance separating them. After a tiny head shake, she met him halfway.

“Rox.” He reached out and cupped her cheek. Couldn’t help it. She looked so fresh and gorgeous standing in the dusty courthouse full of mostly miserable people. There was something about the way she was looking at him, too. As if she’d just seen him for the first time. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine.” She surprised him by turning her face into his hand, brushing his palm with her lips. Part of him wanted to bask in the fact that she’d come to find him at work, instead of waiting until tonight. Not only that, but she seemed . . . relieved to see him. It should have had him pounding his chest like some modern version of Tarzan, right? This girl who’d been running him around in circles was standing right here in front him, accepting his touch.

So why was the happiness he felt tempered by worry?

Roxy walked with her shoulders thrown back. The word walk really didn’t describe it. She glided, with a twist of her hips after each step. Louis knew this because he’d made a study of how she moved, mostly how she looked when moving away. Right now, a little bit of that confidence was missing, and he had a good idea why. Dread made itself at home in his stomach. He wanted to kick his own ass for feeling a spark of pleasure that she would come to him after having a bad audition, but it was there, growing by the second. He wanted to make everything better for her. Now.

She cast a glance over his shoulder, back toward the excited voices of the kids. “I didn’t know this is what you did.” When her eyes found his, they were speculative. Possibly even a little impressed. “That was amazing. You saved their youth center.”

“For now.” He scratched the back of his neck, wondering why hearing praise from her made him feel so much better about it. Maybe because no one in his family, or his firm, ever brought it up. The only people he ever discussed it with were Ben and Russell. “Still a lot of funds to pull together.”

“But you’ll help them.”

“Yeah.” Oh man, it felt way too good to bask in her glow of approval. He had to change the subject, even if it would be an unpleasant one. “How did the audition go?” Louis asked, positive he already knew the answer. Obviously she hadn’t gotten the part.

“I’ll tell you about it later.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked up at him from underneath her eyelashes, full mouth tilted in a smile. He almost did a double take, wondering if he’d imagined the lack of her usual boldness when she’d arrived. It was definitely back in full force now . . . and directed squarely at him. Not many things could get him hot in this setting. Inside the walls of this courthouse, he stayed focused on his job. He took it seriously. There was nothing sexy about paperwork, judges, and shitty coffee.

The second Roxy locked those green eyes on him, he knew what she wanted. Knew why she’d come. His pulse started to hammer, every muscle south of his belt tightening up. No, no. Not here. Why is she doing this to me? It felt as though he’d been in a dry spell for eleven months instead of eleven measly days. His mouth had gone dry, his palms were on fire with the need to touch her.

She must have sensed his dawning understanding, because her smile widened. With a single finger, she traced the buckle of his belt. “Is there somewhere we can talk?” When she wet her lower lip, he groaned under his breath. “Please, Louis?”

With a quick look over his shoulder, he made sure no one was within earshot. “You’re coming over tonight, Roxy.” His voice had deepened so much it was almost unrecognizable. “I was already planning on fucking you into next week. After this, after you coming here and doing this to me, I’m going to make you scream until you lose your voice.”

Her cheeks had turned red, but she didn’t look embarrassed. She looked turned on. By him. For him. “I can’t wait until tonight,” she whispered. “I can’t.”

That need he’d felt to make everything better for her hadn’t gone away, it had only shifted. Now it raced out of control. He was standing in the middle of a busy courthouse, his colleagues and professional acquaintances roaming the halls around him, and he saw none of it, none of them. He could only see Roxy with her pleading eyes and parted lips. He’d knelt down on his knees in front of her this morning, and now his body demanded he do it again. Take care of her.

In the midst of it all was that aggressive part of him only Roxy seemed to bring to life. He wanted to be mad at her for bringing him to this state. Days’ worth of fuck-me kisses and stolen touches had him unable to say no. He couldn’t pass up an opportunity to touch her if he tried. No matter where they were standing. And yeah, he kind of wanted to be mad at her so he’d have an excuse to give it to her hard. With how he felt, there wouldn’t be any other way. This wouldn’t be what she deserved, but his body ached, and his ability to think beyond getting her alone had started to fade along with his resolve.

“Louis,” she murmured, going up on her toes to lay her mouth over his. “I promise to be quiet, but I need you to fuck me into next week now.”

That did it. The mental image of her fighting to contain a scream had Louis grabbing her hand and dragging her into the closest stairwell. As they went down the stairs, he slowed his pace slightly in deference to her high heels, but as soon as they got down two flights and he pulled her out of the stairwell onto a floor populated by administrative offices, his stride picked up speed again. Most of the doors leading to occupied offices were closed, thankfully, since his and Roxy’s presence on the floor would be unusual. Not that he could summon the ability to care, with his heart slamming against his ribs like a wrecking ball. It took every ounce of his willpower not to turn and push her up onto the closest surface, right then and there. Just don’t look at her. Not yet.

Halfway down the hall, he spotted a door with a frosted glass window. Behind the glass, he could see the lights were off, so he went straight for it, Roxy clipping along behind him in those heels that made her legs look a mile long. The heels he’d bought her. God, knowing she wore something he’d bought only made him more desperate to get her on the other side of the door. He turned the knob and pushed it open. His brain only gave him a split second to process they were in a file room before the need to touch her overrode everything else.

He gripped Roxy’s hips and pushed her up against the closest file cabinet, hearing the rattle of its drawers as if through a fog. Her breath shuddered out past her lips as his mouth descended. Right before their mouths locked together, he saw her cockiness slip. The same lost expression he’d seen on her face when she’d walked into the courtroom blanketed her pretty features once more, and it revved his need even higher. She’d find herself with him. He could make it all better.

Her mouth moved under his, hot, desperate, perfect. Little sounds vibrated up her throat, ending where their lips worked together furiously. Louis tried to focus on the kiss, on the slide of her tongue against his, but it was too damn much. Lust pumped in his veins, and he needed more. Both of his hands were planted on either side of her on the cabinet, but now they dropped to her thighs, yanking her dress up and over her ass. He hooked his thumbs into the flimsy band of her thong and shoved it down her legs. When she reached down to help him, he groaned into her mouth. She wanted it just as bad.

“I was going to use my mouth on you the first time. How dare you take that away from me.” He reached between their bodies and palmed her wet heat. Jesus. His head spun at the feel of her. With his middle finger, he found her entrance and pushed deep, loving the way her fingernails dug into his shoulders in response. “How dare you drive me so out of my mind that I have to pound you against a fucking file cabinet.”

“Stop talking about it and do it, Louis. I can’t wait anymore.” She removed her hands from his shoulders to work his belt buckle, kissing his neck as she tugged and pushed. When she finally managed to free him, his knees nearly buckled at the relief of no longer being confined to his pants. The relief was short-lived, though, because his boxer briefs were shoved down and her smooth hands were on his dick. Her tight grip moved up and down, twisting at the base, readying him when it was the last thing he needed. The only thing he needed was to get inside her, but Christ, it felt so fucking good.

“Enough of that,” he rasped, reaching into his pants pocket to find the condom. He’d put it there this morning before going to see Roxy, just in case. Knowing what she did to him. Such as right now, when he could barely breathe or think past taking her hard and fast and thoroughly. Thoroughly enough that she’d be back for more. Immediately. Tonight.

Louis ripped the condom wrapper open with his teeth, grateful when Roxy did the rest, rolling the latex down his length with shaky fingers. Task completed, she hit him with that look again. That take me now look that had landed them downstairs in this dim file room. While those heavy-lidded eyes somehow got him even more worked up, she unhooked the top three buttons on her dress, giving him an eyeful of the black bra underneath, a lacy one that pushed her breasts up like an offering.

His body moved like lightning to pin her hard against the cabinet. “What did I tell you about the next time you wrap those legs around my waist?” He leaned down and kissed each side of her cleavage. “Do you remember?”

She nodded, causing their lips to slip together.

“Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “I need it.”

He dropped his hands to her ass, running his palms over the rounded flesh and squeezing tight. “Get them up here, then. Right now.”

Roxy’s arms wrapped around his neck so she could climb his body. Those thighs slipped around his waist with such smooth perfection that he had to bite her shoulder to stop from shouting. Nothing compared, though, to the friction of his dick sliding between her legs, over the spot he’d touched with his hands, dreamed of touching with his mouth. Not one of his fantasies had done justice to the sensation. It drove him past his breaking point. Not taking another second to savor, he gripped himself and drove deep inside her.

Oh, God. So fucking good. Tight and wet and mine. Roxy. Roxy. He watched her teeth sink into her bottom lip to prevent a scream from escaping over the feel of him. And he fucking lost it. His attention whittled down to one person, one need. Nothing else existed for him. He withdrew slightly, then thrust into her again, harder. Their mutual moans were interrupted by his mouth. Closer. He had to touch all of her, get as close as possible. Keeping his tongue battling with hers, Louis levered her hips against the cabinet and started to fuck. There was no other way to describe the rough, dirty pace of what he did to her. It only grew more intense when she began moving with him, widening her thighs and circling her hips like she couldn’t get enough.

“How dare you make me need to fuck you this bad, Roxy,” he growled against her mouth, hips pumping furiously. “How dare you.”

She fisted his hair and pulled. “Same goes,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Please.”

“You want it harder, beautiful? Say the word. I’ll get it even deeper if you can take it.”

“Yes. Harder.”

A tide was rising inside him, higher, higher. Dying to be let out. No control . . . he had no control. This lack of restraint never happened to him, and it felt goddamn amazing. He didn’t want control if it meant stopping. Roxy’s legs tightened around him and started to shake, telling him he wasn’t alone. They were in this together. She wanted it harder, and he couldn’t think past that. His hips drove her back against the file cabinet with a slam, and something wild broke free inside him. He buried his face in Roxy’s neck to keep himself grounded as he thrust into her over and over, yanking her thighs up every time they slipped low on his hips.

“Louis,” she screamed. Some part of his brain must have still been working, because he covered her mouth with his own to prevent her from making any more noise. He tried to deepen the kiss, but she threw her head back and writhed slowly against him, tightening up where their bodies connected. Pulsing, shuddering. “Oh my God.”

“You come, baby?” He groaned. “I need to come so bad, Rox. You’re squeezing me so tight. Just keep your legs around me a little longer, okay? Just let me fuck you a little longer.”

Sweat had started to dot her brow. He loved it. Loved seeing how he affected her. She nodded at him, hooking her ankles together behind his back. “Come on, Louis,” she breathed. “Take what you need.”

“I need you,” he said against her neck. “You.”

Taking her ass in his hands, he jerked her down onto his hardness in quick hauls. Faster, faster, until his motions blurred. The sexy little surprised sounds she made drove him higher, and he finally let the tide overtake him. He slammed her hips one final time against the cabinet and pushed deep, growling her name into her hair.

“Ah fuck. Fuck. Roxy, it’s too good. You’re so good. Hold on to me.”

“I’m here.”

He wanted to stay there all day, holding her like this, buried inside her. With her ankles crossed at the small of his back, arms around his neck, they couldn’t get any closer. She fit him like a perfect mold. Dammit, he loved the feeling of her clinging to him, the muscles in her body having gone lax. Needing him to hold her up. It stirred something in his chest. Something fierce and protective. Now that the urgency had passed, he remembered her reluctance to talk about the audition. That flash of uncertainty he’d seen before she’d hid it. He’d tried to make her happy, help her get the opportunity she deserved, and he’d failed.

Louis pressed his lips to her forehead. “I’m sorry about the audition.”

Her body stiffened a little, then relaxed. Green eyes opened to meet his. “Why are you sorry?” A smile tugged at her lips. “I got the part.”

“What?” Relief powered through him. “That’s amazing. Why didn’t you say something?”

“I just did.” She untangled her limbs from his waist and stood. If she’d removed her arms from around his neck, he might have panicked. But she didn’t. She kept them there. “I believe Strassberg’s exact words were You blew us away.”

Louis wanted to smile along with her, wanted nothing more than to be happy for her, especially knowing Johan didn’t dole out compliments like that unless he meant them. No, he was more the type to receive compliments. Something still ate at him, though. He felt as if he was missing something. Her happiness seemed . . . strained. “Are you sure everything is okay, Rox?”

“I just landed the part of my dreams and an orgasm. All before dinnertime.” She brushed a piece of hair out of his face. “‘Okay’ is a gross understatement.”

He leaned down and kissed her slowly, groaning when she opened her mouth for him without hesitation. “I still want to see you tonight,” he said against her lips.

“I think that can be arranged.”





Chapter 14

ROXY USED HER finger to stir the ice around her glass of Diet Coke. She sat perched on a stool, elbows propped on top of the kitchen island. Somewhere in the apartment, the television buzzed with studio audience applause. Her movements felt lethargic, kind of like when she was in middle school and would to sneak into her neighbor’s backyard to sit in their Jacuzzi. They’d won it on The Price Is Right, making them neighborhood celebrities for the better part of a year, but they’d never used the damn thing. She’d watched through the broken fence separating their yards and waited, wondering when they’d light their stupid drugstore-bought tiki torches and sip daiquiris while the hot water swirled around them, like the bikini-clad models had done on the show. Finally she’d gotten fed up and snuck over the fence while they’d been at church, filling it with their own hose and turning on the heater.

That first time she sunk beneath the surface and let the hot water cover her head . . . that’s how she felt right now. Boneless, drifting, and without a single worry. In the back of her mind, there was a ticker clicking away until reality intruded again, but for now she was content to sit and enjoy the warm fizziness she’d been walking around with all afternoon.

The front door slammed loudly, jolting her in the stool, making her slosh Diet Coke all over the counter. Abby stomped into the apartment and wrestled with her camel-colored trench to get it off before throwing it into a heap on the floor. She acknowledged Roxy with an unladylike grunt as she made her way to the living room and threw herself onto the couch.

O-kay, apparently not everyone had lucked out with a midday orgasm. Wait. In order for Abby to be home, it had to be past five o’clock. How long had she been sitting there? Since coming home from the courthouse, she must have been in a Louis-induced orgasma-coma, because she hadn’t even bothered to take off her shoes or jacket. The subway ride back to Chelsea was just a blur of faces and voices now. With a grimace, she remembered trying to get into the wrong apartment, one flight down.

Louis. Good. God. She hadn’t gone to the courthouse looking to hook up, nor did she get some secret thrill from getting busy in a public place. Although that very well might have changed after this morning, because holy screaming O. As she’d watched Louis work, watched him argue on behalf of a pack of rag-tag kids and their teachers, she’d been kind of, well, dazzled. And Roxy didn’t do dazzled. The way those kids had watched him pace the courtroom, he might as well have been wearing a superhero cape instead of a suit. He’d been confident, but not cocky. Even the judge hadn’t been able to hide his obvious fondness for Louis.

Before today, when she’d pictured him working, he’d been buried in books, looking for legal loopholes for corporate jerk-offs in suits. She’d never thought to ask him what he actually did at the office, so it had taken her by surprise. Seeing him so passionate and competent had stirred her up with a quickness. Fine, she was also woman enough to admit that listening to him spout legal terminologies with such ease got her motor running.

Unbelievable. She was falling for an Ivy League lawyer.

Not good. Not good at all, a nasal Jersey accent chanted in her head. As much as she wanted to forget, she’d met him the morning after a one-night stand. A one-night stand he’d been totally blasé about, not even remembering the girl’s name. Guys like Louis dated around. Why shouldn’t he? He had everything going for him. A well-paying job, a ridiculous apartment, looks. Yeah, he might be into her now, might be excited by her refusal to let their association play out his way. What would happen if she stopped leading him on a chase, though? If her past experience with guys served as any indication, he would be onto the next girl in a short skirt so quick she’d be choking on Armani eau pour homme–scented dust.

She hated thinking this way. It’s why she hadn’t wanted to get involved with him in the first damn place. Now instead of being happy with one steamy session in a file room, she was worrying about more. The beyond. The desire for it had snuck up out of nowhere. Louis had snuck up out of nowhere. She was leaving herself open to having her heart obliterated, and it made her want to jump ship. Now. Before it got any worse. Then she thought of how it had felt to be filled by him, over and over. How it had felt when he’d shared her excitement over getting the part of Missy. His asking to see her again, even after they’d had sex. When she thought of those things, she didn’t want to jump ship. She wanted to snuggle up in the life raft.

“What are you smiling about?” Abby grumbled from the couch.

“Ah, nothing.”

“Do you mind turning it down a few notches then?” Her roommate grabbed the remote and stabbed at the buttons impatiently. “It’s stressing me out.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “You want to talk about it?” Jesus, when had she started making offers like that?

“Talk about what?” Honey practically shouted, storming into the room with a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos under her arm. She fell into the couch beside Abby, who was still attacking the remote. “If we’re talking about ordering Chinese food, I’m in.”

Roxy toed off her new shoes, making sure they landed on the floor gently. “I think I’m meeting up with Louis tonight, so order whatever you guys feel like.”

“Oh, fine. Sure.”

“That’s great.”

“What is up with you guys?” Roxy asked. “Did I eat your flaxseed tortilla chips or something?”

“Why does something always have to be wrong?” Honey wailed around a mouth of Doritos. “Why are we expected to smile all the time?”

Abby tossed the remote onto the couch with such force that it bounced a foot in the air. “Yes! That is exactly what I’m talking about. Maybe I just want to be upset. Can’t I just be upset?”

Oh, shit. Roxy backed farther into the kitchen, positioning herself behind the island. She’d anticipated this happening, but not quite so soon. It was only a matter of time before she got sucked into the vortex that plagues female roommates the world over. She would put it off as long as possible, though. Be the last woman standing.

Her cell phone went off inside her purse and she rummaged for it, continuing to keep an eye on her roommates. “Hello?”

“When can I see you?”

Louis’s voice traveled through the phone and punched her in the belly with a silk fist. Dammit, she wanted him standing in front of her. Wanted to touch him, see him, smell him. Why did this have to happen now? “Hey. I’m not sure I can get away tonight. I’m needed at the apartment.”

“Don’t do this to me, Rox. We didn’t even get started this morning.”

Her thighs squeezed together all on their own. This guy was going to turn her into a sex-crazed lunatic if she wasn’t careful. Even if it would be an amazing descent into padded-walls territory. “Listen, this is probably the last thing you want to hear, but my roommates . . . they’ve synched up.”

A short pause. “You mean their periods?”

“Yeah.” She laughed. “You get a gold star for saying that without an accompanying gagging sound.”

“Twin sisters,” he reminded her grimly. “Why do they need you there?”

“I’m afraid they might maim the Chinese food delivery man with a remote control.”

Louis sighed loudly. In the background she heard a soft thud, as if he might be banging his head against the wall. “Don’t go anywhere, okay? I’ll be over as soon as I can.”

Roxy straightened from her lean against the island. “Are you sure about that? You might be taking your life into your hands.”

“I’m seeing you tonight.” Roxy heard the jingling of keys on the other end. “But I’ll write out a quick will and testament just in case.”

“Can I have your apartment?” She winced inwardly, wishing she could take the words back. He would probably think she was hinting about moving in or something now. Fabulous. “I mean, without you in it. Just me and that big screen.”

“If you already want me dead, I’m doing something wrong.” A door opened and closed. Locks turned. “If I could get you to stay put in my apartment for longer than a few minutes, we could watch TV together.”

“We’ll see about that. What’s your favorite show?”

“Guess.”

“Law and Order?” He snorted, so she thought for a moment and tried again. “You’re a rerun guy, aren’t you? The X-Files . . . The Wire . . . ?”

“Less aliens. Funnier.”

“Arrested Development.”

He barked a laugh. “I’m rewatching season two. Watch it with me.”

She realized her cheeks were sore from smiling. “I’ll think about it.”

“She’ll think about it,” he mumbled. “I’ll see you soon, Roxy.”

“Okay, Louis.”

“Hey.” His voice went deeper, creating an answering thrum in her belly. “Even with your roommates around, I’m going to be thinking about fucking you. Wear a skirt for me.”

He hung up before she could answer.

BY THE TIME Louis knocked on their door an hour later, Roxy had showered and changed. She’d yanked on a pair of ripped jeans, then cursed and put on the red wraparound skirt she’d been saving for a special occasion. It occurred to her that wearing red around her roommates tonight might be the equivalent of waving the color in front of two bulls, but hey, what was life without risks?

Honey and Abby glared at the door from their positions on the couch, Chinese food cartons scattered around them like little white headstones. RIP Beef Lo Mein.

“Play nice, you two.” She slid the chain lock free. “I’m pretty sure you dislocated the delivery guy’s collarbone ripping the bag from his hands.”

“He was smug,” Honey muttered. “Are there any egg rolls left?”

Abby fished through a bag and handed her one. “Finder’s fee. I want half.”

Roxy smirked at them and turned, bracing herself to open the door. This was ridiculous. How could this guy make her feel nervous and secure at the same time? She wanted to see him, but she also wanted to run back into her room and hide under her bed. A totally unacceptable reaction. Lately, guys tended to be more of a diversion when she had time, but she never grew fascinated with them. The opposite, actually. She walked away from time spent with Louis wishing she had longer. Wanting to know more about him.

She gave herself a silent command to grow a pair, then opened the door. Oh man. He looked way too freaking good. Hair still slightly damp from a shower, curling at the ends where he’d probably shoved it back with an impatient hand. Plain white T-shirt untucked over well-worn jeans. Freshly shaven. His mouth immediately kicked into a grin when he saw her, but it dimmed into something darker as he looked her over. She felt her nipples harden underneath her tank top and knew he noticed. There had always been an undercurrent running between them, but after this morning, it seemed to snap and spark, letting off heat in the space separating them. Drawing them closer.

Louis stepped slowly into her personal space before leaning in and kissing the skin beneath her ear. “You thinking about me naked, Rox?”

Her lips curled into a smile. “That’s my line.”

“Yes, but you asking me is a waste of time. The answer is almost always yes.”

“Almost always?”

He brushed their mouths together. “I’m not going to lie to you. There was about thirty seconds this morning when I was thinking about breakfast.”

She pursed her lips. “What kind of breakfast?”

“Waffles. Blueberry.”

“All is forgiven.”

One strong arm snaked around her waist to pull her close. “Okay, this is a way better greeting than the one I got this morning, but you still haven’t kissed me yet. I’m here to charm your crabby roommates. It’s the least you could do.”

“You haven’t soothed the savage beasts yet.” She dodged his mouth, even though she wanted to faint in his arms and beg to be ravaged like in a black-and-white movie. “Kisses must be delivered only after the work is completed. You’re a lawyer, you understand.”

“I could argue that a down payment wouldn’t be remiss.”

“Stop. No legal talk. I’ve only recently discovered my weakness for it.” Roxy felt herself flush red to her hairline. Admitting weaknesses now? If she kept slipping up around this guy, he was going to run her over like a semitruck.

She tried to bat him away playfully, but he latched onto her wrists and tugged her close. Those brown eyes had gone from amused to intense, forcing her to catch her breath. “I have a weakness for every fucking thing about you, so you’ve still got the advantage. All right?”

Unbelievable. How did he know the exact thoughts swirling around in her head? More than that, how did he know the one thing to say that wouldn’t patronize her, the one thing that would make her relax? She started to make some comment unworthy of the moment, one that would get them back to where they’d been when the door had opened, but he kissed her cheek and walked past her into the apartment.

“Oh, are you done mauling our roommate?” Honey asked, waving half an egg roll at him.

“Not even close,” Louis answered without missing a beat. For the first time, Roxy noticed he was carrying a plastic grocery bag in his hand. He set it on the kitchen island and reached inside. “Rocky road or butter pecan?”

Her roommates exchanged a look. “Huh?”

“Ice cream.” He held up two pints of Häagen-Dazs. “Which flavor?”

“Rocky road,” Abby shouted.

Honey made an outraged sound. “Butter pecan, but we switch halfway through.”

“Deal.”

As Louis tried out a couple of drawers to find the spoons, Roxy realized she was still standing there like a spare tool, with the door open behind her. She quickly closed it, just in time to watch Louis hand each of her roommates a pint of ice cream with a spoon sticking out of the top.

“You want me to microwave them?” he asked. With a straight face.

Abby beamed up at him. “No, it’s perfect. Thank you.”

Honey gestured toward the kitchen with her spoon. “What else you got in that bag, Mary Poppins?”

Roxy’s curiosity got the best of her, so she hopped up on one of the kitchen stools and reached into the bag. “Three . . . no, four Snickers bars,” she announced. “A bottle of wine. Tylenol. People magazine.” She peered further into the bag. “And Bridesmaids on DVD.”

Abby reached out for the bag. “You may continue mauling our roommate now.”

“It would appear I can be bought, too,” Honey sighed. “Fire up the DVD player.”

Louis sauntered back toward Roxy, looking so pleased with himself that she had to laugh. She thought of how he’d calmed his sisters down Saturday night, the way he’d handled the difficult situation with such ease. Even the way he’d talked her down in Fletcher’s bedroom after her botched attempt at stripperhood. Who the hell was this guy? The vagina whisperer?

“I suppose you want some kind of reward now?” she said for his ears alone.

He stopped in front of her stool and laid a warm hand on her knee. “Reward? Nah.” His touch set off an electric chain reaction, shooting up her thighs and into her belly. His wink told her he knew exactly what he was doing. “But I’ll take a beer if you have one.”

“Sorry, we’re tequila girls.” She laid a hand over his and inched it higher. “Abby has some pinot grigio in the fridge, though. I’d say you’re her favorite person right now, so she’d definitely share.”

He made a face. “If a man drinks pinot grigio, he grows boobs. It’s science.” Roxy started to laugh again, but he silenced her with his lips, taking her mouth in a slow, drugging kiss. “What about you? Who’s your favorite person right now, Roxy?”

“It’s a tough call.” She wanted to roll her eyes at the breathlessness she heard in her voice. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“Is that right?” His lips brushed over her jaw, traced a line up to her ear. “You want to show me where you sleep while you think about it?”

“You have all the good ideas.” She slid forward off the stool, giving him a challenging look when he refused to move back to give her room. Ignoring the shit-eating grins Abby and Honey threw their way, she led Louis to her bedroom. When they walked inside, she tried to see it through his eyes. There wasn’t much to it, especially when compared to the expensively furnished apartment he had all to himself. Her bed was low to the ground, basically a glorified futon. Her clock radio and phone chargers were plugged into the wall and resting on the floor, since she had no nightstand. A chest of drawers she’d found at a flea market sat wedged in the corner, makeup and jewelry scattered across the top. She had two framed posters hanging on the wall, though, which she considered to be her pride and joy. A vintage King Kong poster she’d once bartered from a roommate in exchange for her Sex and the City box set. And another movie poster for the Tom Hanks classic Splash.

She turned, expecting to find him shaking his head over her eclectic taste in movies, but instead found him surveying the room with a concerned look. As soon as he noticed her watching him, it vanished. Only a glimpse and it was gone. Still, that hint of sympathy made her stand up a little bit straighter. Maybe she only had a small room to herself, but she was happy here. She was proud of her space, meager though it might be. She felt the sudden need to regain the upper hand with Louis. The feeling wasn’t welcome, she wanted to just let it go. Pretend he didn’t look so glaringly out of place in her room, but she couldn’t.

Hoping to distract them both from her living quarters while taking a little bit of her pride back, Roxy closed the distance between them. His gaze went darker with every step she took in his direction, and their mouths met in a slow, hungry glide of lips and tongues. Bodies pressed together and molded, curve against muscle. Between them, she let her hands drift to the hem of his shirt before sliding underneath to trace his ridged abdomen with her fingers.

“Rox, hold up.” He broke away, shaking his head as if to clear it. “I, uh . . . like your room.”

“Thank you.” Liar. She drew the hem higher to reveal his hard chest and laid an openmouthed kiss on his hot skin. “It would look even better if you took your shirt off.”

A groan escaped his lips. “You in a hurry, or something?”

Impatience had her gritting her teeth. “Why don’t you just take what you came for, Louis?”

He tipped her chin up with a firm hand, all traces of heat gone. “Excuse me?”

She shoved his hand away, knowing she was being insecure and creating conflicts that didn’t need to exist, but she was unable to stop it. On top of this underlying worry that she was becoming too attached to a potential player, she didn’t like feeling inadequate. He might not throw their economic differences in her face, but they were there. She’d seen it when he’d looked around her sparsely furnished room. “Isn’t that what your little show was about? Bringing my roommates ice cream and playing the hero? You said it yourself over the phone that we only got started this morning.”

“Yeah. I meant it, too.” His eyes snapped with temper. “But I didn’t come over here just to ‘get my reward,’ as you so subtly put it. And I’m sure as hell not fucking you while your roommates listen outside in the hallway.”

Two sets of bare feet scurried away from the door, making Roxy wince. “Too bad. This is where I live. I’m sorry the accommodations aren’t good enough.”

“Don’t do that.” He looked disappointed. “Don’t give me that shit.”

He saw through her so easily. It made her feel restless. She crossed her arms over her chest with a jerky movement. “What did you come here for?”

“To see you.” He shouted the words at the ceiling. “To take you out. Why do you keep expecting me to be an asshole, Roxy? I don’t get it. It’s like you’re hoping for it.”

Dammit, he was right. He was one hundred percent right. She wanted him to be an asshole so she’d have a reason to not give a shit when he stopped calling. Stopped showing up with shoes and ice cream and peanut butter and banana fucking sandwiches. She just wanted it to end now before her feelings got any murkier than they already were. That involved pushing him away before he did anything wrong. What she really wanted was to throw herself into his arms and apologize. Unfortunately, she was a little rusty in the apology department. Which came in a close second to admitting she was wrong. So she simply sat there and let him draw his own conclusions.

When a full minute passed without her responding, he gave a resigned nod. “Right.” His jaw flexed. “If I have to leave to prove I’m not in this just for sex, I’ll go. Enjoy your night.”

He slammed the door to her room on the way out, but she could still hear the apartment door slam right through it seconds later. In a surge of anger directed squarely at herself, she grabbed a hairbrush off her chest of drawers and hurled it at King Kong.





Chapter 15

LOUIS SAT AT his office desk trying to murder a little blue stress ball with his right hand. He’d been at work for more than an hour and hadn’t even bothered firing up his computer yet. Last night had been much the same, minus the stress ball and shitty coffee. He’d paced the floor in his apartment continually talking himself out of going back to Roxy’s apartment and shaking some sense into her. No, his annoyingly wholesome other half had argued. This is the right thing to do. She thinks she has you all figured out? Well, fuck that.

The idea had been to show her she was wrong. To prove he wanted to spend time with her that didn’t necessarily end up with her horizontal. Or vertical, depending on file cabinet proximity. Now he wondered if that rash decision to walk out had been a major mistake. Leaving her staring after him, bailing on her in front of her roommates, might not have sent the message he’d been going for. It might have just been the nail in his coffin.

He’d just been so fucking mad. Law school had prepared him for just about every argument he would need to face, but he couldn’t argue with someone who was skeptical about his character. About him as a person. It hadn’t been easy to stand there and take it. At some point last night, roughly around one o’clock in the morning, he’d realized he might not be able to change her mind. That revelation had knocked him on his ass. There was a solution for everything, wasn’t there? He always managed to find answers and repair problems. What if there was no fix for this? Yeah, he hadn’t been looking for a relationship. But now he’d met this girl who made him feel a thousand different ways at one time, and he’d already formed an addiction to her. To those overwhelming feelings. And it might already be over.

This was his punishment, wasn’t it? For taking girls home without knowing their names and not bothering to get phone numbers. He’d set himself up for Roxy to take one look and peg him. Christ, maybe she was right. Maybe she was better off without him.

A phone call from his father this morning hadn’t helped. He still hadn’t gotten back to Doubleday about signing a new contract minus the pro bono work. Obviously his boss had clued Louis’s father in on the delay, probably wondering what the hell there was to think about. He wouldn’t get another job like this. If he voluntarily left a job at one of the top firms in New York City, potential employers would probably assume he had a screw loose. He thought of Roxy, the way she seemed to tackle everything on her own. What would she do in this situation? A smile ghosted his lips. She’d give them the finger and never look back.

Kind of like he’d done yesterday. The stress ball in Louis’s hand squeaked in protest. Yeah, he’d told her he didn’t play games, but maybe this wasn’t a game. Maybe it really was a genius plan. She would come around. Have faith, old boy. He snatched up his cell phone and grimaced at the blank screen. Apparently he’d reached the stage of Roxy-induced grief where he started deluding himself. He thought of her in the short red skirt, the way her mouth had felt moving on his skin . . . and he dropped his forehead onto the desk with a groan. Why hadn’t he just walked her backward to the bed, thrown her down, and banged her ever-loving brains out? So what if her roommates had been listening? He’d probably done worse somewhere along the line.

He knew why he hadn’t done it, though. This was Roxy. She was different for him. He felt it, felt her, everywhere. Moving around in his head and chest, ruining him for anyone else. God, please let this be the right thing.

Someone knocked on his office door, dragging him from a fantasy involving Roxy’s belly and melted rocky road ice cream. “Come in,” he shouted, grimacing at the misery in his voice.

His misery took a backseat to surprise when his future brother-in-law walked in. Louis was almost grateful for the distraction, until he remember Fletcher had almost gotten a lap dance from Roxy, which just sent him back to Miseryville on a one-way ticket, with a layover in I-Want-To-Punch-Him-In-The-Nuts Town. Still, why the impromptu visit? Fletcher had never come to see him in his office before, and as far as Louis knew, he wasn’t in need of legal counsel. Unless, of course, Lena had committed a crime, which was not outside the realm of possibility.

Louis stood up behind his desk and shook the man’s hand, trying his best not to squeeze hard enough to break fingers. “What’s up, Fletch?”

“Hey, man.” Fletched dropped into a chair and tugged at his tie. “Your sister sent me over. She’s making dinner tomorrow night and wants you there.”

“My sister is cooking?” Louis swallowed heavily. “Like . . . with fire and knives?”

“Yeah.”

They both shuddered.

Louis didn’t have to think about whether or not he had plans tomorrow night. Nope. His calendar this week was painfully empty, thanks to a certain stubborn, green-eyed actress. “Fine. I’ll come early just in case we need to reattach limbs or—”

“Order pizzas.”

Louis half-smiled. “Why’d you come all the way over here? You could have just called.”

“You’re right. I could have.” Fletcher shifted in his seat. “Listen, I wanted to thank you in person for not telling your sister about the stripper. She would have cut off my nuts.”

Louis forced himself not to jump down Fletcher’s throat for referring to Roxy as the stripper. Fletcher’s tone of voice made him feel sick, as if they were coconspirators. He wanted to get the guy out of his office as fast as possible, so he shrugged off the apology. “No worries. Nothing happened anyway.”

“You sure about that?” Fletcher tilted his head and gave him a sly smile, obviously not picking up on Louis’s hint to drop the subject. “You two looked pretty cozy. You hitting that?”

Blood rushed to Louis’s head, darkening his vision. When pain shot up his arms, he realized he was gripping the edge of the desk so hard it creaked. “That? Am I hitting that?”

Fletcher must have been trying to beat the record for world’s most oblivious man, because his sickening grin only widened. He still hadn’t picked up on Louis’s growing desire to launch himself across the desk and wipe the smile off his face with both fists. “Hey man, I don’t blame you. I’m thinking about ringing the agency back and getting a private show, maybe at the office. Did you see her ass? Jesus. You think she’d charge extra to let me slap it a few times?”

“Get out.”

Finally, awareness dawned on the other man’s face. He rose to his feet with an uncomfortable laugh. “I was making a joke, man. Take it easy.”

If Louis had to spend another minute in this asshole’s presence, he was going to need his own lawyer. A criminal one. Louis rounded the desk and opened the door. “Don’t tell me to take it easy. I said, get the fuck out.” When Fletcher only looked incredulous, Louis grabbed him by the collar and jerked him toward the exit. “I swear to God, if you ever speak about her again, or call that agency for anything, Lena will be the last person you have to worry about. I will make you so goddamn sorry.”

Fletcher threw up his hands, dislodging Louis’s grip in the process. His movements were confident, but his expression was far from it. He’d gone pale. “See you at dinner?”

Louis slammed the door in his face.

Everything in his office was bathed in red. He paced to one end and back toward the other, breathing deeply against the urge to grab the signed Derek Jeter baseball bat off his wall and smash everything in sight. His skin felt itchy, crawling underneath his dress shirt, so he yanked off his tie and threw it in the garbage. He wanted to go back five minutes in time and un-hear everything his sister’s fiancé had said, but that was impossible, so it replayed over and over until he knew he’d never forget it.

Remembering the way he’d been fantasizing about Roxy’s body before Fletcher had walked in, he wanted to kick himself. When it came right down to it, he was no better than Lena’s fiancé, was he? Roxy had met him the morning after a one-night stand, for chrissakes. He’d never made it a secret that he wanted to sleep with her. Hell, he’d broadcast it to her friends before their first date. That was why. Why her knee-jerk reaction was to believe the worst of him. She wasn’t stubborn, she was just smart. It would take her a little longer than a couple weeks to trust him. So what? He liked that about her. He liked the fact that she made him work harder to earn it. Yet he shouted at her and walked out like an idiot? Dammit. Dammit. All he wanted to do at that moment was look at her face, smell her hair, and apologize. Not just for himself, but for every other prick in the world that had made her so wary.

A knock on his door did nothing to calm him down; it only made him angrier. Fletcher had probably come back to beg him not to tell his sister what he’d said. To give him some bullshit apology that should have been directed at Roxy. Not him. Louis surged to his feet and strode to the door. “I told you to get the fuck out.”

He threw the door open.

Roxy stood on the other side with her hand raised midknock. Based on her wide-eyed look, she’d heard what he’d said. “Bad time?”

His heart started knocking against his ribs at one hundred miles an hour. He didn’t even want to question why she was there, it only mattered that she was there. After all the ugliness he’d just gone swimming in, the sight of her felt like the first breath when you breach the surface. Something about her appearance struck him as different, but he couldn’t look away from her face long enough to check. She looked tired, though, probably reflecting the exhaustion on his own face. He really didn’t like seeing her so tired. Hated knowing he was at least partially responsible.

“Um.” She gave a sideways glance down the hallway. “You’re kind of leaving me hanging here. Is there no room at the inn or something?”

The hint of insecurity in her voice snapped Louis out of his trance. “Get in here,” he growled, snagging her wrist and hauling her up against him. He kicked the door shut and wrapped her tightly in his arms, letting the scent of cherry blossoms clear away the remaining ugliness. “I just didn’t expect to see you here.”

Her body gradually relaxed. “I didn’t plan on coming here. I kind of just ended up outside.” She put a hand on his chest and pushed him away gently. He took that opportunity to figure out what was different about her, or he would drive himself crazy trying to figure out why she didn’t want to be held. If she’d come here to officially break things off. Louis took a bracing breath and studied her. Clothes. Her clothes were different. The high heels he’d never seen her without had been replaced by a pair of white Converses. She wore snug black pants and a thin, cream-colored sweater. Sexy as all get out, but conservative compared to her usual attire.

“I’m glad you ended up outside.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “If you hadn’t come to me, I was going to you.”

She scrutinized his face, as if trying to decide whether or not to believe him. “I’m here to say I’m sorry about last night. You brought my hormonal roommates ice cream and then I acted like a jerk.” He started to tell her it was okay, but she clapped a hand over his mouth. “If you haven’t decided yet that I’m too much trouble, I want to take you out tonight to make up for it. On a date-date.”

Louis’s lips spread into a slow smile against her palm. When was this girl going to stop catching him off guard? He hoped the answer was never. Ten minutes ago, he’d been ready to beat his head against the wall. Unbelievable how quickly things had changed. He couldn’t be more thankful at the moment not to have a self-induced concussion. Roxy had just asked him out. Would she take back the invitation if he did the running man?

Slowly, she removed her hand from his mouth. “So. How about it, McNally?”

“We’re down to just one name now?” She studied her nails, looking bored, which only made his smile widen. “Where are you taking me on this date-date?”

“Not telling.” She shoved his shoulder. “Is that a yes?”

“That’s a hell yes.” Don’t reach for her. Don’t do it. Make it through the date. “What time should I pick you up?”

“I’m picking you up. This is my show.”

Louis’s old-fashioned instincts gave a collective grunt of disapproval, but he shot them the mental middle finger to shut them up. No way was he rocking the boat when he’d finally gotten her to come around. Don’t kiss her, even though she’s tossing her hair around now like she wants it. Don’t. Do. It. “Okay, Rox. What time should I have my hair washed by?”

“Funny. I have rehearsal later, so I’ll be at your place around eight.”

“Rehearsal,” he repeated. “Already?”

Why wouldn’t she look at him? “Yeah. Johan just wants to help me get comfortable with the script.” She tossed her hair one final time and waited, but he didn’t take the bait. Even though it churned his insides up not to touch her like she clearly wanted. “Fine. If that’s how we’re playing it. . . .” She backed toward the door, a mischievous smile playing around her mouth. “See you tonight, Louis.”

“Shit,” he muttered when the door clicked shut. He had a feeling he’d just issued a challenge he didn’t have the willpower to face. He couldn’t wait to get started.





Chapter 16

ROXY STEPPED OFF the elevator in Louis’s building. The marble hallway and picture windows looking out onto Stanton Street already felt familiar, even though she’d only been there twice. She needed that right now. Familiarity. She’d almost called the whole night off but had somehow forced herself onto the subway and down to the Lower East Side. This date had been her idea, her peace offering, and she couldn’t blow it off, even if she wanted to crawl into bed and blast music inside her headphones as loud as it could go.

Her rehearsal with Johan had started off okay. There had been a full half hour when she’d convinced herself she’d been wrong about him. They’d shared a couple laughs, he’d bought her a Diet Coke from the vending machine. So he was overly flirtatious at the audition, she’d thought. Big deal. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d come across a touchy-feely dude in this industry. As the rehearsal had gone on, however, those friendly touches had started to linger just a little too long. On her waist, her shoulders. He’d started closing in on her when the scene hadn’t called for it, making her start all over when she’d grown too uncomfortable to get her lines right. She’d managed to complete the rehearsal without dodging a blatant come-on, but it was only a matter of time. Tomorrow they were meeting again, and it would be make or break.

She felt a little too exposed, too agitated to enjoy a date right now. Just like this morning, though, she found herself walking in Louis’s direction. Wanting to see him, yet not fully understanding the assurance that he would make everything seem better. Last night, she’d planted herself between her two menstruating roommates and eaten enough ice cream to sink the Staten Island Ferry, but it had only made things worse. With every bite she’d taken, she’d remembered how adorable he’d looked humoring Honey and Abby. How genuine he’d sounded when trying to convince her he’d come to spend time with her, not just between her scratchy sheets. She’d thought of him watching Arrested Development all by himself and had wanted to crawl onto his lap and laugh at the Bluths right along with him.

The second he’d pulled her into his office and held her this morning, her frayed threads had stitched themselves back together. While she recognized the danger of that, of relying on a guy to feel better, she couldn’t seem to help herself. She’d fallen prey to the Louis Effect.

She wanted to see him again after tonight, so she would set aside her unsettled mood for now. Think about Johan and his sticky fingers tomorrow. Stop worrying about Louis’s dating habits. Keep it casual. Avoidance is your friend.

Roxy braced herself in front of Louis’s door and knocked. And waited. When Louis didn’t answer for a full minute, she frowned and checked her cell phone clock. Crap. Half an hour early . . . rehearsals must have gone by much quicker than they’d felt. Maybe he wasn’t home yet? She started to call him, but the door swung open to reveal Louis before her thumb hit the button.

His appearance brought her up short. He looked . . . odd. Shirtless and barefoot, his upper lip was dotted with sweat, and the top button of his jeans was undone. His breath came faster than usual pants, as if he’d just run a mile. She would have guessed he’d been working out if he hadn’t looked so distinctly uncomfortable. Shifting on the balls of his feet, he wouldn’t even look her directly in the eye. A pit formed and yawned wide in her stomach. Oh, God. Had she caught him in the middle of entertaining a girl? He’d told her that day in his office that he didn’t do relationships. Had her early arrival screwed up his plans for a double header?

She wanted to roundhouse him in the nuts, but what right did she have to do that? They weren’t exclusive. He had every right to date around, same as she did. So why did she feel like wailing obscenities at the sky and beating her fists against his chest? Before she could embarrass herself by doing just that, Roxy turned and jogged for the elevator. Good. It’s over now and you’re escaping with minimal damage.

Sweet. Even her inner monologue sounded skeptical.

“Hey.” His heavy tread pounded after her. “Where the hell are you going?”

Louis gripped her wrist before she could punch the elevator button. “Sorry to interrupt. You can get back to what you were doing now.”

“How do you know what I was doing?” he asked quickly. Too quickly.

She yanked at her wrist, but he wouldn’t let it go. “Dude, you look like you just narrowly escaped death by orgy. I’m not joining whatever party you have going on in there.”

“What—?” His question was cut off by the elevator door sliding open and an elderly woman disembarking with her leashed poodle. Her perfectly plucked eyebrows raised at the sight of a shirtless Louis standing in the hallway, but her sophisticated New Yorker status kept her walking past without comment. Roxy took advantage of the distraction and dove into the elevator, but Louis followed right on her heels. His arms wrapped around her from behind, and he hugged her close despite her struggles. “Okay, I’m starting to catch up now. You think there is an orgy in my apartment because I’m sweaty.”

She elbowed him in the ribs, but he held on tight. “You looked guilty when you opened the door. Which is stupid because I’m not your girlfriend. But it turns out I’m also not kosher with being second in the batting order.”

“Oh, sure. Make a baseball reference and get even cuter than you already are.” His forehead came to rest on her shoulder. “There’s no one in my apartment, Rox.”

Hope inflated in her chest, but she stuck a pin in it. “What were you doing?”

He groaned. “Don’t make me tell you. It’s goddamn embarrassing.”

The elevator started to descend toward the first floor. Knowing someone would join them in the small space when it reached its destination, she tried once more unsuccessfully to break free of his hold. “Tell me or I walk.”

“Had a feeling you would say that.” She started to turn in his arms, but he prevented her by tightening his arms. “No, this’ll be much easier if you’re not looking at me.” A long sigh ruffled the hair beside her ear. “I’m attracted to you, Roxy. Painfully fucking attracted. I was trying to relieve some pressure before you came over on the off chance I might make it ten minutes tonight without wanting to tear your clothes off and throw you on the floor. So. That about sums it up.”

It took her a beat to understand. Relief only had a split second to calm her before it was replaced with amusement. “You were—”

The elevator came to a stop. A man climbed in wearing a business suit.

“Don’t say it,” Louis warned against her neck.

Her lips twitched. “Self-lovin’? Polishing the family jewels?”

A discreet cough behind them sent Roxy into a laughing fit. She tried to keep silent, but as soon as the suited man climbed off on the floor beneath Louis’s, she doubled over and gave in to the urge. Louis punched the button for his floor and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m glad you think it’s funny. I didn’t quite . . . polish the jewels . . . as much as I needed to. The situation is not under control.”

His terse tone almost set her off again, but he looked so uncomfortable that she found a way to contain herself. “Do you want me to wait outside while you finish?”

He looked at her like she’d sprouted horns. “No way I’m letting you out of my sight. I’m good.”

“You’re so not.”

His head fell back on his shoulders. “I’m so not.”

The elevator door opened to reveal his floor and he indicated she should lead the way, even looking slightly suspicious that she might try and take off again. As she bypassed him into the hallway, she noticed him holding his breath, staring determinedly at a spot over her head. His neck flushed red the closer she came. Wow. The guy was in pain. Over her. It kind of turned her on.

No, it really turned her on. Close on the heels of that budding awareness came the realization that she hadn’t thought about her shitty rehearsal in the past five minutes. She didn’t feel restless and semi-ill anymore. She felt hot and desirable, knowing he wanted her so bad he had to touch himself before they even spent time together. He’d done it so he’d be in the condition to prove a point. That he wanted more than physical contact with her. It made her like him even more than she already did. It made her want to take the pain away. After the intimate conversation they’d just had, the images it had projected across her mind, she also felt like being a little . . . bad.

When they reached the door to his apartment, she very deliberately brushed against him on the way inside, letting her breasts drag across the tops of his abs. His eyelids drooped and he cursed. “Please, Roxy. If my balls get any bluer, this date is going to take place in the Emergency Room.”

“What were you thinking about?” She reached behind him and pushed the apartment door shut, letting their bodies glide together. Letting her mouth drag slowly, slowly against his neck. “When you were . . . polishing.”

“I can’t say.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “A man’s spank bank is sacred.”

“Is that so?” Roxy trailed a finger down the center of his stomach, tucking it just beneath the waistband of his jeans. “I might be willing to help if you tell me.”

The back of his head hit the door. “Somebody up there either hates me or loves me.” He took a deep breath. “Roxy, I meant what I said last night. I want more than this from you.”

Something deep inside her chest responded to the frustration in his voice. She kissed his mouth softly and looked him in the eye. “I know that, Louis. I’m convinced, okay?” Their next kiss lingered, but seeing that his eyes were squeezed shut, she pulled back before he could deepen it. “Tell me what you thought about.”

He growled low in his throat. “You. I thought of you in the stupid cheerleader uniform. I hate the damn thing, but I cannot fucking stop thinking about it. You were . . .” His teeth sunk into his bottom lip. “Touching yourself.”

Heat settled low and heavy in her midsection. With anyone else, this kind of confession would bother her. It didn’t with Louis. Misery laced with honesty in his voice, making her feel safe. Sympathetic. Turned on. So many different emotions that she didn’t know where to direct them. So she went with what felt right. And it felt right to help ease his suffering.

“Well, I don’t have the uniform with me.” She flicked open the button on her jeans and drew down the zipper. “But I can touch myself for you, Louis.”

His bare chest shuddered. “No?”

She tilted her head. “Was that a question?”

“I don’t know?”

Oh, Jesus. I really like this guy. A lot. Roxy let her eyes drift shut and slipped her fingers inside her panties. When her fingers met the most sensitive part of her, she gasped and Louis groaned. His hands shook as he reached out and unbuttoned the top three buttons of her shirt, then shoved the material wide. Those dark eyes devoured the sight of her breasts, his mouth working as if he could already taste them.

“Tell me what you want, Rox.”

“I want to finish what you started.”

She watched the debate take place inside his head, but when his eyes glazed over, she knew need had won out. He worked the fly of his jeans quickly, wincing as he took himself out. His hand worked his hard flesh as he watched her, appearing riveted by the sight of her hand moving inside her jeans. He looked fucking gorgeous, teeth torturing his bottom lips, arm and stomach muscles flexing with every smooth, practiced movement. The entryway light picked up the sheen of sweat on his chest, making his skin glow. She needed this relief just as bad as he did, she just hadn’t realized it.

“Tell me what it feels like to you.”

A sob tripped over her lips. “Warm. Soft. It feels like me.”

“I already know how you feel. Don’t I? Did you like my hand up your skirt that night?”

“Yes.”

How often had he done this while thinking of her? Was today the first time? She didn’t have the capacity to ask, because she felt the oncoming release tightening her muscles. So soon? She leaned close and licked at the seam of his mouth until he opened up. He kissed her wildly as their hands moved between them. The hungry moan that erupted from his throat finished her. She shook as pleasure flooded her system. Relief, surprise . . . she felt overwhelmed by the combination. He still hadn’t reached the end, and she suddenly wanted him there with her so desperately that she found herself dropping to her knees.

“Roxy.” His breathing grew even harsher. He clearly wanted what she was offering, but he still attempted to draw her back to her feet. “Fuck. I can’t say no right now. I can’t.”

“So don’t.” She gripped him at the base of his thick arousal and brought him to her lips. He felt so full inside her mouth, his hands so good in her hair, that she lost herself to the moment. Every stroke of her tongue, nip of her teeth, and pump of her fist drew a reaction from him. His words blurred together above her as she worked him with her mouth, up and down, taking him deep and sucking her way back up. She’d never enjoyed doing this much before, but it felt right with Louis. It felt great. Perfect.

“Stand up, baby. Please. I can’t. Don’t do . . . yes, fuck yes. Grip it tighter.” His free hand formed a fist in her hair. “I’m there . . . I’m there, Rox. Jesus, get up here. Let me kiss you while I come.”

She heard him begging but didn’t want to obey. The choice was taken away from her when Louis yanked her, one-handed, to her feet and stamped his mouth over hers, hot and frantic, matching the pace of his strokes. The loud groan he released into her mouth moved through her, shivering its way into her belly and spreading. She could actually feel the strength of his release.

His movements slowed and he sagged back against the door, taking her with him. Together, they slid down the wood and ended up on the ground, her sitting on his lap. He pulled her close but was careful not to touch her with his right hand. She suspected he’d need to get up soon to find a washcloth. Funny how the idea of that didn’t embarrass her at all. After what they’d just shared, she wasn’t sure anything between them would ever be embarrassing. It made her feel free. Light. So of course, her other half, the half that felt uncomfortable with light and easy, chimed in and told her to be cautious. To look out for dropping shoes.

Louis blew out a long breath and kissed her forehead. “I don’t go on a lot of dates, but I’m almost positive blow jobs are reserved for after dinner.”

“Are you complaining?”

“As God is my witness, I’ll never complain about anything ever again.”

Their quiet laughter filled the apartment.

Maybe she could stop waiting for the other shoe to drop. Just for tonight.





Chapter 17

AT LEAST ONE question had been answered tonight. Somebody up there definitely loved him.

Louis threw his arm around Roxy’s shoulder as they weaved through pedestrian traffic on Grand Street. He tried not to smile like a jackass when she leaned into him. Fine, the evening had definitely not started as he’d planned, with her knocking on his door as he’d performed the holiest of acts, but damn. How beautiful were the stars tonight? He’d never really noticed before!

What had gone according to plan so far with this girl? Oh, that’s right. Nothing. Not being able to pin her down had driven him crazy in the beginning. It still did. But he’d just started to realize Roxy couldn’t be situated or handled. She handled herself and decided when and how she wanted to include him. He hoped that would change as she got to know him better, but for tonight, he was pretty damn content to hold her close as they walked down the street. If he had to struggle not to look at her mouth every time she spoke to him, well, he was only a man. And this man had just had his world rocked.

It was more than the amazing things she’d done to him, for him. Amazing didn’t even begin to cover it, actually. It was the way she’d been afterward. He’d expected her to clam up, make an excuse to leave. He thought he’d truly fucked up letting himself get carried away with her, when he’d gone to such lengths to convince her of his good intentions. Then she’d smiled up at him without a hint of remorse on her face, and he’d kind of fallen half in love with her. Stop kidding yourself, you’re more than halfway there. Louis didn’t know exactly where he fell on the love time line; he only knew that the cautious happiness he’d watched transform her since they’d left the apartment was having a direct effect on his own. It made him feel like a fucking rock star, and he wanted her to stay happy. To be the reason she stayed that way.

For now, though, he needed to get himself in check before he scared her back to Chelsea. He knew he shouldn’t make plans, should just let everything happen naturally, but he couldn’t help it. He’d always been a planner, and his job only exacerbated the trait. Tonight he wanted to find out more about her. Everything, if possible. He wanted to make her laugh more . . . and Jesus Christ, he wanted her to spend the night in his arms. No interruptions or impromptu popcorn parties. His sisters were at a dinner party in Brooklyn tonight. He’d triple checked.

“You’re thinking awfully hard about something, McNally.”

Relax, idiot. You’re being too obvious. “I’m trying to figure out where you’re taking me.”

“Scared?” She tugged him down a side street, throwing him a smile over her shoulder that made him want to pick her up and squeeze her against his chest. “I’m going to feed you the best meal you’ve ever eaten. I’m going to do it for free, too.”

“A free meal in Manhattan?”

“That’s right.” Her hair lifted off her shoulders in the breeze. “How are your acting skills?”

“You’re assuming I have some.”

“Right.” Excitement danced in her eyes. “I guess this is going to be a one-woman show.”

She reached down and twined their fingers together before pulling him to a stop at the corner of the block. The action temporarily distracted him until he realized they’d stopped moving. He looked around for a restaurant but didn’t see any for another block. Roxy appeared to be scoping something out on the adjacent side street, so he followed her line of vision and saw two food trucks. They were on opposite sides of the road, a scattering of college students eating on the curbs beside them. Both trucks had giant signs on their roofs boasting The BEST Falafel in New York City.

“Follow my lead,” she instructed before strolling down the center of the block. Louis immediately wanted to pull her back to the safety of the curb, until he realized the street was closed down for foot traffic only. He watched curiously as she stopped in the middle of the street, an equal distance between the two food trucks. She tapped a finger against her lips, looking from one truck to the other. “I’ve heard only one of them has the best falafel,” she stage-whispered. “But I can’t remember which one. Do you know, honey?”

Louis bit back his smile. Crafty girl. God, she was full of surprises. “I don’t know.” He did his best to appear torn. “Maybe we should try that dumpling truck I saw on the way over. I don’t want to get a bad falafel if we pick the wrong one.”

A hint of surprise made its way into her expression, but she hid it just as quick. “You’re right. We should g—”

“Hold on now,” a man called from the truck to their left. “I’m the best truck. You come to me.”

“Bullshit.” A man poked his head out the window of the opposite truck. “You wouldn’t know a good falafel if it grew legs and danced in front of you. I am the best falafel in this city.”

“You cook something in that truck. It is not falafel, brother.”

“They’re brothers?” Louis whispered in Roxy’s ear.

She nodded, nuzzling her cheek against his mouth. “They used to work the same truck, but they had a fight. Both of them refuse to give up the block.”

“How do you know this?”

“The starving actress newsletter.”

He half-smiled at the joke even though he didn’t find the idea of her hungry funny. At all. It made him feel impatient . . . twitchy. While his mind headed down that path, it occurred to him that she’d just blown his mind and was now in charge of getting them fed. It kind of killed him a little, knowing he hadn’t returned the favor—yet—or was allowed to buy her a decent meal. If he didn’t think she’d dig in her heels, he’d give her the choice of any restaurant in town. He’d sit there, watch her eat, and feel like he’d . . . earned her. Christ. Apparently he wasn’t as enlightened as he’d thought, something he’d only realized since meeting Roxy and being blindsided by the urge to take care of her. She could take care of herself, he knew that. It didn’t stop him from wanting the job.

Roxy’s voice lured him back to the present. “There’s only one way to settle this, gentlemen. One falafel from each truck.” She pursed her lips. “Whose should we try first?”

“Mine.”

“Right this way.”

Roxy bit her lip, splitting a conflicted look between the two men. “I-I can’t decide. If I eat the bad one first, it might ruin falafel for me forever.”

“Here!” The man to their left tossed a Styrofoam container onto the metal perch beneath his window. “I’m so sure you’ll pick mine as the best, I give it for free.”

“Oh, no, you don’t.” The other man briefly disappeared into his truck. “Mine is free, too.”

“Bingo,” Roxy said out of the side of her mouth before swaggering toward the first truck. “Well . . . if you insist . . .”

They sat on the curb, a few yards away from the rowdy college students, and ate falafel. Since the truck owners were watching them anxiously from their windows, they switched once in a while and pretended to be in a deep discussion concerning the merits of each meal.

“And you claim to have no acting ability.” She eyed him suspiciously. “You were a regular Leonardo DiCaprio out there.”

“I might have picked up a few things in law school.”

“How to put on a show for the jury? That kind of thing?”

Louis popped a falafel into his mouth and nodded. Here they were, talking about him again. It was like she had some kind of mental block when it came to talking about herself. “What about you? Who taught you how to act?”

She stabbed at her food with the fork but didn’t eat it. “Uh . . . no one, I guess. Just me.” Louis waited, hoping she would say more. “There was a drama teacher in high school that gave me a chance, but there were so many other students. He couldn’t really guide me.”

“What about acting classes?”

He laid a hand on her knee when it started bouncing, earning him a cautious look. “I took a couple when I moved to Manhattan. Before that, no. My parents . . . they don’t think wanting to be an actress is practical. Or realistic.” She laughed a little. “They’re probably right.”

This is where he should stop asking questions. The witness had given up as much information as he would get. But he wanted to know more. “What did they want you to do instead?”

She didn’t talk for a while, abandoning her container of food on the sidewalk next to her. When she finally spoke, he realized he’d been holding his breath. “They didn’t care. They don’t care, Louis.” Their gazes met. “The only reason they said acting is impractical was so they wouldn’t have to dip into their beer money for my acting classes. I haven’t talked to them since Christmas. They genuinely don’t give a shit.”

“I don’t believe that. How could anyone not give a shit about you?”

“I was an accident.” She looked shocked to have said the words out loud. Words that carved right into his gut. “My father got my mother pregnant at their high school prom. I think being the product of a cliché is what hurts the most.” Her laughter was forced. He could tell she was trying to disguise the hurt, but he didn’t want her to. Even if he hated seeing it, he wanted this piece of her. “They went to IHOP afterwards. I wish I didn’t know that, but I do. They had unprotected hotel room sex and went to a fucking IHOP in Newark. I overheard that while they were fighting one night.”

He’d been expecting something bad because of the ten-foot-high wall she usually had up to protect her, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. Her parents not caring or encouraging her to pursue her goals made him angry on her behalf. She was dynamic, smart, and talented. She deserved better than that. His family might be bat shit crazy, but they supported one another. In their own annoying, often long-distance way.

He started to tell her he was sorry. That he wished her parents appreciated her, saw her for the amazing girl she was, but she shook her head at him. “Talk to me about something else for a while, okay?”

She seemed uncomfortable with what she’d revealed, so he took the focus off her. For now. “My firm doesn’t want me to do any more pro bono work.” As soon as he said the words, he realized he’d been wanting all along to talk to her about it. “Cases like the youth center . . . they think it’s a waste of their resources. Also known as me.”

Her expression turned serious, eclipsing the gratefulness he’d seen when he’d changed the subject. “But it’s so important to you,” she said.

“Yeah, but—” Back up. He shook his head. “I never told you that.”

“It was obvious. You care about those kids. They need you.” She pushed her falafel around with her fork. “Who’s going to help them if you’re not around?”

He blew out a breath, when her words echoed the ones that had been circling his own mind. “I don’t know. Another lawyer. Maybe no one.”

Roxy stayed silent a moment. “I’m not going to pretend I understand the world you work in. It’s nothing like mine. But it seems to me . . .” She pushed her hair back over her shoulder. “If they know it means a lot to you and don’t care . . . you can do better.”

“Maybe they think they can do better, too.” The concern he hadn’t even allowed himself to voice slipped out before he could stop it. “Better than me.”

“No,” she said decisively. “I saw you work, Louis. I didn’t understand a crap load of it . . .” They shared a laugh. “But I know if they let you leave, they’d be letting one of the good guys go. I know that.”

Shit. His throat hurt a little. He wondered if she’d push him off or hold him closer if he tackled her onto the sidewalk. “Thanks.”

They passed a few minutes in comfortable silence before Roxy spoke again. “What I said before made it sound like I’m bitter. About my parents, everything. I’m not,” she continued. “I’ve had to work harder to do it on my own. I want to succeed on my own, without any help. And I’m going to.”

Fear trickled through his veins. He’d never seen her look so determined. Succeeding on her own was important to her. Possibly the most important thing to her. He’d taken that away from her with one phone call. He’d given his help without asking, thinking she might turn it down if he was up-front about it. Now he knew for certain she would have turned it down. But it was too late to take it back.

“I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

For being a selfish, presumptuous prick, he wanted to say, but the flippant way she posed the question told him she needed a distraction from the topic. He wanted to give it to her. Wanted to give her anything she wanted. Not to mention, he sorely needed one himself. “I’m sorry you’ve got the job of informing truck number one his falafel came in second place.”

Her mouth lifted at the edges. “I concur. Overcooked.”

He took their containers and stood before tossing them into a nearby garbage can. When he saw that the truck owners were distracted, he winked at Roxy. “Maybe we should just make a run for it.”

Without missing a beat, she took his hand and started jogging. “I like your style, McNally.”





Chapter 18

ROXY’S NERVES BUZZED as she and Louis stepped into his apartment. Unbelievable. She was actually nervous. Only a couple of hours ago, she’d done things to him that should have wiped her clean of any anxiety, but somehow the time they’d spent together tonight had only heightened it. She’d opened up to him, let him see a part of her she rarely exposed to anyone. That was why she suddenly felt like bolting. Now he knew exactly who he’d be touching, kissing. Hiding didn’t appear to be an option anymore, and that scared the hell out of her.

What scared her even more? It seemed as if her opening up had only served to interest him more. He hadn’t stopped touching her since they’d left their spots behind on the curb. His touches hadn’t all been sexual, though. A brush of his thumb across her bottom lip, a soft kiss at the nape of her neck . . . those weren’t touches she was used to. From Louis or anyone. She loved them a little too much, was starting to crave and expect them a little too soon.

Dammit, she hated this. Sex should be a spontaneous thing that doesn’t give either party time to stress out and overthink everything. Courthouse sex against a file cabinet, that was more her style. Not this perfect date bullshit followed by some preplanned lovemaking. Too many high expectations. Right, as if sex with Louis would be anything less than amazing. Still. The ritual of it made her jumpy.

Louis threw the dead bolt on his apartment door and came up behind her. Before he’d even touched her, an insistent pounding started in her chest. Her skin started to tingle. Where would he touch her first? She didn’t have a preference, as long as she could feel his hands on her body.

Her eyes popped open to find him standing in front of her, looking half concerned, half amused. “What’s going on in that head?” he asked.

“You don’t want to know.”

“I disagree.”

Roxy blew out a breath. She’d already been honest with him once tonight, and it had gone okay, right? Might as well go for broke. At least it would stall until she got her stupid nerves under control. Or scare him off so she could go back to worrying only about herself. Which suddenly sounded terrible. Still . . . “Here’s my nightmare. You making some tired joke while opening a bottle of merlot. Us both drinking a glass, pretending like we care what the other person is saying when really we’re just killing time until the main event. You making some practiced move in order to kiss me. Cut to five minutes later, we’re doing it in the missionary position.”

Louis frowned. “Would you prefer a cabernet?”

A laugh escaped, sounding more like a groan. “That better be a joke.”

One of his eyebrows lifted. “I could say the same to you.”

He sounded . . . mad? She hadn’t expected that. At the end of her speech, she’d fully expected him to brush her hair back and say something reassuring. Tell her they would never be those people she’d just described. Instead, he looked as if he wanted to shake her. “I didn’t mean to offend you, I just—”

“You just what?” He closed the distance between them and kept right on coming, until she had to back up or get run over. She’d only taken two backward steps, when her bottom hit the kitchen table. Louis planted his fists on either side of her, forcing her to lean back. “You thought I’d give you some shitty wine and a boring fuck?”

“No, I—”

“No? That’s what it sounded like.” He removed one hand from the table to unbutton her jeans before yanking down the zipper. Roxy’s breath started to race in and out, joining her quickening pulse. Oh, God. What was going on here? She should be alarmed at his obvious anger, but her body was responding to his aggression like crazy. More. “I don’t drink wine, I don’t need an excuse or some lame-ass move to kiss you.” He shucked her shoes, ripped her jeans down her legs, and tossed them over his shoulder in one movement. “And baby, I’d still get you off screaming in the missionary position. Too bad that’s not what you’re going to get tonight, huh?”

She started to say yes, or maybe it was no. The answer leaked out of her head when he picked her up by the waist and set her on the table. “Can you please repeat the question?”

Louis didn’t answer. His gaze swept her instead, traveling up her legs and ending between her thighs. She now wore only her light blouse and a turquoise thong. That perusal made her so anxiously hot that she found herself letting her knees fall further apart so he could see her better. His fingers dragged down the sensitive inside of her thigh before tracing over the turquoise material gently. “It’s only been one day since I was deep inside here, but it’s been too long.” Unexpectedly, he gave her a rough squeeze through her panties. “I know ways to get it deeper.”

Roxy’s back arched on a moan. Ohmygodohmygod. “Louis . . .”

“Louis, what?” He didn’t give her a chance to answer as he tugged the panties down her legs and dropped them onto the table. A hungry sound hummed in his throat as he looked her over. “You look like you’re going to be sweet, Rox.”

Heat rocked her, making her dizzy. That dizziness, that escape from reality, gave her the excuse to be a little wild. To live in the now. She reached for the hem of her shirt and drew it over her head. When she started to remove her bra, Louis stayed her hand and did it himself, leaving her completely naked. And him still fully clothed. Knowing the gorgeous body he was hiding, that felt like sacrilege.

She reached out with the intention of unbuttoning his pants, but he caught her wrist. “Not yet. If you touch me, I’m going to need to get inside you.”

“Sounds good.”

Humor only momentarily eclipsed the hunger in his eyes, before it came back even stronger than before. “You don’t like plans or traditional shit. I get that.” He pushed her legs wide and licked, long and slow, down the inside of her right thigh. “But I do like plans. I’ve been planning all week on going down on you. So lay back and deal with it.”

Roxy collapsed back onto the table at the first touch of his mouth. His energy changed almost immediately. His tongue dragged over her flesh with devastating thoroughness, slow, slooooow. Until something inside him seemed to break and cost him his discipline. The hands holding her thighs apart grew rougher, his throaty growls vibrating her center sent shock waves through her body she swore would kill her. His tongue curled around the part of her that needed the most attention, then worried it quickly.

“Faster, faster.” She plowed her fingers into his hair. He made an appreciative noise, letting her know he liked that, so she pulled on the strands harder. “Oh, God. So good.”

Already her muscles had started to tighten, all the way up to her throat. Her breasts heaved, blocking her view of anything but Louis’s broad back and her spread thighs on either side of him. The sight pushed her a little closer, she just needed—

Louis slid two big fingers inside her, sucking her clitoris into his mouth at the same time. A scream launched all the way from her midsection as she came. It happened without warning, like being hit by a tidal wave, and all she could do was sink down, down. Louis yanked her back to the surface, though, dragging her from the table before she could refill her lungs with oxygen. She held on to the table and watched him through bleary eyes as he freed himself from his pants and rolled on a condom. As it had earlier that night, seeing his hand wrapped around his length sent a bolt of electricity to her core. Already her body wanted more. More of everything he could give.

She gasped when he spun her around to face the table. A firm hand at the center of her back pressed her forward, bending her at the waist. Her pulse kicked back up into its earlier erratic rhythm at the realization he was going to take her this way. Yes. This is what she wanted. What she’d been dying for. The rush. The urgency. No planning or pretense required.

Louis jerked her hips higher, forcing her to bow her back. The confidence in his touch made everything inside her twist with need. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and looked back at him, wanting to remember everything about this moment later.

“Fuck, Rox.” He slipped the head of his erection between her legs. “Do you have any idea how you’re looking at me right now?”

“How is that?” she asked, voice unrecognizable.

“Like you’d beg for it if I asked.”

Roxy felt drugged, hot. Outside of herself but still wildly attuned to her body. “Is that what you want?” She worked her hips in a slow circle. An answer wasn’t needed; his groan told her everything she needed to know. The power it gave her was heady. “Please, Louis. Please?”

“Jesus, stop. I can’t take any more,” he grated, before thrusting into her hard. A harsh sob fell from her lips at the sudden, perfect fullness. Relief at finally being joined faded quickly, and he started to move. Tight, quick thrusts forced her to plant her hands more securely on the table. “You think I need a reason to want you any more? When it’s already so goddamn much?”

She moaned. “I don’t know, just don’t stop.”

He settled a hand at the small of her back and pushed down, creating a different angle, one that allowed him to hit the spot inside her that had never been reached before. Every upward thrust of his hips drove her closer to release. Too fast. Too fast. She wanted to hold on longer, but he only sped up until she was facedown and clinging to the table’s edge. Was that her screaming at him to go harder? She wasn’t entirely conscious of anything but the pressure building inside her, threatening to swallow her up. Her belly was pressed against the table, her legs spread wide. She had no way of relieving the unbelievable ache—she could only rely on him to do it for her.

“Louis. I need it. Please.”

“You would come fast. Of course you would. Just another thing to drive me fucking crazy.” She felt his hand smooth over her thigh before slipping between her legs, circling his middle finger right where she needed it. “Go ahead, baby. I need you a little longer.”

Something about the gravel in his voice pushed her that final step to release. She cried out as it rolled through her, but it was muffled by the table, her voice vibrating with the force of Louis’s drives. He felt rock hard inside of her, unyielding. All she could do was hold on as his rhythm grew erratic, then sped up. Beneath her, the table scraped on the floor and wedged against the wall.

“Fuck, I’m coming, Rox. You good?”

“Yes,” she managed.

His fingers dug into the flesh of her hips, hard, as he started hammering into her, so fast it rattled her teeth. An image of them together at the courthouse flashed through her mind. Of his hips moving so fast they blurred . . . she knew that’s what he looked like now even though she couldn’t see him. Could envision the look of intensity on his face. Louis McNally came like a fucking freight train, and she loved that. Loved being the one to draw it out of him. Behind her, he pushed deep one final time and fell forward onto her back, shaking against her.

“So good, feels so fucking good.” His mouth moved, hot and open, over her back. “No one else does this to me. I already want you again. Fuck.”

Roxy opened her mouth to beg for a break—there’s a first time for everything—but he pulled her upright, back against his chest. His lips traced the side of her neck and kissed her ear. Her limbs felt weak and liquefied, like she would melt without his arms around her. He chuckled into her hair, telling her he sensed what she was going through. One of his arms looped under her knees and he lifted her, carrying her toward the back of the apartment.

“Come on.” He kissed her forehead. “You get into bed and I’ll get us both a nice glass of cabernet.”

“Smart-ass.”





Chapter 19

LOUIS WATCHED ROXY take a lap around his room and drop onto the edge of his bed. Oh, boy. His heart tried to pound its way out of his chest. Moment of truth. A hint of self-consciousness had crept into her expression, and he knew why. His room was massive. It could probably fit ten of her bedrooms inside it and still have enough space for his treadmill. He’d never really given a thought to it before. Born and raised in Manhattan, he knew square footage came at a premium, but family money, then his own income, had always allowed him to be more than comfortable. Since he was pretty sure his first fight with Roxy had been sparked over her lack of personal space, it felt like he was walking over a field of land mines. He wanted her there, though. Frequently. So this had to happen sooner or later.

When she ran her hands up her arms to grip her elbows, she looked so much smaller than her personality, her presence. Going on instinct, he crossed to his dresser and found a T-shirt for her to wear, worried that if she left the bedroom to get her own clothes, she’d keep right on walking out the door. If that happened, he might just embarrass himself by grabbing hold of her leg and telling her she’d have to drag him down the hallway in order to leave. At the same time, he didn’t like seeing Roxy on a bed he’d spent time in with other girls. He kind of wanted to set it on fire and buy a new one tonight. Jesus, apparently Lena was rubbing off on him.

Okay, so he’d been with a healthy amount of partners. After all, he was a certified nine, right? But something different happened when he was with Roxy. Inside her . . . buried all the way to the back with just enough room to move. Louis almost groaned out loud at the memory of it. She fit him perfectly, and still there was so much more happening when they were connected in that way. The buildup of feelings burning through him would have scared him if he hadn’t felt her right there with him, feeling the same goddamn thing. He knew she did . . . could sense it. They moved together in a way he didn’t think was a simple matter of chemistry, though God knew, they fucking had that covered. Back in the kitchen, he’d gone somewhere else . . . somewhere he’d been able to only see her, see them. She’d become an on-the-spot addiction he didn’t want to kick.

First things first, bro. If he had any hope of feeding his Roxy addiction, he needed to make her okay with them. With their differences. Those differences didn’t mean a damn thing, when every minute they spent together felt special. Like it mattered.

He stopped in front of her and tugged the T-shirt over her head, smiling over the way it messed up her hair. She pushed the dark wave out of her face, looked down, and read the front with a grimace. “Winston and Doubleday company softball game 2014? Don’t you have a Guns and Roses T-shirt in there?”

“We can turn it inside out if you want.”

She eyed him. “You just want to see my rack again.”

“Guilty.” He stepped back slightly so he could unbutton his shirt and kick off his jeans. “Someday maybe I’ll actually get my clothes off first, huh?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She reclined back on her elbows, and his pulse sped up. In my bed. She’s in my bed and showing no signs of leaving. “I kind of like knowing you can’t wait another second.”

He swallowed heavily. “I couldn’t. I can’t.”

The smile on her face slowly faded. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but changed her mind and sat up again, fidgeting with the hem of his T-shirt. “So what happens at company softball games? Does everyone let the boss win at the risk of losing their job?”

“My boss would see right through that.” Louis walked to the other side of the bed and got in, counting the seconds until he would reach for her. “Someone usually gets too competitive and makes the whole thing brutally awkward. Sometimes it’s me.”

Her laugh made it impossible to wait any longer to touch her, so he looped an arm around her waist and pulled her across the bed. A sigh blew across his shoulder when their bodies met, almost as if she’d been bracing herself. Tension leaked out of her almost immediately, her back molding to his chest, her bottom fitting against his lap. The smell of her hair had his eyes drifting shut, his body relaxing. Or as relaxed as it could get with Roxy mostly naked up against him. There had been a strain racking his muscles since they’d met, but it eased now, little by little, as if she’d cured him just by being there. Finally, a night where he didn’t have to wonder where she was. What she was doing. She was sleeping with him, that’s what the hell she was doing.

“Oh my God.” She yawned. “This is the most comfortable bed in the world.”

“That’s because I’m in it.”

The hum in her throat traveled up his arm. “You and those approachable abs.”

His head came off the pillow. “What was that now?” She shook her head, indicating she wouldn’t answer, so he tickled her ribs, making her squirm. “Explain what you said.”

“Fine,” she gasped. “Just stop tickling me.”

He gave her one final squeeze before stopping.

She tilted her head back on his shoulder. “The first time you answered the door without your shirt on, I thought your abs were approachable. Like you do sit-ups when you feel like it, but not so many that you’re trying too hard.”

Louis processed that with a frown. “I can’t tell if I should be happy about that.”

“You should.” He must have been projecting his skepticism, because she turned to look at him. “I also thought your happy trail should be called a rapture path. Does that help?”

“Fucking right it helps.” Oh Lord, her sleepy giggle made his throat hurt. Especially knowing he’d been the one to make her do it. Rapture path . . . nice. “Know what I thought about you?”

“Why is this chick dressed up like a rabbit?”

“After that.” He tucked her head under his chin. “Before you took the mask off, your voice reminded me of someone I’d met before. It bothered me after you left. If I’d met you before, I would definitely remember, so it didn’t make any sense.” Am I saying too much? Probably. “When I finally tracked you down, I realized I didn’t know you from anywhere. I just knew you. Does that make sense? You were familiar to me even though I’d never met you.”

She stayed silent for a long time, her breathing deep and even. His nature demanded he roll her over to try and decipher her expression. Demand she say something. Just when he thought they were destined to fall asleep with his TMI moment hanging over their heads, she kissed the inside of his arm. “You win, Louis. I’ll stick around.”

Relief blanketed him. He pulled her close and fell into the deepest sleep he could remember.

HE WOKE UP moaning. Someone was licking his dick like a Popsicle, and it felt in-credible.

Popsicles. Roxy. Roxy’s mouth.

Louis’s eyes flew open. There were no more someones. There was only Roxy now. She’d stayed the night and . . . ohhh God. His hands flew to the mass of dark hair laying on his stomach and thighs, snagging it with his fingers. She was trying to kill him, when he’d only had the opportunity to sleep beside her one time? He was so hard that he couldn’t catch his breath. The room was still half dark in the early morning light, and he struggled to see her more clearly through blurred vision. When she came into sharp focus, he almost wished he’d kept his eyes closed. At the sight of her, his stomach muscles screamed into tight coils and he almost came.

She was naked, his softball shirt long gone, knelt down between his outstretched legs. Her breasts swayed with every movement of her mouth, every long lick of her tongue. Both of her eyes were closed up tight, soft, pleasurable sounds purring past her lips. As if she sensed him watching her, those gorgeous eyes opened under heavy eyelids. Keeping their gazes locked, she licked him bottom to top, pausing at the top to lap at the head.

Louis’s hips came off the bed on a curse. “For chrissake, get up here so I can fuck you.”

She gently teased the inside of his thigh with her fingernails. “I’m not done.”

He jackknifed into a sitting position and gripped her above the elbows. She made a sound of protest as he dragged her warm, sexy body onto his lap. Until they came face-to-face, he didn’t realize she still looked drowsy from sleep. Soft. Her lips, hair . . . eyes. She looked so beautiful and soft. But he couldn’t control the lust she’d sparked long enough to enjoy it. Or the fact that she’d obviously slept so well in his bed, his arms. No, he needed her too bad. He reached between them to stroke his dick once, run it through the flesh at the juncture of her legs to test whether or not she was ready. Christ, of course she was ready. So slick and ready.

“You get that way sucking me off?” Reaching toward his bedside table blindly for a condom, he bit her bottom lip and tugged. “Wet as fuck.”

“Yes.” The single word came out sounding like a shudder. She hummed in her throat as he rolled the condom on, as if she couldn’t wait another second. Good, he couldn’t, either. “You were saying my name in your sleep, so I—”

He cut her off by driving deep inside her on a hard upward thrust, savoring, his eyes shut, the scream she let loose. Heaven. I never want to leave here. Now. This morning with her. “Now you know, huh? Now you know I can’t stop thinking about you even when I’m asleep.”

She gasped as he rolled his hips. “I think about you, too.”

“Not like I think about you. Impossible.” He gripped her ass, molding it with his hands, remembering the promise he’d made her the night of the bachelor party. The first time you ride me, I’m going to grip your ass just like this. I’m going to move you where I want you. How fast. How slow. It’ll all be up to me and this grip. He remembered his promise word for word because he’d been fantasizing about it ever since his subconscious had created the image. Now, he fell back onto the bed and pumped his hips into her twice. “You’ll be thinking about me a lot more after this, won’t you? Move.”

Eyes lit up with challenge, she braced her hands on his shoulders. She lifted, lifted until he was only partially buried inside her, then she came down on him hard.

“Fuck,” he grated. With her thighs spread wide on either side of him, she worked him up and down, breathy whimpers filling the air between them. The look on her face summed up how he felt. In disbelief that something could feel this good and right. His need for more took over then. He’d woken up to this and hadn’t had time to anticipate the avalanche of lust she always shot him full of. Slow and sweet wouldn’t be happening this morning. Maybe never where he and Roxy were concerned.

He urged her to move faster, up and back. She liked that, he could tell by the way her breath caught, the way her eyes squeezed shut. It rubbed her against him, stroked that spot he’d used to set her off earlier with his fingers. But he knew her, he knew she liked hard and fast. Same as him. He tightened his hold on her ass and let her bounce a few times, while thrusting up to meet her.

She sobbed loudly. “Yes. More, Louis. Faster.”

God, he loved those words coming from her mouth. He’d never get tired of them. “How fast, baby?” He kept her elevated above his hips and drove up into her hard and quick, over and over, the sound of smacking flesh making him even harder. “How’s that feel? You want it faster?”

It was too late, though. She clenched up around him, her thighs shaking and flexing as she cried out. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

Unable to give her even a second to recover, he flipped her onto her back. His blood raced through his veins, a roaring took up residence in his ears. Need her. I fucking need her. He locked their hands together and pinned them over her head, burying himself deeper inside her on a growl. “Just you and me from now on, Rox. No one else. Ever. Just each other, okay?”

She looked up at him through cloudy eyes, or maybe his own were cloudy. He was too far gone to tell. Only knew she was everything, this moment was everything, and he couldn’t be without her. No fucking way. She locked her ankles at the small of his back and nodded. “You and me, Louis.”

He buried his face against her neck and gave himself over to relief, chanting her name as he went off inside her. With her arms wrapped around his back, thighs squeezing his waist, he’d never felt so powerful, while at the same time feeling completely helpless. Without her, he’d never have felt this. He required her. Another person. He’d never expected to feel that way in his life.

They lay that way, bodies fused together, for what felt like hours, but it still went too quickly. Sunlight slowly filled the room as he focused on her breathing, perfectly content to let her trail her fingers up and down his back for the rest of his life if she would agree to it. He finally threw a resentful glance at his bedside clock, sickened when he realized he only had half an hour to shower and get to work. Roxy must have interpreted his sigh correctly, because she slapped his ass and rolled out from under him.

“Get moving, McNally. Someone has to save the world, and it’s not going to be me.”

You save my world. “I think I’m coming down with a cold.” He gave a fake cough and shivered. “I’d hate to get everyone in the office sick.”

“I take back what I said about your acting skills.”

She smiled at him over her shoulder, and it pummeled him in the gut. Sunlight lit her eyes up so they were almost translucent . . . made the skin of her bare back glow. He wondered if she had any idea how beautiful she was. Especially this morning, when the barrier he’d always sensed in her seemed to have fallen. She seemed lighter, more open. It made his chest ache. “What are you doing today?”

Was it his imagination, or did her spine stiffen? “I’ve got some practicing to do before my rehearsal tonight. I need to know the lines backwards and forwards.” His lawyer’s sense was dinging, telling him he was missing something. He didn’t have the chance to ask before she continued. “I can come over and watch Arrested Development with you later, though.”

Louis started to respond with hell yes before remembering Lena was cooking tonight. “Shit. I can’t tonight. I have a family dinner thing.” This is where he would invite his girlfriend to join. That realization blinked on in his head like a lightbulb, although he had no idea why, since he’d never dated anyone exclusively. At least not since middle school. His instincts were telling him this is what boyfriends did when they were serious about a girl. They introduced said girl to their family. Even now, he could kind of sense a question in Roxy’s silence. This would be his chance to make her feel secure, to prove he wanted the real thing.

But he couldn’t. Not yet.

He flat out refused to bring her around Fletcher after what he’d said. If that prick looked at her the wrong way, Louis would lose his ever-loving mind. Worse, it would make Roxy uncomfortable, seeing Fletcher again, remembering she’d almost given him a lap dance. He didn’t want to blow his first time bringing her home, and this would only end badly. Lena would know something was up the second Fletcher and Roxy stood in the same room. His sister might have a screw loose, but she sniffed out drama like a bloodhound. No, the first time he introduced Roxy to his family, he didn’t want to leave any room for failure. He wouldn’t fail when it came to her.

“I, uh . . .” He swiped a hand through his hair, knowing he’d let the silence go on too long. How had she gotten dressed so quickly? How long had he just been sitting there? “Maybe you can come next time?”

Her smile looked like it might crack. Dammit, he’d fucked up. He’d already fucked up. “We’ll see. Family dinners aren’t really my thing. I’m going to go . . . there’s a crosstown bus leaving in . . .”

She didn’t even bother to finish her sentence before she sailed from the room. Louis sat there stunned for a moment before taking off after her. “Rox.”

“What?”

She paused with her hand on the doorknob. This was it. He needed to tell her the truth, but he dreaded the outcome too much. On their first date, she’d been horrified when he’d told her Fletcher was engaged to his sister. She’d thought seeing Louis past that night was pointless, when his future family member knew her as a stripper. If he told her he didn’t want her around Fletcher, he’d only be justifying her worry. No way would he tell her what Fletcher had said, either. He wouldn’t upset her with that garbage. He had to take care of this situation before he brought her around his family. And he would. It would happen.

“What is it, Louis?”

A knot formed in his throat. “I’ll call you.”

The door clicked shut on his final word.





Chapter 20

ROXY TOOK THE final sip of her coffee and tossed it into the trash can. Five minutes until she was scheduled to meet Johan for rehearsal, and she didn’t want to be a second early. She hated this. Hated the jittery feeling, the pit in her stomach. This was wrong. She shouldn’t feel this way. It would end tonight, one way or the other. That’s what she continued to tell herself, over and over. It was the only thing that had convinced her to put on her high heels and leave the apartment.

She leaned back against the outside of the coffee shop and watched traffic zoom past. Her body felt tired, weighed down. Anxiety was making her muscles sore. There was a buzzing in her head that wouldn’t go away. Yesterday, she’d gone into the rehearsal confident. She’d known what the fucker was about and she’d still walked in with her shoulders back, her chin up. Today, she didn’t feel that way. It made her beyond pissed off, because she knew what it stemmed from.

Stupid. She’d been so fucking stupid. For one night she’d let her guard down, and now she’d pay for it. Louis’s behavior had been almost comical this morning. She hadn’t been expecting an invitation to dinner. But a tiny part of her had hoped. He’d still wanted her to stay over that night his sisters had shown up, right? Meeting the rest of his family wasn’t that far-fetched. Even if it scared her. Even if she’d never had the experience of meeting a guy’s parents before, she’d be okay meeting Louis’s family, as long as he was with her.

The way he’d clammed up, stammering his way through some way to avoid seeing her or bringing her around his family . . . it told her everything she needed to know. Either he’d gotten what he wanted and didn’t want to bother with her anymore, or, maybe even worse, he was ashamed to bring a struggling actress who slept on a futon around his wealthy family. Either way hurt. She didn’t need this hurt right now. It dog-piled on top of her Johan-induced nerves and flattened her to the floor. Normally she would get right back up, but today she felt like curling up and staying there.

Dammit. She’d liked him. So much. It felt like she’d left a part of herself behind with him.

Her lack of determination scared her, because she’d never been without it. She didn’t want to walk into this inevitable confrontation with Johan with anything less than one hundred percent confidence. She needed it in order to turn down the role of a lifetime, because it wasn’t going to be easy. If last night and this morning had proven anything, it was that sex was just that. Sex. Maybe it hadn’t felt that way with Louis. Maybe it had been incredible . . . ruining her for a good long while. At the end of the day, though, it had been a means to an end. Louis had wanted her, so he’d done what he’d needed to do to get her. The chase was over now, though. Just like every other guy she’d been with, her giving in had been his curtain call.

This mind-set was a dangerous thing when one was presented with a major choice. Was turning down the role worth avoiding one unpleasant encounter? If all it meant was another meaningless night? Her self-respect was on the line here, but so was her career. She could walk out of rehearsal with her pride intact, but she’d find her ass back in New Jersey working retail fast enough to make her head spin. Where was the pride in that?

God, there might have been a tiny part of her that wanted to give in to Johan, just to prove a stupid point to herself. That she didn’t need Louis or his perfect touch or sweet words. He hadn’t meant those words. They’d been said in the heat of the moment, but they didn’t hold water now.

No, she wouldn’t let this be about making a point. She wouldn’t give Louis any more power over her mind than he already had. If she found it impossible to abandon the role of Missy, a role she’d become seriously attached to, she would look at it as a business transaction. Nothing else.

You can’t really be considering this. Johan makes your skin crawl. Maybe she wasn’t considering it. Perhaps it was simply the pain talking. Pain that had been driven home with a clichéd I’ll call you as she’d walked out Louis’s door this morning. She’d blocked his phone number before the elevator had reached the lobby. Not once would she check her phone, hoping to see his number. Not going to happen.

Roxy looked at her cell phone screen. One minute to go. She crossed the street toward the studio’s offices and went in the front entrance. The hallway was empty and silent as she made her way toward the back, where she and Johan had rehearsed the night before. He sat cross-legged on the floor reading a magazine, so deceptively laid-back she almost laughed. She could easily excuse herself for having the wrong impression of him. The image he projected to the media screamed fun-loving genius, when in reality he was a man who got what he wanted the wrong way. He was nothing more than a spoiled, overgrown dickhead.

She rapped on the open door once to alert him to her presence. His predatory smile when he looked up made her feel nauseous, but she breathed through it. Even though her purse felt like a safety net, she took it off her shoulder and set it on the table. “Hey.”

“Hey, hey. Come on in.” He came to his feet. “You look gorgeous.”

“Thank you.” She’d worn pants and a long-sleeved, button-down shirt to send him a message. Apparently it had been intercepted at the door by his ego. “I’ve been running through the lines all day. I’m feeling a lot more comfortable with the driving scene.”

He nodded, looking distracted. “Let’s start with the scene where you got tripped up yesterday. The, uh . . .” His smile widened. “Bar scene where Missy and Luke dance together.”

Zero points for subtlety. “That’s not the scene where I got tripped up.”

“No?” He snatched his beaten-up script off the table and flipped through a couple pages. “Well, let’s start there anyway. It’s an important scene, and you need to get the timing down.”

“There’s not a lot of dialogue in that scene.” Back off. Please, back off. “I don’t think I’ll have any problem with it. I’d rather work on something else.”

He scratched the back of his head, the face she’d once thought handsome transforming with amusement. “Last time I checked, I wrote the screenplay.” His gaze pegged her. “And I’m casting the film.”

There it was. A thinly veiled ultimatum. Her heart jumped into her throat when he moved closer. She wanted to turn and run out the door, but she felt rooted to the spot. Goose bumps broke out along her skin, cold ones that made her want to wrap her arms around herself for heat. When she thought he would stop in front of her, he circled around behind her instead.

“I like you, Roxy. I think you’re perfect for this role.” He brushed her hair behind her shoulder. A move that reminded her of Louis so much that she wanted to cry. This wasn’t Louis. He wasn’t anything like Louis . . . or the Louis she’d thought she knew. “I want you to be comfortable with me. This role is so important to the film. We need to connect before we can bring Missy to life. Together.”

Oh, God. Gross. She would have turned around and laughed in his face if she hadn’t wanted to bawl like a baby. He must have done this before to have lines like that one locked and loaded. How many actresses had he done this to? She didn’t want to be another victim who had to keep the secret or risk being shamed. She loathed the idea of it. “Johan, Missy is important to me. I’ll bring her to life. I will.”

He circled back around to stand in front of her, giving her a considering look. “Then let’s start with the dancing scene, shall we?”

Knowing it was mistake, she nodded once. Johan tossed his script back onto the table, looking like a toddler who’d just been handed a shiny new toy. He didn’t waste any time stepping into her personal space and settling a hand on her right hip. Her posture stayed rigid as he tugged her close. She squeezed her eyes shut against the unwanted sensation of his breath against her ear. They started to sway, but she couldn’t relax, couldn’t force her muscles to loosen.

Don’t do this. Wrong. So wrong. Get the hell out of here.

And do what, Roxy? Go back to singing telegrams? Stripping? Go home and admit failure to your parents? They would love it. They would grin and tell you life’s a bitch, then go back to drinking Budweiser on their shitty couch.

Grief slammed her. Self-pity that she’d never let herself feel before swarmed down on her, making up for lost time. What did any of this matter? Who cared about her pride besides herself? No one. No one gave it a thought. No one cared. Why should she?

Louis’s smiling face appeared in her head, and she couldn’t stop the tears from tracking down her cheeks.

Johan’s hand slipped further down her back.

LOUIS KNOCKED A little too loudly on Lena’s apartment door. He really wanted to put his fist through something, anything. Needed an outlet for this anxious frustration he’d been living with since this morning. Roxy had blocked his number. Unbelievable. He’d had no idea what he would have said if she’d answered, but he could at least have done better than I’ll call you. What the fuck kind of idiot was he, anyway? I’ll call you? She was right to walk out without looking back. It made him nauseous thinking of how many times he’d said that to a girl and not meant it. How dare he say it to Roxy? Jesus, he deserved every minute of this suffering. As soon as he straightened out this headache with his sister, he was going to find her and beg until his face turned blue.

He’d replayed the scene this morning a dozen times, trying to see it from her perspective. Yeah, she definitely thought he’d been giving her the brush-off. He’d done nothing to convince her otherwise. As fragile as her trust in him was, he’d snapped it like a twig.

Goddammit, he missed her already. It baffled him that she could second-guess him when he felt like this about her. Wasn’t it visible? He didn’t think he was capable of hiding something this big, something that felt like it was continually pouring from his chest.

A lock turned in the door, and Lena suddenly stood in front of him. She held a spatula in one hand and a fire extinguisher in the other. “What up, bro ham? I hope you brought your appetite. Or an extra fire extinguisher.”

He skirted past her into the apartment. “What did you set on fire?”

“Ketchup.”

Louis decided not to ask. “Listen, I came early so we could talk. Is anyone else here?”

“Nope.” She picked a glass of wine off the counter and took a healthy sip. Great, she was drinking. This was going to go well. “Just me. Celeste will be here in ten, though, so spit it out.”

“Thanks,” he returned dryly, going to the fridge for a much-needed beer. Possibly his last beer, ever, if this conversation took a turn for the worse. He downed half the bottle and set it down on the counter. “Remember the other night, when I told you there were no strippers at Fletcher’s bachelor party?”

Lena reached over and picked up a butcher knife from the kitchen counter. “Yeah.”

“It wasn’t a lie.” He thought of Roxy. Thought of the way she’d absorbed all the sunshine in his room. Where was she now? What was she doing? “The girl who showed up to take her clothes off wasn’t a stripper. She’s my girlfriend.” He watched the knife closely. “She needed the money because she was going through a rough patch, but the only person in that room she’s ever taken her clothes off for is me. And it’s going to stay that way.”

His sister watched him through narrowed eyes. “But Fletcher knew she was coming?”

“Yeah.” He sighed into his beer. “For what it’s worth, Lena, that kind of thing happens at a lot of bachelor parties. This was pretty tame compared to some of the ones I’ve been to.”

“He promised.” She buried the tip of the knife into a wooden cutting board, twisted it. “Is that the kind of girl you should be dating?”

His jaw flexed. “If you mean a beautiful, intelligent girl that makes me insanely happy every time I’m with her, then yes. That kind of girl. She’s stubborn and driven and brave. She’s everything. And she’s mine. So you need to get okay with that. With her. I don’t care what she did.”

Lena stuck out her bottom lip. “You don’t have to be nasty about it.”

Louis swallowed his knee-jerk apology. He wouldn’t apologize when he’d meant every word. “I’m just telling it like it is. If I have my way, she’ll be around more often. I want her to feel comfortable.”

“If she’s so important to you, where is she tonight?” Lena let the knife clatter onto the counter and crossed her arms. “I made enough paella to feed Manhattan.”

He hid his smile. That had been his sister’s way of saying, if she’s important to you, she’s important to us. “She’s at a rehearsal,” he hedged. “Not that I even invited her. Because I’m a moron.”

Lena neither agreed nor disagreed with his self-assessment. “Hmm. You can bring her some on your way home. A man shows up with Tupperware, he gets a pass.” She picked up the knife again and brought it down hard on an unsuspecting shrimp. “Except for lying. That’s inexcusable.”

“Right.” He drained the rest of his beer. “There’s another reason I came early.”

Obviously picking up on the serious note in his voice, she looked up at him warily. “Shoot.”

Louis blew out a breath. “You’re my sister and I love you. Honestly, you’re also more than a little crazy upstairs, but I think you already knew that.”

She bobbed her head once. “Continue.”

“As crazy as you are, Lena . . .” He laid a comforting hand on her arm. “You’re not crazy enough to marry Fletcher. Strippers and lying aside, he’s not good enough for you. Not even close.”

“I know. Celeste has been saying the same thing, but I didn’t want to listen.” Tears filled her eyes. “There’s not a lot of guys who’ll put up with my shit.”

“You’re going to do a hell of a lot better than him.” He opened his arms just in time to catch her when she propelled herself across the kitchen. Just managing to hold his ground, he hugged her close. “In the meantime, we’ll have popcorn parties at my place. Okay?”

“’kay.”

She stepped back, wiping her eyes, cheeks red with embarrassment. “So, uh . . . what is Roxy rehearsing for? Anything I know?”

He leaned against the counter, grateful she’d changed the subject but depressed by the reminder of his deception in getting Roxy the audition. “Probably. It’s Johan’s new movie.”

“Johan Strassberg? The squirrelly dude who used to follow us around with a camera?” She snorted. “His parents threw those obnoxious lawn parties in the Hamptons. Everyone had to wear white. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Lena shivered. “That guy always skeeved me. I don’t know why.” She popped a single finger into the air. “Oh, I remember. Celeste and I caught him filming us in the outdoor shower once at a pool party. He wasn’t even ashamed to get caught. Big shit-eating grin on him.”

Unease weighed heavily in his stomach. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We did. Kind of.” She winced. “Remember when we drove to his house and slashed his tires? It wasn’t because he came in first in the summer camp talent show. Even we aren’t that vindictive. It was for filming us showering and letting everyone watch it on a projector screen.”

“That was Johan’s car?” His words sounded far away. That night had been so long ago that he barely remembered it, half-asleep as he’d been in the backseat. Obviously his memory of it had been pieced together, like parts of a dream.

Lena seemed to misinterpret his silence. “Don’t make a big deal out of it. Everyone sees me naked sooner or later.” She smirked to let him know she was joking. “Either way, he always creeped me out. There was a rumor going around that same summer that his father paid quite a bit of cash to get him clear of some charges. Never found out the reason.” A timer went off on the stove, and she reached over to turn it off. “I always thought it had to do with a girl. Just a feeling.”

Louis straightened away from the counter, feeling slightly dizzy. It seemed as if a golf ball had lodged itself inside his throat, which didn’t help when his breaths had started coming faster. The apartment tilted around him when he thought of Roxy’s reluctance to discuss the rehearsals with Johan. Her stiffness every time he’d brought it up. The lost expression on her face the day in the courthouse . . . immediately following the audition. An audition he’d arranged for her. A shout worked its way up his chest, but he managed to strangle it at the last second.

Lena watched him with concern that slowly turned into recognition. “Go.”





Chapter 21

I DON’T WANT to do this. I don’t want to do this.

Had anyone who’d ended up on the casting couch ever really wanted to do this, though? What made her any different from them? The day she’d dropped out of school and come home to collect her things, her mother had told her. Told her she was just another girl with dreams too big for her capabilities. Had she been right? Maybe this was all she had. Maybe she’d been headed straight here ever since that day, and all the auditions had been a complete waste of time.

Johan’s hand grazed her backside, settling there more firmly when the words that would reject his touch stuck in her throat. Her stomach pitched violently. It would be over in twenty minutes, tops. Right? Then she could go home and scrub him away in the shower, bury herself under the covers until the sun came up. She’d been with losers before. She could just close her eyes and pretend it wasn’t happening. No one would know.

I’d know. I’m better than this.

The little voice she’d been ignoring broke through the fog bank of self-pity. She’d come to New York to survive on her own. If she slept with Johan and retained the part, it wouldn’t be as a result of honest work or a reflection of her talent. It would be a cheap win. He’d be handing her the role in exchange for her dignity. Nothing was worth that.

And dammit, she couldn’t let another man touch her when she could still feel Louis’s hands on her skin, his breath in her ear. It might make her pathetic, but she wanted—needed—to savor those memories, hold them to her, as long as she could.

“You can take your hand off my ass now.”

He laughed near the top of her head, his hot breath on her forehead making her cringe. But he didn’t remove his hand. Instead, he yanked her closer. She could feel his arousal against her belly, and it made her panic. “No time for this whole playing-hard-to-get act, Roxy, I have another meeting after this.”

She pushed against his chest. “Let go.”

Finally his touch left her backside, but only so he could grip her forearm. She flinched as his fingers dug into her bicep. “What, you like it rough? No problem.”

When he leaned in to kiss her, Roxy’s balled-up fist connected with his nose, creating an extremely satisfying crunching noise. He stumbled back with a high-pitched yelp, blood already beginning to pour from his nostrils.

“Ah! What the fuck?”

She shook her hand out, wincing at the resulting pain. She’d swung Jersey-style, which meant hard. God, it had felt good. Not just to take out her frustration and anger on the person who’d caused it; she’d also gotten herself back in that moment. She might have had some weak thoughts, some temporary confusion, but when it had come down to it, she’d been better than this. Better than him.

Part of her wanted to stand there and watch him stumble around in pain a while longer, but she needed to get the hell out of there. He hadn’t backed off when she’d asked him to, and that scared her. She’d thought he was just another sleazebag using his status to get her onto the casting couch, but she’d been wrong. He was potentially much worse than that. She wasn’t going to stick around and find out.

First, though, a parting shot was in order. “Hey, asshole.” She waited until he looked at her through squinted eyes. “There isn’t a role on this planet worth your disgusting hands on me. You can take it with you straight to hell. Have fun continuing to rip off Wes Anderson, you second-rate piece of garbage.”

She only caught a glimpse of Johan bristling over the insult as she exited the room and strode down the hallway. When she heard his footsteps pounding after her, she started to jog, heart beating out of control in her chest. A few more feet and she’d be outside on the busy sidewalk.

Before she could reach the door, he grabbed her arm. “If you tell anyone about this, you’ll be laughed at. Just another actress making shit up to get on camera the easy way.”

“Let go of me,” she demanded, twisting free. He grabbed for her again and managed to snag her shirt, ripping several buttons free and tearing the material. Even he looked a little stunned over what he’d done, and she used his distracted state to yank the door open, stumbling out onto the sidewalk.

Right into Louis.

The events of that morning flew right out of her head, and relief swamped her. He looked so perfectly familiar and solid, standing there in his work clothes. She didn’t think twice about throwing her arms around his neck and holding tight, inhaling his scent greedily. His body felt rigid, though. So unlike him. He took hold of her wrists and tugged her away, his gaze tracking down her body with what appeared to be leashed rage. Slowly, he extended his hand and traced the edge of her ripped shirt before his attention locked on Johan, still standing behind her in the doorway.

“I’m going to kill you,” Louis growled, his body vibrating against her.

Johan’s voice sounded muffled, as if he was still holding his bleeding nose, but his voice was mocking. “Whatever, man. Rehearsal’s over. Just take her and go.”

Louis moved like lightning to get past her, landing a punch in Johan’s face before she’d even fully turned around. Johan stumbled back into the office through the doorway, and Louis followed, hands clenched at his sides. “What did you do to her?”

Johan stomped a foot. “Dammit. My nose is definitely fucking broken.”

“Answer me.”

“Nothing. She hits harder than you do. Calm down.”

“Calm. Down?” Louis twisted the front of Johan’s shirt in his fist. “I’m going to break more than your nose if you touched her.”

Johan actually looked bored by the line of questioning. This definitely wasn’t the first time he’d been on the receiving end of a right hook. Disgust snapped Roxy out of her stupor. She put her hands on Louis’s shoulder and tried to stop him from entering the building, but he wouldn’t come. Behind her on the sidewalk, people were stopping to check out the commotion. She had to get Louis out of there before someone alerted a cop. “Louis, let it go. He’s not worth it. Nothing happened.”

He turned, looking at her as if he wasn’t really seeing her, eyes bright with temper. “How did your shirt get ripped, then?”

She didn’t want to lie to him, only wanted to get as far away from Johan as possible, but that hesitation gave Louis what he needed. He balled his fist and gave Johan another two shots to the face.

In a burst of energy, Johan managed to get free, falling back a step when Louis lost his grip. “You called me, Louis. I could have hired any actress in this fucking town. This was a favor.”

Louis stiffened. His hands fell to his sides as if a string had been cut. Roxy’s mind raced, trying to decode what Johan had said. A favor? How . . . how did Johan even know Louis’s name? The answer hit her with the force of a battering ram. Oh, Jesus, no.

“What did you do?” she whispered.

Louis didn’t turn around. “I can’t have this discussion with you right now, Roxy. I’m too fucking mad.”

“We’re having it anyway.” She stepped to the side so she could see Johan. “Did he call you? Did he . . . ask for a favor to get me this part?”

Johan gave an exaggerated smirk. “No good deed goes unpunished, I guess.”

A sob rushed past her lips. “Dammit. Dammit, Louis.” Misery rolled through her in a wave as the last couple of weeks played through her head in slow motion. A casting assistant calling her on a Saturday night, giving her the opportunity she’d always dreamed of. An opportunity she’d thought she’d earned but hadn’t. How naïve could she be? This whole time she’d been secretly proud of herself, assuming she’d done something right somewhere down the line, impressed the right people. Gotten noticed on her own merit. When in reality, it had been handed to her by the guy who’d wanted to sleep with her. It enraged her. It made her heart squeeze so tight that she thought it might rupture in her chest. No. She couldn’t handle any more. Since this morning, she’d been pulled through an emotional ringer, and it was her fault. She’d left herself wide open for it. The pride she’d carried out of Johan’s office after her audition was now littered across the sidewalk like yesterday’s trash.

Louis turned around slowly, wincing at whatever he saw on her face. “I only got you the audition,” he said, pulling her further down the sidewalk, out of Jonah’s earshot. “You earned the part. It was just a matter of getting you in the door.”

“Bullshit. I don’t believe you.” She smacked her forehead when she remembered being only one of three actresses auditioning that day. It had seemed so odd, but she’d ignored it. “You must have been laughing at me when I got that phone call. You must have thought I was so stupid.”

“You could never look stupid to me. Never.”

“I thought you understood . . .” She swallowed hard. “I told you how important it was to do this on my own, and I thought you understood that. Me. You took that goal away from me.”

He swiped his hair back impatiently, knuckles dotted with blood. “Yeah? Well, that’s not how the world works. People hire their friends, they make phone calls and repay favors. It’s ugly, but it’s true. I know you wanted to do this on your own, but your way wasn’t working.”

She flinched as his words stabbed her in the belly.

“God, I’m sorry. That came out wrong.” He made a frustrated noise. “I can’t talk about this now. Not when all I can see is you standing there with a ripped shirt, looking like you’ve been crying.”

No. She wouldn’t let him get to her. Wouldn’t feel sorry for him. “You can’t just make decisions without consulting the people involved.”

“You would have turned down the help. I had no choice.”

“Why didn’t you have a choice?” The answer dawned, making her queasy. “You needed to date someone worthy, is that it? If you were going to date an actress, she better be a successful one. Right? Not one who needed to strip to make rent.”

“No.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I just wanted you happy.”

Knowing it wasn’t fair at all but wanting to take a strip of flesh with her, she gestured to Johan where he sat bleeding on the ground. “Well, you failed. I guess he didn’t mention sleeping with him was part of the deal. Nice job.”

His body deflated right before her eyes. She hated herself in that moment. Hated him for making her feel so goddamn lousy and important at the same time. I’ve got to get out of here.

“Good-bye, Louis.”

She made it to the street corner before the tears fell.





Chapter 22

ROXY OPENED ONE eye, saw Honey and Abby perched on the edge of her bed, and promptly closed the eye. Maybe if she stayed completely still, they would think she’d fallen back asleep and they’d go back to watching Bridesmaids or baking shit. Or whatever the living did outside of their bedrooms, out in the open. Anything but force her to acknowledge that she’d been in bed for two full days, still wearing a ripped shirt.

She wanted to take it off, but she’d forced herself to keep it on. It was silly, and yeah, kind of unhygienic. But she felt ripped in half, and having a visible representation of that allowed her to wallow with impunity, didn’t it? She had no intention of un-wallowing anytime soon, so she wanted her two pain-in-the-ass roommates to bail, pronto. Even if she knew the moment she closed her eyes, she’d have to deal with memories of Louis. It was better than not dealing with his memory, though, as she’d be doing for the rest of her life. She’d lost him. Or he’d lost her. Who the fuck cared? They weren’t together, but as long as she stayed in this bed, at least she’d have the heartache he’d given her. Right now, it felt like she didn’t have anything else.

Someone, probably Honey, nudged her elbow.

“What,” Roxy said through clenched teeth, “do you want?”

“Another delivery of falafel came for you,” Abby said.

“We ate it,” Honey added. “You ignored the last two, and where I come from, we don’t let food go to waste. It was amazing. Thinking of coming up with my own recipe.”

Roxy’s chest hurt from hearing Louis had sent another round of falafel. Why wouldn’t he stop? Too much had happened, too many of the wrong words exchanged. He’d stolen her independence. It might make her stubborn, but even if she weren’t pissed at him, she didn’t think she could ever look him in the eye again. He’d seen her at too many low points. The lowest points of her life. Every time she looked at him, that’s what she’d see. She’d wonder if he was imagining her stripping or singing in a costume or running from a man she’d known was bad news from the beginning but had ignored the warning signs.

“Next time, don’t answer the door. Please. I don’t want him to think I’m accepting it.”

Honey crossed her arms. “You going to tell us what happened? I need some incentive if I’m going to turn down free food.”

“I have an idea.” Abby clasped her hands together and split an anxious look between them. “We’ll tell you our worst breakup stories first. Maybe that will make it easier.”

“It won’t.”

“I’ll go first,” Honey said, neatly ignoring Roxy’s protest. “Elmer Boggs was my high school sweetheart. Just a big old lug, linebacker for the football team. Sweet as pie and slow as molasses.” She tilted her head and smiled. “If he had his way, I would have been barefoot and pregnant before the ink dried on our high school diplomas, but I shared no such notions.”

“What about college?” Abby whispered, as if she couldn’t imagine a world where everyone didn’t earn a degree. “Didn’t he want to go?”

“Well, that’s where we differed. Elmer was more than happy to take a job selling cars at his father’s dealership. I wanted something more.” Honey paused for a moment. “I broke up with him the day I was accepted at Columbia. Let’s just say he didn’t take it well. Showed up outside my house, drunk as a skunk at two in the morning. He held a giant boombox over his head, just like in that movie Say Anything. But instead of Peter Gabriel, he was blasting “The Devil Went Down the Georgia.”

Roxy quirked an eyebrow. “Was that your couple’s song or something?”

“No.” Honey shook her head. “I think he just liked it.”

“Huh.”

After a minute, Abby broke the thoughtful silence. “When I was seventeen, I dated Vince Vaughn for one whole week.”

“Wait.” Roxy massaged her forehead. She so wasn’t equipped for this conversation right now. “Vince Vaughn the actor?”

“No, no. Different Vince Vaughn.” Abby smoothed her hair, suddenly looking self-conscious. “It was Halloween night, and we’d planned on dressing as M&M’s. I was going to be green, and he—aptly—chose yellow. But when I got there, he wasn’t in his M&M costume, he was dressed as Popeye and his new girlfriend came as skanky Olive Oil.”

“Ouch.”

Abby acknowledged Honey’s comment with a severe nod. “I stormed out of the party dressed like a giant piece of candy.” She blew out a breath. “Half a block away, my high heel broke, and I fell facedown on a neighbor’s lawn. Of course, I couldn’t get up because the costume was so damn awkward. I had to scream for the owners of the house to come out and help me up.”

Roxy and Honey stared at her a moment in stunned silence before bursting into laughter. There was no way to avoid it, the image of her struggling to stand was too funny. Abby’s cheek’s colored, but she took it in stride, even chuckling along with them. At first, it felt great to laugh. To have any emotion at all besides regret and sadness. But it busted open the dam Roxy had constructed inside her, letting everything else out, too. Her laughter subsided, to be replaced with tears. Hot, noisy tears, the likes of which she hadn’t cried since she was a child.

“Dammit.” Roxy pressed the heels of her hands over her eyes. “I shouldn’t have let things with him go on so long. If I’d ended it when I should have, this wouldn’t hurt so bad.”

“Why did it have to end at all?” Abby asked softly.

She told them. The whole sordid story about Johan, straight through to Louis’s involvement in getting her the part, his reluctance to introduce her to his family. Honey and Abby listened without saying a word, which was exactly what she needed to get the words out. “He needed to feel better about me. Or himself. I’m not sure.” She swiped at her damp eyes. “I just know he wasn’t happy with who I am, and he tried to change it. If he tried to change me after a couple weeks, he’d do it again. And again. I won’t lose myself. I’m all I’ve got.”

Honey exchanged a look with Abby. “What are we, yesterday’s trash?”

Roxy gave a watery laugh, even though the simple effort of it hurt. “I guess I’m stuck with your asses now, too.”

ROXY FLOPPED DOWN onto the stoop and kicked off her high heels. Her old, worn-in high heels. The ones Louis had given her were stuffed in the back of her closet underneath winter clothes, where she couldn’t see them. She would just sit here for a while and watch Ninth Avenue sprint by in a flash of colors and white noise. Just until she pulled herself together enough to face her roommates, who’d been freakishly nice to her for the past week. At first, she’d put on a brave face and let them fuss over her. She’d let them make her plates of leftovers, and she’d indulged them in watching a slew of Molly Ringwald movies. But as the week had worn on, she’d started hiding from them more and more, wishing they would just go away and let her cope.

She wasn’t coping, though. After the two days she’d spent in bed, she’d somehow pulled herself together enough to leave the apartment, needing to disappear into her familiar routine. She’d been going on auditions nonstop, grinding her sleep-deprived self into the ground. All because she missed the gorgeous fucker like crazy. Even though she hadn’t heard a word from him since that day, apart from the deliveries that had finally started to ebb, he hadn’t left her alone for a second. She woke up to his laugh and fell asleep to his heartbeat. How in the hell was that possible, when they’d only spent one night together? Had she contracted some kind of illness as she’d slept in his bed, which was ruining her for life?

Johan had called and apologized, although since the call had been made with his publicist on the line feeding him the sullen apology, it hadn’t technically counted. She’d filed a complaint with the studio in an effort to make sure girls weren’t put in that position anymore, and they’d promised to take the complaint seriously. Knowing it was bullshit, she’d taken it one step further by filing a complaint with the police, only to be referred to an officer who’d recorded an existing complaint, filed by Louis. The cop explained he knew Louis from the courthouse. He’d anticipated her concern about media attention and assured her there would be none, thanks to a favor called in by Louis. She couldn’t even summon the energy to be angry at Louis for calling the police without consulting her. Instead, it only reminded her how outraged he’d been on her behalf outside Johan’s office. How his arms had felt like the safest place in the universe.

God, not one minute passed where she didn’t wonder about him. Thinking of his tortured face when he’d arrived on the scene with Johan. Hearing his words playing on repeat until she had to do a mental scream to drown them out. She wanted him to be wrong. He had been wrong to go behind her back and omit the truth. But his actions had been done in consideration of her, and that’s where she got tripped up. Her anger over what he’d done was tempered with an annoying sprinkle of gratefulness. He cared. He’d done it because he cared. And now he was gone.

Roxy pressed her fingers to her forehead and massaged the sudden ache. So tired. She was just so damn tired. It hurt to be back at square one, just another face in a sea of actresses. Yes, her optimism over the part in Johan’s movie had been cautious, but she’d let herself hope just a little too much. Part of her wanted to give up, but then she’d have time to think. About Louis. About how long she’d been pounding the pavement with no success. She just had to push through. This empty feeling would eventually pass. Right?

Irritated with her defeated attitude, Roxy snatched up her high heels and rose to enter the building.

“Hey, you.”

A rough Queens accent halted her in her tracks. She turned on the top step to find two young guys looking up at her. They were both good-looking in vastly different ways. One was tall and muscular, head shaved, jeans threadbare. The other, dark-haired one looked like he was hiding a whole lot behind his glasses and white dress shirt. No mistaking it, they were both pissed as hell.

“Are you Roxy?” Shaved Head called up to her.

Oh, she so wasn’t in the mood for this. Whatever this was. “Who the fuck wants to know?”

“That’s her, all right,” Glasses said dryly.

She split a glare between them. “Mind telling me how you know my name and what this little ambush is about?”

“I’ll tell you what it’s about. We want our friend back.” Shaved Head rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. “I just got used to him, all right? I liked having him around.”

Glasses muttered something to Shaved Head that sounded like Simmer down, but he was looking at her as if taking her measure. His gaze was so intelligent and discerning that she felt a little exposed being on the receiving end of it. “We just wanted to talk. It’s not like Louis to be this messed up.” He shifted on his feet. “He did what he did because he couldn’t help it, Roxy.”

Roxy’s attention had snagged on the words messed up. Her heart twisted painfully. She didn’t like hearing that. Not at all. Out of necessity, she put it aside and focused on what else Glasses had said. “Of course he could have helped it. He made a decision. No one forced him.”

Shaved Head snorted, looking ultra-disappointed in her. Which really pissed her off, since they didn’t even know her. Nor did she know them. They didn’t have any right to come here and throw kerosene on her brittle emotions, then set them on fire. Her feet wouldn’t move, though. She hadn’t heard Louis’s name spoken anywhere outside her head in a week, and hearing it now, hearing about him, was like a drug feeding into her veins. Calming her down. It didn’t make any sense.

“Who are you two, anyway? His fan club?”

Glasses jerked a thumb toward Shaved Head. “This is Russell and I’m Ben. Nice to meet you.” He ignored Roxy’s frown and continued. “Look, you spent enough time with Louis to know that—”

“Too much time,” Russell interjected. “Valuable bullshitting and beer drinking time.”

Ben sighed. “Louis doesn’t know how to leave things unfixed. He saw you were having a problem, he knew how to fix it. So he did.”

“If you ask me, you’re ungrateful.” When her mouth dropped open, Russell shrugged belligerently. “I call it like I see it.”

“Then you need glasses more than he does.” They both laughed, but they sobered immediately, as if they’d been caught off guard and resented her sense of humor. “I didn’t want Louis’s help. Anyone’s help. He knew that, and he ignored me.”

“It’s not a reason to punish him,” Russell said seriously.

“I’m not punishing him,” she burst out. “I haven’t even seen him.”

Ben pointed in the direction of downtown. “We have. And it’s not pretty.” He paused. “Look, whatever happened, he’d blaming himself for more than just going behind your back. He sent you to that guy, and he’s going through hell knowing what he subjected you to—”

“Please.” She held up a hand, not wanting to hear any more. Her throat felt dry and scratchy with the need to cry, her skin paper-thin. “What do you want from me?”

Russell threw up his hands impatiently. “Go fix him. We want you to go fix him.”

Footsteps pounded behind her in the building foyer. “Hey!” Oh shit. It was Abby, and she sounded livid. “You can’t just come here and yell at her like this. You didn’t even call ahead, like decent people. I should call Mark the super to handle this.”

“Rodrigo, you mean.”

“Dammit,” Abby whispered for Roxy’s ears alone. “Either way, he’ll make you leave.”

Ben looked unconcerned about being threatened.

Russell looked like the heavens had just opened up and spat out an angel. His lips moved, no sound escaping, but Roxy thought she read the words Pretty, so pretty.

She laid a hand on Abby’s arm. “It’s fine, mother hen. They were just leaving.”

“Yeah, we’ll leave.” Ben noticed Russell’s Abby-induced stupor and shoved his friend’s shoulder hard. The dude barely budged. “Just think about going to see him, okay? The guilt is killing him. He hasn’t left his apartment in a week.”

Russell finally shook his way free of his trance. “Yeah. Then maybe we could all hang out sometime. Like . . . all five of us—”

Ben made an impatient noise and dragged his friend away from the stoop.

Roxy said nothing. She couldn’t manage a single word. An entire week without leaving his apartment? It didn’t seem possible, until she remembered her instinct had been to lay down in bed and stay there, too. If she’d been weighed down with the guilt she’d heaped on top of Louis, she would have done it. Absolutely. Might even still be there.

She closed her eyes and tried to find the anger. The resentment she’d felt when her independence had been taken away. When she’d found out he’d been lying to her, letting her believe she’d finally gotten her big break. She searched and searched for the anger. But she couldn’t find it anymore.

LOUIS SWITCHED ON the lamp beside his couch so he could examine the Cheeto in the light. Unbelievable. The little orange snack looked exactly like Elvis. Forget the potato shaped like the Virgin Mary. In his hand, he held the Elvis Cheeto. He would be famous as soon as the media got a hold of this.

He tossed it into his mouth, crunching it between his teeth. Without looking, he reached over and switched the lamp back off, bathing the apartment in darkness once more. He’d finally, clearly, gone around the bend. There had been a moment yesterday when he’d challenged himself to an arm wrestling contest that he thought signaled the change, but no. Seeing The King’s face in a bag of Cheetos was definitely the beginning of the end.

Nine days. He’d been inside these walls for nine long days. Immediately following the scene with Roxy outside Johan’s office, he’d put in a phone call to his boss, Doubleday. Even in the midst of the horrifying realization that he’d lost Roxy, he’d had a moment of clarity afterward. The words he’d said to her, sounding so like his father, had come back to him. That’s not how the world works. People hire their friends, they make phone calls and repay favors. It’s ugly, but it’s true. If he’d started to believe that, to rely on that, he’d failed himself. So he’d quit.

At some point, he would need to get up. Shave his face, maybe put on a clean T-shirt. He would need to leave his apartment and walk to the store for food, like a normal human being. He’d need to start sending out resumes to firms that would let him continue his pro bono work, even if it meant starting at the bottom of the ladder. But first he needed to get up. Otherwise, the coroner would find him with a stomach full of stale Cheetos and flat ginger ale. Not exactly what he would have chosen as his last meal. What would he have chosen as his last meal?

Falafel. Definitely falafel.

He pitched sideways on the couch, his face landing in a throw pillow. How long had he been sitting here? He had a brief recollection of Ben and Russell coming in and trying to drag him to the Longshoreman for a beer. Had he really socked Russell in the face? His sore knuckles told him the answer was yes. It had been satisfying at the time, but like everything else—finding the Elvis Cheeto or beating himself in an arm wrestling contest—the shiny satisfaction dimmed almost immediately, replacing itself with absolute fucking misery.

Every time he closed his eyes, he thought of Roxy. Sometimes a good memory would come to mind. How her face had lit up when she’d seen the elephants. Their first kiss, right over by his front door, before he’d even known her name. Most of the time, though, he thought of her tear-stained face outside Johan’s office. How she’d leapt into his arms, her body shaking like a leaf. When he thought of that horrifying moment, he set himself back another hour, until his misery-sabbatical had stretched to a week.

This is what happened when you lied. People got hurt. People you cared about so damn much that it hurt to be away from them. But he didn’t have a choice. Why would she ever want to see him again? He’d been responsible for every shitty thing that had happened to her in the last few weeks. Why had she been dressed as a giant pink rabbit? His one-night stand. Why had she been booked as a stripper? His one-night stand’s wrath. Why had she been propositioned in exchange for a role? Him and his ill-advised attempt to help. He’d done nothing but screw up since she’d knocked on his door that first day.

His knee-jerk reaction had been to repair the damage. Apologize to Roxy like mankind depended on her forgiving him and win her back. It had almost been a compulsion. Go to her. Hold her. He’d never thrown in the towel before, especially when something this important was on the line. Forcing himself to leave her alone might go down in history as his greatest accomplishment. If he wanted her to be happy, though, did he have a choice?

A knock on his door.

Louis didn’t move. If he just stayed perfectly still, they would go away. He didn’t want to see anyone or hear them say words like You’ll get over her, give it time, porn cleanse . . . blah blah blah. For the moment, he didn’t want to get over her. If he did that, he wouldn’t be able to think about her, and he wanted to hold on to every minute they’d spent together as long as possible. So whoever was at the door could fuck off.

“Louis?”

He groaned into the throw pillow. Great. Now he was hearing her voice? He’d been right about going around the bend. Goddammit, he missed her so much. How did he fuck this up so bad?

“McNally, I really need you to open the door.”

“Go away, voice. I already ate the Elvis Cheeto.”

A long stretch of silence passed. Louis jerked into a sitting position. Maybe he didn’t want the voice to leave. Maybe he wanted it to stay. Oh yeah. Definitely, stay. “Are you still there?” he called.

“Yes. Although now I’m nervous about what I’m going to find in there.”

Louis looked around the apartment, feeling as though he was seeing it for the first time. Food containers, beer bottles, clothes that apparently hadn’t made it to the hamper were strewn about his living room. Perfect. On top of ruining people’s lives, he was also a slob.

“You should be nervous. It’s not pretty in here.”

“That’s okay. I’m not a judgmental rabbit.”

Louis’s head snapped up. Was it possible . . . ?

His feet had carried him to the door before the hopeful thought had finished processing. He looked through the peephole and felt as though hands were squeezing his throat, cutting off his oxygen.

A giant pink bunny stood on the other side.

“Rox?”

“You know anyone else who dresses like this?” He turned the lock quickly and opened the door. Please don’t let this be a freaky hallucination. His hands itched to tug the mask off her face, but she beat him to it. The hand holding it dropped to her side. He watched the mask hit the floor out of the corner of his eyes, because he couldn’t stop looking at her face. Every detail had been catalogued in a matter of seconds, from her exhausted eyes to the lips he missed kissing so bad it caused him physical pain. “Oh no, Louis,” the lips said.

She sounded so sad that he took a step forward. “What?”

“You look like shit.”

His face broke into a smile for the first time in a week. It felt so good to be standing near her, listening to her talk, inhaling the smell of cherry blossoms. “I’ve been avoiding mirrors.” He swallowed hard, barely resisting the urge to reach for her. “Why did you come?”

Roxy sucked in a slow breath. “I’m sorry I blamed you for what happened. That was horrible of me.” He was mesmerized by her green eyes, glassy with tears. Tried to focus on them so her words wouldn’t open a dam inside his chest. “One of the things I love about you is this responsibility you feel to help people. I can’t love that part of you and be mad when you turn it on me. It makes me a hypocrite.”

“No. I’m the one who’s sorry, Rox—”

“Wait. Let me finish.” She appeared to steel herself. “This acting thing . . . I am going to do it on my own. It’s important to me. But I don’t want to be on my own. Not now. I know what it’s like to be with you, and it’s a really amazing place to be.” A tear leaked out, tracking down her cheek. “I miss you so much,” she ended on a whisper. “Be with me again? Please?”

So light. He felt so light, as if he might float to the ceiling if she wasn’t there to anchor him. Not willing to be without her in his arms another second, he lunged across the threshold and dragged her up against his body. The sob she released into his neck sounded relieved, leaving him utterly baffled. Had she actually thought he would say no to this? To her?

“Roxy, I was never without you, believe me. Not for a single second.” He wrapped her hair in his fist and brought it to his nose, inhaling deeply. “The real thing is a lot better, though. Please don’t go away again. I start seeing dead rock stars in my snack foods.”

“I won’t. That’s crazy, but I won’t.” She pulled back slightly and kissed his mouth. It sent a final bolt of relief, bliss, straight through him. “I’m fucked up over you, Louis.”

“I’m fucked up over you, too, Rox.”

Her laugh was a half sob. “Good. Let’s go inside. You take a shower while I get out of this bunny suit.”

“Did I mention you’re a genius?”

He lifted her into his arms and strode inside, kicking the door shut behind him. 

Just a man and his bunny.





Acknowledgments

TO MY HUSBAND and daughter, for supporting me and believing in me 100 percent of the time, thank you.

To my fabulous editor, Nicole Fischer, for being excited about these books and loving the characters almost as much as I do. Working together is fun and easy (for me, at least!). Thank you.

To my agent, Laura Bradford, for her valuable guidance and dealing with me when I’m wearing my tin foil hat and strung out from too many hours in front of my laptop. Thank you.

To Sophie Jordan for her amazing encouragement and being an all-around good friend. Thank you.

To Edie Harris for being a ball-breaker and super bossy right when I need her to be. Thank you.

To all my friends who knew me in my early twenties, like Roxy, Abby and Honey, and still decided they liked me. You guys know who you are. Love you.





Copyright

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

CHASE ME. Copyright © 2015 by Tessa Bailey. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Cover illustration by Monika Roe


Digital Edition APRIL 2023 ISBN: 978-0-06-332667-5

    Version 04042023

Print ISBN: 978-0-06-236906-2




[image: cover.jpg]

	
		
			[image: 31956.png]
		



	

			Dedication

			To my neighbor in 2C

			Wish I’d said hello.

		

	

Contents

Title Page



Dedication



Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Acknowledgments


Copyright





		
			Chapter 1 

			WHEN CHOOSING THE perfect panties for a seduction, one couldn’t be too selective. Careful consideration had to be given to the cut, the style, and, most importantly, the almighty color. Honey Perribow rifled through her underwear drawer from her position on the rug, picking up and discarding undies with the efficiency required of premed students the world over. Red silk was a little too on the nose. It didn’t give the guy any credit. Blue? Hinted at mood swings. Yellow with a strawberry pattern . . . what am I, five?

			There was no help for her. She had to call in the big guns. “Roxy!”

			Her roommate of one month propped a hip on the inside of Honey’s door a moment later, biting into a piece of toast. “Did you lose your indoor voice in that pile of underpants?”

			“What color would you wear if you wanted to seduce your English teacher?”

			The toast paused halfway to Roxy’s mouth. “Aw, shit. Today is the day?”

			Honey took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ve finally worked up the nerve. No more hiding under my hoodie in the back row. Professor Dawson is going down to Honey town.”

			“How long have you been waiting to say that?”

			“A while. How was my delivery?”

			“Not too shabby.” Roxy shoved the remainder of the toast in her mouth and plopped down onto the floor, cross-legged, eyeballing the mountain of panties. In the month since they’d become roommates in one of the oddest interview processes of all time, they’d formed a friendship that sometimes seemed as if they were feeling their way in the dark. Honey could still sense some hesitancy on Roxy’s part to open up completely, but Roxy’s new boyfriend, Louis, seemed to be unlocking a new part of her. Considering Roxy had hidden out in her room at the outset, commiserating over panties was a vast improvement. “All right. So, we know he’s studious. He teaches Intro to Literary Theory. How does he dress?”

			Honey hid her swoon by turning and pressing her face into the rug. “He has this tweed jacket. It’s like a greenish-brown, which should be ugly, but it looks so dang amazing on him. If I got up close, I bet it would smell like honest-to-goodness man mixed up with old book leather. He keeps candy in the pockets, too. I can’t tell from the back of the room which kind of candy he always pops into his mouth, but if I had to guess, I’d say butterscotch. So the jacket might have a hint of butterscotch smell going on, too.”

			“Are you telling me tweed inspired all that?”

			“It’s crazy, right? I know it. I can hear myself.” Honey rolled back over and stared up at the ceiling. In the few weeks since she’d started courses at Columbia University, Professor Dawson had wiggled his way under her skin like a splinter from a yellow poplar tree. No one back home in Bloomfield, Kentucky, would ever have accused her of being shy. In fact, they would have laughed over the very suggestion. She’d won first prize two years in a row for mud wrestling a pig at the county fair, after all. Shyness and pig wrestling simply didn’t add up. But the day she’d walked into the lecture hall, a mixture of confidence and nerves, and seen Professor Dawson, quietly gorgeous, in his tweed jacket and black-rimmed glasses,, she’d slunk into the back row like a scolded basset hound.

			Then. Then he’d spoken. Good Lord, she still remembered the shift of energy in the room. Each and every female student had leaned forward and propped their chin on their hands. Spellbound. There was no other word for it. His voice filled the room like sexy fog, rich and nuanced. It held a subtle hint of New England, not an all-out Boston accent, but occasionally he would drop an R in a way that made her shiver. It wasn’t just the sound of his voice, either. His passion about the subject material came across in every word, every endearing head scratch or thoughtful chin rub. She’d been more of a science girl in high school. Give her physics or chemistry any day of the week, but English had become her favorite subject with enough speed to inflict whiplash.

			Since she’d been bitten by the shyness bug, talking to the object of her nightly fantasies directly hadn’t been an option. Yet. Oh, and there was that teensy little issue of college professors not being allowed to fraternize with students. But she’d cross that rickety bridge when she came to it.

			All her life, she’d lived in a small town where the most exciting thing to happen was a fistfight between two grannies at the Dairy Queen. She’d purposely applied for universities with strong premed programs in New York City because she wanted, needed, excitement. Needed to take life by the short and curlies and tell it who was boss. She loved her parents and her hometown dearly, but she wanted more. Starting small wasn’t an option, either. She wanted to start with something so far outside her wheelhouse she needed binoculars to see it. This was her life, and it was time to live it.

			Starting today, she would seduce Professor Dawson. Just the thought of it raised goose bumps all over her arms. From the back of the room, he looked like a movie star. Something she watched on a screen from a safe distance. What would he be like up close?

			“If you rub your thighs together any harder,” Roxy broke into her thoughts, “this pile of panties is going to turn into a bonfire.”

			“Sorry.” Honey pushed some unbrushed blond hair out of her face. “Let’s focus on the matter at hand.”

			Abby, their third roommate, breezed into the room. “What are we focusing on?”

			“I was focusing. She was fantasizing about tweed.”

			“Tweed is still in style, but elbow patches are out,” Abby stated offhandedly, taking a spot on the floor. Of the three of them, Abby was the one gainfully employed in a corporate gig downtown, which explained her tailored black pantsuit at eight in the morning while Honey and Roxy, an aspiring actress, were still in pajamas. “What’s with the panty mountain?”

			“I’m beginning the seduction process this morning.”

			Roxy rolled her eyes. “Try not to make it sound so sexy, Perribow.”

			Honey threw a pair of plaid panties at Roxy. “I’m not you. I can’t just flash a little leg and leave a trail of man-drool in my path.”

			“Have you tried?” Roxy asked, looking smug when Honey stumbled over a reply. “Look, you’re not going to flash him your panties in class. That’s not your style. Worry about the top layer first, drag him back to your cave later. Worry about the panties then.”

			“I agree.” Abby nodded. “This is premature panty picking.”

			“Of course I’m not going to flash him.” Honey shrugged. “I was thinking it might boost my confidence a little if I had something sexy underneath my jeans. Might give me an extra boost so I won’t chicken out.”

			Abby gave her a warm, encouraging look. She fished through the pile with one manicured hand and picked out a silky, mint-green thong with lace detail. Still with the tags on. “Wear these. They’re unique and subtly brilliant, just like you. You won’t chicken out.”

			“And you’re not wearing jeans,” Roxy added, standing and dragging Honey to her feet. “To my closet, Batgirl. Where you will behold the wonder of humankind’s finest invention.”

			Honey shot a nervous look over her shoulder toward an amused Abby. The brunette practically skipped along behind them down the hallway. “What would that invention be?”

			“The strapless maxi dress,” Roxy breathed.

			BEN DAWSON GATHERED up the papers he’d spent his lunch break grading and tucked them neatly into his leather satchel. A quick check of his wristwatch told him he had seven minutes until his next class started. Since it took exactly three minutes to walk to the lecture hall from the teacher’s break room, he should probably get moving. As far as arriving at class went, there was a sweet spot three minutes before class began that allowed him enough time to gather his thoughts and arrange his lesson plan on the podium, but didn’t leave enough time for the students to engage him in conversation.

			It wasn’t that he didn’t like conversation. He just liked to keep his social life and his professional life completely separate. He called it his laundry theory. Talking to students about their weekend plans or the shitty coffee in the cafeteria was the equivalent of throwing a red sock in with a load of whites. It just wasn’t done.

			He snapped his bag closed with a definitive click and took a deep breath before leaving the break room. Yes. Separation of his social and professional life was key. The minimal age difference between him and the college sophomores he taught sometimes gave them the false impression that they were his peers. Being a professor at the age of twenty-five made him seem accessible, when, in fact, he wasn’t. He came to class, he lectured, and he went home. If he wanted to grab a beer and talk baseball, he did it with his buddies, Louis and Russell. Not students. Never, ever, students.

			Ben taught English because from the moment he’d cracked his first book, words had hummed in his blood. They were something he breathed and slept and lived for. If his students left with an impression of anything, he wanted it to be his lectures, the contents of the assigned reading. Their opinion of him as a person couldn’t be allowed to enter the mix, or it took away from their experience. Conversely, he didn’t form opinions of them. Ever.

			Which is why he shouldn’t have read Honey Perribow’s latest essay seven times. Seven.

			He didn’t know which of his students happened to be the insightful Ms. Perribow. They were just a sea of faces, none of which he focused on for more than a few seconds now and again. He wouldn’t find out, either. Didn’t want to know what she looked like, because it didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter.

			His reading assignment of The Things They Carried and subsequent essay had been met with the usual moans and gripes. Honestly. The book was a work of art. But his students’ lack of enthusiasm for anything other than a rooftop kegger had carried over into their lackluster essays. Then he’d read Ms. Perribow’s paper and he’d actually spilled his coffee in his haste to turn the pages. Instead of listing the items men carried into war, as was done in the book, she’d written a clever modern spin about what college students carry to class. What they’d chosen to bring from home. What they kept in their book bags and dorm rooms. It was obvious from her nods to the book that she’d not only read it but enjoyed it, too. She’d made him laugh. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard the sound coming from his own mouth.

			Ben banished that depressing thought as he entered the lecture hall, where students were flopping down into their seats, clicking pens, finishing up their oh-so-urgent text message conversations. He hooked a thumb into the strap of his bag and lifted it over his head, placing it carefully on the podium. Don’t look up. Don’t try and figure out which one she is. It’s irrelevant.

			The problem was, he kind of felt like he knew her after reading the essay. Her voice had drawn him in and locked him up inside of it. More, he felt like she’d been talking directly to him. That simply wouldn’t do.

			The big hand on his wristwatch landed on one o’clock. He made sure the edges of his lesson plan were perfectly lined up with the podium and looked up at the class to begin.

			And stopped.

			Front row. Who was that blonde in the front row? He might not pay any attention to what his students looked like, but Ben was certain he would have remembered her. Yes, he definitely would have remembered a petite little goddess with big golden eyes and shoulders made to be gripped. Oh fuck, where had that thought come from? Stop looking. Stop looking. But he couldn’t, because her lips parted just slightly, as if she was surprised to find him staring at her. Who wouldn’t stare at her? Okay, as long as he didn’t look any lower than her face—

			He looked. There was no stopping his gaze from dipping down to her cleavage. Not enough to be classified as provocative, but enough to be sexy in an I-don’t-even-have-to-try kind of way. Thank God her legs were covered. He wished her legs weren’t covered. What was happening here?

			“Lolita.”

			When every head in the class came up, Ben realized he’d said the single, horrifying word out loud.

			A male student wearing a Rangers hat spoke up. “Lolita?”

			This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. His neck had grown so hot that he swore it was on fire. Kind of like the rest of him. Thank God he was standing behind the podium, because his dick was hard enough to give someone in the front row a black eye. What was wrong with him? He was acting like he’d never seen a beautiful girl before. This city was packed full of them, just walking around looking like they’d stepped out of a glossy magazine, but this one. Oh, this one. Something about her made him ache everywhere. Innocent looking with a hint of excitement in her eyes, like maybe he was making her just as hot. But that couldn’t be right, because he was wearing the ugliest thrift shop tweed jacket he’d been able to find just to make himself the opposite of hot. Unappealing. Unapproachable. Just their professor.

			This—all of this, including his hard-on—had to be dealt with later, though, because his students were still looking at him like he’d sprouted a third eye. Think fast, Ben.

			“I, uh . . .” He started to adjust his glasses, but he forced his hand to lay flat on the podium. “I’ve decided to give extra credit for a paper on Lolita. The book, not the movie. Although, if you ever want to watch the movie, I’d recommend the Kubrick version. Not the one with Jeremy Irons.” Oh my God. This is such a massive fail. “Um. Okay, so. Three-thousand-word minimum. Due this time next week. Let’s talk about The Things They Carried.”

			“I’d rather talk about Lolita,” baseball cap said, earning a few laughs.

			This is what happens. One crack in his armor and suddenly they’re making jokes in his joke-free environment. He tried not to look at the blonde in the front row and failed miserably. When he saw her frown over baseball hat’s comment, he found himself frowning at her. He didn’t like how good it felt to have her on his side. They weren’t on the same side. Teacher. Student. That’s it. That’s how it would stay.

			Ben spent the next hour reading passages from the book and giving several different interpretations of what the author wanted the reader to glean about each fictional character based on the items they carried into war. Every once in a while, his gaze would stray to the blonde, and he’d find her watching him steadily from underneath her long eyelashes. Like clockwork, every ten minutes, she would switch the leg she had crossed. Right, left, right, left. Her toes were unpainted. He liked that. Stop looking. Stop.

			At two o’clock on the nose, he dismissed the class with the promise to return their graded papers next time. As the students filed out of the class, he briefly wondered which one was Honey, but the blond Lolita captured his attention. She wasn’t leaving like the rest of them. Why wasn’t she leaving? He needed her to leave. His mouth went dry when he realized they were the only two people left in the room. They stared at each other, him behind the podium, her still seated. His cock strained harder and more insistently behind his fly the longer he kept his attention on her, but he couldn’t look away. He should say something, otherwise it would be weird. She’d know how much she affected him. But he didn’t. He could only stare back as she rose to her feet and sauntered toward him, her breasts swaying underneath the dress. No bra. Red. Alert. She’s not wearing a bra. I’m screwed.

			She shook her long hair back over her shoulders and he groaned. He fucking groaned, right out loud. Amusement lit her eyes. Satisfaction. None of the pretense employed by females her age. Only confidence that her girl-next-door looks were hooking him like a half-witted sea bass. And they had. There was more, however. She looked at him as if they already knew each other on some level and this face-to-face meeting was long overdue. Which is exactly how he felt. Jesus. He’d never wanted to fuck a girl so badly in his entire life, and it was wrong on so many levels. So many. It broke every rule. The school’s rules. More importantly, his own rules. He knew too well what happened when a man gave in to temptation. Knew what the consequences could be. He’d seen it. He’d lived it.

			Her tongue came out to wet her lips, and he watched it happen in slow motion. Felt the muscles in his abdomen tighten at the image of her mouth skating down, down, to deal with the turmoil in his pants. She stopped right at the front of the podium and traced a finger over his lesson plans. No one had ever touched his lesson plans before, and it felt intimate. Maybe more intimate than a kiss for someone like him. She opened her mouth to speak—

			“Ben.”

			The familiar voice broke through his red haze of lust. His colleague, Peter, stood at the entrance, eyeing him strangely. Why? Oh, probably because he was sweating and staring at a student like he wanted to eat her for lunch. Eat her . . . fuck. What color panties was she wearing? He’d give anything to know.

			“Hey, Ben,” Peter said with a little more oomph. “We’ve got that faculty meeting.”

			The blonde, looking more than a little disappointed with their audience, gave him a small smile and walked away. Just like that. She’d aroused him out of his mind, made him question his strict rules, then walked away so casually she might be headed to a beach party. When she passed Peter in the doorway, the fellow teacher looked at her speculatively, and something ugly reared its head inside of Ben. Don’t look at her. Don’t you fucking look at her, he wanted to shout.

			Jesus, man. Reel it back. Repeating those words on a loop, he gathered his things quickly and joined Peter at the door. At least he had his body under control now. The icing on this cake of a day would be explaining his peter to Peter.

			“What was that about?” his often nosy colleague asked him. “That looked . . . bad.”

			Ben scratched his chin. “No idea what you mean. It was nothing.”

			“It didn’t look like nothing.” Peter bumped him with his shoulder, and Ben gave him a dark look. He found Peter irritating on a regular basis, but something about him discussing the blonde in any capacity was making him twice as unbearable. They were both new to the faculty, though, and taught the same course. They were required to share notes and compare lesson plans, which put them in one another’s company pretty frequently. “Listen, we have to be careful. We don’t have tenure yet. One wrong move—”

			“Stop. I don’t know what you think you saw, but you need to drop it.”

			Peter held up his hands. “Just looking out for you.”

			Ben stayed silent the rest of the walk to the meeting. He thought of the blonde the entire way.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 2

			HONEY WALKED INTO the apartment that evening and froze. Was she in the right place? She leaned back slightly and checked the apartment number. Yup. She lived here.

			Candles everywhere. Streamers. Balloons. Sugary pop music pumped from Abby’s pink MacBook where it sat on the kitchen table. Bottles upon bottles of booze were lined up on the kitchen island in every flavor imaginable. Red plastic cups and an ice bucket were placed handily beside them. The lights were out in the entire apartment, but the candles flickered, lighting the walls with an orangey glow. This is what she got for staying late at the lab to finish her organic chemistry project, hoping to distract herself from thoughts of Professor Dawson. She came home to a whole new world.

			No, not Professor Dawson. Ben. She knew his name now.

			Abby almost bulldozed her as she ran into the living room with only one eye of makeup and two different shoes on her feet. “There you are!”

			“Here I am.” Honey gestured to the room. “Why does it look like Mardi Gras threw up in here?”

			“Roxy landed a part today.” Abby was practically vibrating. “A big one.”

			Honey’s hands flew to her mouth. “No way. Oh my God. What is it?”

			“I don’t know yet. She wanted to tell everyone in person.” Abby latched onto Honey’s arms, and they both started jumping up and down. “Louis brought all this stuff over and went back out for more. We’re going to surprise her.”

			“She’s going to hate this.”

			“I know, right? She’ll get over it.”

			The apartment door swung open and Louis backed in, holding a . . . fog machine? Honey might have had her reservations about Louis in the beginning. No way could this gorgeous lawyer with a trust fund that could purchase a small island be as nice as he seemed. But she’d warmed to him when it had become obvious he would do just about anything and everything to make Roxy happy. As in, saw his own arm off if it improved her day by even the tiniest degree. The fact that he always brought over butter pecan ice cream for them didn’t exactly hurt his cause, either.

			Louis set down the fog machine and started jumping up and down with them, sending them both into a laughing fit. Another thing about Louis? He’d grown up with two—certifiably insane—twin sisters, which had made it easy for him to fit in with their girl crew. Roxy had once called him the Pussy Whisperer, and it had kind of stuck. For the sake of brevity, though, they simply called him P-Dub.

			“Rox just texted me that she’s hopping on the train,” Louis said, holding up his phone. “That gives us about twenty minutes.”

			“Where is every—”

			Honey was cut off when the door opened and people began to stream into the apartment. She recognized Louis’s sisters from a picture he’d once shown them, although she would have known anyway, since they shared his good looks. Walking in behind them was a huge group of people, including two girls with yoga mats and tattoo sleeves, three guys with scraggly beards carrying guitars, and a woman dressed like Madonna, circa 1989. Louis’s coworkers and Roxy’s actor friends continued to arrive until their voices drowned out the music, forcing Abby to turn up the volume.

			Honey jogged to her room, threw her book bag into the corner, and quickly changed her clothes, opting for overalls that ended in a skirt instead of pant legs. She paired it with a white tank top and her beat-up Converse. Damn, she needed to think about a new pair of shoes soon. Maybe it was time to think about getting some waitressing shifts to ease the strain on her parents. Little things like shoes could shoot their whole budget to hell. She’d had an amazing stroke of luck finding this apartment and Abby, who only charged them two hundred dollars for rent, but she needed to remember how tight money was back home. Everything that had been sacrificed so she could be here. Living her dreams.

			Her throat feeling a little tight, Honey ran a brush through her hair and left the room, locking it behind her. Didn’t want anyone getting busy on her grandma’s afghan.

			As soon as she walked into the kitchen, Louis waved her over. He was standing with another guy. A tall guy with a shaved head. He was attractive in a rugged, works-with-his-hands kind of way. Kind of. . . . dangerous looking. The exact opposite of who she would expect lawyerly Louis to hang out with. Then Abby joined them, and shaved head’s entire demeanor softened, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as he shifted back and forth in his work boots. Honey almost laughed out loud. This giant man was clearly infatuated with Abby. And Abby clearly had zero clue. She had to meet this guy.

			Louis put a friendly hand on Honey’s shoulder. “Honey, this is my boy, Russell. We met because of beer.” Russell shook her hand with a half smile and went back to watching Abby.

			Honey nudged Abby. “You’ve already met Russell?”

			“Yes,” she confirmed with a precise nod. “When Russell and Ben came to yell at Roxy for making Louis sad. You weren’t there to witness the fireworks.”

			“Oh.” Honey felt a flutter in her throat just hearing the name Ben. Even if it wasn’t attached to her Ben. Her Ben? When had she started thinking of him that way? Maybe when he looked at her like he wanted to devour her. “I wish I could have seen that.”

			“It wasn’t pretty.” Russell’s voice sounded like thunder rumbling. “She would have gone back to him eventually. We just gave her a nudge.”

			Louis looked lost in his thoughts for a moment. “Yeah, well. I guess you’re good for something. Speaking of Ben, where is he? He always shows up exactly on time.”

			“On his way. He got caught up at some meeting.”

			Louis checked his phone again, obviously restless for Roxy to show up. He scanned the room, gaze landing on everything in one swoop. “We need more chairs. Would you mind running downstairs and grabbing some out of the super’s closet, Russell? He told me we could borrow a few fold-up ones for the night.”

			“Sure thing,” Russell said, looking around for a place to set down his beer. When Abby took it from him, he smiled like she’d just crowned him king of England.

			“You know what? I’ll go,” Honey volunteered. It seemed like a shame to pull Russell away from Abby. Not to mention, she wanted to be useful, since Abby and Louis had set up the whole party without her help. Growing up on a farm had instilled an almost obsessive need to pull her own weight, whether it was cooking for her roommates or lugging shit up three flights of stairs. Russell and Louis started to protest, but she cut them off. “I might be small, but I’m tough. Be right back.”

			She skirted past a group of guys in various styles of plaid and dipped out of the apartment. After peeking down the hall to make sure Roxy wasn’t coming, lest she ruin the surprise, she skipped down the stairs to the first floor, letting her mind drift back to her literary theory class that afternoon. Either she’d been breathing too many fumes in the lab and had become delusional, or she and Ben had shared a . . . moment. She hadn’t expected that. Hadn’t expected him to react to her. She’d expected him to maintain his careful detachment to anyone and everything apart from his lecture, the material. Just like always. Instead, he’d looked at her as if he’d recognized her. Then . . . oh then, he’d let his mask slip, and there’d just been heat. Heat everywhere, licking over her skin and dragging her toward him. The way he’d made her feel shouldn’t be felt in a lecture hall, surrounded by a hundred students. It should only be felt in the bedroom or the shower . . . or in a field under the moon.

			All right, now she just sounded ridiculous. She could no more picture the professor lying under a Kentucky moon than she could picture him in jeans and a T-shirt. No, if she succeeded in seducing him, he would probably keep on his tweed jacket and glasses the whole time they got it on. He’d probably quote Salinger when he came, instead of giving a good old-fashioned moan. Which was fine with her. Oh mama, was it fine with her.

			Honey reached the super’s supply closet and found that he’d left it propped open with a block of wood. “So helpful,” she murmured, making a mental note to bake Rodrigo some brownies to say thank you. The kind with walnuts and frosting on top. Humming to herself, she reached over to flick the light switch. Nothing happened. “Looks like I’ll be operating in the dark.”

			BEN WAS LATE by five minutes. It really shouldn’t matter, five minutes. Three hundred seconds. It wasn’t even enough time to boil an egg. But it did matter. It mattered because he’d been thrown off his game already today and it had now carried over into his evening. He hadn’t finished grading papers on time because of his fascination with the faceless Ms. Perribow’s work, which he’d read twice more on the subway ride to Chelsea, bringing the grand total to nine. Nine times. And yet if he was honest with himself, he’d read it again to distract himself from thoughts of the blonde. His Lolita. Granted, she was clearly past the age of consent, unlike the character he’d secretly named her after in his mind, but as a sophomore, she couldn’t be more than nineteen. Twenty, tops. Young. Way too young.

			As far back as his first date in high school with Janine Conway, he’d dated older women. He liked older women. They had more in common with him. Shared similar interests, such as The Moth podcast or Diane Lane movies. Not to mention, they were easier for him to communicate with. If they wanted something, miracle of miracles, they told him instead of playing head games and confusing the hell out of him. They didn’t fiddle with their hair or drag him along on group dates with their always-laughing friends. He could hear himself think with older women.

			But there was more to it. A lot more. His parents’ situation had instilled a healthy fear in him from a young age. A clear picture of what could happen if you let sex overrule your common sense. You got trapped. And when it was all over, you were left with nothing but bitterness. So when he got the urge to be with a woman, he made sure he could keep his head. He maintained control over his emotions, and if for some reason he ever felt the control slipping, which he hadn’t felt until today, he got out. Quickly.

			How could he get out of this situation, though? He couldn’t very well meet with the administration and ask them to remove Lolita from his class. On what grounds? That he wanted to drag her onto his desk and bury himself between her legs? That would go over like a dream.

			What’s more, he hadn’t even spoken to the girl. Hadn’t exchanged a single word with her. For someone like him, who placed more value on someone’s thoughts than their attractiveness, it made him a little disappointed in himself. And rather absurdly, it made him feel unfaithful to Ms. Perribow. She’d been sitting in that lecture hall today with her brilliant, witty thoughts, and he’d only been able to think about jumping Lolita’s bones. Shameful.

			Ben rang the buzzer for 4D and was let inside immediately. Six minutes late now. An egg would be boiled at this point. Totally edible. He was halfway up the stairs when he heard a loud crash from below and a very distinctly Southern, feminine voice say, “Ouch.” And, “Shit.”

			He contemplated minding his own business in the interest of minimizing his lateness, but it was a girl. She could be hurt. He couldn’t very well take out his current frustration with a certain golden-eyed blonde on this girl. It wouldn’t be fair, and it kind of made him a dick for even considering it. Ben reversed his progress and covered the hallway in eight quick steps. He heard shuffling coming from inside what appeared to be a closet. After pulling open the door, he was unable to see a damn thing in the dim glow the hallway light provided, so he stepped inside, peering into the room.

			I’m being tested. It’s the only explanation. He only caught a brief flash of the most beautiful, bent-over ass in history, mint-green panties peeking out from beneath a jean skirt, before the door closed behind him and cast the closet into darkness.

			A beat of silence passed. “Whoever you are, please tell me you didn’t just shut that door.”

			Her husky voice affected him like fingertips coasting down his stomach, toward his belt buckle. It made him think of skinny-dipping, which made no sense. He’d never gone swimming naked in his life. “I, um.” He reached behind himself and tested the doorknob. Jesus, it was locked. “Based on how you said that, I’m assuming you don’t have a key.”

			A long moment stretched on without her responding, but he heard a slight hitch in her breathing and wondered at it. Then it hit him. Of course, she would be worried. Moron. A strange man had just locked himself into a closet with her.

			“Oh. Oh, hey.” He held his hands out, dropping them when he remembered she couldn’t see him. “Listen, I’m here for the party upstairs. I’m six minutes late, probably seven now.” An egg timer went off in his brain. “I heard a crash and came to check on you. Please don’t be nervous.”

			“Ben?” He heard her gulp. “You are that Ben?”

			“I’m . . . a Ben.” Confusion had him shaking his head. “Do we know each other?”

			A long pause. “I’m . . . I’m Roxy’s roommate. Louis told us Ben was on the way, but I didn’t think or even consider . . .” An incredulous laugh. “Why would I?”

			“Okay, maybe I’m the one that should be nervous.”

			“Nervous around me?” Her voice seemed strained. “I’m harmless as a June bug.”

			Since she couldn’t even see him, he didn’t bother to hide his amused expression. He’d heard about Roxy’s roommates from Louis, but only briefly and in passing. His best friend had been a little tied up since meeting his girlfriend, and boy’s night had been put on temporary hiatus. At least until Louis managed to convince himself she wouldn’t disappear into a cloud of smoke. But Ben remembered hearing about the Southern roommate who’d given Louis a hard time, which had immediately earned his and Russell’s unqualified approval. That kind of thing rarely, if ever, happened to their overachiever buddy, and it was cause to celebrate.

			Ben opened his leather satchel and felt around for his cell phone. “I’ll give Russell a call. He’ll come down and let us out.”

			“Oh.”

			Did she sound disappointed? If that was the case, did that mean she wanted to be stuck in the closet with him? How could that be, when she hadn’t even seen his face before the door closed? Up until now, he’d been trying to forget the glimpse he’d gotten of her tiny green panties. The ones that had been wedged in between two sweet little ass cheeks. God, after the day he’d had, a day that had put him in the eye of a sexual frustration cyclone, this was a test he wasn’t prepared to pass. His hand closed around the hard case of his cell phone, and he hit speed dial for Russell. No answer. He tried Louis. Twice. Again, his friend didn’t pick up.

			“The music must be too loud,” she whispered. Oh, shit. Had she moved closer? Don’t think of the panties, Ben. Don’t. Too late. Jesus, was it a full fucking moon? His dick had been hard for three different girls today, all for different reasons. Intellect, beauty . . . now a soft Southern twang that he wanted to hear say his name again, right up against his ear.

			“Tell me about yourself,” Ben said abruptly. If he just kept her talking, eventually someone would wonder where their elusive roommate had gone and come looking. He was determined to circumvent this attack on his self-discipline, if for no other reason than to prove he could. To himself. Why this victory seemed so important, he couldn’t quite decide, except he resented how easily he’d been tempted today. Distracted. It never happened to him, and he needed to keep his house of cards standing. “You’re from down south, right? What are you doing in New York?”

			Her feet shuffled in the darkness. “I’m premed at Columbia. It’s my first year.”

			“Really.” He called himself ten kinds of asshole for being surprised that a girl with a gorgeous ass wanted to be a doctor. Honestly, Ben. The fact that she attended the same school he taught at barely registered. Columbia was massive. They would likely go her entire college career without crossing paths once. Still, he was curious about her. Annoyingly curious. “What made you want to be a doctor?”

			Her breathy sigh washed over him, and he closed his eyes before forcing them back open. “Actually, I always wanted to be a veterinarian. My family owns a farm in Kentucky, you see, so it just seemed natural. I’d get to work with animals and help my daddy at the same time.” Oh Lord, he loved the way she spoke. They weren’t even done talking yet and he already missed the sound of it. He’d begun to crave lemonade and sunshine, things he knew little about, being from Concord, Massachusetts. “When I was thirteen, my little brother, Teddy, who really isn’t little at all, got thrown from his horse and broke his leg. My parents weren’t home. It was just me and my poor brother. And I couldn’t do a thing. I had no idea what to do to make him better.” Her shrug moved the air around him. “Something changed after that. I didn’t like feeling helpless when someone I loved needed me.”

			Ben’s heart started to knock against his ribs. There was something familiar about how her words made him feel, but he couldn’t place it. Couldn’t think through the sensual web her voice continued to spin around him. He only knew one thing. Screwed. I’m screwed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			HONEY COULDN’T BELIEVE it. If she closed her eyes and tried to come up with the ultimate fantasy scenario, it couldn’t compare to this. She was locked in a closet with Professor Dawson in all his tweedy, leathery, butterscotch glory. The second he’d spoken, every nerve ending in her body had stood up and done the cha-cha, and they hadn’t stopped for a rest yet. At some point in her short life, she must have done something right, because he was so close that she could feel his body heat, hear him breathe as she spoke. Was she rambling? Probably. Stop rambling and ask him about himself. Anything to prevent him from making another phone call. She didn’t want to be pulled from this musky, dusty heaven anytime soon.

			And yet her conscience, the conniving wench, was preventing her from enjoying this moment completely. As her professor, Ben had something to lose here. Even after a month at Columbia, she knew students engaged in relationships with professors, but it wasn’t allowed. By not telling him he was sharing the darkness with his student, she was taking away his choice to do what he might consider right. After today, though, after what she’d seen in his expression and body language, would he really turn her down in the name of following the rules? She didn’t know. How could she? She only knew Professor Dawson. She didn’t know Ben. Just a little longer, a few more minutes to get to know him better without their roles as professor and student in play, then she’d tell him.

			After her story about the day she replayed in her head early and often, Ben had gone silent. She swallowed the worry that she’d rambled him into a coma and spoke. “What about you? Why did you decide to become a—” She cut herself off. Maybe she should take this as a sign that deception wasn’t really her thing. “What do you do?”

			“I’m an English professor,” he said after a minute, voice a little deeper than before. It sent a warm shiver down her spine that abruptly ended when she reminded herself she already knew that and wasn’t telling him. “I wasn’t supposed to be,” he continued almost thoughtfully. “My father was a wide receiver for the Patriots, and everyone expected me to follow his lead.”

			Talk about unexpected. She hadn’t thought much about how he’d been raised, but no one expects the answer to be “by a professional football player.” He would have been the equivalent of a rock star in her hometown. “But you didn’t want to play football?”

			“No. Well, yes. I did. Every son is supposed to . . . make an attempt to follow in their father’s footsteps, right?” He laughed under his breath, but it didn’t sound like he meant it. “Unfortunately, I didn’t hit a growth spurt until junior year of high school, and by then, I’d discovered books.”

			She thought of his broad shoulders and the way his thigh muscles flexed when he walked around the classroom. “That must have been some growth spurt.”

			“What?” Oh wow. Had he moved closer? The body heat he gave off felt like it came from a radiator. Was that his breath on her forehead? She wished she could see in the dark. Wished she could see what he looked like close up. He’d be breathtaking. “How can you say that—‘that must have been some growth spurt’—when you didn’t even see me before the door closed?”

			Honey shook a little at the underlying harshness in the question. There was no irritation or suspicion. No, he sounded like she felt. Edgy and breathless. Hungry. “Well, your voice is coming from a good eight inches above my head, so I know you’re tall.” There was a reason this was supposed to be wrong, but she was fast losing the ability to reason. Professor Dawson, Ben, the man she’d been fantasizing about for weeks, was right in front of her. Wanting her. She couldn’t be imagining it, right? Just a little longer. “Maybe I can figure out the rest a different way.”

			It sounded like he bit back a groan. “That sounds like a bad idea.”

			“Why? Because our friends are dating? Are you worried that—”

			“No. It’s because you couldn’t be further from my type.”

			“Oh.” Ouch. More than ouch. Honey rubbed the heel of her hand over her chest, trying and failing to ease the epic sting of rejection. Hadn’t seen that one coming. Maybe she should have. He was all smooth Yankee perfection, and she was a country bumpkin in ratty sneakers. Heck, they probably still had mud stains on them from the farm. Ben never looked anything less than put together and polished. In a mere two seconds before the door had closed, he’d summed her up and found her lacking.

			Screw. That.

			Honey put a lid on her insecurities. They were always there, waiting to pop up like some kind of needy jack-in-the-box toy, but she’d come to this city to shed them. She knew what she’d seen in his eyes this afternoon in the classroom, and he was full of shit. Not his type. This was her seduction, and he had another think coming if he thought a well-delivered lie could knock her off course.

			She took a deep breath and eased closer to him. The door rattled, telling her he’d backed up and hit it. Good. He couldn’t go any further. She placed her palms on his chest and felt him shudder. Heard him curse in an almost desperate manner. Memorizing every inch of terrain encountered by her hands, she smoothed them higher, over his shoulders, before dragging her fingertips back down the way she’d come. When they reached his hard abdomen, Ben heaved an exhale and tunneled his hands into her hair. It was so sudden and so fierce that Honey’s knees almost gave out.

			“What are you doing?” he demanded.

			“Touching you. Feeling what you look like.” It was part lie, part truth. She knew what he looked like, but he kept himself hidden behind tweed and podiums and glasses. Her hands moved on their own, scrubbing over his unyielding stomach while his breath accelerated at the top of her head. Her pulse sounded like a storm in her ears that only increased in volume when he tilted her face up.

			“You want to put your hands all over me?” He slipped his mouth over her open one, his breath gliding over her tongue without actually kissing her. “It’s only fair if I do the same. So if that’s what you want, by all means, keep going.”

			Honey was reeling from the touch of his mouth. Butterscotch. She’d known that was how he’d taste, yet she hadn’t had a clue. When combined with his unique flavor, he was . . . drugging. He wants to touch me. Wants me to keep going. Yes. Without reservation, her palm dragged over his belt buckle and encountered his hardness. The evidence of how she’d turned him on, the feel of him after weeks of imagining it, had her moaning loudly against his parted mouth.

			Ben’s responding groan made the muscles in her belly contract. One of his hands left her hair to cover her grip, tightening until they both squeezed his length. “Fuck. I’ve been so hard all day, babe.”

			She felt dazed at hearing her straightlaced professor curse. Admit to a weakness. “Why?”

			“So many reasons.” His laughter sounded pained, turning into a hiss of breath as she began to stroke him through his pants. “But it feels like it was all for you. I don’t know how to explain that.”

			The beating in her chest expanded, reaching her throat. Her limbs felt heavy but pliant at the same time. Coupled with the darkness, the anonymity, his words emboldened her. I’ve been so hard all day, babe. It feels like it was all for you. She went up on her toes and laid her mouth on his ear. “I’ve been soft for you all day, so I guess we’re even.”

			Her back hit the cinder-block wall before she’d completed her sentence. The breath whooshed from her lungs, and Ben swallowed it with his mouth. Time stood suspended as he kissed her. Finally kissed her. And it was nothing like she’d imagined as she’d lain in her bed at night. At all. It wasn’t proper or romantic or precise like everything else he did. No. Professor Dawson kissed like a certified bad boy. His mouth taunted her with gentle bites and teasing licks, before he swooped in and kissed her hard enough to bruise. It was glorious and . . . oh God, it was making her wet and achy. Excruciatingly so. She still held his impressive arousal in her hand, and the harder she gripped him, the more he growled and—

			Ben tore his mouth away, and she almost dropped like a stone. Strong hands yanking her skirt up to her waist and settling firmly on her ass anchored her, though, made her fight to keep standing. To see what he would do. “Soft for me,” he breathed against her throat. “Should we find out where?”

			“Yes.” She rubbed her thighs together, trying to dull the pulsing, but the movement made it worse. Strengthened it. “Please.”

			Slowly, so slowly, he sucked her bottom lip into his mouth. At the same time, his fingertips trailed down the back of her thong, dragging lightly down the center of her bottom until they were between her legs. Honey held her breath as he placed pressure over her clit with two fingers, testing, torturing. He let her bottom lip go with a pop, then moved to her top one, sucking it into his mouth with a savoring noise. His lips, his fingers were sparking so many sensations inside of her that she couldn’t focus on any of them. She could only hang in some sensual balance and wait for what he chose to do next.

			Ben released her top lip, and she could feel him staring at her in the dark, even though the air was ink black, impossible to see through. His breath was warm and ragged on her face as he hooked his two fingers into her panties and drew them to the side. Their lips slipped together, meshed, but didn’t kiss. There was too much anticipation hanging in the air, and neither of them wanted to upset it. His knuckle nudged against her clit and Honey gasped.

			“This is where you’re soft, babe. Right here.” He drew his knuckle through her folds, back and forth, in a devastating pattern. “Does this soft pussy need something hard?”

			The closet door flew open.

			BEN OPERATED ON instinct, crowding his girl—his girl?—against the wall and yanking down her skirt at the same time. As soon as light had flooded the closet, she’d ducked her head and tucked it under his chin. It was a gesture that had taken the crazy, protective feeling she’d instilled in him and ramped it up about eighty notches until he wanted to strangle whoever had interrupted them. Sweet. She was so sweet and hot, and fuck why wasn’t he still kissing her? She’d been so wet for him that he could barely think past the need to feel her again. Jesus, she still had her hand on his cock, like she’d forgotten it was there. He hadn’t forgotten. And his cock definitely wasn’t showing any signs of forgetting anytime soon, either.

			He squinted into the hallway light to find Russell and—was that Abby?—staring back at them, mouths agape. Of course, Russell spoke first. What else was new? “Well, this explains why you were late.”

			“Do you mind shutting the goddamn door?” Ben growled. His girl shook her head, bumping his chin and reminding him of their predicament. The initial one, anyway. “Oh, right. Don’t close it. We were locked in.” Let me out of here so I can get this girl somewhere private. I’ll worry about my bullshit rules tomorrow. Need her now.

			“Honey?” Abby looked concerned. “You okay under there?”

			Honey. Ben shook off the recognition at hearing the name of his student, Ms. Perribow. Abby had obviously meant the word as an endearment, not a name . . . right? But the longer his girl stayed tucked under his chin, refusing to raise her head, a sinking feeling took over his stomach. She was completely covered now, and thankfully—or not thankfully, depending on how you looked at it—had removed her hand from his dick. There was no reason for her to be hiding. Unless she was extremely shy, but he hadn’t gotten that impression from her. Quite the opposite, in fact.

			“Hey.” He pushed her blond hair out of the way and leaned down to murmur in her ear. “You okay?”

			She blew out a breath and looked him in the eye. And his world ground to a halt. No way. This was a dream. His alarm clock would go off in a minute and he’d be back in his studio apartment in Bushwick. Not looking down into the eyes of his student. No. Not just any student.

			“Lolita,” he whispered.

			“Who?” Abby asked from the doorway. “Her name is Honey. And I’m not judging, but that seems like something you might have chatted about before kissing in a dark closet.”

			Ben grabbed her shoulders and eased her away, his throat dry as dust. Lolita, Ms. Honey Perribow, and closet seductress. All the same girl. One and the same. The holy trinity of hot, intelligent, endearing girl, and he couldn’t have her. But she hadn’t given him a choice, dammit. He hated, hated, the desire that flared even brighter at the sight of her face in the light. Beautiful. Way too young for him. But completely and utterly beautiful.

			And a liar.

			“You knew it was me,” Ben grated, scenes from his past rushing through his mind like a sick slide show. “There’s no way you couldn’t have known after listening to me lecture for hours. You knew. And you pretended not to.”

			“Uh-oh,” Russell said to his left. “She’s one of his—”

			“Students?” Abby finished, then gasped. “Oh my God, this is him? This is—”

			“Abby, stop,” Honey croaked, face bright red. He could tell it wasn’t easy for her to look up at him, but he squashed any kind of sympathy. “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to lock yourself into a dark closet with me, and I just . . . it wasn’t supposed to go that far.”

			Ben laughed a little too loudly. His neck was on fire. He had to get out of there. When he looked at her, all he saw was her deception. The same deception his father had faced so many years ago. The one that had bankrupted him, his family. All for a pretty young girl. Ben had sworn it would never happen to him, that he would never allow his body to overrule his common sense, and she, this girl, had done it to him three times in one day. No, four. Four. If you count his insane urge to throw her up against the wall and give her a nice, hard fuck for doing this to him. Stranding him in lust with a liar.

			“What did she mean? ‘This is him.’” He pointed at Abby, but he kept his gaze trained on Honey. “What did she mean by that?”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Russell shoulder his way into the closet. “Hey man, let’s go upstairs and have a beer. This just sounds like a misunderstanding.”

			Ben ignored his friend, batting away the hand he tried to lay on his shoulder. He couldn’t look at anyone but her, and God, she looked miserable. Too bad. Not his problem. “Answer me, Ms. Perribow.”

			She flinched at the formal use of her name, those golden eyes imploring him to understand. “She didn’t mean anything. I didn’t mean to—”

			“Was this your plan when you walked into my class this morning?” He could see immediately that it was. She ripped her gaze away so quickly that he almost stumbled forward at the loss of it, which made him twice as angry. I have my father’s weakness. It’s in my blood. What if she’s already there, too? “Did you stop to think of the consequences for someone besides yourself? Or has pretending to be a grown-up in your big Chelsea apartment gotten boring? So boring that you thought, I’ll fuck with someone else’s life today.”

			Abby stepped in between them and got right in his face. “That’s enough. You made your point, Ben.”

			He didn’t like having Honey distanced from him. Not at all. He should want to get as far away from her as possible, but as soon as Abby blocked her from his view, he tried to get Honey back in his sights. Needed to. What the fuck was wrong with him?

			Russell shouldered up beside Abby. “Let’s go, Ben. I’ll walk you out.”

			He actually considered shoving his friend out of the way to get a final look at her. That’s when he knew he had to go. Something told him that if he saw even an iota of hurt in her expression, hurt he’d caused, he would take back everything he’d said. He refused to do that. Refused to absolve her. If she chose, she could report him to the administration for misconduct with a student, and everything he’d worked for would vanish. Someone holding that type of power over him was unacceptable.

			Not giving himself another minute to think, he left the closet and slammed out of the building.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 

			HONEY SET DOWN The History of Medicine and picked up Lolita. Really, she was only torturing herself, but she figured she kind of deserved it. What a complete clusterfuck. She groaned at the memory of Ben storming out of the super’s closet last night, his parting shot still hanging in the air so heavy she could have reached up and plucked out the vowels. Thank God she didn’t have her Medical Sociology class until later this afternoon, because she needed a few hours to work up the nerve to leave the building. She’d come up to the roof in hopes of escaping Roxy and Abby, who were both a fun combination of hungover and annoyingly curious about what had gone down with Ben in the supply closet. Hell if she knew.

			She rolled out the beach towel she’d brought from downstairs and lay back, sighing as the sun warmed her neck and shoulders. If she closed her eyes, she could be back in Bloomfield, sunbathing in the field behind their house. Dad would be blasting Tom Petty inside the barn, mom would be exercising the horses, and they’d all be pretending not to smell the occasional marijuana smoke drifting from her brother’s room. Just a typical day in the Perribow household.

			No. She didn’t want to be in Bloomfield. New York City was where she’d decided to make her mark, and one incident, albeit a mortifying one, wouldn’t ruin the experience. Since she’d decided to become a doctor all those years ago, her parents had busted their butts and saved to make that hope a reality. Now she was here, and there would be no picturing herself riding in the back of her father’s pickup truck with their dog, Lolly. Or having a spitting contest with Jasper Burns, the old man who never left his post outside the town liquor store.

			Aw, shit. She was homesick. Maybe because back home, she hadn’t gotten herself into situations like the one last night. She’d been the smart one. The one with ambition and a one-way ticket to big, bad New York after graduation. Sure, once in a blue moon she’d gotten up to no good, having had one too many helpings of spiked punch and streaking through the convenience store, but those antics had been harmless. What she’d done last night to Ben hadn’t been harmless. This wasn’t Kentucky, and she wasn’t seventeen anymore. This was real life, and there was comeuppance for each and every decision she made.

			If her pulse still skittered and danced when she thought of Ben, it couldn’t be helped. She wouldn’t be going there again. No ma’am, you couldn’t drag her there by her hair. Even if the memory of Ben’s mouth moving across hers, where his hands had gone and almost done made her feel miles closer to the sun. Good Lord, she’d never kissed a man before. She’d kissed boys. Been on the receiving end of sweet summer kisses after chowing down on slices of watermelon and sloppy kisses after a triumphant keg stand. Last night, in that closet, she’d been well and truly mouth fucked.

			But just like all liars, she would now pay for what she’d done. Her punishment would be going to class every day, listening to Ben’s smooth baritone voice fill up the room like a thousand plush cushions and never hear it in her ear again. Never taste his mouth or have the pleasure of his hands on her body. Atonement was a bitch, but she’d take it like a woman. That’s what she was now, after all. Not some Lolita with a lollipop and pigtails who went around tempting men at their own peril. Although, hell. It had been kind of fun while it lasted.

			Honey’s cell phone buzzed on the tar roof beside her. She lifted her sunglasses and peered down at the screen. Elmer Boggs, calling again. Her ex-boyfriend, God bless his soul, had called her every single day since she’d left for New York. Now, Elmer might be a little on the lazy side, but he was a good guy who cared about her, so she didn’t fancy stringing him along. She hadn’t answered once for that very reason. But she could admit that today she felt a little vulnerable and a lot homesick. It wouldn’t hurt to see how old Elmer was getting along, would it?

			She answered on the third ring. “Hey hey, Elmer.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned. Honey Perribow is alive.” Elmer chuckled good-naturedly, and she couldn’t help but smile back. “I thought you might be too good for me now. Landed in New York and forgot all about Elmer.”

			“Aw, I won’t be forgetting you anytime soon. You’re too damn big.”

			His laughter boomed down the line. “You never complained when we won first prize every year at the apple picking competition.”

			As always, when she spoke to someone from back home, her accent thickened. “You never complained when I baked them into pies, neither.”

			He made a pained sound. “Now that is just plain cruel reminding me of all the pies I’m not eating. When are you coming back, Honey?”

			“I’m not, Elmer.” She rolled onto her stomach with a sigh. “Tell me some gossip.”

			Elmer was silent a moment, and she pictured him as he always was. Backward hat, faded jeans, goofy smile. His class ring glinting in the sunshine. She’d wager he’d be buried with that ring someday. Strong, dependable Elmer. His image was comfortable and familiar, so she let it linger, but it didn’t remain long. It was bulldozed by an intense, dark-haired professor with magical lips and sinful hands.

			Finally, Elmer spoke, breaking into her wayward thoughts. “Katie and Jay got engaged last night at the homecoming game. Right there in the stands. Said he wanted to score a wife in the same place he used to score all his touchdowns.”

			Honey felt tears pool behind her eyelids. It didn’t seem real. That the people she’d known since she’d been in diapers still had lives going on, so far from this place. She wasn’t self-centered enough to think life in Bloomfield suspended itself when she left, but it hurt to know she’d missed moments like the one Elmer just described. Maybe that was real life and this New York City dream of hers was an illusion. “Wow. How long do you give them before they’re having babies?”

			“Now, I reckon there’s already one on the way.”

			Honey giggled into her elbow, and it felt so good. Felt like she’d never left. “How’s your mama?”

			“She’s keeping busy. Misses you.” He huffed out a breath. “So do I. Come home, Honey. I’ve got a gig working with a road crew, fixing potholes and whatnot. It’s steady. I can support us while you do the doctor thing here.”

			Her smile vanished. “Elmer, don’t make me sorry I picked up the phone. I love talking to you, but I’m not coming back. I need to make my own way.”

			“You always were stubborn.” He cleared his throat. She knew he was doing that nervous move with his hat, twisting it around his head. “I’ll let you go. Answer next time I call, will ya?”

			“Okay, Elmer. Bye.”

			Honey hung up the phone and stared at it a while, thinking of everything happening on the other end. Lives being lived. Babies being made. She thought of Elmer and his mama. Her own family. Ben. Always Ben. And she wondered if her course, the course she thought she’d always wanted, was the right one when it hurt this bad sometimes to follow it.

			BEN KNEW HE should stop drinking. It wasn’t that he was a lightweight. He couldn’t afford to be a lightweight with friends like Louis and Russell, who drank beer like they might discontinue the shit. But he had a train ride back to Bushwick in front of him. Falling asleep on the J train and ending up in Queens would only ice this shit cake of a day, so really, he should stop.

			Fuck it, I’ll get a cab.

			Louis and Russell gave identical whistles as he reached for the pitcher of beer and missed. “Exactly how much beer do you need to consume before you tell us how you, Mr. Rule Follower, ended up with your hands up a student’s skirt?”

			He abandoned his quest to get a decent grip on the pitcher and slapped both hands over his face instead. “Please, for the love of God, don’t say things like ‘hands’ and ‘skirt’ and ‘student.’ Not out loud.”

			Louis looked amused. “You want us to come up with some kind of code?”

			“Yes.” Ben pushed up his glasses, but they slipped down again almost immediately. “That should have been obvious.”

			Russell threw an arm over the back of his seat, shit-eating grin firmly in place. “All right, Professor. How did you end up with your jackhammer so close to an off-limits coconut?”

			Now Ben knew he needed to stop drinking, because in his drunken state, that nonsense actually sounded vastly better. At least it created some comical imagery to replace the decidedly not funny memory of what his hands had felt like up Honey’s skirt. No, not Honey. Ms. Perribow. Lolita. Jesus, how had he let things get so far? There was a process to getting your hands up a lady’s skirt, and it involved dates, drinks, conversation that lasted longer than ten minutes. It certainly didn’t involve your heart lodging in your throat, your hands clenching with the burning need to touch her touch her touch her. He couldn’t even begin to reason with that Ben, storage closet Ben, to deduce what the fuck he’d been thinking.

			He hadn’t seen her face, obviously, but he’d known from her sweet voice and innocent rambling and God, her supple ass, that she’d been young. He stayed away from young girls. In order for her to be a student in his class, she had to be . . . young. She was young. There had been no decision involved, though, which wasn’t just unusual for him, it had never happened. He always made decisions based on sound logic and possible consequences. It scared him that she’d taken that away with so little effort. I’ve been soft for you all day. Christ. He’d practically thrown her up against the wall with the need to discover the soft. Touch, taste, take the soft.

			Worse, his lust hadn’t exactly taken a hike since he’d found out closet girl was Honey and Honey was Lolita. No, it had revved higher. How was he supposed to stand in front of her tomorrow and lecture to a hundred students when her eyes would be on him? He didn’t have many options unless she transferred out of his class, but they were too far into the semester for that to be a viable option. Plus, it would mean he wouldn’t get to read any more of her work, and that upset him just as much as not being able to touch her. Okay, almost as much. He wouldn’t lie.

			“Ben, you over there thinking about coconuts?”

			He flipped Russell the bird, but turned to Louis. “How did this happen? You’ve been dating Roxy for a month and we’ve never met her friends? This could have been avoided.”

			“Sorry, Ben. I’ve been kind of busy in my attempt to ruin her for other men.” Louis sipped his beer. “The party on Friday night was supposed to be the meshing of two supergroups. You kind of fucked that up by trying to jackhammer the coconut, man.”

			Ben felt an ugly flash of anger. “All right, stop talking about her like she’s some kind of object. I don’t like it.” In fact, he really, really didn’t like it. He knew his friends were just trying to lighten his mood, and hell, they’d had their fair share of beer as well, but someone talking about Honey in a less-than-respectful manner didn’t work for him. No, not Honey. Ms. Perribow. He thought of the way he’d shouted at her, the things he’d said, and swallowed the lump in his throat with a swig of beer. Hypocrite. “She’s not my type.”

			“That sounded convincing.” Russell ran a hand over his shaved head. “Look, you want my advice?”

			Ben and Louis both groaned, abandoning their beers on the table. Russell had developed a reputation in their group for giving out the worst advice. The fact that he retained his belief in its golden value, no matter how often it failed, made it even more unbearable to sit through. Still, in his present state of mind, Ben would take a distraction from thoughts of Ms. Perribow in any shape or form. Don’t think of her shape or form. Don’t think—

			“Fire away,” Ben croaked, ignoring Louis’s look of disbelief.

			“The way I see it, you only have one option.” Russell shrugged, rather awkwardly. “We get the supergroups back together and you guys learn to get along. Without any jackhammers or coconuts.”

			Louis dropped his head forward on a laugh. “You’re too obvious, Russell.”

			“What?”

			“This has nothing to do with Ben. You just want to see Abby again. Admit it.”

			Ben’s mouth dropped open when his usually too-confident friend sputtered in response. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Abby and I are just friends.”

			“You don’t want to jackhammer her coconut?” Ben asked with a raised eyebrow.

			Russell’s jaw ticked. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

			Ben and Louis high-fived Russell’s showing his hand. The construction worker had it bad for the debutante. How would that play out? Damn, it felt good to have the focus momentarily off himself. “So if you like her, what’s the problem? You’ve got all the best advice, now’s the time to use it.”

			“I told you, we’re just friends,” Russell grated. “I’m fine with it.”

			“Did Abby friendzone you?” Louis held up a finger while he swallowed a sip of beer. “She did, didn’t she?”

			“I’m not talking about this anymore with you assholes.” Russell took out his wallet and threw a couple of twenties onto the table. “Ben, here’s my real advice. Stop acting like that gorgeous girl did you a huge disservice by making out with you. We should all be so lucky. Fuck the rules. They were made by old men who couldn’t land a girl like Abby.” He gave a quick head shake. “I mean, Honey.”

			“Oh my God. I think I agree with Russell.” Louis’s head whipped toward the window. “Was that a pig that just flew by?”

			Russell sent Louis a look, then focused back on Ben. “But if you do pursue her, keep the upper hand. Take her somewhere nice for dinner, but not too nice.” He tapped a finger to his temple. “Women get notions. You take them to places with white tablecloths, they start picturing their wedding receptions. Flower arrangements and shit. They can’t help it. It’s in their genetic makeup.”

			“And there it is,” Ben said.

			“Thought we’d lost you for a minute there, man.”

			“Take her to get Thai food,” their ill-advising friend continued, completely ignoring them. “For the love of everything holy, never take her to an Italian restaurant.”

			Louis raised an eyebrow. “I took Rox to get Italian on our first official date.”

			“And just look at you now. Next you’ll be getting a dog together.”

			Russell stood, giving Louis and his blissful grin a look of disgust. “I’m going to take myself somewhere my intellect is appreciated. Xbox Live. Goodnight, ladies.”

			Louis and Ben were silent for a while after Russell left. Ben hated the freedom Russell had so fleetingly thrown at his feet, as if it were that easy. Fuck the rules, huh? He’d seen firsthand what happened when people didn’t give rules, vows, the respect they deserved. There was an undeniable part of him that wanted to let go of the restrictions he’d placed on himself and just give in to his painful attraction. Maybe it would only take one time and he’d be free of it.

			Ben almost laughed at that hopeful thought. One time and she’d have him. He’d be fucked in every way imaginable. He didn’t know where that certainty came from, but it was there. Strong and sure.

			Louis cleared his throat beside him, drawing his attention. “I know you’re smart, Ben, probably the smartest of all of us, so I probably don’t need to tell you this. But not every relationship ends the way your parents’ relationship did.”

			“There’s only one way to guarantee that, though, isn’t there?” Ben stared straight ahead, remembering things he didn’t want to remember. Nights of screaming matches, his mother dragging him from their house in the middle of the night. Losing his father to another, newer family. Then another. Until their original family ceased to exist. “She wasn’t honest with me. The situations are too similar. That’s all I can see when I look at her.”

			“You sure about that?” Louis crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “If that was all you saw when you looked at her, you wouldn’t be this fucked up, Ben.”

			He’d heard enough. He didn’t want anyone making sense to him. It was clear what he needed to do, and it actually surprised him that Louis and Russell were too blind to see it. “Thanks for the advice, but I know what I have to do.”

			Stay the hell away from Lolita.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 

			HONEY WASN’T ABOUT to sit in the front row of literary theory class again. The forced proximity would only serve to antagonize Ben, and that would simply be pointless. She’d antagonized the man enough. But she’d be damned before she’d hang her head and sit in the back row, the way she’d done before he’d opened his eyes and noticed her. One of the middle rows would have to do. It said, I’m contrite, but go to hell if you think I’m going to say it again out loud.

			She took a steadying breath and slipped into the lecture hall behind a group of sophomore guys discussing some bar downtown that didn’t check ID. One of them winked at her as she bypassed them, and she gave him an absent smile. It froze on her face when she saw Ben standing behind the podium, wearing his delicious tweed jacket. The one she wanted to crawl inside of and spend a week there. Every inch of her skin turned sensitive, buzzing and heating in his presence. The professor’s gaze was flat as it gave her a cursory head-to-toe look, just before it landed on the Winker. As she took her seat smack in the middle of the class, Honey decided she’d misinterpreted Ben’s spark of irritation at seeing a boy give her a mere wink. Her fantasies were getting out of control. He couldn’t have made it clearer that he wanted nothing to do with her.

			“I have your graded papers.” Ben tapped the pile of documents he held briskly. “As I call your name, please come and get them.”

			Oh boy. She hadn’t anticipated this. In the past, he’d left them on his desk at the end of class and let the students sort through and find their own papers. Suddenly her white tank top felt too tight, too transparent. Her short, flowery skirt felt several inches too short. How could she get up and walk down the aisle, him watching her the whole way, and not combust? Honey tried not to let her nerves show, but when the Winker tapped his pen on her desk, she jumped in her seat.

			He leaned toward her, running the pen along his bottom lip. She wondered if he realized it was leaving ink in its wake. His cocky smile said probably not. “Nervous about the grade?”

			“Um.” Ben had started calling names, so it was hard to focus. Should she be worried about her grade? He wouldn’t fail her out of spite, would he? If he did, she would raise ever-loving hell. “No. I think I’ll do just fine. What about you?”

			“Didn’t read it. Winged it.”

			He smirked at her, like she should be impressed by that. She wasn’t. “Cool,” she said politely.

			“Ms. Perribow,” Ben’s smooth voice called from the front of the room. His eyes were no longer flat. They were on the Winker sitting next to her. Hard and analyzing. Honey suppressed a shiver and scooted out of her row, descending the seven steps toward Ben. He held out her paper, keeping his attention firmly on some unseen spot over her head. She took it from him, careful not to let their fingers brush, and turned away. But not before his gaze dropped to hers, just in the nick of time for her to catch it.

			Breathing ceased to be a possibility under the heat she encountered there. Only a split second’s worth and not intended for her to see, she suspected, but there all the same. It singed her, that look. It made her aware of every curve of her body, how they shifted with each step on the way back to her seat. He couldn’t still be looking, could he? He’d called another name, but she could feel his awareness smothering her like the August heat in Kentucky.

			She sat back down feeling as though no time had passed since he’d kissed her in the storage closet. Her nipples had formed hard peaks beneath her shirt, so she crossed her arms to hide them. When she chanced a glance at Ben, she saw him take notice of the action from beneath heavy eyelids. It was as if they were the only two people in the hall, but that couldn’t be right. After what he’d said to her, the justified things he’d said to her, this was supposed to stop. Maybe it couldn’t stop?

			Did she want it to stop?

			No. God, no, she didn’t. How could she have forgotten what it was like to merely be in the same room as him? Like every particle in the air around her was charged, electric. His voice, the passion he exhibited for teaching, had captured her. Initially. Then he’d focused it on her, and she’d seen that intensity was reserved for every area of his life. Possibly her. And now that she’d felt his touch, it almost felt like torture. She felt starved and miserable, while at the same time exultant that these kinds of feelings were even possible. When they were this close, she felt . . . like a woman.

			Honey realized her thighs were clenched tight on the wooden seat to the point of shaking, and she forced them to relax. She had to get through the next hour without disgracing herself in a room full of her fellow students, and that meant not having a spontaneous orgasm in their midst. As Ben started his lecture, she wondered at her own mental state. She couldn’t be the only woman in this room attracted to the professor. Could she? Had she created a fantasy Ben that didn’t translate to real life? Nope. A chic brunette had taken her seat in the front row and looked seconds from creating a drool puddle. Honey had met the real Ben on Friday night, though, and proven he wasn’t some mirage sent to make her horny. He was a person with ambitions, just like herself. Ambitions she could jeopardize. She needed to stop feeling this way, stop wanting him. But her mind couldn’t come to a truce with her body.

			Needing to look anywhere but at Ben, she turned over her graded paper. An A. He’d given her an A. She waited for the rush of relief, but it didn’t come. She must have known instinctively that he wouldn’t hurt her academically because of what had happened. She flipped to the final page and tried not to snatch up the document when she saw a note in his clear, crisp handwriting.

			Flawless, Ms. Perribow. Except you didn’t list the items you carry. Professor Dawson.

			Her heart rate turned erratic, the organ throwing itself against her ribs like it wanted to sprint down the aisle and slide into an imaginary home plate at Ben’s shiny wingtips. He was right. For the assignment, she’d written a comedic reflection of the book he’d assigned, an updated twist on the classic. While she’d listed the often absurd items her classmates carried in their backpacks and pockets, she hadn’t included herself. Why did he care? Had he written the note before their little closet rendezvous?

			Knowing she shouldn’t but unable to help it, she reached into her purple JanSport backpack and withdrew her extra-credit assignment on Lolita. She turned to the last page and wrote:

			The Things Honey Carries: A sealed letter my mother wrote for me the day I left home. My first-place blue ribbon for pig wrestling (2013 Kentucky State Fair). House keys (keys are a good thing . . . you never want to get locked in an enclosed space with a stranger, right? Heh . . .). Life Savers. Pepper spray. Index cards for jotting down recipes. A diagram of the human anatomy. Number two pencils. Clean socks. Thank you cards (when someone does something nice, you should send one right away or you’ll forget). A mixed CD my brother made me when I had appendicitis. Laffy Taffy.

			She shoved the assignment back into her backpack, already debating whether or not she should trash it and print out a new one. Without the note. It was early, anyway. He’d never know about the note. Yes, that’s what she would do. If he’d written his note and forgotten, he’d only be confused and exasperated by her subsequent note. Yes, he’d forgotten. That had to be it. He hadn’t been able to get away from her quick enough.

			The lecture took years. At least, that’s how it felt. Every time he paused to take a sip of water, she’d grow rapt at his bobbing Adam’s apple. The way his brows would furrow as he swallowed, as if deciding which point to bring up next. He needed a haircut, the dark ends climbing down over the edges of his collar, so incongruous with the rest of him. When he started shoving his lesson plan into his leather bag and students around her began to disperse, it took her a moment to realize class was over.

			Without looking, she stood and started to sidestep out of her row. Big mistake. Winker was still sitting there—why?—and her foot caught in the strap of his backpack, sending her flying down onto the hard floor, contents of her backpack scattering in every direction. For one long moment, she was in denial. Nope not happening to me. This is happening to someone in a romance novel or a Disney Channel movie. Time sped up again when Winker hunkered down beside her and began handing her papers, notebooks, pens, and other embarrassingly private items, such as the ones she’d listed for Ben.

			“Oh God, kill me now,” she muttered, shoveling everything into her bag as fast as possible. “Thank you,” she managed to utter in Winker’s direction.

			“Nah, it’s my bad. I was waiting for you to come out of your trance so I could ask you out to, uh . . .” He snatched up a flyer that had come from her backpack, scanning it with a frown. “This poetry reading. You’re going, right?” Once again, he consulted the paper. “It’s at Barnard Hall on Wednesday night.”

			She had been planning on going. Never having been to a poetry reading before, it had sounded interesting. Plus, free lemonade and cookies if it stank to high heaven. But Winker, very obviously, had not been planning on attending. “Well, I—”

			“Class is over.” Honey started at Ben’s voice striking out like a whip in between them where they still knelt down on the floor. Both she and Winker looked up at their professor, but he only seemed to be addressing one of them. And it wasn’t her. “You’re free to go.”

			WITH AN UNCOMFORTABLE laugh, Johnny Jerk Off lumbered to his feet. “Right, uh . . .” He scratched the back of his neck with one hand, waving the flyer at Honey with the other. “I’ll see you at the reading. Looking forward to it.”

			Ben checked the swelling urge to give the guy a dead leg as he strolled past, which would only make the situation infinitely better, wouldn’t it? Not exactly. He shouldn’t even be standing there. Should be halfway to the faculty lounge by now, but he’d been unable to watch the Neanderthal—who, by the way, hadn’t even spelled Hemingway’s name correctly in last week’s writing exercise—ogle and flirt with Honey.

			No, not Honey. Ms. Perribow.

			The guy had done it for a full hour. Every time Ben’s attention had been drawn toward her, which had happened with startling regularity, Johnny Jerk Off had been casting her an appreciative look. Nodding at her and smiling at his buddies—also abysmal spellers—as if passing on some sort of signal that he’d be making a move. And he had. He’d made a goddamn move on her. It appeared they were both going to the poetry reading organized by Ben’s department. One he’d had no intention of attending. If he wanted to read poetry, he read it to himself. He certainly didn’t need someone reading it to him. But Honey would be there, and so would Johnny Jerk Off. He should be indifferent. Or, at the very least, relieved that she’d set her sights elsewhere. Yet he felt only sharp denial. Undeniable denial. Was that a thing? No no, he thought. She doesn’t date. She sits in my class and looks beautiful and writes papers that drag me under some velvet surface and waits for me to kiss her again, which I won’t. How absurd to think that way. Maybe he was as much of a Neanderthal as Johnny Jerk Off.

			He really needed to learn his students’ names at some point.

			Ben looked over his shoulder to watch Honey’s admirer saunter from the lecture hall, probably on his way to chug a Monster Energy drink. There was a shift in the air the second Ben and Honey were alone. Their positions—her on her knees, him towering above her—seemed to take on a new, dangerous meaning. A meaning that called his gaze to her parted mouth. Made his cock shift and harden in his pants. Since she was basically eye level with his lap, that definitely wouldn’t work.

			He set his satchel down on the closest seat and stooped down to help her collect her things. Those golden eyes widened a little, as if she hadn’t expected him to help. Awesome. She thinks I’m a prick.

			No, it was great. It helped his cause for her to think that. Not currently helping his cause? Her pointed nipples, straining against the thin, white material of her tank top. The way her tits swayed and bounced as she bent forward to retrieve what looked like a pair of clean socks. A hint of a smile tried to curve his mouth, but it disappeared with a quickness when they both grabbed for a pencil at the same time, the move bringing their faces close together. Too close. Way too close.

			Think of why you have to stay away. “How old are you?” he murmured.

			She didn’t seem surprised by the question. No, she seemed too focused on his mouth. I can’t kiss you, babe. I can’t. “I’ll be twenty in ten days,” she husked.

			“Jesus.” He ran a hand down his face. “You couldn’t even order a drink in a restaurant.”

			“Not legally, no.” She lifted her gaze to his, and he immediately wanted it back on his mouth. “I still do, though. Sometimes.”

			“You’re a little rule breaker, aren’t you?”

			“It’s been said.”

			When she shifted a little, he noticed her blood on the floor beneath her knee. Without thinking, Ben circled her waist with his hands and lifted her onto one of the seats, trying not to growl over the feel of her. The ease with which he could handle her. He operated on instinct, outrage that she’d been injured because some dickhead had left his backpack on the ground. As soon as he realized what he’d done—made contact with her when he absolutely shouldn’t have—he retracted his touch like she’d burned his hands.

			But she had to go and make this noise. The second her ass hit the seat, her mouth fell open, and she whimpered. It was the sexiest fucking thing he’d ever heard in his life, and her body matched it. She writhed on the seat, ever-so-slightly, as if his hands on her waist had set off a chain reaction. As if she felt even a fraction of what he experienced when they were this close. God, his cock ached. It pressed against the fly of his pants, begging him to do bad things. Bad things that would feel really damn good.

			He took a deep breath and dragged his composure forward. A glance at her knee told him she only needed the scrape cleaned off, maybe a Band-Aid. Of which he had none. He reached into his bag, took out a napkin from the school cafeteria, and pressed it over the bleeding. Which presented a problem, because now his hand was technically on her leg. And her skirt was technically a little too deliciously short. Short enough that he could see most of the way up her toned thighs. If he ducked his head, he’d be able to see beneath the hem. See her panties. Fuck. He needed to get up and walk away. Needed to leave.

			“I brought you my extra credit,” she said.

			Ben’s brain had no idea what she meant. All he saw was her pretty, beaded nipples and naked legs. His ears only heard “extra credit” said in that aroused, feminine tone. Oh sweet hell, it was the beginning of every naughty porno video he’d forbidden himself to watch. He watched porn. He was a man, and the Internet made it too easy. But he never clicked on the teacher-student category. Uh-uh. Completely off limits. As a teacher himself, it would be unethical. Still, he knew how they started, because he had ears and two horndog friends. The gorgeous student shows up in a flimsy, plaid skirt and demurely asks her teacher for extra credit. In exchange for a ten-minute blow job, followed by sex. The dirty kind.

			Is that what this was? Something foreign glowed hot in his chest. She didn’t need to do things like this. Maybe it was all for fun. He’d leveled accusations at her Friday night in the storage closet, all but calling her a bored princess. Had he been right on target? It pissed him off that she thought he was so easily seduced. And dammit if there wasn’t a challenge in her eyes. If she’d expected him to be outraged, she’d succeeded.

			Yet there was another, rebellious part of him that wanted to call her bluff. Did she think the way she made him feel was funny? Very deliberately, he let his thumb brush the inside of her knee, the skin so smooth he had to swallow a groan. She jerked in reaction, her taunting nipples growing even more pronounced against the front of her shirt. For fuck sake.

			“Why didn’t you sit in the front row today?” He brought his other hand up and placed it on the opposite knee, began drawing slow circles on the insides of both knees with his thumbs. “You could have been one hell of a distraction for me. Seems like a missed opportunity.”

			Honey’s breath shuddered out. “Did you want me there?”

			No way was he answering that. He’d either have to lie and say no or tell the truth, which was absolutely fucking yes, I want to look at you every chance I get. Instead of saying those damning words, he damned himself another way. He’d let himself feel her skin now. It had taken away his inhibitions. Blocked the rules written in stone on his memory. She felt too perfect, and he needed to feel more.

			He locked gazes with her and slowly, gently eased her thighs open.

			And she made that sound again, only this time it sounded more like a sob. Her knees trembled in his hands, and it splintered something inside him. Should she be reacting like this, when her plan had been to seduce him? It seemed so inconsistent. None of those thoughts, however, registered past his initial flash of concern, because his hands were moving by themselves, inching her legs wider until he could see her panties. Lacy, white panties that made her pussy look delicate and innocent, while being the epitome of temptation at the same time. With her thighs spread, round tits rising and falling with choppy breaths, eyes half closed, she was the epitome of temptation.

			“Did you think of me when you put those good girl panties on this morning?” He coasted his hands up the tops of her spread legs, letting his thumbs drag up the sensitive insides of her thighs, taking her skirt higher as he went. “Did you think they’d make my dick hard if I got a peek at them?”

			“Yes.” The answer burst out of her in a desperate whisper, as if she’d been holding it in. “I thought of you when I chose them.”

			Her honesty only served to make him hotter. So goddamn hot. A voice in his head screamed at him to stop, reminding him they were in his classroom. She was a student. Anyone could walk in at any time. Yet none of it mattered. All that mattered was reaching that sweet spot between her thighs, covered in white. Waiting for him. Just one touch to see if those panties were damp so he could go home and work his own cock to the memory.

			“If we hadn’t been interrupted Friday night, I would have stripped off that little green thong and fucked you, Lolita.” His hands slipped higher and higher to the softest part of her legs, which were completely exposed now. “You were so warm and wet. Is that because you wanted to be fucked, babe?”

			A hoarse cry greeted his ears. “Yes.” Her answer told him where she wanted his hands, but when he brushed a thumb over her mound, she grabbed his wrist, bringing him slightly out of his lust-induced haze, but not completely. Her gaze implored him for something. What? He thought he was giving it to her. “Don’t touch me there,” she panted. “Last time you touched me there, you walked away and it . . . it hurt, Ben. I still hurt. You can’t follow through here, not here, so please don’t tease me.”

			Her words made total sense. They couldn’t do this here. Of course not. Except biting at the heels of that realization was a surge of denial that he’d left her unsatisfied and hurting. He’d had no idea she’d been so affected by one single touch, didn’t think it possible that she’d been left feeling as needy as he’d been from their encounter in the storage closet. When presented with the fact that this girl who drove him crazy with need hadn’t gotten what she craved from him, he didn’t give a shit about their surroundings. He only wanted to make it right. Satisfy her body. Please let me . . .

			Ben rose up on his knees and leaned over her. She let her head fall back. Surrendering. Possessiveness heated his blood as he lowered his mouth to hers, let it hover. He felt himself being pulled under, her beautiful eyes luring him to somewhere unknown. It was that threat of the unknown that reminded him who she was and what she’d come here to do. Seduce him. Turning him inside out was part of her game. His plan had been to call her bluff. He needed to stick to the plan, or she’d drown him.

			“You want me to stop?” He brushed their lips together. “What about your extra credit?”

			Her body went rigid beneath him. Just like that moment in the closet when their eyes had met for the first time, everything went still around him. This time, though, instead of panic and regret in her eyes, he saw fury. It grabbed him in a choke hold and strangled the breath from his lungs. Dread crept in . . . then it poured in, sealing all the cracks inside him. Something was wrong. This wasn’t the reaction he’d expected. Especially a moment later, when she reached between them with frantic hands and tugged her skirt back into place before shoving him off her.

			He went immediately, the shame in her expression impaling him through his midsection. Every word he formulated in his head was wrong. He didn’t even fully understand what he’d done until she reached into her still-open backpack and drew out a small, stapled stack of papers.

			“I did the extra-credit assignment. On Lolita.”

			Oh, Jesus. This wasn’t happening. He’d forgotten all about the assignment. What had he just done? He’d lost his mind. With shaking hands he wanted to cover with his own, she zipped up her backpack and held it in front of her chest. Like a shield. It made him want to drop back to his knees and beg her not to need a shield from him, but the horror and mortification wouldn’t allow him to move.

			Honey moved around him in an exaggerated half circle and trudged down the lecture hall stairs, stopping before she reached the last one. She turned and pierced him with a look. “I have an A in this class. I have an A in every class because I work hard. I don’t need to sleep with my teachers for good grades.” She gave a bitter laugh. “I don’t know what I saw in you, but I’m starting to wonder if I was wrong.”

			She turned and headed for the door. Ben went down the stairs after her, not knowing what he’d do when he got to her, but positive he couldn’t just let her walk away. When he reached her, he placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, but she slapped it away.

			“Honey—”

			That’s when Peter appeared in the doorway.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 

			THE THIGH BONE’S connected to the . . . hip bone.

			Honey hummed the familiar tune as she studied her human anatomy text book, one leg jiggling beneath the library table. A cleared throat brought her head up in time to receive an irritated look from a guy wearing a faux turtleneck one table over.

			Okay. Apparently not everyone enjoyed the classics.

			She flipped the book closed and massaged her eyes. What time was it? Without English class to distract her today, she’d spent Tuesday afternoon studying but had continually found her eye drawn toward the literature section. Was it ridiculous that she wanted to pull Lolita from the shelf and see if Ben had checked it out recently? She knew from watching him unload his bag before class that he carried library books.

			It was probably best if she headed home for the day before she acted on her wayward impulses. Her hormones had obviously overridden her good sense, because she should be indignant. She should curse the day she walked into Professor Ben Dawson’s classroom. Lord, when she thought about the way he’d accused her of something so sordid, she started conjuring up parting shots she wished she’d delivered. Ones that included the phrase in your dreams and involved throwing a velvet cape over her shoulder as she swept from the classroom.

			So, yeah. The situation with Ben had definitely taken an unfavorable turn, but he’d made the mistake of throwing down a gauntlet. Now that she’d had some time to think about what had happened in the classroom yesterday afternoon—oh, and she’d thought about it—it became more and more obvious he’d been calling her bluff. Or what he’d thought was a bluff. While she might have made up her mind to leave seduction to the big girls, she hadn’t expected Ben to come on to her. The way he’d touched her . . . stared at the spot between her legs as if he were famished after three days in the desert . . . she couldn’t shake how that made her feel. Hot, limber. Wanted.

			So while she might have gone into class that day with the resolve to let this fascination with Ben go, he’d quite handily solidified it. He’d played a game with her, and to her way of thinking, that meant she could now seduce with impunity. Or tempt, as the case may be.

			A yawn overtook her as she shoved her textbook into her backpack. Her grand seduction plans would have to be put on hiatus until tomorrow afternoon. Besides, in a hoodie, leggings, and her ancient, torn-up Converse, she wasn’t even fit to tempt a blind man.

			Honey threw her backpack over her shoulder and turned, her progress grinding to a halt when she saw Ben. Tweed jacket thrown over one arm, glasses outlining eyes that looked as weary as she felt, he nonetheless looked mouthwatering. How did he get his hair to look messy and controlled at the same time? Her first instinct was to drop back into her chair, hiding inside her hoodie until he disappeared into the literature section, but she knew she’d be disgusted with herself later if she ducked him.

			“I was here first, dammit,” Honey muttered, earning her a “shhh” from the table to her left. “Seriously?” she mouthed at Faux-Turtleneck. When she returned her attention to Ben, he’d just turned into a stack. Nineteenth-century literature. Why did his predictability turn her on? This was clearly a slow descent into madness, but she couldn’t help wanting to take the ride. And hey, if she showed him yesterday hadn’t hurt her, pride would be restored and equal footing regained. Right? Right. Honey turned in a quick circle meant to psyche herself up and headed in the direction Ben had gone, entering the aisle adjacent to his.

			She ran her finger along the middle row of books, searching for him through the various gaps. When his face came into view, she encountered the urge to retreat. He looked so serious, head bent over a book, eyebrows knitted together as he flipped pages one way and then the other. When he landed on the page he obviously wanted, he rocked back on his heels with a satisfied nod.

			And she giggle-snorted.

			His head came up, an indignant frown blanketing his features, as if a reprimand for her outburst in the sacred library hovered right on his tongue. Instead, when he saw her, he went still. “Ms. Perribow.”

			“Professor Dawson.” She sent a sidelong glance down the aisle to make sure they were alone. The fact that he did the same sent fizzy prickles down her arms. Maybe because it was an acknowledgment that their conversations weren’t innocent enough to be overheard. “What are you reading?”

			He seemed surprised by her casual question—but he slowly held up the book so she could see the cover. “Heart of Darkness.”

			She pulled out a book halfway and nudged it back in. “Fitting. What’s up next? Moby Dick?”

			His right hand came up to scrub over his jawline. “I assume you’re referring to my behavior yesterday. My accusation . . . everything that happened . . . was out of line. I apologize.” He snapped the book shut. “It won’t happen again.”

			Somehow, his stubborn obstinacy only made her want to push harder. Definitely a destructive idea, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. This dim, deserted corner was a neutral setting, and they were alone. The silence of the library felt like a cloak around them, the books muffling everything that took place.

			A distinctive throb had started at the elastic waistline of her leggings, making her want to squirm. Amazing, when a giant row of books separated their bodies. The opportunity to make him experience the same couldn’t be passed up. “No. It won’t happen again.” She propped her chin on the shelf. “But you’ll wish it would. Won’t you, Professor Dawson?”

			YES. YES, I wish it right now. I’ve been wishing it all day.

			Unbelievable. He’d come to the library to escape the constant thoughts of her that seemed to inhabit his classroom. Now, here she was, surrounded by books, which were fast becoming his second favorite thing to look at. Replaced by this petite, fresh-faced blonde who refused to be scared off. Why was he so goddamn relieved by that? By the fact that he could drive a wedge between them, the way he’d done yesterday, only to have her kick it free? The last thing he’d expected was to have her approach him—speak to him—and why did she have to look so cute with her hood drawn up over her head?

			After the shitty way he’d felt since yesterday, remembering her shamed expression when he’d put the equivalent of two feet in his mouth instead of one, he was forced to admit he wanted to know more about Honey. Not just how hard she could take it before screaming or if she’d pull his hair, although yeah, he wanted that knowledge in his head, badly.

			Hell, though. He wanted to know the girl who wrote the papers. The one who made him feel as if his lectures were having an impact somewhere. The girl behind the intelligent eyes that could go from inquisitive to seductive in a heartbeat. She fascinated him on more than one level, and while he wouldn’t act on it, he wasn’t blind enough to deny the different levels of attraction toward her, either. He was too curious.

			“Why is your hood up indoors?” Great opener.

			She tugged on the drawstrings, tightening the opening until only her nose was visible. “It’s like my own little invisibility cloak. I can hide from mean librarians, chatty classmates, and the shushers.”

			“The shushers?”

			“Mmm hmm.” She loosened the hood so he could see her eyes once more. The humor in them made the bookcase between them feel ten miles high. “The shushers who shush. I can’t even get away with a shoe squeak in here. You think in the noisiest city on the planet, people would cut each other a little slack.” Her lips tilted at the ends. “You’re a shusher, aren’t you?”

			“Shush. Don’t tell anyone.”

			Honey laughed into her hoodie sleeve. Ben’s hand turned to a fist to prevent himself from reaching through the gap to tug it away so he could hear the sound. God, was he flirting with her? What an odd turn of events. An unacceptable one that he should cut off immediately, but damn, he wanted a few minutes more. No one was watching. No one would know.

			“Are you in this section looking for a specific book? Or are you just hiding from Miss Woodmere?”

			Her eyes widened at the mention of Columbia’s notoriously mean librarian. “She’s terrifying.”

			“She is,” Ben agreed, taking a step closer to the shelf. Cinnamon. “And she’s rumored to feast on the bones of freshmen, so I’d limit my shoe squeaks if I were you.”

			“I appreciate the advice, oh sagest of professors.” Her voice was solemn, but her eyes twinkled. “So do you have a book suggestion? I was thinking I’d pick up something by Austen.” She wet her lips, the twinkle turning heavy. Was she looking at his mouth? “Persuasion, maybe?”

			Jesus. Russell was always accusing him of being an epic nerd, and he was beginning to see the truth behind that accusation. Because her clear innuendo was turning him on, but so was the fact that she obviously knew her nineteenth-century literature. If he didn’t reel himself back, he’d be joining her on the other side of the bookcase, and that could not be allowed to happen. All sense of accountability for his actions went out the window when she was within reaching distance. “Persuasion has a happy ending. Not everything does, Ms. Perribow.” Good grief, I just said “happy ending.”

			Thankfully, she let it slide, but she didn’t let him off the hook. “I’m young, but I’m not naïve.”

			“Everyone says that when they’re young.” He regretted being harsh when she looked away, probably wishing she hadn’t wasted her time talking to him. The loss of her attention dragged his stomach to the floor, and he had to get it back. How? His mind flipped like the pages of a novel. “One time, I got locked in the library after hours. I’d been grading exams and lost track of time.” Hesitant, golden eyes met his once again through the gap, and he immediately felt better. “I went to the front desk, hoping to find someone who could let me out.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I might have seen Miss Woodmere and Dean Mahoney. And she might have been dripping candle wax onto his bald head. While George Michael might have been playing from her computer speakers.”

			“No. No way.” Honey shook her head. “You’re a dirty liar.”

			He held up both hands, palms out. “His head is pretty shiny. That’s all I’m saying.”

			“It’s reflective.” She laughed into her sleeve again. “Why did you tell me that?”

			The truth just fell out, tumbling into their dim, secluded corner of the world. “I thought it would be nice if, just once, we didn’t walk away from each other angry or upset.”

			He heard her swallow. “I guess I should walk away now before you blow it, huh?”

			Ben really didn’t want her to leave. Could have stood there talking to her all damn night. But he’d had his time with her, and he couldn’t be greedy. Not when every moment he spent with her left him wanting more. More. “That’s probably a good idea.”

			She stepped back from the shelf. “Goodnight, Ben.”

			“Goodnight, Honey.”

			He didn’t move again until she’d been gone long minutes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			A QUARTER MILE from where Honey had grown up in Bloomfield, there was a ramshackle baseball diamond. At least, it had been ramshackle. Every day of her childhood, she rode past it, watching weeds take it over a little more each time, no local kids making use of it as they should. When her parents asked her what she wanted for her seventh birthday, she told them she wanted to fix up the baseball diamond. It took six weeks of hard work. Her friends filtered in and out, helping one day, disappearing the next, but Honey and her parents kept on weeding, laying sod, cleaning up ancient garbage.

			When they were finished, it outshined the school baseball diamond. Her father spent hours pitching her the ball while her mother fielded, and she got pretty damn good by the time she turned nine. So good that she signed up for the town Little League. Only to find out it was for boys only.

			After her parents asked around and Honey talked to the kids in her class, it became obvious that she wasn’t the only one who hadn’t made the cut. Not just girls, but boys who weren’t friends with the coach’s son or couldn’t afford the uniform fee. So she started her own little league, running it on Saturdays in the diamond near her house. She didn’t charge or turn a single person away, and they had fun. Local vendors started donating items, such as uniform shirts and postgame snacks. It became so popular that kids from the first Little League began dropping out and joining Honey’s. In the end, the original league acquiesced and combined the two, with the promise to run the league in the spirit that should have been intended. They actually called a meeting with Honey at the town diner, two grown men sitting across from a ten-year-old Honey as she sipped a chocolate milk shake and listened to their terms.

			Bottom line: Honey didn’t slink off into a corner when things didn’t go her way. And she could be stubborn as hell. Never in her life had she gone after a member of the opposite sex, mostly because she’d always been with Elmer. And after yesterday, when Ben had implied she was naïve, she shouldn’t give him another thought. Unfortunately, their conversation in the library had elevated the too-sexy professor from infatuation to . . . guy she wanted to spend time with. Talk to. Learn more about. In addition to messing up the sheets with him. Sheet messing was definitely still on the agenda.

			Honey didn’t know what made her so certain Ben would attend the poetry reading tonight, but she somehow knew he’d be there. Monday after class, he’d obviously been irritated when Winker had said he’d see her at the reading. Even shoving the flyer into his pocket rather than returning it to her. Before they’d parted ways yesterday in the library, she’d been so tempted to ask if he’d be there tonight, but she’d known that if she vocalized the hope, he’d stay away. Which would throw a serious wrench into her seduction plans.

			Honey stepped back and looked at herself in the mirror. She’d once again raided Roxy’s closet, and she’d come out with a vintage halter dress in a dusky rose color. It was modest on top, showing no cleavage, but it more than made up for that lack of boob action once you traveled downstairs. The hem brushed the middle of her thighs like a tease, making her legs tingle all the way down to her heeled sandals. She’d opted to pile her hair on top of her head because it kept getting tangled in the dress’s tie at the back of her neck, which kind of made it look like she was dressed for a Homecoming dance, but hey, this was her first seduction, so she would give herself a pass.

			Half an hour later, she’d taken the train uptown and walked to the English building on campus. She’d made sure to show up twenty minutes late so she could slide into an empty seat in the back row and not stand around pretending to be fascinated with the snack table. Since starting at Columbia, she’d tried to attend as many of these events as possible. In the back of her mind, it justified her being here, all the money her parents were spending and loans she’d be paying off for years to come. This experience wouldn’t be wasted because she wasn’t adept at small talk.

			When Honey walked into the event hall located on the second floor, she was disappointed to see the poetry reading hadn’t started yet. She didn’t recognize anyone right away, so she paced around the perimeter of the room, resisting the urge to grab her phone and text Abby something meaningless, just to have something to do with her hands. As she always did when attending these events, she wondered how the attendees formed groups so quickly. Did they arrive together, or did they just walk up and mingle with each other? Maybe someday she’d arrive early enough to find out.

			“Hey, you.”

			Honey turned to find Winker sauntering toward her from the men’s bathroom. “Oh, hey. Before you say anything else, can you tell me your name?”

			When he looked at her curiously, she started to ramble. “If we say too much, it won’t be appropriate for me to ask your name. Really, I should know it already, since we’ve been in class together for a month. But I don’t. And there’s a brief window where it won’t be embarrassing for me to ask. Your name.”

			“Todd?”

			He’d said it like a question. “Are you asking me if that’s your name?”

			“Do you want some lemonade?”

			“Sure.”

			Honey wanted to knock her head against the wall as Todd headed for the snack table. She’d never thought talking to new people would be this hard. Growing up in a small town as she had, everyone she’d spoken to on a daily basis had known her since she was in diapers. Every new person she met here was a fresh start. A blank slate that would start to fill as soon as she opened her mouth. No one else seemed concerned about that, and she wished that were the case for herself. This is why she’d chosen medicine as an eventual career.

			Todd retuned a moment later with two plastic cups of lemonade, three cookies cradled in his arm. He handed her a glass of lemonade. She waited for him to offer her a cookie. He didn’t. “You look hot.”

			Mental eye roll. “Thanks. This is my roommate’s dress.”

			“Is she hot?”

			“Her boyfriend thinks so.” This was going well. “So are you from out of state?”

			“Oh man, I can’t believe that asshole is here.” Todd turned slightly so both of their backs were toward the exit, his shoulder pressing against hers. Honey’s pulse jumped, but not because of Todd’s proximity. No, she had a good idea which “asshole” her quasi-date was referring to, and yes, their last encounter had been decidedly shitty, but she still didn’t like him being called an asshole. Unless she was the one doing it. Three cheers for making sense.

			“Which asshole are you talking about?” She sipped her lemonade. Store-bought. Blech. “There’s a lot of them in this city. The overcrowding makes it kind of inevitable.”

			“I don’t know what you’re saying half the time, but the accent makes it cute.” He popped a cookie into his mouth. “Professor Dawson. The man in tweed. Do you know he gave me a D on my last paper?”

			The back of Honey’s neck started to heat. Was Ben looking at her? The warmth in her neck traced a downward path to her legs, and she suddenly felt overexposed. It didn’t make her want to cover up, though. It made her feel feverish. Sexy. As if they were back in the classroom, Ben’s hands creeping up her thighs, those thumbs massaging devastating circles into her sensitive flesh. God, she hadn’t even set eyes on him yet and already her body was reacting to him. Knowing her nipples had gone hard, she crossed her arms and tried to focus on Todd. What had he said? Oh right, he’d gotten a D. “Did you do the extra credit?”

			“Hell no. I can barely manage the regular credit.” Todd brushed a stray piece of hair off her shoulder, and she barely restrained a flinch. “Maybe you can help me study.”

			As inconspicuously as possible, Honey put a few inches of distance between her and Todd. There was no more help for it, her gaze immediately bounced around the room, looking for Ben.

			She sucked in a breath when they finally locked eyes. Just like in the library yesterday, seeing him outside the classroom gave her belly an extra kick. He’d taken off the tweed jacket and draped it over his arm, black dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. His hair looked a little more haphazard than usual, as if he’d been tugging on it with his fingers all day. She desperately wanted to be the one to mess it up. When Ben raised an eyebrow, she realized her thoughts were showing on her face and quickly reminded herself she was mad as hell at him. With a raised eyebrow of her own, she turned back to Todd and smiled. “Should we find a seat?”

			Honey and Todd took a seat toward the back, joining a few of her friends in the premed program, who had just started to arrive. Having gone a full five minutes without looking at Ben, Honey was feeling pretty smug until the professor took a seat two rows ahead of her. With another, older woman who wasted no time resting her hand on his arm and whispering in his ear.

			Honey didn’t hear a single damn word of the poetry reading.

			BEN LET OUT the breath he’d been holding since the reading started, grateful it was over. He liked Viv, one of his fellow English teachers. In fact, she was the type of woman he usually dated. Midthirties, divorced, and not looking for anything serious. Straightforward. Unlike a certain blonde in a short pink dress whose presence he’d felt for the last hour as if she’d been sitting on his lap, kissing his neck, talking in his ear.

			Who is she, Ben? Imaginary Honey had asked him, her voice all soft and twangy, making him glad he’d draped his coat over his lap. Why is she sitting so close to you? I know all you want to do is drag me away from Johnny Jerk Off in the back row and fuck me in the stairwell.

			But Honey wasn’t sitting on his lap, nor was she talking to him. He’d once again proven himself a purveyor of douchebagery in the library, talking to her like a wayward student who didn’t know her own mind, when he knew from her work that the opposite was true. Had she moved on already? Found someone who’d appreciate her equal parts of maturity and youthfulness? God, he’d enjoyed talking to her yesterday and hated that someone else was enjoying that privilege now. She was wearing that sexy forties pinup outfit for another guy, and since he’d decided to show up to the reading anyway, despite his better judgment, he was sitting with Viv, who apparently had no qualms about stroking his arm like a cat in front of their colleagues.

			Ben stood from his seat, a little surprised when Viv linked their arms together and tugged him toward a group of English department faculty members. She’d expressed her interest in going out with him on one or two occasions and he’d considered asking her out, but he’d never expected her to make a move like this. Honestly, he should have been more than happy to go with it, perfectly content to let Honey see how different she was from his usual conquests. He shouldn’t even be thinking about Honey. Unfortunately, she’d turned in another brilliant essay. So when he combined the heartfelt words she’d given him and her soft voice reaching him across the shelf in the library, then threw in the memory of silky thighs leading to touchable, lily-white panties, he more than thought about her. In fact, he was wondering if he’d maybe gone swerving past the boundaries of attraction and veered straight into the fixation lane.

			Viv and his colleagues immediately launched into a discussion about the poetry reading, but Ben found himself glancing toward Honey. She wasn’t looking at him this time. Jesus, he hated that. Hated not being able to command her attention the way he did in class, when she had no choice but to look at him. He’d gotten spoiled by those full hours of having her look nowhere else. Instead, those big golden eyes were trained on Johnny Jerk Off, as if his backward Texas Longhorns hat held the meaning of life. It was possible he’d completely cured her of the attraction she felt for him. Again, that should be good news. Great news. So why did it feel like acid was bubbling in his gut every time she laughed at another man’s joke? Why did he feel like both of them were doing something wrong by spending time with other people and not each other? Because it felt wrong. It just did.

			Peter wedged himself in between Ben and Viv, earning himself an annoyed female stare. Ben barely stifled the urge to slap the usually irritating Peter on his back in welcome. The urge died when he saw the concern on Peter’s face. He should have known a conversation about last night’s Yankees game wasn’t in the cards. Not after Peter had seen the beginnings of an obviously personal argument between Ben and Honey.

			“Hey, Ben.” Peter tossed a look over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “Did you see who’s here?”

			Ben tossed back the rest of his lemonade, wishing it were a cold beer. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

			“The blonde,” Peter murmured. “In the pink dress.” When Ben didn’t respond, mainly because he was focusing on not getting in Peter’s face and asking why he was paying such close attention to what Honey was wearing, his colleague continued with a sigh. “Look, she’s obviously got some kind of crush on you.”

			Ben’s stomach muscles flexed involuntarily to counteract the sudden hot ache. Honestly, all that over the idea of her having a crush on him? His mental status was beginning to appear questionable. “Say what you want to say, Peter.”

			“Look, I think you need to give some more thought to what I said before.” Peter shook his head. “She stays after class to get you alone. She shows up here. All it would take is that sting of rejection to file a complaint and your job would be in jeopardy. Head it off at the pass. Be up front and write a formal letter to Dean Mahoney, letting him know a student has shown interest in you. That way, if blondie ever claims you harassed her, you’ve already been honest. It will count in your favor.”

			Ben had to admit there was some truth to what Peter was saying. If he wanted to make sure his job stayed secure, this would be a way to ensure that. The problem being, anything he put in that letter would mostly be horseshit. No one had held a gun to his head when he’d lifted up Honey’s skirt to get a look at her panties. Her thighs. Her pussy. No one had done that but him. She might have deceived him at the outset, but the blame for what happened after didn’t lay squarely on her shoulders.

			“Thanks. I’ll think about it,” Ben mumbled, mostly to end the conversation with Peter. He rejoined the conversation with the rest of his colleagues for a few minutes, resisting his impulse to glance over at Honey. Not with Peter standing there, seemingly watching his every move. But when Peter excused himself to use the restroom, Ben found himself unable to hold off any longer. He angled his body away from Viv and turned, just in time to see her leave the hall with Johnny Jerk Off.

			He stood very still for a moment, trying and failing to ignore the rush of denial. Where were they going? Back to some smelly dorm room to hang a sock on the doorknob while they . . . No. Not her. Please not her. Why did that guy actually make an effort to show up here? Didn’t guys like that blow shit off for nickelwing night at the bar down the street? It was possible the guy was genuinely nice, despite being a garbage speller. Maybe I’m the jerk-off. Yes, clearly that was the case, because he was standing there staring at any empty doorway while the girl who’d written a paper from Lolita’s POV as the literary heroine traversed the politics in an old folk’s home was leaving with another guy. He hadn’t even said hi to her. His arm was once again being tucked into Viv’s side, and he wanted to yank it away.

			No, he just had. He’d yanked it away, and now the circle of professors was staring at him. Not Peter, though, Peter was still in the bathroom. Which only gave Ben a few seconds to get out of here.

			“I . . . uh.” He made a vague gesture toward his throat. “Need something to drink besides lemonade. Going to make a trip to the vending machine.”

			He thought he heard Viv offering to walk with him, but he was already halfway to the door. What the fuck was he doing? When he found Honey and Johnny, was he going to give them detention? Jesus, he didn’t know. He only knew he needed to stop Honey from having bad dorm-room sex. He just needed to stop her, period, and make her look at him. With that convoluted goal in mind, he rode the elevator to the first floor and strode down the deserted hallway to push open the exit door, thinking he’d see them hopping into a cab or walking hand in hand toward the subway. The thought of it made him sick to his stomach.

			Nowhere. He saw them nowhere. Honey, Lolita, his closet girl. She’d been spirited away by a teenager doused in Axe body spray. His head started to pound, drowning out the traffic on Broadway. He felt like he’d just stepped off one of those carnival rides whose sole purpose was to spin until it stole your equilibrium. He hated those rides, but they were nothing compared to this. Without a destination or plan in place, Ben pushed back through the doors leading into the building.

			Honey stood at the end of the dim hallway. Alone.

			Relief almost doubled him over, but he didn’t have time for that, because he needed to get to her. She hadn’t left with another guy. Halle-fuckin-lujah. As soon as he started walking toward her—because really, he didn’t have a choice in the matter—she stepped into the classroom to her right. Ben knew exactly what would happen if the two of them got inside that classroom together with the door shut. He also knew it was fucking inevitable. He’d never wanted anything more in his life, and he wasn’t capable of giving a damn at the moment that a faculty-heavy party was in full swing a few floors up. His girl hadn’t left with another guy and he’d made her pussy hurt by touching it twice and not making her come. That’s all he fucking knew.

			Last time you touched me there, you walked away and it . . . it hurt, Ben. I still hurt . . . please don’t tease me.

			Ben walked faster, faster until he was almost jogging.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8 

			HONEY BACKED AWAY from the doorway slowly, waiting for Ben to appear inside it. This Ben, the one she’d seen at the end of the hallway, was not the Ben who lectured about Hemingway to a hall full of students. This wasn’t even the Ben who’d gotten mad at her in the storage closet. Not even close. The Ben she’d just watched launch himself after her had looked miserable and a little lost. Then. Then he’d looked a whole lot ready for something else. Like, hard, angry screwing. With her.

			Good. She wanted it, too. She’d wanted him for a month, and he’d gone after her. Whatever had happened upstairs, he’d gone after her. So she would worry about the rest of it tomorrow. When tomorrow came and went and he realized she didn’t do it for a grade, that niggling issue would take care of itself. They couldn’t be together because he was her professor? Fine. Fine. But she’d watched that woman paw him for the last hour while he’d refused to even make more than the barest eye contact with her, calling territorial instincts she didn’t even know she possessed to the surface.

			Did going after him after he’d insulted her character make her weak? No, it didn’t. Weak would be hiding in the back of the classroom for the rest of the semester, pretending she didn’t want him. Denying the attraction until it went away. That wasn’t what she was about. What this was about. She needed him, and if he followed her in here, he needed her right back. In her estimation, acknowledging what she wanted and taking it made her strong.

			Ben sounded out of breath when he rounded the doorway into the classroom. He stood outlined by the frame for a moment, looking her over from head to toe. Burning her. God, he looked amazing. If possible, his stubble had grown more pronounced during the reading, hair standing out at every direction. Honey trapped a gasp in her throat when he slammed the door behind him and came toward her, moving so fast her heart shot to her throat. His long legs ate up the distance. The weight of his determined gaze had her gripping the large metal desk behind her for balance.

			Just before Ben reached her, she shot forward and met him, their mouths preying on one another’s, hot and hungry. He hauled her body up against his, bending her backwards over his forearm and yanking her back up, as if he couldn’t decide how he wanted her. How to get close enough. His fingertips traced the hem of her dress before slipping beneath to skim up the inside of her thigh. When his warm hand molded to the flesh between her legs and squeezed, Honey broke away with a moan.

			“Does it still hurt?” He grated the question at her lips. “Tell me it still hurts so I can lick it better.”

			A sharp exhale burst from her mouth. “It still hurts.”

			Her ass hit the metal desk before she’d even registered him picking her up. It was the first time she’d ever seen him without glasses. At some point during their kiss he’d taken them off and stowed them somewhere unseen. She’d always wondered if he’d be even more handsome without them on and decided then that he was incredible both ways. With or without. Without, however, he didn’t remotely resemble her English professor anymore. No. With his black dress shirt shoved up to his elbows and hair falling across his forehead, he looked masculine, sexual. Like a man. She’d never been with a man. Only boys. Excitement, anticipation, of what was to come whipped through her midsection before moving lower. Lower.

			Ben gripped her knees tightly in his hands. “Is this going to get you out of my system?”

			“I don’t know.” Honey took a deep breath and slid her dress up to her waist, revealing the tiny triangle of blue silk between her legs. “Is it going to get you out of mine?”

			He groaned, hands kneading her thighs. “I shouldn’t want the answer to be no, right?” As if irritated at himself for saying those words out loud, he twisted his fingers in the sides of her panties and yanked them down her legs. Honey said a quick prayer to the waxing gods that she’d let Roxy drag her to get her first Brazilian one week prior, because the fierce, blanketing lust that fell over Ben’s face made it worth the pain. A gruff sound escaped his lips, and he shook his head. “You’ve been sitting in my lectures hiding this sweetness beneath your skirt, babe?”

			My sweet Lord. “Yes.”

			“Not anymore. I can see all of your bare little pussy now. Can’t I?”

			“Yes.”

			The hardening of his jaw was the only warning she had before he circled her knees with his hands and jerked her to the edge of the desk. In one movement, he got to his knees and shoved her legs open further. After that, Honey’s thoughts were only of Ben’s mouth. Ben’s tongue. She wished she could un-bow her back long enough to watch him, but the wicked sensations he created kept her head thrown back, staring blindly at the classroom ceiling. His mouth moved like a wave, smooth and determined, devouring her with wide, openmouthed kisses that left her gasping. The first time his upper lip brushed against her clit, Honey jerked on the desk, hands darting involuntarily to weave through his hair and hold him closer. A vibration emanated from his mouth, buzzing over her sensitive nub like the greatest vibrator known to man as he brushed his lips back and forth over the sensitive spot.

			“Please, Ben. Please.”

			Another brush of lips. “Pull my hair. Harder. Show me how bad you want me to take away the hurt.”

			Honey tugged hard on the strands wrapped around her fingers, savoring Ben’s growl. He took her ankles in his hands and threw them both over his shoulders, burying his mouth at her core. His lips closed around her aching bud, drawing hard. And she flew. She flew backwards on the desk, body shaking as the climax gripped her, but her mind flew, too. Out of the classroom to a green meadow where bunny rabbits frolicked and someone strummed an acoustic guitar while lounging in a hammock.

			She was brought back to reality by her own voice chanting, “Oh God, Ben. Oh God, Ben,” on a constant loop, but she was abruptly cut off when he pulled her off the desk. Her stomach encountered the straining erection in his pants as she slipped off the metal desk, a reminder that they weren’t finished yet. Ben was breathing heavily, sweat dotting his forehead. As soon as her feet hit the floor, his hands disappeared underneath her dress and gripped her ass with strong fingers. He looked to almost be in pain as he walked her backwards, around the desk, to push her up against the wall, his hands hard and punishing on her backside the entire way.

			Ben snagged her bottom lip between his teeth and tugged. “Fuck, the way you come is so goddamn hot.”

			“You’re not supposed to talk that way.” He ground his erection against her belly, eliciting a whimper from her lips. “You’re an English professor.”

			“Yeah?” He spun her toward the wall, pressing her cheek against the cool surface. Cool air on her backside told her he’d lifted up her dress. “Well, your English professor isn’t supposed to fuck you, either, but that’s exactly what’s going to happen here.” A heavy pause. “Unless you tell me no. You should really tell me no, Honey. In a minute, babe . . . I don’t know if I’ll be able to hear anything but the sound of me slipping in and out of you.”

			The visual nearly made her go limp. She could tell by the stilted way he spoke, by the hardness pressing insistently against her naked bottom, that he didn’t want her to say no. Nor did she want to. Her belly was already tightening with the thrilling thought of taking him inside her. Feeling all that desire for her in one place. Listening to his harsh pants as he drove deeper.

			Honey reached behind her back and worked his belt buckle with frantic fingers. “I want you so bad, Ben. Don’t stop. Please.”

			He pushed his hardness into her hands, rubbing himself there. “Oh, thank Christ.”

			She heard the crinkle of a condom wrapper seconds before she freed the leather from his belt and undid the button of his pants. He took over then, drawing down his zipper and rolling the condom onto his erection. Honey braced her hands against the wall and angled her hips for him, biting her lip so she wouldn’t beg out loud for him to hurry.

			His lips moved on her shoulder, hot and wet. At the same time, the thick head of his arousal nudged between her legs, stealing an uneven moan from both of them. “You’re slippery as hell, but I can eat you again, Honey. Just say the word.”

			“Inside me. Just get inside me.”

			BEN RAMMED HIMSELF home.

			And then he pushed further and harder because he couldn’t get close enough. Couldn’t get inside this girl enough. She was up on her toes, possibly had already left the ground, and all he could think was more, more, give me more. Had anyone ever felt this fucking good? Honey squirmed around on his cock, whimpering and clawing at the wall, no idea that every movement she made was driving him toward some unknown brink he’d never been aware existed.

			He needed to touch all of her. Every inch. His hands moved on their own, untying the string at the back of her neck and peeling her dress down to expose her breasts. God, he wished he hadn’t turned her around, because he couldn’t see them, but he could touch. At least he could touch. Still unable to move inside her without the fear of ending this perfect feeling too soon, he smoothed his hands up her sides and cupped her sweet, pointed tits in his hands. He had all of her in his arms now, surrounding his body, and the possessive instinct she’d been culling inside him went off like a cannon shot.

			His body took over, but so did his mouth. His mind. Lust tunneled through his veins, lighting fires as it went that only burned brighter when her body moved with his in devastating precision. Like they’d been designed for one another and no one else.

			No one else. “You wanted me to think you’d left with him, didn’t you?”

			Her palm squeaked on the wall. “M-maybe,” she gasped.

			“It worked,” he growled into the crook of her neck. “It worked, didn’t it, you brat?”

			“What about you?” There was cutting anger in her tone, but it was ruined by the way she worked her hips in tight, tempting circles. “Who was that woman?”

			Ben almost laughed out loud, but pleasure blocked anything else from the forefront of his mind. How could she question him when he was breaking every single one of his rules? Taking her like a crazed animal in his place of work? “Do you know what I thought about during the reading, Honey?”

			“What?”

			Her head fell to the side, giving him room to suck and lick at her neck. “I thought that if we were sitting in the back row, I would have made you sit on my lap. With my dick inside you.” He drove into her tightness, again and again. So wet. So damn wet. Fuck yes. The rhythm was perfect. Steady enough to give her time to come, fast enough to satisfy this urgency she made him feel. “No one would know except us. Unless you moved, even just once. Because then you’d have to keep moving. We’d need it. And we’d have to fuck right there in front of everyone.”

			“Faster.” Her pussy tightened up and shook a little in a way that made his hands turn to fists. “Oh, God. I need more. I need fast.”

			Ben wrapped an arm around her hips to angle her away from the wall, edging her ass higher in his lap. She liked that. No, she fucking loved it. Her breath shuddered out like hot little gusts of air. She clenched around his cock as if in warning that she’d go off soon. Go on, babe. Go on. There was no slowing down now. He could only thrust into her rough and fast, demanding she keep up. His balls were drawn up so tight they hurt, product of his denying himself, pretending he didn’t need this girl, when it was becoming obvious with each passing second that he required her. He reached between her legs, groaning at the friction of them joining, the feel of her taking him. His middle finger found her clit, flicking it once, twice, just to tease, before rubbing it nice and hard. Like he knew she needed.

			“Come on, babe. I’m right behind you.”

			“Ben.”

			Sweet fucking hell.

			No one came like Honey. She bent forward with her hands braced on the wall, practically giving him a vertical lap dance as her body trembled. Legs spread, hips grinding on his hard dick while she moaned his name. As if she needed to feel every damn part of what their bodies had produced. He’d never get over seeing it. Especially not at that moment, when release clamored in his stomach, successfully finding an outlet right between her gorgeous thighs. Thighs he couldn’t help but stroke and grip as he came. And God, he came hard. It stormed through him like a Category 5 hurricane, wrecking everything in its path. He opened his eyes to see that he’d hauled Honey back against him, crushing her to his chest as he’d borne the brunt of what she’d done to him. What they’d done to each other.

			It was embarrassing to admit even to himself that his legs felt a little weak. Honey might weigh next to nothing, but his chest was full, and the air felt so close that he knew he had to sit down. He just wasn’t willing to let her go in order to accomplish it. Forcing his brain to work with marginal success, he took the two steps to the chair behind them. A chair in which a professional educator, some faceless colleague of his, sat every day. Ben sunk into it, stunned to realize it felt almost as amazing to have her boneless on his lap as it did to be buried inside of her. Her head lolled against his shoulder as she continued to take in huge gulps of breath. Which didn’t suck. Knowing he’d winded this beautiful, intelligent girl to the point of exhaustion. This beautiful, intelligent girl whose tits were still on full display, light glancing off her still-pointed nipples. And shit, he was hard as steel again. This behavior was really out of line for an English professor. He should resign.

			“Again? Already?” She tipped her head back and laughed a laugh that reminded him of marshmallows and moonbeams. Not that he’d ever seen a moonbeam in his life. “Give me a few minutes to touch down on terra firma before you get firma again.”

			A laugh boomed out of him, so unexpected he had the urge to look over his shoulder and see if someone else had delivered it. Nope, it was him. He was sitting in a classroom with a student in his lap. A student he’d just given it to the dirty way. Somehow, at the moment, though, he honestly couldn’t find the will within himself to care. Not when it was just them, no harsh fluorescent lighting or lesson plans burning a hole in his bag. This girl who’d dug herself into his gut was smiling up at him like they were two rascally high school students who’d just made out beneath the bleachers, and he wanted to go there. He wanted to let her take him there for a while.

			“Whose idea was it to name you Honey?”

			She sighed. Not in an irritated way, but in the way someone sighs when they’ve just taken a sip of hot chocolate or seen a picture of a newborn deer. “My mom. She’s a whimsical sort.” She picked up one of his hands and threaded their fingers together. “She and my daddy tried for five years to have a baby, but it wasn’t happening. She even went to see a fancy doctor up in Lexington, but nothing worked. One night, she went to the diner for dinner and put some honey in her tea.” Her slender shoulder shook with laughter. “There’s a censored version to what happens afterward, the one I grew up with. But when I turned eighteen, we split a bottle of cheap red wine and she told me the real dirt. My mother swears up, down, and sideways that as soon as that honey hit her belly, she went home to my father and made a baby. Me.”

			Ben let his hand hover over her hair a moment, then gave in to the urge to stroke it. Felt like silk. No. Way better than silk. He just had no name for what that better thing might be. “So she named you that, even knowing you’d probably have to tell the story behind your name constantly.”

			Her lips curved into an even wider smile. “Where I come from, a good story is a gift.”

			“You must be buried in gifts, then.”

			She looked up at him. “What do you mean?”

			Feeling a little uncomfortable, he tried to sit up straighter, but she shook her head and he stilled. “Your papers.” He cleared his throat, and it echoed in the empty classroom. “I’ve read the classics ten times over, I’ve studied and written enough words to drown us both, but I bet I’ve never held anyone’s attention the way your papers hold mine.”

			“You’re lying.” She shook her head at him, sobering when she saw his expression. “Really?”

			“I think you’ve figured out by now I’m not the joking type.”

			“True.” She fused her lips with the hollow of his throat, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Just then, it felt like it was. “Why did you become a professor, Ben?”

			Oh fuck, he liked hearing her say his name. In the heat of the moment, it had been potent, but now it made his limbs feel heavy. Like he could finally relax. “I love words. On the page. Knowing someone felt them and immortalized them.” He swallowed a knot in his throat. “And sometimes it’s easiest to do the thing least expected. Instead of trying to get close as possible to what is expected.” God, he sounded like a jackass. This was definitely twenty-first-century pillow talk at its finest. “Never mind.”

			“No. Not never mind.” She slid her hand into his hair and tugged comfortingly. “Mind.”

			Ben’s lips tugged. “Forget what I said about your talent with words.”

			She yanked his hair and his cock swelled underneath her ass. He’d never been turned on by such a thing before, but it appeared tonight was a night for firsts. Had he actually begged her to pull his hair a few minutes ago? Honey looked up at him in a way he recognized from having her sit in the front row of his classroom. It unwittingly spoke volumes. See anything you like, Professor?

			“Yes.”

			“Yes, what?”

			His body responded to her husky question appropriately. No. Severely. Get a handle on yourself, man. “Yes, we should go. We don’t want to be sitting here when a janitor walks in.”

			“Or worse,” she added before sneaking a look up at him from under her eyelids. “Would you . . . I mean, do you want to come over to my place? We don’t have to go inside. Even though Louis is probably there watching reruns of Arrested Development. There’s a roof . . .”

			Immediately, his mind began forming excuses. Reasons why he couldn’t go home with her. There were too many to count, really. Except he wanted, very badly, to go sit on a rooftop with Honey and listen to her talk. Watch her smile. And yes, fuck her as many times as possible before the sun came up. She was most definitely still in his system, more than before. So much more. He could go to the roof and no one would ever know. Nobody could stop him.

			Honey trailed her lips over his jaw to kiss his ear. “Stop thinking so hard about it.”

			Holy shit, he was going to do it. “All right, I’ll—”

			His cell phone went off in his pocket, loud and mood-ruining. Son of a bitch. Honey sighed and hopped off his lap to fix her clothes, covering her breasts by tying the halter back behind her neck. It was quite possibly the most depressing thing he’d ever seen.

			Until he looked at his phone and saw the name Tracy. His mother. When he let it ring too long, it rolled over to voice mail, but a text message popped up instead. At your place. Need to crash.

			His neck started to burn, nausea rolling in his stomach. He could feel Honey looking at him curiously, and suddenly he wanted nothing more than to kneel in front of her and wrap his arms around her waist. Feel her fingers in his hair again. Get a nice, long pull of her cinnamon-and-sugar scent. But he couldn’t. He had to go. Based on the resignation in her big eyes, she already knew. She just didn’t know why, and he could see every possibility ping-ponging in her head. Another girl. The guys wanting to drag him out for a beer. Why wouldn’t he go? He’d already gotten what he wanted. That’s what she thought. He could see it clearly on her beautiful face.

			She smiled tightly and started to move around him. “Maybe next time.”

			He should let her go. Had no business spending time on her roof in the first place. But his hand shot out and gripped her elbow before he gave the command. “It’s my mother. She’s at my place . . . visiting . . . and I have to go let her in.” Remembering what he had stuffed in his jacket, he bent down to retrieve the discarded garment and slipped her Lolita assignment out of his inside pocket. “I graded your extra-credit assignment.” When she quirked a brow but didn’t take the paper he offered, Ben felt a flash of self-loathing. “I just realized this is an awkward time to bring up extra credit, considering the inexcusable thing I said to you last time and the fact that we just . . . you know. It’s just that I enjoyed your work so much, and I—”

			Honey’s light, sparkling laugh shut him up. With a shake of her head, she clasped the sides of his face. “How can you throw me against a wall and say all manner of filthy things to me one minute and turn back into the befuddled professor the next?”

			A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Were they really filthy, these things?”

			“All manner of filthy.” She slipped the paper out of his hand and replaced it with her silky blue panties. He had to remind himself to breathe. “Go let your mama in, Ben. But think about me later on.”

			He yanked her close on a groan, taking her mouth in a hard kiss. God, he wanted her again. The desk was right behind her. He could just—

			Honey broke away with a chuckle. “Good night . . .” Halfway to the door, she turned around and winked at him. “ . . . Professor.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9 

			HONEY STOPPED JUST outside the door to her apartment, keys pausing in midair before they reached the lock. Her plan had been to escape to her bedroom to unfold the Lolita assignment before her roommates got hold of her. She’d never been accomplished at keeping her feelings from her face. She could hear Abby and Roxy on the other side of the door, shouting at whatever reality TV program they were watching, and she knew they would take one look at her and know something was up. So she would take a minute for herself first. One minute more where tonight was hers. Her secret.

			Smiling to herself, she took the folded assignment out of her purse and savored the anticipation of unfolding it, flattening it against the apartment door to smooth the creases. Another A grade. Approval from the man she was seeing shouldn’t, should not, make her hot, but it did. She could hear him whispering it in her ear. Amazing job, babe. You get an A. A tiny moan sailed past her lips, thighs clenching together. Oh God, the feminist in her was stomping her foot and shaking her head—totally justified—but hey, this was her minute to savor the secret. She consoled herself with the fact that she deserved the A. Had worked hard on the paper. Anyone would have given her an A . . . but it seemed to mean more coming from Ben.

			She flipped to the final page and did a little dance. Just below the note she’d written to him detailing the contents of her backpack, Ben had left one of his own.

			The things I carry (it’s only fair) . . .

			A guitar pick I caught at a Springsteen concert. A gym lock I’ve forgotten the combination for, but I’m determined to remember. My father’s rookie card. An eyeglass repair kit. Numerous red pens. Numerous. Wrapped together in a blue rubber band. Postcards from my mother. A book of New York Times crossword puzzles for my morning train ride. A backup wristwatch in case mine stops ticking. Lesson plans. House keys. Butterscotches. Band-Aids (an important recent addition, in case of falling students).

			Aren’t you curious what the letter from your mother says? Professor Dawson.

			Honey smashed the assignment to her chest, as if she were the lead in a romantic comedy and the director had just yelled, Emote, emote, emote. It couldn’t be helped. Her knees wanted to give way so she could fall to the floor and roll around with Ben’s note in her arms. The brief times they had spent together thus far had been stolen snippets, but through this note, she wondered if maybe he wanted her to know him better. Even if she had even more questions as a result. Where was his father now? Why did his mother travel so much? And, heck. He’d bought Band-Aids for her.

			Wiping the cheeseball expression off her face, Honey tucked the assignment back into her purse and unlocked the apartment door. Abby sat on the arm of the couch, a bowl of popcorn balanced on her knees. She waved a fist full of popcorn at Honey, greeting her around a mouthful. Roxy sat on the opposite end with her legs in Louis’s lap, both of them nursing bottles of Sam Adams. Clearly Roxy being cast as “Tina, the wacky next-door neighbor” in a new television pilot starring Neil Patrick Harris didn’t mean she was changing her habits anytime soon. Honey kind of loved that.

			“Hey, you,” Roxy called. “Where’ve you been?”

			Okay, normally she would just tell Abby and Roxy everything, but she couldn’t with Louis sitting there listening to her every word. “School thing.”

			Abby finally swallowed her epic mouthful of popcorn. “What kind of school thing?”

			“A, uh . . . poetry reading thing.”

			Louis’s bottle stopped halfway to his mouth. “Oh.”

			Roxy noticed her boyfriend’s hesitation. “What was that?”

			“Nothing, just . . .” Louis sent her an apologetic look. “Ben went to a poetry reading thing tonight.”

			“Oh,” Roxy and Abby said at the same time, drawing the word out until Honey scowled at them.

			Honey threw her purse on the kitchen counter and snagged a beer from the fridge, rolling the cool glass bottle against her cheeks to reduce her stupid flush. Bake something. Yes, she would bake something. It would give her something to do with her hands and give her an excuse to avoid her roommates.

			No dice.

			Roxy hopped up on the marble island, grinning like a Cheshire cat. Abby tried to execute the same move, failed, and took a stool instead. “Hey, I’ll eat whatever you make,” Roxy said. “That has been proven. But you’re going to talk while you cook.”

			“Good thinking.” Abby crossed her legs, smoothing a hand over her striped pajama pants. “People are more inclined to let details slip when they’re distracted.”

			“Yes.” Roxy nodded. “What she said.”

			Louis came up behind his girlfriend, tossing his keys up in the air and catching them. “I think that’s my cue to bail.” He gave Roxy a quick kiss that immediately turned into an all-out tongue war Louis clearly wanted to win. When he pulled away, he looked satisfied to see Roxy’s bemused expression. “Call me before you turn your light off, ’kay?”

			“’kay,” she breathed, keeping her gaze plastered to him until he disappeared through the apartment door. “I’m keeping him.”

			Honey tossed a baking pan onto the counter, satisfied when Roxy and Abby jumped. “Corn bread or dark chocolate bark?”

			Roxy snorted. “What kind of a question is that?”

			“Dark chocolate bark, obviously.” Abby toed off her slippers. “Dark chocolate will replace the endorphins you released during sex with Ben.” When they both gaped at her, she blinked. “What?”

			“You could have let me break the news,” Honey complained, removing a tub of shortening from the cabinet. She had a quick flashback to her mother completing the same movement a million times throughout her childhood and felt another unexpected pang of homesickness. Boy, that had been happening way too frequently lately. “Anyway,” she started, determined to shake off the odd feeling. “A lady doesn’t give details.”

			They booed her. Which immediately made her feel better.

			Honey poured a bag of dark chocolate pieces into a giant glass bowl and stuck it in the microwave to melt it. What could she tell them? Ben had basically taken any prior knowledge she’d had about sex and crushed it up against the wall, right along with her? He’d known what to do to make her climax, which didn’t sound like an uber-amazing feat unless you’d been with members of the opposite sex who couldn’t find a clitoris with a flashlight and magnifying glass. He’d played her body so effortlessly, so confidently. Part of her wondered if she’d just picked the wrong partners in the past, sorry Elmer, or if it was just Ben. Yeah. She had a feeling it was just Ben. Or Ben and her, specifically.

			“Forget the microwave, you’re going to melt that chocolate all on your own,” Abby observed, earning her a high five from Roxy. “Was it that good?”

			“You guys, it was . . .”

			“Next-level shit?” Abby breathed.

			Honey gave a solemn nod. “Next-level shit. And Roxy is starting to rub off on you.”

			“Lucky her.” Roxy pulled her knees up to her chest. “So, Professor Ben, huh? Please tell me he slapped your ass with a yardstick.”

			“Well it wasn’t a full yard . . .” Honey coughed into her fist. “But it was impressive. It reminded me of that scene in A Few Good Men where Jack Nicholson yells, ‘You can’t handle the truth’ at Tom Cruise. Except Ben was Jack Nicholson and my vagina was Tom Cruise.”

			Roxy whooped a laugh. “What is it with this crew of dudes? They’re all hung?”

			“We only need confirmation on Russell.” Honey took the bowl of melted dark chocolate out of the microwave. “Batter up, Abby.”

			She split a frown between them. “Well, that would certainly be a weird thing to ask Russell.”

			Honey and Roxy traded a glance. “No one said you should ask him.”

			A long pause ensued. “How else would I find out?”

			Oh boy, it appeared they had their work cut out for them with those two. Honey took pity on Abby and took the focus off her for now, but she resolved to have a chat with her later. Abby obviously had no clue Russell would probably walk on nails barefoot to get to her. Nor did she have a clue what a guy like Russell would likely do once he made it across that bed of nails. “I invited Ben over here, actually, but his mother is in town or something.”

			“Really.” It was Roxy’s turn to look confused. “His mother? You’re sure?”

			“Yeah.” Honey experienced an unwanted sinking feeling. “Why?”

			Roxy swiped a finger through the melted chocolate and licked it off. “Not sure, exactly. I nosed around about Ben to Louis on your behalf. He wouldn’t give up too much, in the spirit of the bro code and all, but he made it sound like mom and dad were out of the picture.”

			Abby tucked a strand of long brown hair behind her ear. “That’s too bad.” Honey watched as Abby surveyed the massive apartment, looking thoughtful. She knew her friend was insecure about having so much fortune foisted on her, when Honey and Roxy were more or less dirt poor. Probably didn’t quite understand what it meant to have parents out of the picture. At least not in the way Roxy, or possibly even Ben, did. Honey’s heart gave a hard squeeze, even as she began to doubt his story for leaving that night. Had it really been his mother, or something else? Maybe he’d just latched on to the first excuse he could think of to get away from her?

			When Honey felt Roxy watching her steadily, she turned and withdrew a plastic baggie of dried cherries from the cabinet, adding them to the chocolate. As the television droned on in the background and Abby rummaged in the fridge behind her for a beer, Honey poured the mixture into a baking pan and placed it carefully in the oven. She thought about the note he’d written her, the way he’d kissed her before she’d left. Could she trust this gut feeling that there was something happening between them? Something out of the ordinary? She wanted to. Didn’t want to believe it could just be sex. If it was, would that be enough for her with this particular guy?

			No. It wouldn’t. But she’d done quite enough pursuing for now. She’d purposely flirted with another guy in front of Ben and lured him into a classroom, for heaven’s sake. Not that she hadn’t been shoved into it by a massive case of jealousy. Still. What happened from this point would be up to him. If he’d gotten her out of his system so easily, it was for the best. She had options, right? She might have blown off Todd, all but stuffing him into a cab and racing back into the building while he sputtered like a broken-down pickup truck behind her, but there’d be more Todds. Legions of Todds.

			Resolved to leave the ball in Ben’s court for now, Abby turned and snagged a beer for herself out of the fridge. She popped the top and tossed it into the garbage cab, saluting Roxy and Abby with her bottle. “Let’s watch a movie that doesn’t have a heartthrob in it. Something where women kick ass and don’t need men to be happy.”

			Roxy headed for the living room. “A League of Their Own?”

			“Load it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10 

			BEN’S FOOTSTEPS ECHOED in the dim staircase as he climbed the four flights to his apartment. He took his time, more than a little reluctant to greet what waited him outside his door. Located above a hookah lounge and across the street from an overgrown, abandoned lot, this building had never been a joy to return to in the first place. But he paid for the apartment on his own. No help. Same way he’d been doing since his second year of college. He wouldn’t be here forever. In fact, his student loans were close to being paid off, and now that he worked as a full-time professor, he should start looking at places. Maybe even somewhere with a window in the bedroom and heat in the winter. Somewhere he wouldn’t be embarrassed to bring his friends. Or a girl. Honey.

			If he’d gone home with his Lolita, what would they be doing right now? Lying on their backs on her roof, talking? Or would he already have gotten her into bed, both of their bodies slick with sweat, hands wrapped around the headboard as they tried not to make any noise?

			All right, probably best not to think of that right now. Not when he couldn’t see her again tonight. Or maybe even tomorrow, since they didn’t have class. Wait. Did such a thing even matter anymore? He could easily get her phone number, having a direct connection through Louis and Roxy. Come to think of it, he was an asshat for not getting it tonight. He could have called her to make sure she’d gotten home all right, at the very least.

			He knew why he hadn’t gotten it, however, and she was one more flight up. The call had thrown him, especially after what had just happened with Honey. It had to be tonight. His mother’s timing had always been shitty, but was there ever a good time to blow through town and pass out on your son’s couch? She hadn’t shown her face for the better part of a year, sending him postcards from Miami, Cabo San Lucas . . . Brazil. Never the same place twice. Never with the same people, either.

			Ben rounded the corner onto the fourth floor and saw his mother, perched on her Louis Vuitton suitcase, nails tapping away as she texted on her cell. When her head popped up and she smiled at his approach, he saw that she’d had more work done. The chin this time. What had been wrong with it in the first place?

			“Ben!” She swung her tastefully highlighted hair over her shoulder and stood, tanned arms outstretched for a hug. He stepped into them because as much as she frustrated him or became more unrecognizable each time he saw her, she was his mother. Once upon a time, they’d gone through the same debacle. They’d been on the same team, even though at eight and twenty-seven years old, neither of them had been old enough to know how to play the game. A thousand years could pass and he’d always let his mother hug him. It hurt to realize, though, that each time he felt it a little less. Had to try that much harder to find familiarity.

			“Hey, Mom.” He stepped back, digging his keys out of his satchel. “Sorry you had to wait so long. The trains don’t come as often this time of night.”

			“I would have paid for a cab.” She tilted her head, watching him as he unlocked the door. “I was half hoping you wouldn’t live here anymore. That maybe you’d found somewhere better. I could help with that, you know. Just—”

			“I’m fine here.” He pushed into the apartment, flipping on lights as he went. The studio was small, but he’d made it work. A bookcase he’d found at a consignment shop in Williamsburg separated his sleeping area from the rest of the space. His brown suede couch had been a gift from his mother, one he’d been unable to turn down when she’d sworn it was going to the garbage dump otherwise. Books. There were books everywhere. Stacked in windowsills and overflowing from his kitchen cabinets in between boxes of cereal. He bent down and swiped a stack off the couch, where he’d be sleeping tonight. His mother would insist on taking it, and he’d insist she take his bed. They repeated the same routine every time.

			“Are you hungry?” he asked her. “I can order pizza or Indian. There’s a really good Indian—”

			“I’m fine. I had sushi at the airport.” She rubbed her arms as she turned in a circle, looking at his apartment like it was a museum exhibit. Living Habits of the Prodigal Son. At the refrigerator, she stopped, peering down at the official letter attached to his fridge. Damn. He should have taken the job offer from NYU down weeks ago, but he could admit he enjoyed seeing it there every time he opened the fridge. “NYU offered you a job?”

			“Yes, but I’m not taking it. I’m comfortable where I am.” He’d applied to Columbia and NYU at the same time, but Columbia had gotten back to him first. At the time, he’d been hoping for NYU because it was more convenient to his living situation, but staying unemployed for any length of time after school hadn’t been an option. NYU had finally found an opening and contacted him right away. He’d been prepared to decline this week, but for some reason—a reason he refused to consider—he’d asked for time to consider the offer.

			“Ben, I hate to see you living like this. It’s so unnecessary.”

			“We have the same discussion every time you’re here.” He pulled his bag over his head and set it on top of the bookcase, careful to keep his tone patient. She’d never understood his unwillingness to touch the money set aside for him by his father, and he didn’t expect her to now. “Why don’t we talk about what you’ve been up to? You came from Miami, right?”

			“The Hamptons, actually.” She finished her perusal to look at him. “I spent a couple weeks there with some friends, but it’s starting to get colder, so . . .” Her smile looked brittle. “We all started going our separate ways. You know how it goes.”

			He didn’t. Well, he knew a lot about going separate ways. But spending two weeks in the Hamptons and saying good-bye to people because the weather changed? No, he knew nothing about that. It had taken him a while after coming to New York to make friends for the very reason that he knew what it felt like when people vanished from your life. There one day. Gone the next. Louis and Russell had been watching a basketball game beside him in the Longshoreman one night, and they’d started talking over beers. They’d all three kept coming back, until he’d kind of fallen into friendship with them. It hadn’t been a conscious thing, or it might never have happened.

			“What about you?” his mother asked. “How is the job going? I still can’t believe you’re a professor.” She laughed a little uncomfortably. “It makes me feel so old.”

			“It’s going well. Really well.” Honey’s face swam in his mind, along with a heavy, carved-out feeling in his chest. He hadn’t experienced it since they’d been together earlier, and he’d been waiting for it to make an appearance. The reminder that he’d done something irrevocable. Something against his rules and the ones that had been laid out for him by his employer. He suspected his mother showing up had buoyed the feeling, bringing it past the surface sooner than it might have.

			“What’s wrong?” His mother propped a hip against the counter in his tiny kitchen. “I can tell something is bothering you, because you keep pushing up your glasses even though they’re not slipping down. You’ve done it since you were a kid.”

			“Did I?” He cleared his throat. “It’s nothing.” Except that was a lie. He felt the need to get it out in the open. Relieve some of the pressure surrounding his rib cage. Yet there was something else, too, bolstering the desire to spill his guts. He knew the details would horrify his mother, and he hoped maybe that would give him the reality check he needed. “There’s a girl, actually. She’s—”

			“A girl?” Her arched eyebrow didn’t move, but he suspected it might have lifted if it hadn’t been for the Botox she got injected regularly. “That’s so exciting. Have you been dating long?” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked the screen. “If I delay my flight to Ibiza one more day, could I meet her?”

			Ben contained the laughter that wanted to escape. He’d barely spent any time with Honey himself. Not to mention, this wasn’t exactly the kind of relationship that warranted a meet the parents night. Was it? He’d just barely wrapped his mind around the fact that they’d had sex.

			Jesus. They’d had sex. In an unlocked classroom. With his colleagues a couple floors away.

			He sunk down onto the couch. “She’s a student of mine.”

			His mother went very still. Ben thought she might have fossilized, but she turned and reached up into the cabinet over the sink, pulling out the bottle of whiskey she’d brought with her the last time. “Ben, you can’t be serious.” Her Massachusetts accent had come back in a big way. “After everything. Everything that happened with your father. How could you do something so stupid?”

			“I don’t know.” His voice sounded dull, far away. “It just—”

			“Don’t.” She shook the bottle at him, mouth twisting in a grimace. “Don’t say those words. It just happened. You know where I’ve heard them before?”

			“Yes. I do know. I was there.”

			“And still you continue the pattern?” She uncapped the bottle and took a healthy swig. “I know I was one of the women, Ben. I know that. When I met your father, he was married, and I was the shiny, new model. I hate myself for that. But I didn’t deserve to watch him trade me in so many times. They got younger and younger. He stopped hiding them, and one day it all caught up, didn’t it?”

			Yes. It had. He could still remember the day he saw his father’s picture on the news. Although this time it hadn’t accompanied news of a trade or some highlight from last night’s football game. It had been him being brought up on statutory rape charges. The parents of the girl had pressed charges. Right after the news had broken, his father had assured him in his cocky, offhanded way that their family would be fine. That the girl had lied about her age and it would all come out in the wash. Then endorsement deals had started to fall through. Cars had started disappearing from their driveway. The Patriots had elected not to offer his father a new contract. Ben had been young, but as an adult he could look back and know what it had all meant.

			His mother had seen the writing on the wall early and hired a lawyer, making sure she got her share of the money before it all went away. She’d been married one other time since then, to another wealthy man Ben had only met on a handful of occasions before they’d divorced. Her funds were seemingly unlimited, her social calendar full, but Ben knew she was lonely.

			His father had thrown away everything in a moment of weakness. Hurt his wife. Lost everything he’d ever worked for. Years later, the girl admitted in the press that she had in fact lied about her age, going so far as to show her father a fake ID that had conveniently disappeared before charges had been filed. Nothing excused his father’s actions. Nothing. Not even the girl’s deception.

			DECEPTION. DECEPTION. JUST like Honey pretending she didn’t know him that night in the closet. Openly seducing him even though she knew what it could cost him.

			Ben had no idea how long he sat there, taking the bottle his mother passed him and drinking deeply. Eventually, she closed her eyes and passed out on the couch, her eye makeup smeared by her tears. He threw a blanket over her and grabbed his satchel off the bookcase, taking it to the kitchen, where light from an outside streetlamp shined in through the window. Peter’s advice from earlier filtered in through his whiskey-drunk state, making more and more sense as it lapped around his head.

			Head it off at the pass. Be up front and write a formal letter to Dean Mahoney, letting him know a student has shown interest in you. That way, if blondie ever claims you harassed her, you’ve already been honest. It will count in your favor.

			Could he do something like that? Did he have a fucking choice? He’d vowed to himself as a child and again as a man that he would never end up like his father. That he would never let his judgment be clouded by a woman. But he’d done it. Barely one year into his career as a professor, and he’d already broken his word. How could he respect himself if he left himself wide open for the same result? No. No, he had to avoid the same fate at all costs. He’d be damned before he ended up like his father, living in a halfway house somewhere in California. No contact with his family. Not a dime to his name because he’d let it be taken away. That wouldn’t be Ben.

			Ben pulled the notebook out of his bag that was usually reserved for lesson plans. He flipped it open with one hand while nabbing a pen with the other. And he started to write. 

			

			

			Dean Mahoney,

			I’m writing to you about a matter of great importance.

			Ben dropped his head forward. He sounded like a Victorian novel. Just keep going. Change it later.

			One of my students, Ms. Honey Perribow, has taken an apparent romantic interest in me. Normally, I find it relatively easy to ignore these inconvenient situations until they run their due course, but she has actively pursued me. Aggressively, in some cases. To the point where I no longer feel she is capable of processing my polite and repeated rejections. I have no interest in any of my students, especially the student in question, beyond teaching them and giving appropriate grades.

			He dropped the pen to remove his glasses. His head was suddenly pounding, as if he’d fast-forwarded to the hangover portion of this drinking process. Writing this letter felt infinitely wrong. They were lies. When had he become a liar on top of being a rule breaker? His stomach burned, the whiskey turning to lava and spreading to his limbs. Almost done. He picked up the pen again.

			I no longer feel capable of handling this situation on my own. The longer it goes on, I worry that Ms. Perribow may grow even more insistent that there is a romantic connection between us when that is simply not the case. While I’m not requesting you take any active steps against the student, I would ask that you put it on record as a preemptive explanation on my behalf. Thank you.

			Prof. Ben Dawson

			After taking one final pull from the whiskey bottle, Ben shoved the notebook back into his bag and walked unevenly to his bed, Honey’s tinkling laugh echoing in his skull.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11 

			IT WAS FRIDAY night. Honey should have been out raising hell. Letting the slightly older Roxy and Abby buy her drinks in a bar that didn’t card at the door. She should have put on something sexy, like a . . . a sequined romper and paired it with lipstick several shades too dark for her complexion. That’s what she should have been doing. Instead, she was sitting on the roof, staring out over the Manhattan skyline, dumping Pixy Stix into her mouth. A bona fide party animal.

			Two days had passed since her classroom conga with Ben, and she’d heard nothing from him. On a personal level, at least. She hadn’t known what to expect from him in class this morning, but it had fallen firmly on the less desirable end of the spectrum, to put it mildly. He hadn’t looked at her once. Not once. She’d sat in the middle row, same as last time, careful to put some distance between herself and Todd, but her Monster Energy drink chugging classmate had lumbered over and plopped down beside her anyway. She thought she’d seen Ben flinch at that point, but when his gaze didn’t find her once for the remainder of the hour, she decided she must have imagined it.

			That told her everything she needed to know. It had been a onetime thing, and he regretted it. So . . . fine. Okay. Her affair with Professor Ben had ended with a bang. A seriously hot, unforgettable, drove-her-crazy-just-to-think-about-it bang. She shouldn’t feel betrayed. Or like her insides were being prodded at with a hot poker. She shouldn’t feel like she’d been picked up by a hurricane and set down somewhere else. But she did. Ever since class this morning, everything she’d done had felt like a considerable effort. Sitting down, standing up, eating, talking, comprehending words. She’d gone past her subway stop without realizing it and ended up halfway to Chinatown.

			She was starting to think she’d imagined the whole thing. Ben had never been anything but her professor. There hadn’t been a connection between them in the closet or that day after class when he’d noticed her for the first time. He’d never thrown her onto a desk and given her pleasure with his brilliant, insightful mouth. Never. She’d made it all up. While she knew that simply couldn’t be true, the idea of it hurt more than anything. Knowing it could all be a memory so easily. No closure or even a formal rejection from either of them. When she’d walked out of the classroom that night, he’d been staring after her like he couldn’t wait to touch her again. What had changed?

			The roof door slamming made her jump a foot in the air. “Jesus!”

			“Sorry!” Abby put her hands out. “I’ve never been up here. I assumed it would coast to a close.”

			“Well, it didn’t.” Honey pressed a palm over her pounding heart, seeing for the first time how Abby was dressed. In a short, black eyelet skirt and pink halter top, she looked incredible. “Where are you going?”

			“Where are we going, you mean?” Abby clicked to the edge of the roof in her high-heeled Mary Janes and propped an arm on the brick wall. She kicked off one of the shoes and massaged her right foot. “Out. Louis has decreed that our two supergroups are merging into one giant, unstoppable supergroup. He and Roxy are working on a secret handshake as we speak.”

			“He’s downstairs?” Honey came to her feet slowly, irritated by the way her pulse started beating in Morse code. “Who else is there?”

			“Russell is in my room killing a spider.” She switched feet, massaging the left with relish. “It went under my bed, and unless he finds and kills it, we’re moving.”

			“Obviously.”

			Honey swallowed heavily, resisting the urge to shake Abby and ask about Ben’s presence, but her friend beat her to it with a knowing smile. “Ben is meeting us at the Longshoreman later. He had a late meeting.”

			“Oh.” Honey tried to hide her cheeseball smile by ducking her head, pretending to survey her own boring outfit. If he was meeting up with everyone knowing she would be there, he couldn’t have blown her off completely, right? Maybe he’d just been busy and she’d dramatized the whole thing. Either way, she was going to see Ben in a few short hours, and there was no denying the excitement fizzing in her bloodstream. “I guess I’d better go change.”

			“Roxy already picked out a dress for you. It’s on your bed.” Abby replaced both shoes and did a little dance. “How come you never want to wear my clothes?”

			Honey pointed to Abby’s outfit. “I’d wear that.”

			“It’s Roxy’s.”

			“There you go.”

			Half an hour later, Honey had changed into the most incredible little black dress she’d ever worn. It had white leather cutouts for pockets and showed just enough cleavage to be friendly. In the interest of making sure Abby didn’t feel left out, she’d pilfered a pair of red Jimmy Choos from an unopened box in her closet, surprised when they fit her feet, considering Abby was so much taller. All four of her friends whistled when she walked into the living room, so she put on a fierce model expression and cat walked over to retrieve her purse.

			They spoke over one another on their way down the sidewalk to the Longshoreman, telling stories and making good-natured fun of one another, the energy that comes from the start of a night out singing in the air around them. This is when Honey loved New York the most. When possibilities are laid out before you like bright, shining swimming pools and you just have to decide which one to dive into. She didn’t have to wake up tomorrow on time or be in a lab until Monday. Free. She felt free. The homesickness she’d been experiencing was the furthest thing from her mind as cabs whipped past in streaks of yellow and stars winked between the skyscrapers. At the root of it all, she knew this exhilarated feeling came from the knowledge she would see Ben. Just seeing him was enough to make her float down the street on their way downtown.

			When they reached the Longshoreman, they practically fell into the last available table. Louis pulled Roxy down onto his lap and propped his head on her shoulder. Russell yanked out two chairs for Honey and Abby, propping himself against the wall when there were no more seats available. He didn’t seem to mind, though. As if being on guard duty came natural to him.

			“So, Honey. How are those premed courses coming?” Louis spoke up over the loud music. “Cut anybody open yet?”

			“No. Are you volunteering?”

			Laughing, he grabbed the pitcher of beer the waitress set down in front of them, pouring the foamy, gold liquid into plastic cups. “This marks the second time you’ve threatened me with a knife. Is that some kind of Southern custom?”

			“Nope.” She sent him an exaggerated wink. “Just mine.”

			Roxy held up her beer for a toast. “To threats of castration and slightly terrifying Southernisms.”

			“Cheers.”

			They all drank. Abby tilted her head back and looked up at Russell. Who was already looking down at her with a frown. “You work construction all day while I’m in an air- conditioned office. Why don’t you take my seat and I’ll stand a while?”

			He nodded toward something beneath the table. “Because your feet hurt.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I know because your shoes are at least two sizes too small. You could barely walk on the way here.” He actually looked irritated at her, tugging the collar of his Hart Brothers Construction shirt. “Why would you wear uncomfortable shoes?”

			“Because they match.”

			“Oh, they match.” He shifted against the wall. “You’re taking a cab home.” Abby grinned up into Russell’s frown until he shook his head, an answering smile forming around the hard edges of his mouth. “Women like you were sent here to drive us all crazy.”

			“Thank you.”

			Honey turned her amusement on Roxy, hoping to gauge her friend’s reaction to the chemistry buzzing between Russell and Abby, but Roxy looked . . . ill. Beside her, Louis didn’t appear much better. Both of them were staring at the bar entrance. With a pit of dread in her stomach, Honey turned in her seat.

			Ben had just walked in, looking as he always did. Just out of work. A little stressed. His navy button-down was tucked into gray slacks, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. He wasn’t alone, though. Walking in beside him with a megawatt smile on her face was the older woman he’d sat with at the poetry reading. They were holding hands.

			OH SHIT. THIS feels like a colossal, goddamn mistake. But that had to be natural, right? Because hurting someone’s feelings wasn’t supposed to feel good. In this case, though, it was necessary. The entire subway ride there, Ben had been debating with himself over how to let Honey down easy. If he’d be able to let her down at all, once he got within the vicinity of her and could smell, hear, see her. So when he’d run into Viv coming out of the bookstore two blocks away, he’d thought he’d seen his solution. She’d beaten him to the punch by asking him out for a drink, and he’d said yes. Or he’d heard himself say yes. Or maybe he hadn’t said anything at all. She’d latched onto his hand, and here they were.

			And now that he was standing in Honey’s vicinity, now that they were standing in the same room, he knew with dead certainty that he wouldn’t have been able to accomplish letting her down any other way. She was painfully beautiful staring at him from across the bar, her face flushed from laughing. She’d parted her hair differently so that it was all pushed over onto one side, and he had the odd, sudden urge to ask her why she’d decided to do that. His friends were glaring at him, but he only knew that because he could feel it. He couldn’t take his eyes off Honey long enough to confirm.

			The pink flush in her cheeks was changing, turning red, the sparkle in her golden eyes dulling and dimming. Viv was asking him something, probably what he wanted to drink, but he couldn’t focus on the words. He forced himself to remember why he’d done this. Honey had lied to him, let him walk into a trap. She was everything that had ruined his father, his family. She’d willingly put his career in jeopardy. It was too familiar, and he needed to distance himself from it.

			So when she jumped out of her chair and sped off toward the back of the bar, why did he drop Viv’s hand like a live grenade and take off after her? Because he had no choice. His body moved before his mind registered the action, as if one end of an invisible rope was attached to him and Honey held the other side. He dipped in and out of noisy groups of people, feeling like he’d left his stomach behind him at the bar.

			Oh God. Her face.

			At that moment, even with the voice in his head telling him breaking things off was right, nothing seemed worth the betrayal and hurt he’d seen on her face. What the hell was he going to do if he caught up with her? Explain that he had to hurt her like this? Explain that if he left even a sliver of a chance for this relationship to continue, he’d be toast? He so would. Nothing could keep him away from Honey unless she wanted nothing to do with him.

			Now that he’d handily accomplished that goal and couldn’t take back what he’d done, he had the horrible suspicion that he hadn’t thought it all the way through. That he’d missed something important and it would come back to haunt him. Or maybe it already was.

			Ben ground to a halt outside the women’s bathroom. A brunette walked out drying her hands on her shirt, giving him a funny look when he tried to look over her shoulder before the door closed. “Yeah?”

			“Is there a blonde in there? She would have just walked in.”

			“Nope. Empty.”

			He cursed under his breath while turning in a circle. Where else could she have gone? Two swinging, wooden doors caught his eye, located opposite the bathroom. Several men bustled behind them, yelling over the loud music. The kitchen. Not stopping to think, Ben pushed through the doors, ignoring the strange looks he received as he jogged to the other side, toward the back exit he’d suspected was there. He saw a flash of blond hair and increased his pace, throwing open the door as soon as he reached it.

			His heart started to slam when he saw her. Although it was possible it hadn’t beaten since she’d seen him walk in with someone else. But it kick-started now in a gear high enough to make breathing difficult. She hadn’t seen him yet from where she stood in the middle of the sidewalk, staring out into the side street. Her fists were tightened into balls at her sides, body strung tight as a bow.

			“Honey.”

			She jolted, but didn’t turn to face him. “Jesus. Go away, Ben.”

			His throat was impossibly tight. “I think I did this wrong.”

			“What were you trying to do?”

			“Let you down easy.” It sounded so insanely stupid now. Nothing about this girl or this situation or the way she made him feel was easy. Everything she inspired in him was intense and concentrated.

			She tossed her head back and laughed, the sound cutting right through him. “Yeah, I’d say you did it wrong.”

			“I’m sorry it has to be this way.”

			“I’m not.” Finally, blessedly, she turned those golden eyes on him. And he was fucked. Fucked. They were hot-tempered and magnificent. Just like the rest of her. They pinned him to where he stood, daring him to move. He couldn’t move, though, because if he moved, it would be toward her, and he needed to move away. How could he do that, when one look from her eviscerated his resolve to end things? “I’m not sorry you did this, Ben, because now I know what an unfeeling asshole you are. I know you’re not worth my time or thoughts. Now I know.”

			Her words scalded him in the worst way. Worst because that part of him she’d woken up, the part that hated when other guys looked at her or ached to see her knee bleeding, demanded that he prove her wrong. It couldn’t cope with her believing that about him. But he forced himself to remain where he was, not going to her even though it tore him open.

			Honey narrowed her eyes at him, tilting her head as if she could see everything taking place inside his fucked-up brain. No, she could. When the corner of her mouth tilted up, he knew she could see it.

			She turned on a heel and came toward him, hair streaming out behind her in the night wind. He swore his heart beat ten times in between each click of her shoes on the concrete, each swish of her dress against her thighs. The intention in her eyes was a warning he should be heeding, but it was nothing doing. All he could do was wait for her to reach him, because it felt vital. It was what she might have done in the bar if he hadn’t walked in holding someone else’s hand.

			Her fingers dragging up his chest was all it took for him to grow hard as a fucking rock. He knew that if they hadn’t been standing on a street with cars whizzing past, he would have grabbed her hand and put it on his cock, shamelessly begged her to jack him off. Anyone from the university could have walked past and seen them, but he could only hold his breath and see what she’d do next. When she flattened her palm on his belly and nudged him backwards toward a recessed doorway, Ben went. He needed to. Needed her.

			As soon as his back hit the door, she pushed up on her toes and attacked his mouth. The battle immediately went both ways. Her taste exploded through him, hot and delicious, but now it had a familiarity that battered him. He knew her mouth now. He knew the girl attached to it, and he’d fucked with her in the worst way, goddammit. The words zigzagging through his head commanded his mouth, using it as an outlet, and he kissed her, kissed her, kissed her like his life was at stake. He couldn’t get close enough even though she was trying to climb him with that sweet, sexy body, so he flipped their positions and pressed her between him and the door. Hard.

			Honey tore her mouth away on a moan. “You want me, Ben?”

			He raked her neck with his teeth. “You can’t feel me? I’m two seconds from fucking you in this doorway.” Her hips rolled against his hardness, and he pumped his own in response. “Why did you have to be so tight and wet? I can’t think of anything else. Want my mouth on it again. Want inside.”

			She brushed her lips over his gently. “Too bad.”

			Then she was gone. Slipped out from where he’d wedged her against the door, her body heat, mouth, touch, all stolen from him as he stood there panting into a void.

			He turned to see her swipe a hand over her mouth, as if to rid herself of him. “Go ahead back inside, Ben. Go back to your sophisticated New York girlfriend and discuss Kafka over craft beers. Whatever makes you happy.” She stepped back quickly when he reached for her. “I know you want me, even though you don’t want to. Maybe you’ve never forgiven me for lying to you in the closet. I don’t know. I do know I could wear you down and make you give in. But you know what? I’m not interested in you anymore. I’m not interested in anything you have to offer.”

			No. This isn’t happening. He’d accomplished what he’d set out to do, but he hadn’t taken into account what it would feel like to be on the receiving end. Is this how she’d felt? Oh God. “Honey—”

			“Enjoy your night.”

			She put up a hand to hail a cab. No, he couldn’t let her go like this. Ben tried to go after her, but two sets of hands held him back. His confusion over Russell and Louis’s appearance behind him cost him precious seconds. She threw herself into the backseat of a cab and left. Left him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12 

			HONEY PEERED DOWN into the eyepiece of her microscope at the slide she’d placed on the stage. After observing for a few moments, she noted her findings in her notepad. The scratching of her pen sounded amplified in the surrounding quiet, alerting her that she was alone in the lab, half of the lights shut off. A glance at the clock told her it was after five o’clock. Shit. She rubbed at her sore eyes, knowing Roxy and Abby would be wondering where she was. The downside to being an awesome cook and preparing meals often was that people started to expect it. Not that she minded. Most of the time. Her roommates found other ways of making up for their constant need to be fed. Such as letting her stew all weekend without comment or setting a tub of ice cream down on the coffee table and handing her a ladle.

			She shoved her notebook and pen into her backpack and cleaned her station before winding her way down the building’s hallway toward the exit. Yesterday had gone by in kind of a haze, obviously brought on by Ben bringing a date to their supergroup mesh party. But also by the realization that she’d opened herself up to be hurt. Really, horrifyingly hurt. She’d had her share of dude disappointments in the past. Boys liking her friends instead of her. Elmer forgetting her birthday. It had always been the kind of pain she could get over with a good book or a sleeve of Oreos. But this? This was entirely different.

			She might have made light of it to Roxy and Abby—because hello, the guy she just slept with walked in with someone else, and frankly, that was embarrassing as all get out—but down in the root of her stomach, she felt torn to shreds. How had this man she’d known for such a short space of time taken such a huge chunk out of her? Her little stunt on Friday night just before she’d catapulted headfirst into a cab had only succeeded in getting a small portion of it back. But it had been a start. At the very least, she’d managed to walk away with her pride intact.

			Tomorrow morning, she had English class, and she intended to walk in with her chin up. Look him right in the eye. She didn’t run away from uncomfortable situations, and this would be no different. Honey shook her head when a traitorous spark of anticipation kicked up in her chest, telling her she still yearned to lay eyes on Ben after everything that had happened. God, when would that go away? Maybe when she stopped dreaming about his lips on her neck, thigh wedged between her legs, the way it had been on Friday night. Maybe she just needed to know why so she could get some closure. Was it her initial lie, the fact that she was his student, or something else? He’d looked so . . . tortured.

			Honey jammed her headphones into her ear and blasted some old Dixie Chicks, thinking about the first concert her mother had brought her to up in Lexington when she was thirteen. They’d worn matching T-shirts and everything. The memory brought a much-needed smile to her face as she rode the train downtown to Chelsea, even though a half-empty Coca-Cola can rolled down the aisle and sloshed brown liquid over her shoes. When her phone rang twenty minutes later on her way into the apartment, she wondered if she’d somehow projected her thoughts to her mother all the way down in Kentucky.

			“Hey, Mom.”

			“Hey, girly.”

			Instantly, Honey knew something was wrong. Her shoulders tensed as she hung up her backpack just inside the door. Her mother only called her by that nickname when something bad happened. Three times in her life, her mother had used it. When Granddaddy Perribow died. When the Little League phoned to inform them she couldn’t try out because she had a vagina. And just now. “What’s wrong?”

			“Now, don’t you go thinking you need to come home, Hon. I just want to get that out of the way up front. I mean what I say. I won’t even pick you up at the airport.”

			“Yes you would, don’t lie and what happened?”

			When her mother was upset, she strung her words together in one long breath. Honey did the same exact thing. Her father used to complain that the Perribow women had a secret, angry language that no one could decipher and he gave thanks for that fact every day.

			Her mother’s quick exhale echoed down the phone. “Your brother fell off the dang tractor, is what happened. Laid out in the field wailing for help and nobody was home. Broke both of his legs, the big idiot. I love him to pieces, but he is. He’s a big ol’ idiot.”

			Honey stomped her foot, mostly because she needed somewhere to put all the feelings. Dammit. Teddy was injured, and again she wasn’t there. She was here in this giant city, a plane ride away from the people who loved and needed her. “Is he smoking while he works the fields again? I swear, he’s going to turn green one of these days, and then what’ll he have to say for himself?”

			As far back as she could remember, her brother had liked to get stoned. He was as good-natured as they came, wouldn’t harm a fly, and had never progressed to any harder drugs. So they’d all kind of learned to live with it, especially after he turned eighteen. He was a functioning pot smoker. Most of the time. Like when he wasn’t getting so high he fell off the dang tractor.

			She tuned back in to her mother’s ramble. “Your father needs to get this crop planted by the end of the week, so he’s gone into town looking for help. He’s going to lose time either way, though, because—”

			“No one knows how to work the tractor but us,” Honey finished for her. It was true. Their rusted-ass tractor not only acted up with annoying frequency but it flat out stopped working when it didn’t like the way a newcomer treated it. Her father claimed it was haunted. Panic invaded her stomach at the thought of what her family could lose if they didn’t plant a crop in time. All their extra resources went to pay for school. They couldn’t afford such a setback. “I’m coming home.”

			“No, you’re not. I won’t pick you up at the airport.”

			“Yes, you will. Don’t lie.”

			“Well, if I’ve got an extra mouth to feed, I best get cooking.”

			“Bye, Mom.”

			“Bye.”

			Honey disconnected the call, a little stunned over what she’d just decided on the fly. She would miss an entire week of classes, but if she emailed each of her professors tonight and explained the family emergency, they would probably let her email her work from Kentucky. After all, she was carrying As in all her classes. The small amount of rent she paid left her with additional funds, so she could afford a flight. And damn, damn, she was just so homesick. Did it make her weak to want some time with her family? They needed her as much as she needed them right now.

			She turned when someone cleared their throat behind her. Both roommates were standing in the living room, looking more than a little confused.

			“Was that English?” Roxy asked.

			Honey’s laugh sounded unnatural to her own ears. “Not according to my father.” She tapped her phone against her thigh. “I’m going home for the week. The tractor broke my brother’s legs.”

			“Oh my God,” Abby breathed. “Who is tractor?”

			“It’s not a person.” Honey headed for her bedroom, knowing they would likely follow her. “It’s an evil contraption that only my family knows how to work.”

			In the doorway to Honey’s room, Roxy propped a hip on the door frame. “So you’re going home to plow the fields?” She frowned. “Are you sure this has nothing to do with Ben plowing your field, then acting like king asshole?”

			“Yes, I’m sure,” Honey answered quickly, having anticipated the question. “I’m not running because of a guy. I wouldn’t.”

			Abby nodded, even if Roxy didn’t. “Do you want us to come with you?”

			Tears pricked behind Honey’s eyelids, so she hid them by getting down on her knees to search for her suitcase under the bed. “I appreciate the offer, but it’s just me. They just need me.”

			“Okay, but the offer stands.” Abby clapped her hands together. “I can at least help by looking up flights. Aisle or window.”

			“Aisle.” Honey found her suitcase and yanked it into the center of her room, thinking both of her roommates had gone. But when she glanced toward the door, Roxy was still there, arms crossed. “I’m not running because of Ben,” Honey said preemptively.

			“Hmm.” Roxy looked doubtful. “I’m kind of an expert at running from guys. Ask Louis.” She sauntered into the room with a drawn-out sigh. “I won’t pry, because I’m also an expert on hating people who pry. But promise me one thing?”

			Honey gave up the pretense of rummaging through her drawers and looked at Roxy. “What’s that?”

			“Promise you’ll come back.”

			Honey opened her mouth to make the promise, closing it with a snap when she realized she couldn’t.

			WHEN BEN SAW a message from Honey sitting in his email inbox early Monday morning, his first thought was, Oh Jesus, she’s dropping my class. He’d done a bang-up job of keeping himself together over the weekend, drinking enough to drown two Yetis. But this was somehow the worst news he could have imagined receiving while still lying in bed with a motherfucker of a hangover. It meant no more heartbreakingly sincere papers that kept him up at night. No more certainty that he would at least see her. Nothing. She’d dropped him—for good reason—and now he wouldn’t be her professor anymore, either. It made him want to pull the pillow over his head and block out the world.

			He didn’t, of course, because there was an urgency spinning around him madly, begging him to read the email. Any communication with her was beyond what he’d expected, be it good or bad. He had no right to be this desperate to read words she’d written, when he’d behaved like such an asshole, but no one was here to judge him, save the empty whiskey bottle lying at the foot of the bed.

			Ben snatched his glasses off the bookcase, put them on, and sat up with a groan when his entire being rebelled. How much had he drunk exactly? Not enough to feel this horrible, but then again, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. Russell had stopped by with a pizza at some point, which had basically been an excuse to tell Ben what a failure he was as a human being. Then they’d watched the Yankees game and polished off a six-pack without exchanging a single word. Ben had no idea which day of the weekend that had taken place, because he’d continued the party on his own as soon as the door had closed behind Russell. A pathetic, one-man party where the goal had been to drink until Honey’s face blurred. It never did. It was still there, stronger and more beautiful with each passing minute. Sobriety was bullshit.

			He tapped the email with his thumb and blinked to bring the bright electronic screen into focus.

			Professor Dawson, it began. Ouch. No more Ben for him. Even through two simple words, he could hear her tone of voice. Detached. Formal.

			A family emergency has come up and I won’t be in class this week.

			Ben sat up straighter. She wasn’t dropping his class, but she wasn’t going to be there, either. What kind of emergency sent you flying out of the state? It had to be bad, possibly a relative dying. Was she okay? God, he hated the idea of her dealing with bad news on top of what he’d done to her Friday night.

			I have attached the assignment you gave out Friday morning to this email. Hopefully that is acceptable. If it isn’t inconvenient, I would appreciate you responding with any assignments for the upcoming week, reading or otherwise, so I can email them to you on time. Thank you.

			Honey Perribow

			Ben tossed his phone onto the bed and grabbed his laptop off the floor, where he’d miraculously remembered to charge it. A minute later, he had Honey’s email pulled up to open the attachment. He’d completely forgotten he’d even given an assignment on Friday, dropped it into the murkiness of the weekend. He remembered now, though. Remembered wanting to read something, anything, from Honey, so he’d asked for a creative writing piece on any topic, student’s choice. It had been so unlike him, leaving anything up to chance. Not being specific. Even the students had shown their surprise. God, he’d crossed so many lines at this point to get close to her, to figure out how her mind worked, that he should really just resign. Honestly.

			He read her abrupt message once again with the kind of voraciousness one reserves for a pie eating contest. Perhaps when he was finished reading the assignment, he could figure out how to dull the sick feeling that had hit him at the realization that she was no longer in New York City. She was hours and miles and eons away from him at that very moment. If he wanted to see her, it wouldn’t only be a bad idea; it would be impossible. Feeling helpless on top of miserable wasn’t a great combination. Massaging his pounding forehead with one hand, he continued reading.

			My family is like a baseball team. Dad is the third base coach, except he never tells you to stay on third. He’d say it was the coward’s way out and God hates a coward. No matter how low your odds are of reaching home plate, he’ll send you there every time, fully believing you’ll make it. He lacks the ability to doubt, even when he should, and often to his detriment. Mom is the catcher, giving everyone subtle signals as to how they should proceed in every situation. A nose scratch means change your shoes. An ear tug means you’re adding too much salt. Of course, if she ends up calling for the wrong pitch, it’s not her fault. You should have known it was the wrong call. Maybe she was just testing you. My brother is the mascot. Loved by many, but forgotten by all unless he’s standing right in front of you, big and colorful. High as a kite. He’ll make you laugh in a way that has you forgetting why an hour later, but the content, happy feeling lingers. Making you want to be around him again.

			I’m not sure who I am on the team yet. Sometimes I think I’m the team doctor, but the pull of running the bases is too strong. I want to drop my scalpel and sprint so fast my lungs hurt. So maybe I’m the pinch runner who steps in when someone can’t carry their weight or is missing a step. But when I’m standing on first base, cheating towards second, I get lost staring into the outfield. The place where all your thoughts and secrets get swallowed up by a discreet blue sky. Blue sky never tells, it just listens. When I’m in the outfield and I hear the crack of bat meeting ball, when I see the ball sailing up, up and know it will eventually come down, time elongates into something without boundaries. The ball hangs in the air so long, it could be plucked out of the sky with my daddy’s barbequing tongs, flipped over like a sizzling burger. I want that ball more than anything. Anything. That’s what I used to think. When I don’t make the catch and the collective groans go up from the dugout, I used to think I was crushed. Used to wish for time to go in reverse so I’d get another chance.

			Time does have boundaries, though. It puts you at the plate when you’re not ready and it strikes you out. It strikes you out. It strikes you out. All the while, the things that used to be important, like a perfect pop fly, begin falling outside your reach. Or fade into memories. New things take their place. Jobs. Friends. A man.

			If you look extra closely, you can see it happening. The smell of a tweed jacket replaces the scent of freshly cut grass. Stolen kisses replace . . . everything. A man becomes that perfect pop fly that lands at your feet, not in your glove.

			While I don’t fear failure even though it hurts, I do fear the answer to one question. Now that I know what real, consuming want feels like, will I want to catch that ball as much next time I’m in the outfield?

			It was possible he didn’t breathe until he’d finished the entire three pages. Him. She’d written about him? The tone was the same as her other work, but she’d never spoken about something personal. Why now? Unless she’d written it Friday afternoon, before the clusterfuck at the Longshoreman, she’d written those candid thoughts after he’d destroyed what had been between them. Destroyed it.

			Ben shoved the laptop off his legs, not really caring where or how it landed. Had she let him into her head as some devious brand of torture? His head ached twice as bad now, stomach pitching as he gained his feet and headed for the bathroom. Halfway there, he stopped and paced back toward the bed. Then he walked to the kitchen and turned in a half circle.

			This was wrong. So wrong. He’d compared Honey to the woman who’d burned his father. This country girl who assigned her family members positions on a baseball field. Who wasn’t afraid to run for a pop fly or relate her feelings to the very person who’d shamefully abused them. Him. He’d landed outside her glove, and he could have been inside of it. Could have been caught by her, caught her in return. He hadn’t even stopped to consider that she might be everything she appeared to be. Not a liar or deceiver . . . but an amazing girl who’d gone after something she wanted. He’d been lucky enough to be that thing, and he’d punished her for trying, when maybe, just maybe, he should have been running toward her at top speed.

			No, not maybe. He wouldn’t feel this gutted over a maybe.

			This couldn’t be fixed. Could it? Could he . . . get her back? Convince her that despite his careless treatment of her thus far, he would make a stellar boyfriend? She had every right to laugh in his face. Furthermore, being Honey’s boyfriend—and he really liked how that sounded—would still mean jeopardizing his job, but there had to be a way around it. Once she was no longer actively in one of his classes, which would only be another two months from now, she wouldn’t technically be his student. They were both consenting adults. There had to be some sort of condition or allowance.

			Unless . . .

			Ben’s gaze swung toward the refrigerator. To the offer letter from NYU. Taking the job would be the perfect solution, allowing them to be together without him losing his job as a professor. Or jeopardizing her education. Damn, though. It would be a huge leap of faith, when Honey could very well tell him to fuck right off.

			Right now, all he could think of was her dealing with some crisis with her baseball team family. If she felt one-tenth as shitty as he felt, dealing with a crisis on her own was the last thing she needed. No way could he wait an entire week to fix this. So . . . what? He was going to Kentucky?

			“Fucking right I’m going to Kentucky,” he shouted into the silent apartment.

			Peter could cover his classes for the week. He still owed Ben from the time he’d gotten pneumonia and Ben had subbed his literary theory class. He’d drop off his lesson plan to Peter on his way to the airport. And next time he landed back in New York, he’d have Honey with him.

			It would appear he had a couple of phone calls to make.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13 

			HONEY’S SORE MUSCLES protested as she hopped back up on the rickety wooden barstool. After arriving in the wee hours of Monday morning, two days had been spent plowing fields and planting corn, leaving her body feeling like one giant bruise. She’d been in New York less than two months, but it had made her soft, apparently. Her ass and thigh muscles were on fire. Shoulders stiff and aching. She’d had to get out of the house, because her father wouldn’t stop teasing her for turning into a pansy-ass.

			Lester, the bartender who’d worked at Calhoun’s Junction since her mother had been in high school, placed a shot of tequila in front of her, hiding it behind a pint glass of Coca-Cola. “I know you’re a college girl now, but we still can’t serve you. Coke’ll have to do.”

			She winked at Lester. “Thank you. Coke’s just fine.”

			After making sure no one was looking, she tossed back the shot, welcoming the way it burned in her throat. Lester swiped the shot glass back off the bar and went to serve the next customer, innocence etched into his wrinkled face. To an outsider, the business practices at Calhoun’s Junction might seem a little shady. Or illegal. Which they were. But Lester ruled over the bar like a mother hen, never letting anyone get so drunk they lost use of their faculties. Or got behind the wheel instead of calling home for a ride or carpooling with somebody sober. Senior year of high school was when Lester began sneaking her shots. All the kids knew his game, and no one ever squealed. It was just the way of things.

			In fact, as she peered through the dimness toward the back of the bar, she could see several of those shot recipients playing pool, drinking Cokes, just like she’d left them. Elmer was there, bent low over the pool table, unable to take his shot for laughing too hard. A waitress in a black apron gestured wildly with a ketchup bottle as she spoke to Darlene Lennon, one of the first girls to join Honey’s little league just over a decade ago. Katie and Jay were there, all sparkly in their new engagement and looking as if they’d never left high school. Jay still wore his letterman jacket. Katie still wore his class ring around her neck on a silver chain. None of them had seen her yet, so she took a moment to enjoy the picture they made. One that could have been taken straight out of her memory bank.

			When she was part of the group gathered around the very same pool table not so long ago, she couldn’t wait to get away. She didn’t want to be standing there, collecting dust, when the college kids, such as she was now, came home to visit. She’d wanted to go places. Do things. Make a mark. Damn it, though. There was something to be said for a place that made you feel warm. Welcome. A place that could be predicted and didn’t turn you upside down and shake you, seeing if you could stand it.

			The worst part of this feeling? She didn’t know if Ben was slightly responsible or not. She might have been feeling homesick before the shit pie was thrown at her face. Whatever the reason, a yearning for the familiar hit her now like a tsunami.

			Elmer’s head came up slowly from the pool table. “Well, I’d heard rumors, but I didn’t believe them,” he shouted across the bar. “Honey Perribow is in our midst.”

			She saluted her Coke, feeling like she’d slipped back into her old skin. “They let me back into the state against their better judgment.”

			Her friends abandoned their pool game, all talking at once as they made their way over. Just as she’d known he would, Elmer scooped her off the stool and crushed her in a bear hug. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing for just a second she could feel a spark. Anything to prove Ben hadn’t snuffed out any possibility of one. But all she felt was nostalgia over the familiar scent of Elmer’s Cool Water cologne. Damn, the professor had done a number on her. She never cried. Never. With her friends’ voices washing over her and Lester smiling from behind the bar, though, she was coming close. There was no denying it anymore. Something inside her had been damaged and needed to be knit back together. Would this visit home do it? Or would it take much longer, as she feared it would?

			Elmer finally set her down, allowing Katie and Darlene to launch themselves at her. She ignored her screaming muscles and held on, coughing discreetly amid the abundance of hair spray as they hugged her. Darlene pulled back, smiling brightly. “What are you doing here?”

			Honey accepted a one-armed hug from Jay, followed by a ruffling of her hair. “My brother fought the tractor and the tractor won.”

			“Again?” Jay asked, pulling back. “That tractor is a menace. My mom used to tell me if I didn’t eat my greens, the Perribows’ tractor would come and get me while I slept.”

			Honey gave a lopsided smile. “Well, Teddy definitely had some green, but not the kind you eat.”

			“Good old Teddy.” Katie shook her head. “Ran into him in the supermarket last week. He was buying four boxes of Cocoa Crispies. Sweet as all get out, but high as a motherfucker.”

			“That’s my dear brother. I reckon that cereal didn’t last him the ride home.” Honey slid her Coke off the bar and took a sip through the straw. “I’m just here through the weekend helping out. My daddy has to get this crop into the ground before next week when the dirt gets hard and stops cooperating.”

			Elmer laid an arm across her shoulders. The most natural thing in the world, and yet it felt different. Too heavy. Too close. Like that arm was trying to suck her back in and she hadn’t decided whether to be sucked yet. Damn. What was in that tequila? “Why didn’t you call me when you got into town? I could have come by and lent a hand.”

			Honey felt a pang of guilt over the hurt in Elmer’s voice. “Ah, you know that tractor. Only works for us Perribows.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “But I’m here now. What are y’all up to tonight?”

			They all looked at each other. “This,” Darlene laughed. “This is what we’re up to.”

			“I—right.” Honey’s neck heated. Wednesday nights in Bloomfield were spent at Calhoun’s. It was a constant this crew never deviated from. They were all staring at her now like they were seeing her for the first time, probably wondering if she’d changed. If she’d forgotten. Hoping to recover by taking the focus off herself, she smiled at Katie. “I haven’t had a chance to say congratulations on your engagement. Have you set a date?”

			Katie held out her hand so Honey could see the ring. It was simple and beautiful. Big enough to catch an eye, small enough not to get in the way. Something like Honey might pick for herself. “We’re thinking next summer. Will you come on down and be a bridesmaid?”

			Honey’s throat felt tight. “Of course. Yes. I’d love to.”

			“It’s not going to be fancy or anything.” Katie and Darlene exchanged an excited look. “We drove to Lexington last weekend and picked out bridesmaids dresses. I wish we knew you were coming. Would have been one heck of a fun road trip.”

			Darlene rolled her eyes, but her smile was good-natured. “Maybe with two of us in the car, we could have convinced Katie to play something besides her worn-out Luke Bryan CD.”

			“You won’t hear me apologizing.” Katie nudged Jay with her elbow. “My future husband has given me a hall pass with Mr. Bryan’s name on it. A woman can dream.”

			Honey was distracted from Katie and Darlene’s friendly bickering when Elmer pulled her even closer. She could feel the group watching as he tipped her chin up with his fingers and smiled. “Hey. It feels right having you here. You know?” He was so close. Too close. As much as Honey loved Elmer, she knew now what it felt like to feel breathless and desperate over a man. Settling for anything less wouldn’t be fair to either her or Elmer. She needed to stop this before it got off the ground.

			“Elmer—”

			The bar’s front door slammed—loud—and they all jumped. Honey’s attention flew to the entrance, and everything stopped. Time. Her heart. Gravity.

			Ben.

			Here? No. No way. It had to be the lighting messing with her eyes. Or maybe something had really been in that tequila. Her brain could barely comprehend him in Calhoun’s, in her tiny Kentucky town of Bloomfield, but he looked so out of place that she knew it had to be him. Because no one else on earth looked at her like that. Like he wanted to pounce on her. Read and decipher her thoughts. Then blow the very mind that held them together.

			He wore a dress shirt as usual, white this time, and pushed up to reveal his strong forearms. His slacks were gray and travel-worn, wrinkled, but it didn’t take anything away from the straight-up sexiness of him. She managed to drag her gaze from his and found his hand, white-knuckled around the handle of a suitcase. That sealed the deal. This had to be Ben. And if he was here . . . he had to be here for her. Why else would be come?

			Too bad, though. Too bad, because all the pain rushed back in the longer they stood there, staring at each other. It gushed through her chest, knocking down dams and filling in cracks. She was suddenly so mad at him she wanted to throw her pint glass full of Coke at his head. For making her feel this way, for making her question herself. Her goals.

			“What do you want, Ben?”

			“For starters?” He actually had the nerve to look angry as he shoved his suitcase up against the wall, leaving it there as he came toward her. “I’d really like you not to have this guy’s arm around you.”

			OKAY, THIS WAS starting off swell.

			He’d shown up prepared to beg. In fact, he’d written it all down, neatly and concisely, in a notebook. Everything he wanted to say. He’d readied himself for the gamut of female emotions, according to Russell. Yes, Russell. Ben was that desperate. Tears, epithets, shouting. He’d come equipped for every possible scenario. And then he’d walked in and seen her cozied up to a guy who looked like he crushed Budweiser cans on his head for fun. The headache he’d managed to curb with the promise of seeing Honey had torn back through his skull like a rodeo bull. Someone was touching his fucking girl, and she looked so crazy pretty he couldn’t stand it. So, yeah. Sayonara notebook.

			Ben stopped in front of the beer can crusher. “Okay, look. I’m her least favorite person in the world right now. I’ve already got a mountain to dig myself out from under. We’re talking Everest. But if I have to bury myself a little deeper in order to get your hands off of her, I’ll do it.”

			Elmer puffed out his chest. “How do you plan to do that, bro?”

			Ben sent her a look. “Johnny Jerk Off and now this guy. I’m starting to think you have a type, Honey, of which I don’t fall within the boundaries.”

			“Who do you think you are, Ben?” Her eyes flashed, and God, he just needed to get right up in front of her and look into them until they calmed. Which wouldn’t be any time soon. “You think you can just walk in here and start giving orders? Maybe you forgot how things ended.”

			“No.” He stepped closer because he couldn’t help it. She was right there. “No, I didn’t forget. It’s all I can think about. And I’m getting to that part. Honey?”

			“What?”

			“His hands are still on you.”

			Right before his eyes, her temper flared hotter, like a glowing coal from a campfire. Behind her, two girls stood staring at him with their jaws dropped down to their ankles. The beer crusher’s head was swiveling back and forth, obviously confused by the scene playing out in front of him. “Who the hell is this guy, Honey?”

			All right, he was done answering questions. Ben took off his glasses and shoved them in his back pocket. “I’m the guy who just flew to Lexington and took three buses to get her back. I’m the guy who would have flown or ridden anywhere to get her back. I’m hungover, missing this girl, and now I’m pissed off on top of it. So you want to go outside and be the person I take out my frustration on? Let’s go.”

			Honey’s jaw joined the other girls’ on the floor, but it snapped shut when Elmer tried to go for him. Ben was ready for it, though. He’d always considered himself a pacifist, but at that moment, he wanted to hit something so bad his fists were already clenched and looking for a target. For too long, he’d kept everything contained inside him. Anger over the past had festered and ruined what Honey had tried to give him, and he was mad. Mad at himself. His preconceived notions. The blood in his veins heated with the need to release all the pent-up emotions.

			“No.” Honey stepped between him and beer can crusher, finally succeeding in dislodging his arm from around her shoulders, but now her hands were on the guy’s chest, holding him back. “Elmer, please. No fighting. I-I know him.” She cast a look at Ben over her shoulder. “Go outside and wait for me. I’ll be right out.”

			“Not moving an inch without you.”

			Elmer’s laugh was incredulous. “I can’t believe this guy.”

			“Yeah? Me either,” Honey said. “But he won’t hurt me. We’re just going to talk.”

			That comment sent Ben spiraling back to reality. The here and now. For the first time, he noticed the entire bar had gone deathly silent, no one moving, all their attention centered on the drama unfolding. These people didn’t know him from Adam, and his behavior since walking in the door hadn’t exactly inspired confidence. Had he actually given them cause to be concerned for Honey’s safety around him? Jesus Christ.

			Ben held up his hands. “I’m sorry. Let me start over.” He waited until Honey looked at him. “I’m guessing everyone here knows Honey pretty well, considering this town has one cab driver that knew exactly where to take me from the bus station to find her. So you know she’s worth fighting for. I didn’t come here to employ the literal usage of that word, but—”

			“Who talks like that?” Elmer muttered.

			“An English professor,” Honey mouthed silently, eyes still shooting sparks at him.

			“—but you can blame Honey for that. She makes me do crazy things.”

			Okay, that might not have been the best thing to say. Even if, in a roundabout way, it was true. Since meeting her, every single thing he’d done had been out of character. He’d deep-sixed his rule book and started acting on instincts he hadn’t even been aware of. Ones he didn’t appear to have any control over, if his entrance was any indication.

			Honey really didn’t seem sympathetic to his predicament, however, as she rounded on him. At least she was finally facing him, no part of her touching Elmer, accomplishing a short-term, yet incredibly important, goal. “I don’t give a rat’s behind if you’re hungover or flew all this way to see me. No one asked you to come here, and I don’t owe you one minute of my time.”

			“I know,” he said. “Give it to me anyway, please.”

			For one brief, terrifying moment, he thought she’d say no. He really did. If she had, he would have come back and tried again tomorrow. But going another whole night without repairing even a fraction of the damage would have been unbearable. He needed to be with her. Talk to her. Now.

			“Did you really come here to fight for me?”

			She’d whispered the question, so he answered in kind. “You’re still in doubt after I called out every nightclub’s dream bouncer?” When she didn’t so much as smile, he figured serious was the way to go. “Yes. I’m here to fight. I’m bringing you back to New York with me.”

			For long moments, she just stared at him thoughtfully. Just when he was sure he couldn’t take any more suspense, she skirted past him and headed for the exit. “I’ll tell you one thing, Ben Dawson,” she called over her shoulder. “You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14 

			HOW HAD EVERYTHING changed so drastically in five minutes?

			She’d been standing there, conversation flowing freely between her friends, letting the ease of it suture her wounds for the night. Ben had been like a strike of lightning, knocking her emotional floodgates down like bowling pins. Fight for her. He was in Bloomfield to get her back. It wasn’t an easy thing to believe, when she’d never been entirely convinced he was interested in her beyond sex. But guys, especially guys who looked like Ben, didn’t fly seven hundred miles for sex. Even if the sex was mind-blowingly hot. Even if the mere suggestion of sex when Ben was walking beside her in the deserted parking lot of Calhoun’s was enough to make her sweat. Sex. Ben. Sex. Ben.

			Enough. She was still mad as hell, and he wasn’t about to get off lightly. The things he’d said back in the bar, out loud in front of everyone, no less, might have made her pathetic heart squeeze, but that was neither here nor there. How could she maintain her self-respect if she gave in so easily? He’d been ruthless with her feelings, and despite how he made her feel, Honey wouldn’t be able to trust him yet. No, he’d have to earn it from her.

			“How much have you had to drink?”

			She paused in the act of fishing her keys out of her purse. “One shot of tequila.”

			“I’ll drive.” He held out his hand. “Just to be safe.”

			Protesting would have made her seem childish, so she shrugged and tossed him the set. “Are you sure there’s no alcohol still floating around in your system, Captain Hangover?”

			He caught the set in midair. “It wouldn’t surprise me. It takes a lot of whiskey to stop seeing your face when I walked into that bar Friday night.”

			Her footsteps faltered. “You’re just going to bring it up like that without warning?”

			“Yeah.” He pulled her to a stop. His warm hand on her arm felt too good, especially after the fresh reminder of what he’d done, so she pulled it away. Ben looked as if he wanted to reach for her again, but he put his hand back down by his side. “Yeah. I’m bringing it up now. I want everything out in the open. If you need to scream and throw blunt objects at my head, do it now, so we can get back to the way you looked at me the day you sat in the front row of my lecture. I need you to look at me like that again, Honey. Like I haven’t disappointed you yet or proven I’m just another bastard who isn’t worthy of you. Okay? So, yes. I’m bringing it up.”

			“Oh. Okay, then.” Her pulse went a little insane, making her feel light-headed. How the hell was she supposed to stay mad at him when he said things like that? He’s only been here ten minutes, Honey. Where’s your pride? She gestured to the rusted, sky-blue pickup truck behind him. “This is me.”

			He stared at her hard a minute before walking to the passenger side and opening the door for her. His hard body only left her a sliver of room to climb in, telling her Ben knew exactly what he was doing. It didn’t matter if she was mad or hurt, their physical attraction had an obnoxious way of bypassing everything else. With a lift of her chin, Honey nudged him out of the way, put her foot on the truck’s runner, and pushed herself up.

			“Oh God. Ouch.” The words slipped out involuntarily, her abused thigh muscles nearly giving out on her as she heaved herself onto the seat. Ben’s hands were on her immediately, assisting her.

			“Honey?” His gaze raked her, obviously checking for injuries. “What’s wrong?”

			She blew a breath out toward the car’s ceiling. So much for keeping her pride. Her legs were shaking like a newborn deer’s. “Did anyone from the supergroup fill you in on why I came home?”

			His lips quirked gorgeously, probably over her description of their friends. “Yes. Well, I got most of it out of Abby before Roxy hung up the phone on me. I’m not very popular with your roommates at the moment.”

			Honey felt a flash of gratitude for two dynamic girls having her back. “Did Abby keep switching from English to Italian? She does that when she’s riled up.”

			“I’ve never been so impressed while being yelled at.” Looking genuinely concerned, he cupped her knee, and every inch of her skin heated. Drastically. “I thought you were coming to help out with your brother, babe. I didn’t know that meant physical labor. What have you been doing?”

			“Nothing I didn’t do every single day growing up.” She let her head fall back against the seat, flexing her foot when she felt a cramp forming in her calf. “New York has ruined me. I’m a certified Yankee now, and you showed up before tequila could numb the pain.”

			He made a sympathetic noise. “I’m sorry. Will it help if I tell you I’m taking your place starting tomorrow?”

			“What?” Her head popped up. “You can’t.”

			“Why is that?”

			“You won’t be able to work the tractor.” She gestured to his clothing. “I’m beginning to doubt you even own a pair of jeans. Or a T-shirt. You can’t farm in a button-down and wingtips. No, it will never work.”

			His smile only got bigger the more she protested. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”

			Honey could only stare as he closed the ancient, creaking passenger door and went around the front bumper to the driver’s side. In a million years, she’d never expect to see Professor Dawson climbing into the bucket of bolts that served as her family’s truck. But there he was. Starting it up just as naturally as he did everything else.

			When he noticed her staring at him, he raised a dark eyebrow. “Yes?”

			That familiar mannerism and tone reminded her of how Ben spoke to students in his classroom, and a subsequent flare of lust ignited in her belly. Oh boy. This was bad. Very, very bad. “What am I supposed to tell my parents about you just showing up here?”

			He gave her a serious look as he backed the truck out of its parking spot. “I can only tell you what I’d like you to say, Honey. That I’m your boyfriend who couldn’t last a full week without you. The second half is already true. We’re just working on the first half.”

			Don’t throw yourself at him. Don’t. “You have to stop saying things like that.”

			“Why? Is it getting to you?”

			“Not ready to say yet.” Ben pulled the truck to the edge of the parking lot, and she directed him to take a right. “What was your plan if I told you to go jump in a lake? Not that I haven’t ruled it out,” she rushed to add.

			“For tonight, my plan would stay the same. Take you home and check into the motel in town. Tomorrow would be a little more challenging, since I’d have to convince you to change your mind.”

			“Motel?” She shot up in her seat, wincing at the flash of pain in her backside. “Are you trying to give me a permanent twitch?” When he only looked confused, she clarified. “This is the South, Ben. My mother would just as soon dance naked in our front yard than let a guest stay at a motel.”

			“Even if you’re still angry with me?”

			“Especially if I’m still angry with you. ‘Keep your enemies close’ might as well be the state motto.”

			He slid her a heated look. One that told her exactly what was on his mind. But not hers. Definitely not hers. “Well, this makes things considerably easier.”

			“‘Easy’ isn’t the word I would use.” She encompassed her body with a circular hand gesture. “This here is Fort Knox. Especially with my father around. Unless you want to go back to New York minus testicles.”

			“It’s not on my top ten list.” Honey tried not to be miffed that he didn’t appear bothered by the lack of nookie on the table. It made her wonder if he had a plan cooking behind those scholarly looking glasses. “Who was Elmer to you, Honey? Please note that I’m speaking in the past tense.”

			“My high school sweetheart.” She pursed her lips. “You jealous of ol’ Elmer, Ben?”

			“‘Jealous’ is too common a word. His existence is a threat to my sanity.”

			Lordy. If her heart kept fluttering to her throat, it was going to get good and stuck. “Well. It doesn’t feel good, does it?”

			His eyes closed briefly. “It wasn’t my plan to arrive with Viv on Friday, Honey. I ran into her down the street and saw an opportunity to—”

			“Let me down easy.” Viv. She hated that he shortened the woman’s name. Hated it. She shook her head while directing him to take a left turn onto the dirt road leading to her family’s farm. “I don’t understand. Nothing has changed since then.”

			Since there was only one residence on the dead-end road, Ben correctly pulled to a stop outside the old white clapboard house. Inside, she could see her mother’s silhouette moving in the kitchen window. Shadows being cast on the walls of the living room, where her brother watched television from his permanent position laid up on the couch. Home. Only now she was seeing it through an outsider’s eyes. She pictured him, with his education and a professional athlete for a father, in a brick town house with ivy crawling up the side. What would he think of her country family and their country ways?

			When the silence stretched, she looked over at Ben, who was watching her closely. “You’re wrong, Honey. Everything has changed.”

			BEN HAD NEVER met a girl’s parents before. Ever. He’d dated a single mother once, which technically meant he had met a parent. Just not a parent of the person he was dating. Don’t get ahead of yourself, you’re not dating her yet. But somehow, by the grace of God, he was going to be sleeping under the same roof as Honey tonight, when he’d flown here fully expecting to sleep in some form of the Bates Motel. Those expectations, combined with his ferocious hangover, had led to some pretty disturbing dreams on the flight to Kentucky. More specifically, someone yanking aside his motel shower curtain and tossing live guinea pigs at him. Which was only slightly less daunting than meeting Honey’s parents. Because he’d never met a girl’s parents. He didn’t get a test run, however, and this wasn’t just any girl.

			It certainly didn’t help that as they climbed onto the porch Honey tensed up beside him and looked like she might be pondering a sprint in the opposite direction. As young as she was, she’d probably only brought home one lucky guy to meet her parents, and he couldn’t think about that. It made him want to break things, and that probably wouldn’t make the best first impression. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Perribow. Smash vase.

			What had Russell said about meeting parents? Never bring chocolates for the mother because it implies you think she’s unhealthy. Never discuss baseball with the father over dinner because it inevitably leads to indigestion and he’ll associate you with a sour stomach for the rest of his life. Right. Not much help there, since he hadn’t expected to meet Honey’s mother tonight and was thus chocolateless. Dinner had long since passed. He was on his own.

			“I don’t know about this,” she whispered, one hand on the screen door handle. “This isn’t something I do. My family has long memories. They still bring up that time I dropped Baby Jesus at my fourth-grade Christmas pageant. Ten years from now, they’ll say, ‘Remember that man you brought home, Honey? Whatever happened to him?’ I don’t know if I can . . . subject myself to a lifetime of you being dropped into conversations.”

			Fuck. Her words socked him in the gut. She was already writing him out of the picture. He’d definitely done a number on her—maybe more than he’d originally thought. Even if he got her back to New York by his side, it wouldn’t be over. He’d be making up for the hurt for a long time. He hoped he got the chance. They’d have a lot of time to talk, though. He’d make sure they did. Right now, he just needed her here with him. On the same side. Smiling. “Hey. Think of all the stories you could make up if I turn out to be an asshole. He joined a commune. He got eaten by a shark. That’s years of entertainment.”

			The porch light illuminated her smile. “He runs a support group for ex–Elvis impersonators.”

			“Your mind is wasted on science.”

			Her laugh was interrupted when the front door flew open. A woman, Honey’s mother if her eyes were any indication, paused in the act of drying a dish. “Well. What’s this now?”

			Honey held the screen door open with one hand. “Well, now, Mama. This is Ben. He’s . . .” She stood up straighter. And proceeded to talk in what sounded like a new, undiscovered language. “The thing is, he’s kind of my boyfriend and we’re having a fight right now but he stuck his butt on a plane to come down and see me anyway. It was foolish and impulsive but here he is and I suspect he’s probably hungry so can you make him a sandwich? Not one of your good ones, because like I said, we’re fighting. But we can’t just let him starve is all.”

			An older man in a trucker hat appeared at the door. “Who’s that?”

			“Her boyfriend,” Honey’s mother said without skipping a beat. “They’re fighting, but it’s not bad enough to let him starve on the porch.”

			Honey threw up her hands. “Can we come in?”

			“Depends on what the fight was about,” Honey’s father drawled. “The devil is in the details, ain’t it.”

			Don’t bring up baseball. Don’t bring up baseball. Ben could practically feel Honey wilting beside him. It was make or break time. Man up, Dawson. “Nice to meet you both. I’m Ben. Dawson. Ben Dawson. It’s my fault we’re fighting, sir. I brought another woman to our supergroup merger because I wanted Honey to realize I wasn’t worth her time. But when she did actually realize it, I found out what it feels like to be without her.” He chanced a look at Honey, but she only looked baffled. “It’s awful. Without her. So I’m here to become worth her time again.”

			Honey’s mother sank against the door frame.

			“You talk like a Kennedy.” Honey’s father ran a hand over his beard. “You a Democrat?”

			“Okay and we’re moving on.” Honey grabbed Ben’s hand and pulled him past her parents into the house. “Enough soul baring for the night. I’m putting him in Teddy’s room, since he’s sleeping on the couch.”

			Her father cocked an eyebrow. “That’s right next to your room.”

			“My behavior will be above reproach, Mr. Perribow,” Ben assured him with a firm nod.

			Honey’s parents exchanged a look. “Who talks like that?”

			“An English professor,” Honey muttered behind his back, low enough to reach his ears only. “Come on, Ben. Tomorrow will be soon enough to bring new meaning to the word awkward.” She took his hand again and tugged him toward the stairs. “I’ll be back down in five minutes. Feel free to set the oven timer, Mama, since I know that’s what you’re fixing to do.”

			“What about his sandwich?” Honey’s mother complained. “You said I could make him one.”

			“I’m fine, Mrs. Perribow. I ate on the plane.”

			He was fucking starving, actually, but the need to be alone with Honey outweighed his hunger. He’d meant what he said to her father, too. Mostly. He would respect the man whose roof he was under and keep his pants zipped within those four walls. Didn’t mean he would pass up a chance to remind her what was between them. Early and often. He’d maximize every moment she’d let him have.

			Knowing her parents were watching him as they ascended the stairs, he kept his eyes down, when he really wanted to get a good look at Honey’s ass in that jean skirt. It felt like a year had passed since he’d had his hands on her, and the memory of her soft skin was wreaking havoc on his deprived senses. They turned right at the top of the staircase, and she led him into a tiny room, flipping on the light to reveal Bob Marley posters decorating the walls and a stuffed iguana mounted to the headboard.

			“Don’t ask,” she said. “Teddy’s a little eccentric.”

			“Okay.” Ben propped his suitcase just inside the door and let himself finally get a decent look at her. Since he’d arrived, she’d had another man’s arm around her, they’d been in the darkness of the truck, and meeting the parents wasn’t exactly prime time for appreciating the new tan she was sporting. He started at the tip of her cowboy boots and let his gaze rake up her legs, her hips . . . God, those tits. Whoever had informed her she didn’t need a bra was his first and last favorite person in the world. Didn’t seem fair that other men got to enjoy the outline of her pointed nipples, but if she covered them up, angels would weep enough to flood the earth twice.

			“Ben.” Her tone held a warning. “You shouldn’t be looking at me like that.”

			Damn. If she hadn’t licked her bottom lip and shifted in her boots right after she said it, he might have listened. Might have. “What are we going to do with five minutes, babe?” Before she could answer, he closed the door as quietly as possible and flipped off the light. The only sound in the room was her little gasps of breath. He wanted to feel them against his stomach. Which couldn’t happen. Not tonight. Not until she forgave him.

			Ben hooked an arm around her waist and walked them backwards toward the bed, seating her in his lap. “I don’t like knowing you’re sore,” he murmured against her ear. He placed his thumb at the base of her spine, applying firm pressure all the way up to her shoulder. Honey gasped at the unexpected treatment of her tight muscles, but it quickly turned into a moan. “Ah, babe. You can’t make noises like that, or they’ll think I’m fucking you in here.”

			“Okay. Okay, I’ll be quiet,” she panted. “Please keep doing that.”

			He wanted to laugh, but he didn’t, for two reasons. One, that moan had made his dick hard enough to break through a block of ice. Two, they weren’t in a place where he could laugh at her without damaging her pride again, and he wouldn’t risk a setback. Instead, he dug his thumbs into her shoulders and neck, moving them in a circular motion, biting his lip when her head fell forward and she jerked it back upright. “If we were alone, I’d keep this up for an hour, Honey, but I want to get to the rest of you before my time is up.”

			“The rest of m—” He dropped his hands to her thighs and kneaded the flesh just beneath the hem of her skirt. “Oh . . . yes. There. Oh wow.”

			Hell, she was purring now, and he only had about another two minutes. He could feel the heat between her legs. It would only take him moving his hand two inches higher, and he’d be touching her pussy. God. Damn. In a move that seemed unconscious, she’d started rotating her hips in time with his fingers. “Keep that up and I’m going to give you more than a massage. I’m hard up for that pussy, Honey. Enough to forget where I am in order to get some.”

			Her hips didn’t still. “Ben, I can’t . . .”

			She couldn’t stop, either. He knew instinctively that was what she was trying to tell him. Which made the situation his to get a handle on. With a tortured curse, he clutched her around the waist and pushed her to her feet. But they were so close that the back of her skirt brushed over his mouth. Jesus. Nothing could stop him from sliding his hands up the backs of her thighs to glide over the flare of her bottom. No material existed between his palms and her firm flesh, telling him she wore a thong. “Tell me this is sore, too, babe, so I can rub it.”

			“Yeah.” Her voice shook. “It is.”

			He molded her ass with his hands, once, twice, before pressing his thumbs into the very tops of her thighs. Then he stroked his thumbs over her cheeks, pushing her tight flesh up in the process. Her answering whimper made his cock throb all the more. “I remember what this ass feels like against my stomach. That’s right where I had it when I fucked you. Huh, babe?” He gave in to the urge to lean in and plant a kiss on her right cheek. Then the left. “Next time, it’ll be bouncing on the tops of my thighs. You know why?”

			A sucked-in breath. “Why?”

			Hating the time constraints they were under, Ben pushed to his feet behind her, giving himself the satisfaction of dragging his ruthless erection up the center of her backside. She stumbled forward a little on a moan, but he laid a hand on her stomach and kept her pressed to him. “Because next time, you’re going to ride me. You’re going to throw those thighs on either side of my hips and work me over.” He circled his hips while humming into her hair. “I’m going to be so hard inside you, Honey. You’ll be able to slide up and down me however you want. Take me deep or ride the tip. Whatever it takes to get you there.”

			Her stomach shuddered against his hand. “Ben, please . . .”

			Must step back. Taking this too far. His intention at the outset had been to remind her of their unbelievable chemistry, how amazing it felt when they touched, but he hadn’t taken into account how easily she stole his logic. Which is what had landed him here in the first place. He needed to get his hands off her before he did something stupid. He planted a kiss on her smooth shoulder and stepped back. “See you in the morning, Honey. Sleep well.”

			He tried not to be insulted when she lunged for the door like a prisoner during a jailbreak.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15 

			HONEY WOKE UP feeling oddly well rested. Strange, considering she’d returned to her bedroom after the massage mindfuck with Ben, only to toss and turn for hours. Something felt different about the way she was waking up, but it took her a second to fight through the sleep-induced grogginess to put her finger on it. Shit! Daylight! She’d never woken up in the bedroom of her youth and encountered the sunlight currently filtering in through the gauzy white curtains. Enough to make her squint and hold up a hand to ward it off like a grumpy vampire.

			Her family owned a farm. And when you owned a farm, waking at the crack of dawn was considered sleeping in. Especially now, when they were under a time crunch and her father needed all the help he could get. Honey snatched her Tweety Bird alarm clock off the bedside table and stared at the digital numbers. Ten o’clock in the morning? Why hadn’t it gone off at five? She turned the device over and gaped. No way. Someone had turned off her alarm. Her parents sure as hell wouldn’t have done it. Meaning . . . it had to have been Ben. Ben had been in her room while she’d slept.

			Hot, delicious pressure settled in her belly. She stared down at the sheets twisted around her hips, baring her thin, white tank top and matching boy shorts. Had he seen her like this? Jesus, had she been snoring? A sound from outside broke into her thoughts. The tractor. Her father must be doing her job while she languished the morning away in bed. Not good.

			She propelled herself from the bed, spending a mere minute beneath the shower spray in the bathroom across the hall, brushing her teeth at the same time, before yanking on jean shorts and cowboy boots. Brushing her hair would have to wait. It took her only five minutes to get down the stairs and burst through the screen door onto the porch. Where she almost ran smack into her mother’s back.

			Her mother said nothing, didn’t even spare her a glance. She just handed Honey a glass of sweet tea and continued to stare out over the planting field. Honey took the offered glass and followed her mother’s line of sight. The tea paused halfway to her mouth.

			No, she was seeing things. Had to be. Her tweed-wearing English professor wasn’t shirtless on top of the family tractor, handling it like a certified professional. First of all, no one without Perribow blood running through their veins had ever succeeded in handling the temperamental piece of farming equipment. Second of all? Second of . . . all. What had she been thinking about? Sunshine bounced off Ben’s perspiring chest, arms flexing as he turned the tractor around and headed back in their direction. He was wearing jeans. Low-riding jeans. The kind that sat a good three inches below the navel and clung to strong thighs like a hungry lover. Hungry. I’m so very hungry.

			She shot her mother an incredulous look. “What is happening—?”

			“Shh.” Her mother held up a finger. “Don’t question it.”

			“You really are standing here shamelessly ogling a man half your age. Aren’t you?”

			“Just appreciating. Nothing wrong with that.” Her mother tipped her head in Ben’s general direction. “And don’t look now, but I think he’s found a way to end your fight.”

			Honey scowled at him, even though he was concentrating and not looking at her. “By being shirtless, useful, and . . . and way more muscular than I’d originally thought?”

			“Effective, ain’t it?”

			They both took long pulls from their sweet tea. When Ben saw her standing on the porch, his mouth spread into a smile. Her mother mumbled something under her breath that sounded like Lord help you before heading back inside and leaving Honey alone. Ben cut off the tractor and hopped off in an irritating and sexy-as-all-get-out show of masculine grace. She stood there for a few seconds, watching him approach in slow motion, but decided she better meet him halfway so her mother couldn’t eavesdrop on this conversation.

			“Ben Dawson.” She came to a stop, crossed her arms, and cocked a hip. “You can’t just go around sneaking into people’s rooms and turning off their alarm clocks.”

			“Honey Perribow.” He ran a hand through his sweaty hair, leaving it slicked back. Damn. “You’re lucky your mother is watching us from the kitchen window, or I’d kiss that sulk right off your face.”

			“You run a tractor for one morning and all of a sudden you’re talking like a Southern boy.” Her arms dropped to her sides. “How did you get it working, anyway? It only works for a Perribow.”

			“That’s preposterous.”

			“There’s the professor again,” she murmured. “Which one are you?”

			“Maybe I’m both.” He eased into her personal space, smelling like salt and earth and man. “I read a guide to classic tractors this morning, that’s how I figured out how to work it. Everything can be found in a book.”

			“The town library doesn’t open this early.”

			He took off his glasses, wiping away a smudge with his thumb. “I’m not a caveman, Honey. I own a Kindle.” The snobbery in his tone drew a laugh from her. Ben’s head popped up at the sound, his gaze zeroing in on her mouth. “You were talking in your sleep this morning when I went it to turn off your alarm.”

			Oh God. “What was I saying?”

			“You must have known I was there.” His attention dropped to the hem of her shorts. “You told me I’d . . . made it hurt again. You also mentioned something about tweed. I didn’t get the correlation.”

			“Well.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Never you mind.”

			“Oh, I mind. I fucking mind.” He grazed her tummy with a knuckle, dipping it into her belly button and pressing. Such a simple move shouldn’t have made her insides quake, but it did. All the way down to her boots. “I’d like to mind you on your hands and knees out in that field.”

			“Ben, stop.”

			His eyes were heated as they searched hers. “Why?”

			She didn’t know why. Only knew that every word out of his mouth confused her body. Her mind kept trying to reason with it, but her body kept giving her mind the one-finger salute. There was a reason she hadn’t already jumped his bones, and she needed to remember that. He’d only gotten here last night, and she was already considering sleeping with him. The way she’d felt on the flight to Kentucky, or after the scene in the bar back in New York, hadn’t faded in her mind, though. Even if the reasons for those painful feelings dimmed whenever she was around him. She felt certain about one thing, though. She didn’t want to be confused by him the next time they were physical. This enigma that was Ben needed solving, and she wanted that to happen before he made her his shameless love slave again. So she threw up a barrier, a bluff, even though she really didn’t want to. Maybe part of her wanted to see if he’d work harder. If he really wanted to know her, too. “If all you want is to have sex with me, you should have just said so.” She stepped closer to toy with the button of his jeans. “There’s a wildlife preserve not too far from here. We can take my truck and park somewhere private. Fog up the windows.” She looked up at him from beneath her eyelashes. “We’d be back in time for lunch.”

			A groan rumbled in his throat. “Nice try, Lolita.” He tipped her chin up. “If I gave you the impression I only want to get inside you, let me clear it up. I want to be your boyfriend. I want to take all those thoughts you put on paper for class assignments and hoard them, just for me. Make you say them while you’re wrapped around me in bed. Fucking or not. I want to know your favorite movie, restaurant, and sexual position. All of it. I want it to be mine.”

			What was that thing you needed to go on living? Oh, right. Oxygen. With a concentrated effort, Honey reminded herself to breathe. Never in her nearly twenty years on this earth had she ever expected to be spoken to in such a way. A way that made her bones feel like microwaved Play-Doh. He’d meant every word, too. She could see the evidence of that in the hard lines of his shoulders, the way his expression dared her to contradict him.

			“My favorite movie is Bad News Bears and I like Cracker Barrel. They don’t have one in New York, and I miss the pancakes on Sunday mornings. I try to match the recipe, but it never comes out right.”

			She could see his mind working behind those glasses. Receiving information and cataloguing it like the hottest librarian that ever lived. “I’m waiting on your favorite sexual position.”

			“If you finish your chores by dinnertime, maybe I’ll tell you.”

			He growled at her as she sauntered away, forcing her to duck her head to hide her smile.

			THE DAY PASSED slowly for Ben. Not because he spent hours riding the sputtering tractor, dragging the three-furrow ridging plow through the fields, creating rows to plant potatoes and onions. Not because Honey’s father dragged him to the edge of the property to repair a damaged fence, then laughed as he literally chased down the sheep that made it through the hole. And not because a chicken had tried to peck him to death while he’d collected her eggs.

			No, it moved slowly because Honey was everywhere. All the time. Reaching up to unpin a bedsheet from the laundry line, giving him a glimpse of her flat belly. Exercising the two horses they owned, tanned thighs hugging the animal’s flanks, hips moving in a hypnotic rhythm. Since this morning, he’d only been within a hundred yards of her once, when she’d brought him a glass of lemonade. She’d had her shirt twisted up and tied under her braless tits like some twenty-first-century version of Elly May, leading his thoughts into dangerous territory. Dangerous because her mother and father were watching him like a hawk, even though it had to be obvious at this point that he was patently obsessed with her. It wasn’t something he could hide. Or put into words that might reassure her parents that he wasn’t some creep with bad intentions. Why yes, I’d like to bottle your daughter’s cinnamon and sugar smell so I don’t need to go a single second without it. Probably wouldn’t be well received.

			Nor would it be well received if he told Honey his cock had been rock solid since this morning when he’d walked into her room with the most honorable of intentions, hoping to give her time to sleep and recover. But she’d thrown her arms up over her head, thighs falling open as she’d whispered his name in a sleepy, sex voice. The kind he wanted to give her from screaming too much. He’d been given no choice but to dive out of the room into the hallway before he did something unforgivable, like push her thighs wider and use his mouth to wake her up the best way possible.

			On cue, Honey cut across the driveway, carrying a bucket in each hand. He could practically hear saxophone music accompanying her seductive strut all the way to the barn. His instinct told him to follow her, but he couldn’t. After the day he’d spent fighting a constant erection, if he followed her into the barn, his first course of action would be pinning her to the nearest wall. But she’d thrown down the gauntlet earlier by insinuating he only wanted sex. To be honest, he wanted sex with Honey like a motherfucker. He wanted to sink between her thighs and fuck an orgasm out of her. And he wanted it bad. He’d meant what he said, though. All or nothing. The problem with that being the fact that he was having a hell of a time concentrating on the all when he’d been without her so long. It blew his mind that they’d only had sex once. How had he survived this long on once?

			In an effort to keep from following her into the barn, Ben decided to take a break. He walked to the porch and fell onto the top step. A minute later, the screen door opened behind him. Ben turned at the sound of crutches touching down on the creaky floorboards. One look at the young guy easing into the porch swing behind him told Ben it was Honey’s brother, Teddy. After all, there was only one person in the house with two broken legs, but they hadn’t formally met yet, since he’d been sleeping when Ben arrived the night before.

			“Hey, man,” Teddy greeted him affably. “Let me let you in on a little secret. When you work too hard, they keep expecting you to work up to that level. Like, every damn time.”

			Ben laughed under his breath. “You’re probably right. Good thing I’m only here for a week.”

			“That’s what you think.” Teddy dug in his pocket for something. “If you actually succeed in winning over my sister, you’ll be back. She can’t stay away for too long.”

			His comment made Ben’s smile slip. “What do you mean?” When Teddy didn’t answer right away, Ben turned toward him. Teddy gave him the international gesture for wanna smoke? Pinching his index finger and thumb together and holding it up to his lips, eyebrows raised. Ben waved him off, so Teddy shrugged and lit up a joint, right there on his family porch, before continuing the conversation as if illegal drugs weren’t being smoked.

			“I mean, she’s only been gone two months, and she’s already back.” Teddy blew a stream of smoke toward the sky. “No need for it. My father could’ve hired some hands in town for cheap. She’s here because she’s got Kentucky in her blood.”

			Ben’s stomach sunk to the bottom step of the porch. What if he wasn’t just down there to convince her to come home with him but to come home at all? “You don’t think she likes New York?”

			“You haven’t asked her that yourself?” The question must have been rhetorical, because Teddy coughed and kept going. “She’s got all the expectations I could never live up to on her head. Carrying them for both of us, my sister. I’m not sure if she’s there because she wants to be or thinks she has to be.”

			Ben stood without thinking. He needed to be proactive. Needed to do something. Say something. Maybe it was premature to worry about Honey not liking New York enough to stay, but he wanted to head it off at the pass. If she needed a reason to come back, a reason to love the city, he’d give it to her. Now. He’d already started toward the barn when Teddy’s voice stopped him.

			“Hey, I didn’t even get to give the obligatory don’t-hurt-my-sister-or-I’ll-hurt-you speech.” Teddy glanced down at his injured legs. “Although I guess it’s a moot point, so I’ll just say please.”

			Ben nodded. He wanted to laugh, but he was too distracted with the urgency to find Honey in the barn. This dancing around each other wasn’t working for him. Especially not now, when he felt like a noose had been tied around his neck. God, if she wasn’t happy in New York, had he made it that much worse? Pushed her a little closer into leaving?

			She looked up as he entered the barn, the expression on her face reminding him of the evening in the deserted classroom when she’d been half excited, half deer in headlights. All perfect. When he got within ten feet of Honey, giving her no indication that he planned to slow down, she dropped the bucket she was holding, some type of feed spilling out onto the floor. Ben hooked an arm under her ass, dragging her up against him as he backed her into an empty horse stall. Her thighs wrapped around his waist like they’d been conditioned to do so. He planted his hard cock between those gorgeous limbs and ground against her in a rough twist of his hips, just managing to get a hand over her mouth, capturing a moan that would have easily reached the house.

			He pressed their foreheads together and looked her in the eye. “Listen to me.” He waited for her nod. “You’re going to take me somewhere now where I can see you without your panties on. I’m going to get you off good and hard, maybe a few times. And then, Honey, we’re going to talk.” He bucked his hips into her twice. “But first, I’m going to fuck you so dirty, you won’t be able to look anyone but me in the eye afterward. Have you heard everything I’ve said?”

			He removed his hand so she could answer. “Yes. Okay, Ben.”

			“Good. I’ll be at the truck.” He stepped back, letting her slide down the wall. “Tell them whatever gets us out of here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16 

			HONEY HAD DRIVEN this particular back road thousands of times in her life, but nothing looked familiar now. She drove straight into the potholes she’d been taught to avoid since age sixteen, when she’d gotten her license. In the early evening haze, the rooster mailbox signaling her nearest neighbor’s driveway looked like a foreign object. The steering wheel didn’t operate as she’d come to expect. It probably had something to do with Ben sitting in the passenger seat beside her, his warm hand resting high on her thigh, just beneath the hem of her shorts. His steady perusal of her body had turned her nipples into stiff, pointed peaks. She couldn’t force enough air into her lungs to slow her breathing to a normal pace.

			The place she was taking him was sacred. Was she taking a risk? Half of her best memories had taken place there. If she and Ben went their separate ways, would each and every one of t/hem be shadowed by that failure? At that particular moment, she couldn’t question her decision, though, because lust gnawed in her belly. Her sole purpose in life just then was to relieve this relentless, sweaty longing that wouldn’t leave her alone. Would never leave her alone as long as Ben was in the vicinity. There was no denying that. Her body knew what his felt like, the heights it could bring her to, and she didn’t have the kind of willpower it took to deny herself.

			Ben moved closer on the bench seat and placed his mouth on her neck. “Calm down before you kill us both.” His unexpected comment surprised a laugh out of her and he echoed it, although both of the sounds were strained. He pushed her hair away from her ear and breathed against it. “How much further?”

			“I should know the answer to that, shouldn’t I?”

			His hand slid to her inner thigh. Higher. “Distracted?”

			She exhaled hard. “Payback is a bitch, you know.”

			He began to knead her thigh. “Oh no. You’ve more than paid me back in the distraction department. Just by existing.” His teeth teased her earlobe with a firm tug. “But I’m anxious to see what you think could be more distracting than this body.”

			Their destination was up ahead. She just had to get them there without combusting. “You’ll find out soon enou—” She cut off her own words with a moan as Ben pressed his fingers to the seam of her jean shorts, right over her clit. “Oh God. I’m going to wreck the truck.”

			Ben made a sympathetic noise. “You soaked right through your panties to your shorts, babe?” He worked his fingers in a circle. “When did this happen?”

			She didn’t have the wherewithal to be anything but honest. “In the barn. I just wished we’d stayed in the barn and done it then and there instead of waiting. I don’t know how you do this to me.”

			“Oh yes you do. You do it to me, too.” He removed his hand from between her legs, untying the shirt beneath her breasts and unbuttoning it with impatient fingers. When her breasts bounced free, his hands moved over them possessively. “All day, walking around with no bra. Back and forth between the house and the barn. My dick has been so hard for you, I can’t remember my own name.”

			“Well, it’s Ben.” She pulled off the road and onto the field, hitting the brakes and throwing the truck into park. “Professor. Ben. Dawson.”

			His jaw flexed. “Oh, now you’ve done it.” He jerked open the passenger side door with such intention that all she could do was watch him round the front bumper, anticipation twirling like a ballerina in her stomach. She managed to take off her seat belt before he yanked the driver’s side door open, took her by the waist, and pulled her out. A warning voice in Honey’s head told her that if she let the inevitable kiss happen, he would have control of this entire encounter and she wanted the control. He’d been commanding her senses and brainpower all day, and she needed to call some shots before she drowned in him.

			Letting her pent-up sexual frustration fuel her, she grabbed him by the front of his T-shirt, reversed their positions, and shoved him up against the car. Oh, he liked her being aggressive. He sunk his teeth into his bottom lip and watched her, waiting to see what she’d do with the reins she’d taken. She lifted the hem of his thin cotton T-shirt and scrubbed the heel of her hand over his abs, before going lower to snap open the fly of his jeans.

			When her palm brushed over his erection, his head fell back and hit the car on a groan. As she unzipped his pants, she leaned in and licked the column of his neck. “Whenever I fantasized about you during class, I pictured you wearing a tie when I did this.”

			“Did what?”

			Honey gave him a sly smile in response. Having succeeded in undoing his pants, she slipped her hand into his boxer briefs and stroked his heavy arousal. “You asked me earlier about my favorite position.”

			“Tell me,” he panted. “Say it.”

			She placed her mouth over his ear. “On my knees.”

			Ben twined his flexing fingers in her hair as she knelt. “Oh God, you know I want that mouth, babe. Just enough to let me feel it this time, though. I’m too hot and fucked up for you to last long.”

			The truth of his words was thick and swollen in her hand. She’d only done this with one other guy, so she didn’t have the expertise to know when one was hurting. Maybe it was her undefinable connection to Ben or some instinct he’d awoken in her, but she knew in her core that his desperation not only matched but outshined hers. Ben was in serious need of relief. Having the power to give it to him went to her head like a shot-gunned bottle of champagne.

			She ran her thumb up the smooth underside, following in its wake with her tongue. Ben’s stomach hollowed on a sucked-in breath above her. “Again. Please, again.”

			Honey granted his wish twice more before taking the head into her mouth and inching her way down, wetting his length as she went, making him slippery, easier to take. Each time she took him deeper, she sucked her way back up, hand working in time with her mouth. Ben groaned and cursed above her, harsh, filthy words she’d never thought to associate with him, her by-the-book English professor.

			“Thought about this in class, did you?” His hips began undulating, seeking the pleasure of her mouth. “I guess we both have the same favorite position, because I always fantasized about kneeling in front of your desk, spreading your legs and sucking your clit.”

			She moaned around his flesh, her clothes suddenly feeling way too confining. One hand continued to worship his erection along with her mouth, while the other dropped to unsnap her jean shorts in anticipation of getting them off. Ben must have heard the sound, because one of his fists released her hair to dig in his pocket, pulling a condom out between his index and middle finger. One second, she was on her knees with Ben in her mouth, the next she was on her back in the grass, the denim shorts being ripped down her body, along with her panties. Their hands were everywhere, groping, stroking. The silence of the falling twilight was broken by rough breaths, urgent requests. Honey took the condom from Ben’s hand and tore the corner open with her teeth, but her wrists were pinned above her head before she could roll it down his hardness.

			Her back bowed off the earth with a cry when Ben began sucking her nipples. Hard, hungry pulls that strengthened the pulsing between her legs. Keeping her wrists pinned with one hand, he rested the other on the apex of her thighs, not moving it, just teasing her with its proximity to where she needed him to touch.

			“Ben,” she gasped. “Please.”

			He ceased his torture of her breasts to lift his head. “You want me to finger bang you, Honey?”

			“Yes. Yes.”

			His eyes locked on hers as he drove two fingers inside her. Oh God. She was going to come. Going to come. But she couldn’t, because his touch didn’t move, granted her no friction. Her hips lifted and fell in a plea, but he didn’t grant her request, choosing instead to study the movements of her body like one eyed a juicy steak. “If you move like that when I’m inside you, babe, I will fuck you all the harder.”

			Honey moaned, head tossing in the grass. Drowning. She was drowning. This was what she’d been afraid of, even if she’d secretly wanted to be overwhelmed by him. But she couldn’t take another second of the agony. Reaching deep for the willpower, she extricated her wrists from Ben’s strong grip and surged up, flipping him onto his back. His eyes flashed, jaw slackening. Encouraging her without words. Her limbs were shaking, pulse hammering. She couldn’t think past having him inside her.

			The truck’s headlights were still on, partially illuminating his handsome features, the muscular chest he’d exposed by removing his T-shirt. His gaze was feverish as it devoured her body. An image flashed in her mind of what she must look like, naked and straddling him, just outside the glow of the headlights, but his commanding voice broke through her thoughts. “Don’t keep me waiting, Honey. Not after the way you sucked me so good.”

			Fingers shaking, she reached between them and rolled the latex down his shaft. She wasted no time sinking down onto him, pausing halfway to breathe before sliding him home. The muscles in her stomach tightened to the point of pain, so intense she fell forward, catching herself with two hands on his shoulders. “Oh my God. Feels too good.”

			Ben lifted his hips, bouncing her a few times. “Does it fill you up nice and tight?”

			“Yes,” she whimpered, starbursts exploding behind her eyes. She had no choice but to move at that point or risk combustion. Her hips moved on their own, as if they were independent of the rest of her body. They snapped up until she was poised on the tip of Ben’s erection, before scooping back down. His fingers had such a tight grip of her ass they had to be causing bruises, and she reveled in that realization. He was beneath her, head thrown back, chanting fuck fuck fuck in time with her bucking movements. She’d never felt more herself in her entire life, so damn alive it hurt to breathe. Twice she slowed down to stave off her inevitable climax, but the third time it loomed close, she let it take her, embracing it with her whole self. Her scream sounded distant, but it vibrated through her body, making itself known.

			Then she was moving, shifting. Ben was still locked inside of her, rigid and thick, with her legs wrapped around his waist. He kept their bodies connected as he moved to his knees. Her body bowed backward over his hard forearm, hair tumbling into the grass. He thrust into her over and over, using his supporting arm to slam her body down to meet his driving hips.

			“This is what we both needed, isn’t it? A dirty fuck in the grass. Get up here.” He jerked her upright so they were eye to eye, mouth to mouth. Being impaled once again on his lap, her hips automatically began to circle, eager and quick. Ben’s hands on her ass urged her even faster. He pressed her mouth to her ear. “Your ex-boyfriend never fucked you this good.”

			“No.” She threw her arms around his neck, hips pumping frantically. Oh Jesus, had he gotten bigger inside her? “No. Never.”

			Ben raked his teeth over her shoulder. “That sweet, wet pussy never came once for him, did it?”

			“No,” she sobbed, her actions growing jerky. Again. She was going to orgasm again. “Ben.”

			“I’m the only one who belongs inside you,” he growled. “Show me why, babe.”

			She tightened her thighs around him and ground herself down as the climax shook through her. Her scream was swallowed by his hungry mouth as it claimed her, tongue pushing her lips wide to tangle with hers. His big body, plastered so tightly against her, began to shudder. He ripped his mouth away with a shouted expletive, eyes squeezed closed as his release took him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17 

			ONE OF THE most irritating parts of majoring in English had been the constant encouragement to express one’s feelings. Picking English had been a no-brainer for Ben. He’d anticipated critical response papers, arguments in favor of popular theories. Perhaps the occasional assignment that would require him to pull from his own life experiences. Instead, he’d been constantly subjected to stream of consciousness writing exercises. Creative projects that had forced him to use examples of his own past experiences. Experiences he had no wish to revisit. More often than he’d been comfortable with, certain prompts had been given in his creative writing courses.

			Write about a defining moment in your life. Write about what’s important to you.

			If he’d known then what he knew now, lying in a field with Honey Perribow tucked into his side, his answers would have been vastly different. Until meeting Honey, he’d never been afraid to lose anything. He’d lost everything as a child and he’d survived. Sure, his career was extremely important to him, but he’d only protected it because losing it would make him too similar to his father if the worst happened. But he’d never been afraid. He’d never been shaken by the idea of having to find a new job.

			Nothing scared him as much as the idea of losing Honey did. This eight-foot-high electrified fence that had existed inside him as long as he could remember had been breached. She was inside his perimeter. Inside him. If he had to live indefinitely without this feeling, he’d be scared every morning. Scared to walk around without the fence at full strength, an open wound right in the middle of his chest.

			Oh yes, he’d write those papers differently. A defining moment in his life? Realizing bigger things were at play than his useless insecurities and fear of the past repeating itself. When you found something that made you feel so much you could hardly stand it, that was the thing that counted. When the thought of being without someone well and truly scared the shit out of you, you decided not to be without that person, no matter what it took. So what was important to him? Keeping the person who made him feel. Keeping Honey. Making goddamn sure she had the same feelings for him. Working his ass off to make sure she never stopped having them.

			Enough for tonight. If he kept up this line of thinking, he’d need to say the thoughts out loud. They might have just screwed each other’s brains out in the sex session of his life, but he wouldn’t take for granted that he was out of the woods. If he wanted to build a relationship with her, it needed to be on a foundation of more than sex. Un-fucking-believable, sweaty, tear-your-hair-out sex, yes. But still. He needed her to know him. Trust him. And he needed to achieve that without shaking her and demanding she let him keep her.

			“Where are we?”

			A breeze rolled over them, blowing a few strands of her hair across his face. “My baseball field.”

			“Your baseball field?”

			Honey hummed in her throat. “Mmm hmm. I built it.” She raised her head and looked around through one squinted eye. “Looks like we landed in the outfield.”

			“The place where all your thoughts and secrets get swallowed up by a discreet blue sky.” He quoted her assignment without thinking. When Ben felt her staring—probably because he’d just let it slip how pathetic he’d become over her—he quickly changed the subject. “Tell me about this place. When did you build it?”

			Her fingers drew circles on his stomach, making his eyelids feel heavy. “This place was just weeds and beer cans until my parents and I cleaned it up. Spent hours and hours out here.” God, her voice was soothing. Soft and easy. “They wouldn’t let me join the Little League because I was a girl, so I started my own. Right here.” She paused for a while, and he sensed she was gathering her thoughts. “This place. It’s the thing I’m most proud of in the world.”

			His throat tightened. “Thank you for bringing me here.” She nodded against his shoulder but didn’t say anything. As if she hadn’t just crawled up inside his heart and put down permanent roots. After reading her latest paper, he knew baseball was important to her, but now he understood why. He felt humbled to be included in any way, and he wanted to return the favor. By opening up and talking about the past. Things he usually preferred to keep to himself but couldn’t any longer. Not if he wanted her to see him and know him. “Honey, there’s a reason I did what I did back in New York.” When she stiffened a little, he pulled her closer. “A reason, not an excuse.”

			“Tell me,” she said eventually.

			Ben swallowed his nerves. “I told you my father played for the Patriots.” She shifted so she could look up at him, but having her eyes on him was comforting rather than disconcerting. “We lived in a huge house with an indoor swimming pool. Gardeners, maids. Things nobody needs.” He shrugged. “And then one day it was all gone. He’d slept with an underage girl, and it was just everywhere. Pictures of them together. Video.”

			“Oh, Ben . . .”

			“He just kept repeating, ‘She lied, she lied,’ but it didn’t matter. He didn’t seem to realize that. Our family was being torn apart. Who cared if she lied?” He took a deep breath. “Only, it must have stuck with me, Honey. It makes me sick that it did. Makes me sick that I let something that happened fifteen years ago have anything to do with us.”

			She was completely still against him. “I lied to you. That’s why—”

			“That was only part of it,” he rushed to say. “I know what happens when a man loses his judgment. I’ve seen it. Before I met you, nothing could threaten what I had. Nothing made me feel strongly enough. You did. You did, and I thought if I pushed you away, I’d save myself. But I ended up doing the opposite. Watching you get into that cab . . . I didn’t survive it. I was dead until I got here and saw you again.”

			Her breath hitched. She used his chest for leverage and sat up to stare out at the baseball field. Ben followed suit, ready to beg in order to find out what was going on in her head. Thankfully, she didn’t keep him waiting too long. “I am a threat, though, Ben. It’s all good and well to play house while we’re in Bloomfield, but if—when—I go back to New York, I’m still your student. What happened to your father could happen to you, and it would be my fault.”

			“No.” His heart pounded. “It won’t happen.”

			“It easily could.” She plowed her hands through her hair. “What are we doing here, Ben?”

			He got in front of her and laid a hand over her mouth. “I can’t lose my job. Or I can. But it wouldn’t matter, because I’ve just accepted a new position at NYU. This morning, anyway.” Her eyes shot wide over the top of his hand. What did that mean? “As soon as we get back, I’m going to hand in my notice at Columbia.” Not an ounce of nerves accompanied that statement. “You might need to drop my class until the semester is over, babe. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize you.”

			When Ben slowly removed his hand, her mouth fell open. “W-why didn’t you say anything?”

			He barked a laugh. “Why do you think? I don’t even know if you’re going to give me a second chance. I didn’t want you to think I’d taken it for granted.” Something hard stuck in his chest. “Jesus, I’m not even sure anymore if you want to come back to New York. With or without me. But I hate to tell you, Honey, I’m going to try and make staying here impossible for you. I’m going to make it as hard for you to watch me get on a plane as it was for me to watch you get into that cab.”

			Somewhere in the middle of his speech, her chest had started to rise and fall rapidly. Reminding him she was topless. Naked. While this had to be the only circumstance under which he’d ever forget Honey was naked, he was now being neatly reminded. So was his body. Eyes up, Dawson. Don’t look. Don’t look. You just spilled everything out on the table, and what she says next is important.

			“Ben?”

			“Yeah?”

			She cupped and squeezed her breasts. “Fuck me again, please.”

			Christ. He dove for her, sending them both down onto the grass. Honey’s mouth opened on a gasp, and he was all too happy to take that opening with his tongue, kissing her with everything he felt. Lust, frustration, possessiveness. Yeah, possessiveness. Big, bad, and encompassing. The hot little whimpering sounds she made every time his tongue stroked hers became an instantaneous addiction. So he did it over and over, fucking her mouth like he’d do with his body soon.

			He tore away with a curse, inhaling the scent at her neck. “You know I’m going to give it to you, Honey. Probably two more times before we leave this field. But tell me what you’re thinking first, though. About what I said. Okay? I’m going crazy here.”

			She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Blond hair spread out behind her on the grass, face flushed, eyes full of life. His life. It was all right there when she looked up at him. “I’m thinking I kind of want you to take me for granted in some ways. I want you to know I’m coming back with you. That I’m going to be with you. Stay with you.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “I’m sorry I let you wonder for so long. If you’d asked me to come home with you last night when you walked into Calhoun’s, I would have said yes. Even though I wanted to scream at you.”

			Relief made him dizzy, so he dropped his head into the crook of her neck. She tilted to the side, and he grazed her skin with his teeth, making her suck in a breath. “Please don’t get into any more cabs or airplanes for a while. Not unless I’m with you. Okay?”

			“Deal,” Honey whispered before wrapping her legs around his hips, arching beneath him so her sexy tits pointed straight up toward his mouth. God, she was going to have him walking around the streets of New York in a constant state of arousal. Already his cock felt full and heavy, as if he hadn’t just come like nobody’s business fifteen minutes ago. She bit her top lip while sliding her fingers into his hair. When she fisted it and pulled, Ben groaned. “You like when I pull your hair, don’t you? When I did it that day in the classroom—”

			“Yes, I fucking like it,” he growled, nipping at her mouth. “I bet you think that’s funny.”

			She shook her head. “No, I think it’s hot. I think everything about you . . .” She tugged on the strands again, harder this time. Fuck. “ . . . is hot. Every time you walked into class and lifted your bag over your head, a little bit of skin would show right above your belt. I wanted to lick it.” Turned on even more by her confession, he slid his cock up through her wet pussy to rest on her belly, moaning when she started circling her tight, little body against it. “The way you push your glasses up with your middle finger. I used to imagine you pushing it inside me. All the way.” Her heels dug into the small of his back. “One thing you do, though, is by far the hottest.”

			“Tell me. Tell me now. I’ll never stop doing it.”

			Honey’s lips twitched. “When you talk to me in that professor voice.” Her eyelids fluttered, as if just saying it out loud was enough to get her going. Sweet hell. This girl. “You do it all the time, you know. Out of nowhere, your tone changes, and it . . .”

			“What?”

			“It makes me so wet,” she murmured, hitting him with the full impact of those big eyes. “For you.”

			“Like maybe you want to please your professor? By being nice and ready?” His voice was strained. Everything about him was strained. With every word out of her mouth, his dick swelled thicker and became harder to ignore. Every instinct inside him demanded he thrust into all that snug heat and bang her into the ground, but she’d asked him for something in her own way. And he’d give her anything. Everything. Ben leaned down and placed his mouth over her ear. “Ms. Perribow, you’ve been squirming around in your seat for my entire lecture. In that ridiculous piece of fabric you refer to as a skirt. Is it your life’s intention to distract me?”

			Her energy snapped beneath him like a live wire. She threw her head back into the grass and moaned, thighs inching even higher around his waist. Fuck, he was going to give it to her so damn hard. She was going to feel it for days. But he wasn’t finished yet.

			“It seems there is something you’d like to share with the class, Ms. Perribow? Or is it just for your professor?” He leaned down and swiped his tongue over her hard nipples. “Come stand at the front of the class and lift up your little skirt. Let your professor see what’s been warming your seat.”

			“Stop. Enough,” she breathed, attempting to lean up and kiss him. “I need you now. Please.”

			Ben kept her pinned with his body, continuing to speak in the voice he usually reserved for lectures. “That’s a good girl, Ms. Perribow.” He rotated his hips, grinding the base of his cock against her clit. “Now take down your panties and bend over my desk. Stay that way until I’ve dismissed you. Not a moment sooner.”

			Honey cried out, her body going bow tight beneath him before it started to shake. Ben watched her with nothing short of awe. Unbelievable. He’d actually made her come just by talking to her. He liked the power of that. A lot. Maybe too much, because his body was now thrumming with the relentless need to be inside her. Now. Immediately. He had no idea where common sense got a foothold, reminding him to put on a condom, but he reached for his jeans, slipping one out of his pocket and covering himself within seconds. Honey still looked shell-shocked, lying on her back and sucking in gulping breaths. Her body looked gorgeous and satisfied in the moonlight. Too bad he wasn’t quite done satisfying her. And after feeling the orgasm move through her body, he was pumped full of lust. Need her. Need her now.

			Ben grabbed Honey by the waist and flipped her over, urging her onto her knees. He groaned at the sight of her ass in the air, just as he’d pictured it so many times. Perky and upturned. Asking for it. He led his cock between her legs and rubbed it through her wetness. “Just because I’m not going to be your professor anymore doesn’t mean you shouldn’t work hard for a good grade.” He drove himself deep inside her, keeping her upright with an arm under her hips. “Fuck. You get extra credit for being tight, that’s for goddamn sure.”

			Honey’s back started to tremble, broken sobs falling from her mouth. “It feels so good this way.”

			“I haven’t even moved yet, babe,” Ben said through gritted teeth. He should probably get around to that, huh? But her warm pussy clenched around him so perfectly that he actually needed a moment to calm down before he gave in to his body’s urges. “Tell me if I’m too rough, okay?”

			She tossed her hair, looking back at him over her shoulder. “I’ll only tell you if you’re not rough enough.”

			Jesus. That fucking did it. Ben took hold of her hips, easing out of her on a groan before pounding back in. Honey whimpered his name, and that was the end of his control. He yanked her hips back to meet his as he started to thrust hard. It was insane how close he was already. She did this to him. Heightened his senses, made everything look, sound, feel better. More intense. He was fucking her hard and she only lifted her ass higher, arching her back for more. Her hot little cries were like the best song he’d ever heard, one he wanted to put on repeat, endlessly. When she tossed her head, that blond hair became too much of a temptation, so he fisted it and drove into her with even more force.

			“Oh God, oh God, oh God. Ben.”

			Her hands slipped in the grass and she went down, landing on her belly. Ben went down with her, pushing her thighs open with his knees, not breaking his pace for a second. With her face turned to the side in the grass, he could see her eyes were squeezed shut, lips swollen from biting. Begging words fell from her mouth that only someone buried in her heat could understand. Ben wedged his hand between their bodies and stroked her clit, soft and easy, a complete contrast to his rhythmic thrusting. “Who’s a teacher’s pet?”

			Her ass jerked up against his belly and she screamed. Ben went over the cliff right behind her, the unbearable pressure in his balls releasing, dragging his soul along for the ride. His mind went blank, void of everything but her and what she’d given him. Good. So damn good. No, better than good. There wasn’t a word invented yet for what it felt like to shoot off inside of Honey while her body climaxed around him. He buried his face in her back as violent shudders took him over, absorbing hers at the same time. There were words in his head, so many words. His throat ached with the need to say them, to express this fucking tornado of emotion she whipped into a frenzy inside him. But he breathed her in instead, memorized the feel of her as he drew her up against his side in the grass. When he said the words, there wouldn’t be any confusion as to why he’d said them.

			They were silent for a few seconds before she spoke. “Welcome to the Bluegrass State.”

			Ben laughed long and loud. “I’d heard about Southern hospitality, but I had no idea. You really go above and beyond.”

			“We want to make sure our visitors come back.”

			The smile slipped from his face. He knew she was joking, but he didn’t even like the possibility of them being separated by seven hundred miles.

			Honey seemed to sense his inner turmoil, because she tucked her head under his chin, nudged his neck with her nose. “I told my parents we were going to a movie. That gives us another hour or so before we should head back.”

			Ben ran his fingers down her spine and back up. “What are the odds they bought that?”

			“Pretty low.” She yawned against his throat, and his smile fell back into place. He liked knowing what she sounded like when she yawned. “Wake me up in forty-five minutes.”

			“Okay, babe.”

			But the warmth of her, his lack of sleep and the relief of knowing she’d be coming back to New York, was too much. He fell asleep two minutes after her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18 

			HONEY WAS HAVING that dream. The one where she was late, but no idea how late. Or for what. Usually school was involved in some way, but those dreams of being late for class usually made her anxious. Tied her belly up in knots. That certainly wasn’t the case here. She felt lethargic, warm. More comfortable than she’d ever felt in her life. As if she’d drunk just the right amount of wine before swan-diving into a pool full of goose feather pillows. Her body was molded around something hard, though. Very hard. And it was moving, albeit very slowly. A steady rise and fall. Something warm and firm—a hand?—traveled up the back of her thigh to cup her bottom, tug her closer.

			“Honey,” a gruff, sleep-roughened voice husked at her ear. “Roll over and let me fuck, babe.”

			Ben. Oh God. Even as her body reacted swiftly to the command, she registered where they were. Baseball field. Wake me up in forty-five minutes. Honey’s eyes flew open, but they slammed shut again when the overhead sun blinded her. Opening them again in a squint, she turned in Ben’s strong arms and shook him. “Wake up. You have to wake up.”

			One eye eased open in his masculine face, made even more so by his morning stubble. Oh shit, he looked really good half asleep, hair all tousled and dewy. He appeared to have the same opinion about her, because his gaze dropped to her still-naked breasts and he groaned. She couldn’t help taking a peek at his morning wood, which was growing by the instant. When he saw where her attention had been drawn, his lips quirked up into a lazy smile. “Climb on. It’s been hours.”

			She considered it. She actually considered mounting her naked boyfriend in broad daylight and taking one for the road. Sanity prevailed, however, when she heard an approaching car rumbling in the distance. That was the exact moment Ben woke up fully, his face clearing of any hope of morning sex. His gaze shot to the road before landing back on Honey’s naked body. “Oh shit. Oh shit.”

			They both scrambled to their feet, snatching clothes off the field before hightailing it to the truck, where they ducked down against the fender, dragging garments over their heads and up their legs. At least this way, no one could see them from the road. When the car rumbled past without stopping, they looked at each other and released the breath they’d been holding. Honey was the first to laugh, but Ben joined in almost immediately, both of them landing on their—thankfully clothed—asses in the grass.

			Honey wiped the tears from her eyes. “We might have avoided a public indecency charge, but we still have my parents to contend with.”

			“You don’t think they’ll buy it if we tell them we saw a double feature?” Ben buried his face in his hands, but he was smiling. “I’m going to be shot on sight, aren’t I?”

			“I can’t believe you of all people fell asleep.” She got to her feet and buttoned her jean shorts. “You’re so punctual. Never late. Never early. Always timing your lectures down to the minute.”

			“Noticed that, did you?” He stood as well, backing her against the side of the truck, making her tip her head back to look at him. “Maybe when I have a sweet little blonde who smells like cinnamon wrapped around me, I stop giving a shit about what time it is.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “Is that so?”

			“Yeah. I can’t wait to have that smell in my bed. All over my sheets.” He tilted his head to the side, considering. “Is there any chance your father might demand I marry you to protect your honor?”

			Her heart tried to leap from her chest. If it succeeded, she had no doubt it would cling to Ben, because that’s what she wanted to do. Wanted to climb his body, dig her face into his neck, and never let go. Wanted to see his face in the morning, just like this, every single day. Sanity took hold, though, at the very last second. What if he was only joking and she came across crazy? He had to be joking, right? He looked serious—very serious—but she couldn’t be sure.

			She gave a halfhearted push against his chest. “How many nineteen-year-olds do you know that are ma—” She broke off in the middle of her own sentence, the day’s date dawning on her. “Wait a minute. I’m twenty today.” A laugh tumbled out. “It’s my birthday.”

			He pushed a hand through his hair, looking slightly ill. “No, don’t tell me that. I don’t have a gift.”

			Her mouth spread into a smile. “The day is young.”

			A flicker of relief in his eye quickly disappeared. “Something tells me there aren’t a lot of shopping options in Bloomfield.”

			An idea took root in her mind. “I know what I want from you.” Hoping she wasn’t pushing or overstepping, she twined her arms around his neck. “Write me something.”

			His throat worked, gaze darting to the side. “What?”

			She shrugged one shoulder, chuckling when his eyes dropped to her breasts. “You’ve read dozens of my assignments, but besides the notes you leave me, I’ve never read anything of yours. I’ll even let you choose the topic.” When he still looked dubious, she went up on her toes and kissed his neck once, twice. “Just think about it.”

			Without waiting for an answer, she dropped her arms from around his neck and climbed into the truck. The keys were on the seat, where she’d apparently thrown them last night when Ben had pulled her from the truck. Had that only been last night? It seemed like ages had passed since then, so much having been resolved. She understood him now. Understood why he’d pushed her away back in New York. As of last night, she’d let the hurt go. Put it behind her. How could she continue to be upset, when he’d actually changed jobs for her? She still hadn’t quite wrapped her mind around that.

			A smile flirting with the corners of her mouth, Honey turned the key in the ignition. Nothing happened.

			Ben slid onto the seat beside her, frowning. “Problem?”

			She turned the key again and got silence in return. “The truck is dead.”

			He pushed up his glasses, understanding dawning on his face. “We left the headlights on.”

			“It drained the battery.” Honey smacked her forehead, then let her hand drop into her lap. “Guess we’re walking.”

			Just because she liked watching him walk and wanted his hands on her again, Honey stayed in the driver’s seat until Ben came around to let her out. His expression told her he knew what she was about, too, and felt the same way. He hooked an arm around her waist and dragged her out of the truck, letting her dangle in the air against his hard body, their mouths hovering inches apart.

			“I advise against tempting a man with morning wood, Honey. It can be vicious when not seen to properly.”

			She rubbed their mouths together. “I’ll cure you of it later. Even if I’m reduced to sneaking into my brother’s room tonight to get it on with my boyfriend.”

			“Boyfriend,” he growled, stooping down to wrap an arm around her legs. Before Honey could get her bearings, he’d thrown her over his shoulder, kicked the truck door shut, and started off down the road.

			When Honey stopped laughing, she smacked him on the butt. “The farm is the other way.”

			He turned without missing a beat, heading back in the right direction. “So, if I’m officially your boyfriend, does that mean you’re dropping my class until I switch jobs?” He laid a kiss on her thigh. “I want to be with you in the open now, please. No waiting.”

			Thank God he couldn’t see the dopey grin on her face. “Yes, Ben. I want that, too.”

			They walked like that for a while, Honey more than content to be carried like a sack of potatoes. It gave her one hell of a view. Two cars passed in a row, honking at Ben, who simply waved back, as if walking down the road with a girl over his shoulder was the most natural thing in the world. She finally convinced him to let her down and they walked side by side, holding hands the rest of the way.

			This. Right there at that moment stood everything she’d hoped for, all in one place. Ben. The town she’d been missing so much. It couldn’t last, she knew that. Ben didn’t go with this place, they were just her two favorite ships passing in the night. But she could savor it while it lasted. She would return to New York in a few days and have the memories of Bloomfield to content her while she and Ben made their own. Maybe someday soon, they could even come back. Together.

			When the farm came into view, their steps slowed simultaneously. How odd. Two extra cars were parked outside the house, one of them Elmer’s truck, the other a taxicab. Why would either be there so early in the morning? Or at all, for that matter. Honey felt a tiny pinch of foreboding in her midsection, but she immediately shook it off. Worst-case scenario, her father had overreacted and called in a search party to go find them.

			“Uh-oh.” Ben put an arm around her shoulders. “What’s going on?”

			“I don’t know,” she murmured. “Let’s go find out.”

			The first thing Honey saw when they started up the driveway was her mother. She was sitting on the porch. Crying. It caused Honey’s stomach to plummet right down to her knees. Her mother cried about as often as she did, which was never. It meant something bad. Very bad. Her father was leaning up against the side of the truck with Elmer, their arms crossed over their chests as they watched her and Ben close the distance to the house. Silence. So much silence.

			Ben’s grip on her hand tightened, and he angled his body in front of hers. She didn’t need or want him to fight her battles for her. After all, she was a grown woman who lived on her own in a major city. If she wanted to spend a night with her boyfriend, same as her parents had done at her age, she damn well had the right. But it felt cruel to let Elmer see her like this. Very obviously coming home from a night out, engaging in all manner of naughty with her new boyfriend. So she let Ben take the lead for now. “Sir, I’m sorry we worried you. I can explain. We—”

			“Which part are you going to explain first?” her father interrupted, pushing himself off Elmer’s truck. “The fact that you’re my daughter’s teacher? Or the fact that you got her kicked out of school?”

			Ben froze, as did Honey. Her gaze shot to her mother’s questioningly, but her mother only swiped away more tears. Every inch of Honey’s skin started to prickle, all the way to her scalp. What the hell was going on here?

			“Kicked out of school?” Ben’s voice cracked like a whip. “What are you talking about?”

			Honey’s mother stood and came toward the four of them. “He wrote a letter to the dean at Columbia. Said you’d been harassing him. Pursuing him relentlessly with no encouragement.” She gave their joined hands a sharp look. “Forgive me if I find that hard to believe.”

			“Your financial aid has been rescinded,” her father added, a hint of shame showing in his face. He’d always hated not being able to pay her entire way.

			She might have voiced a denial, because in what fucking world did something like this happen? How could it happen? It got stuck in her throat, however, when Ben dropped her hand and fell back a step. His fingers threaded into his hair slowly and stayed there as he shook his head. Dammit, his eyes were closed, so she couldn’t read him. “No, this isn’t real. This isn’t happening. In my lesson plan. I left it in my lesson plan . . . Peter must have . . .”

			“Ben?” She took a deep breath when she heard her voice waver. “Did you write a letter to Dean Mahoney?”

			He didn’t answer. Just looked at her as though the earth was crumbling underneath her feet but his hands were tied behind his back, preventing him from reaching out to help her. Or maybe the earth really was crumbling beneath her feet. That’s what it felt like. It matched the horrible crumbling taking place inside her. No, please. Why wouldn’t he answer her?

			“Yes or no, Ben?” she whispered.

			When he nodded a single time, a rushing sound started in her ears, as if she’d been pulled under a tidal wave. It wasn’t just the knowledge that Ben had written a letter to the dean about her, had written down those terrible lies on paper. That alone would have been enough to kick her in the teeth. It was more, though. Her parents had worked so hard to send her to New York, to pay what they could while she pursued her dreams. She’d let them down. Oh God, she could face almost anything except that.

			Vaguely, she registered Elmer coming to stand behind her. Ben bared his teeth at her oldest friend. All hell broke loose then. Elmer laid a comforting hand on her shoulder that she immediately wanted to fling off. She didn’t want comfort. She wanted the pain to kill her on the spot so she wouldn’t have to deal with it.

			“If you don’t take your fucking hands off her,” Ben grated, “I will rip them off.”

			“You’re not in a position to be issuing demands, bro,” Elmer returned. “I’ll be here to pick up the pieces when you leave. In fact, we already called you a cab.”

			Words still hanging in the air, Ben moved. It happened so fast that Honey was snapped out of her stupor. One minute Elmer was standing beside her, the next he was lying on the ground, clutching his jaw. The boy who’d never hurt her a day in her life felled by the man who’d just shattered her heart? Unacceptable. Honey held up a hand to stay her approaching father and rounded on Ben, who looked as if he was considering going for round two with Elmer. When she blocked Ben’s view of Elmer, he looked up at her, his eyes clouding over.

			“Get in that cab. Get on an airplane. And get the hell out of Kentucky.” She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t. Not in front of him. Or anyone. “God, I hope I never see you again.”

			He took a step toward her, shaking his head. “I’m going to make this right. You don’t understand—”

			“Looks like you wrote me something after all for my birthday.” She skirted past him and opened the cab door. “Wasn’t really what I had in mind, but that’ll teach me to be careful what I wish for.”

			His hand clutched at his stomach a moment before he straightened. “Once I fix this, you’ll have to listen to me. It’s not what you think.”

			When a tiny part of her hoped that was true, Honey knew she had to end this once and for all. No more hope. No more maybes. Since meeting Ben, she’d had enough of those to last her a lifetime. She got right in his face. “There is nothing you can say, nothing you can fix, to make this better. You’ve embarrassed me in front of my family. You’ve hurt me, Ben. So bad that it’s not repairable. Every time I think of you, I’ll think of the words you wrote. I’ll never see anything else. Give up.”

			He looked hollow, but she didn’t have it in her to care. Not when she was hollow, too. He swept a glance over her before falling heavily into the backseat of the cab, wincing when Honey slammed the door. His eyes were solemn as they watched her through the glass, like he wanted to communicate something to her, but she turned away and allowed her father to toss Ben’s carry-on sized suitcase unceremoniously into the trunk. As the cab reversed down her driveway, she refused to look back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19 

			BEN HATED THE fact that it was sunny when he landed in New York. He wanted thunder, hail, and darkness. Fuck light and warmth, he wanted ice on the sidewalks. Gloom. Weather that signaled the Apocalypse. Wasn’t that what this was? Too much. He’d been feeling far too much to sit in the tiny airplane seat for three hours. Rage, self-disgust, loss . . . so much loss. It didn’t seem possible that he was leaving Honey one place and going to another. The girl he’d slept beside last night, feeling each of her breaths, smelling her hair . . . she should be with him always. She wasn’t, though. She was so far from being with him that last night seemed like a dream. A perfect, golden-edged dream that one stupid action had burned to a cinder.

			The second his flight landed, people around him began chatting excitedly into their cell phones. Making plans. He had no plans beyond getting to the school. After that, he had nothing. There was nothing beyond the meeting he had with Dean Mahoney one hour from now. Needing the situation handled immediately, he’d called the man from the airport to schedule it. And he just needed to get there and repair what he’d done so he could breathe. Until he knew he hadn’t ruined her future with his past insecurities, he would just move on autopilot. Otherwise he might bum-rush the nearest ticket counter and buy a return ticket to Kentucky.

			Leaving her standing there with tears in her eyes had been the shittiest thing he’d ever experienced, followed closely by the betrayal on her face when he’d walked into the Longshoreman with another woman. Jesus, how many times had he hurt her? Enough. Enough times that he knew she’d meant what she’d said before slamming the door of the cab. Honey was done. Wanted him out of her life. Fuck, he didn’t blame her. Maybe he didn’t know how to be with someone without inflicting pain on them. You certainly are your father’s son. A chip off the old block. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. On and on the clichés went in his head, until he wanted to slam it against the tray table attached to the seat in front of him.

			The passengers around him started to deplane and he followed suit, taking his carry-on out of the overhead compartment and moving down the slim aisle with a serious effort. Self-disgust billowed off to the side and let rage take its turn. That fucker. She was crying to that fucker about something he did, and it was unbearable. It was goddamn unbearable knowing that. Only that guy wasn’t the fucker. Same with Johnny Jerk Off who’d taken her to the poetry reading. It had been him all along.

			When one of the flight attendants gave him a concerned look, he reined in the thoughts that were obviously showing on his face. He needed to focus. Just focus on getting to the dean’s office and making sure his screw-up didn’t have a lifelong consequence for Honey. Then he would go home. And that was all he had. Did something exist beyond today if he didn’t have her to look forward to? No more of her thoughts. No more of those golden eyes to devastate him, or burying himself in her body. What did it matter what he did or where he went if he couldn’t have those things? If he couldn’t have Honey.

			Ben walked through the airport, feeling as though some cosmic Fast Forward button had been hit, affecting everyone but him. He was in slow motion while people zipped past and announcements came from overhead that were impossible to focus on. A low buzz had started in the back of his head, growing louder as he reached the exit. He saw Russell waiting at the curb, leaning against his company truck, complete with the Hart Brothers Construction logo, but Ben couldn’t lift his hand in greeting or even acknowledge him. Russell didn’t make his usual joke, thankfully, simply giving Ben a nod and returning to the driver’s side. Ben stowed his carry-on in the backseat and got into the car, painfully aware that leaving the airport meant he was going even further from Honey. Severing one more connection.

			“Where we headed?” Russell asked, starting up the truck.

			Ben hadn’t told Russell the full story of what happened with Honey. He wasn’t ready to say the words out loud yet. Maybe ever. Anyway, he suspected the news had already reached Russell through the supergroup pipeline. Thankfully, his friend left it alone, simply taking the directions Ben gave him to the administration building at Columbia. As they got closer, something inside him started to coil tight. His skin felt stretched, his muscles strained. The buzzing in the back of his head moved to the front, and no amount of ordering himself to relax helped.

			“We need to make a stop first,” he said to Russell. At his direction, Russell drove past the administration building and pulled up outside the English department building. “Wait here.”

			“You sure you don’t want some company?” Russell scratched the back of his neck. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like the poster for every revenge movie ever released.”

			Ben gripped the door handle. “That’s not completely inaccurate, but I’m going alone.”

			“They always say that in revenge movies.” Russell sighed when Ben responded by pushing open the truck door. “I’ll wait here. Like the fifth-billed lackey in the film.”

			Before he shut the door, Ben paused. “Why aren’t you giving me a hard time? You know what happened. How much of a shit swamp I’ve landed her in. Otherwise, you’d have asked me.”

			Russell looked away. “You’re giving yourself a hard enough time for the both of us.” He cleared his throat, fingers drumming on the steering wheel. “And anyway, fuck you for thinking I’d leave you hanging because of what happened with a girl. Louis wanted to be here, too, but the community center he was fighting to keep open had to close.”

			Ben absorbed that information, feeling a flash of sympathy for Louis and the kids that would have nowhere to go. But he didn’t have the strength to carry anything else just then. “She’s not just a girl.”

			“I get that.” Russell looked thoughtful a moment. “Shit, I wish I didn’t get that.”

			“Are you talking about Abby?” When Russell didn’t answer, Ben didn’t press. Not after the solid Russell had done him by keeping quiet about Honey. Just the thought of her name propelled him from the car toward the English building. He knew where Peter would be at this time of day because he’d just finished covering one of Ben’s lectures. Normally, Ben would be horrified by the idea of walking into this building without wearing his work clothes and jacket, but today he didn’t give a single fuck. His hair was wild on top of his head, his jeans were creased and dusty. His T-shirt smelled like cinnamon and sugar, so he inhaled deeply as students he recognized as his own stopped to gape at him.

			The door of the faculty lounge came into view, and Ben’s pace picked up. He’d managed to lower the dimmer switch on his anger until now, but just knowing he was about to see the son of a bitch’s face sent it into full wattage. Without breaking his stride, Ben yanked the door open and strode inside. Peter stood on the opposite side of the room, sipping coffee and reading through a lesson plan. Ben’s lesson plan.

			Peter turned at Ben’s entrance and lifted an eyebrow. “Hey, Ben. You’re back? What’s up with the outfit—”

			“Go fuck yourself.”

			The other three professors in the room stood and left. Ben briefly wondered if they’d thought he’d meant they should go fuck themselves, but he flicked the thought aside. He had more important things to worry about, namely Peter, who was staring at him as if he’d just sprouted horns. “What’s going on with you, Ben? You take off unexpectedly. Now you show up looking like you just woke up after a bender.”

			Funny, that was exactly how he felt. Like he’d woken up from the best damn dream of his life and had no way of falling back to sleep to finish it. “Why did you do it?”

			“Do what?”

			Ben ground his molars together. “You sent my letter to Dean Mahoney. About Hon—Ms. Perribow.” He pointed to the notebook lying on the counter, way too close to the coffeemaker. “You’re the only one who had access to it. I want to know why.”

			“I thought you wanted me to.” Peter threw up his hands, cursing when he splashed coffee on his jacket sleeve. “I saw the letter and thought maybe you hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to do it yourself. So I sent it in. I did you a favor.”

			Ben had rounded a lunch table and advanced on Peter before he realized his feet were moving. His blood roared in his ears. No way. No way had he lost Honey over some stupid misunderstanding. Fate couldn’t be that cruel. But no. He’d written the letter either way, hadn’t he? He was just as much to blame here as Peter. It didn’t lessen the driving need to fix this for her, though. “You didn’t do me a favor, Peter,” Ben grated, barely holding on to the urge to punch the other man. “You did me the opposite of a favor, multiplied by one fucking thousand. Okay? In the process, your taking the matter into your own hands might have cost a brilliant student her education. What the hell is wrong with you?”

			It finally seemed to dawn on Peter that his actions might have had dire consequences. “So, you’re not grateful I sent in the letter?” Or maybe not.

			“No. I’m not grateful.” Ben scrubbed his hands down his face, briefly upsetting his glasses. His chest hurt. Everything hurt. Nothing felt right, and he just wanted to be back, lying in that baseball field, dammit. He swallowed the massive knot in his throat. “I have a meeting with the dean in fifteen minutes. You’re coming with me.”

			ONCE, DURING HIS parents’ messy divorce, Ben had acted out in school. A fellow third-grader had made a comment during recess about his father—his father who’d spent the week being crucified by the media—and Ben had slugged him. He could feel the crunch of nose cartilage under his fist. Could still remember how damn good it had felt to release frustration. Inflict pain on someone or something besides himself or his mother. Even sitting in the principal’s office afterward had been worth it. His bruised knuckles had felt like a badge of honor.

			This? This was nothing like that. Ben and Peter sat across from Dean Mahoney in silence as he read the letter—the fucking letter Ben wanted to burn and stomp on—what appeared to be several times, while not-so-inconspicuously checking out his refelctive head in his computer screen. Time stretched, and Peter began to crack his knuckles, sending Ben a little closer to the edge. How close could he get before he went over?

			Finally, the dean set down the letter and leaned back in his chair. “Professor Dawson, you’re telling me this letter was turned in by mistake, and I understand that.” He nodded at Peter. “Signing a colleague’s name is not a wise practice, either, whether or not you believe you’re helping the situation.” His sharp gaze swung back toward Ben. “But you clearly wrote it, Professor Dawson. Did you not? These accusations are yours.”

			“I did write it.” An image of Honey’s stricken face forced him to pause. “But it was a mistake. Ms. Perribow has done nothing wrong.” Nothing about our time together was wrong. None of it. Except the fact that it’s over. “If Peter thinks the student pursued me inappropriately, he was wrong, too.” Ben might have paid lip service to pushing Honey away, but he’d encouraged her in ways that counted. This belonged to both of them.

			“Is that possible, Peter?”

			Ben ground his teeth together when Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

			Dean Mahoney sighed, picked up the letter again. “I like you, Professor Dawson. Your end-of-semester evaluations were the highest in the department. You have the fewest number of drops. I think you take the job seriously, as you should, and we need the new blood around here.” He shook his head, nearly blinding Ben as the fluorescent light glinted off its shiny surface. “But I can’t ignore this. Especially in the wake of Ms. Perribow missing classes over the last week. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. It speaks of a young girl trying to get your attention, as the letter you wrote implies. I appreciate you not wanting to cost a student her education, but I can’t ignore evidence when it’s right in my hand. That would be remiss.”

			“I’m resigning.” The words fell from his lips so easily. He’d only planned to transfer to NYU because of Honey, but now that it had come to this, he realized he would have done it anyway to protect her. To make things right, he would do anything. “If this is how Columbia treats their students, putting them on trial when they haven’t even had a chance to defend themselves, this isn’t the right place for me. Especially when they’re lucky to have the student in question within their walls.” He leveled the dean with a look. “Consider this my notice. I’ll be leaving at the end of the semester.”

			“You can’t be serious,” Dean Mahoney said. “You’re not being penalized here.”

			I should be. It should be me. Could he say what came next? It could backfire. It might not even work, but without the dean’s agreement to reinstate Honey as a student and restore her financial aid, a noose was tightening around his neck. “I am serious.” Ben leaned forward in his chair. “I’ll miss a lot of things about this university. The traditions, the people. The library.” And here Ben was, subtly insinuating that he had material with which to blackmail the dean of a major university. No going back from here. “Have you noticed how . . . polished . . . the floors are in the library, Dean Mahoney? I swear someone must stay after hours and shine them every single night.” He dropped his gaze to the dean’s gold wedding ring. “Miss Woodmere, perhaps?”

			Dean Mahoney went so still that the only sign of movement was red creeping over his bald head. If a pin dropped, it would have sounded like a bomb going off in the office. Instead, Peter cracked his knuckles, making Dean Mahoney jump in his seat and upset a cup of Bic pens.

			The older man’s fingers moved over the keyboard of his computer. “I’ll just take one more look at Ms. Perribow’s file before I make a final decision.”

			Tension seeped from Ben’s body, nearly causing him to fall off the damn chair, but right on its heels, the grief of losing Honey rushed back in where it belonged. He cleared his rusted throat. “Thank you. That’s all I ask.”

			HONEY SAT ON the floor of her childhood bedroom, staring at the Dixie Chicks poster hanging over her desk. She could remember putting it up the morning after she returned from the concert with her mother. Placing the tape carefully along the edges and corners, positioning it perfectly before smoothing it down. Stepping back and admiring it, allowing herself to giggle, since no one was in the room with her.

			There were memories overflowing in every room of this house. Comforting memories that she desperately needed right now, when she felt as if she’d crack down the middle if she moved. It didn’t help that two days later, her lips were still swollen from kissing Ben in her baseball field. Every time she washed herself in the shower, the lingering twinge between her legs brought images to her mind that had no place around her broken heart. She didn’t want to think about his breath rasping against her ear as he moved inside her. Or the way he tasted. The way he’d held her so tightly afterward.

			No. She wanted to keep on hating him. Hating him gave her one more excuse to stay here indefinitely. Rolling around in her pile of fond memories and reliving the past. Every inch of this house, this town, her family was written on her soul. New York had only just started to creep in. She missed her roommates like hell and knew they were waiting to welcome her back. She’d gone there mostly for school, and now school wasn’t an option. Ben had said he would fix what he’d done, but there was no guarantee it was possible. Even if he did work some kind of magic, did she want to go back?

			Honey flopped onto her back. Adventure. The other reason she’d gone to New York. Wanting to live and have experiences no one else in her family could boast of. Look where it had landed her. Right back where she’d started. Only now it felt like she had a knife permanently stuck in her gut, courtesy of one gorgeous, complicated professor who’d finally overcome his writer’s block in the form of a letter that slandered her character. God. God, it hurt to think about.

			She’d tried out the big city, hadn’t she? No one could accuse her of laziness or wasting her potential. There were colleges within driving distance of home where she could get the same quality education. Right?

			Coward. You’re running.

			A knock on her door interrupted her pity party. “Honey?”

			“Yeah, Mom?”

			“Get on some pants if you need to. I’m coming in.”

			Honey sat up and pushed her hair out of her face. Her family had mostly left her alone since the scene with Ben. After her mother had patched up Elmer, he’d hung around on the porch for a while before taking the hint and leaving, too. She’d felt genuinely bad about that, since she was the reason he had a broken nose, but her own grief outweighed the politeness that had been instilled in her.

			She put on what she hoped was a brave smile for her mother, who took a seat at the end of the bed. “How long are you planning on staying here?”

			“Probably until dinnertime. Why? You need help peeling spuds?”

			“No, I’ve got your brother doing it. His legs are broken, but his hands most certainly are not.” Her mother leaned back on the bed. “And I wasn’t talking about this room. I meant Bloomfield. How long are you planning on staying here?”

			Honey dropped her gaze to the faded blue carpet. “Are you saying I’ve worn out my welcome?” She’d meant it as a joke, but when her mother stayed silent, her head came up. “Mom?”

			“The dean called this morning. They’ve reinstated you as a student and restored your financial aid.”

			Every cell moving in her body screeched to a halt, leaving her light-headed. “H-how? Are you . . . sure?”

			“I wouldn’t tell you if I wasn’t sure.” Her mother watched her closely. “As for how, I think you know Ben had something to do with it.”

			“I don’t want to talk about him,” Honey wheezed. Just hearing his name spoken out loud felt like a sledgehammer being taken to her ribs. How long would it be like this? If she went back to New York, she’d hear his name all the time from her friends, Louis, Russell. Just another reason to stay put. He’d made everything right, just like he’d promised he would, but it didn’t change anything. Didn’t change the horrible, run-down way she was feeling.

			“Well?” her mother prompted. “Why aren’t you throwing clothes into your suitcase?”

			Honey didn’t have an answer for that, so she just stayed perfectly still. Same as she’d been doing all morning. If she rattled any of the checked emotions inside her, they would all bleed together and erupt out of her.

			“All right, if you don’t want to talk, you can just listen.” Her mother tucked a stray hair back into her bun. “I never told you this, Honey, but I had my chance to get out of Bloomfield. Nothing so important as school, just a couple of my friends heading to Florida for the summer in a rusted orange VW van.” She smiled, as if she could see it right in front of her. “I’ll admit it. I was scared. Scared to miss something back home. Scared of the unknown. Everything you probably felt moving to New York City. The difference is, you did it.”

			“I’m here now, though, aren’t I?” Honey forced past numb lips. “I didn’t last.”

			“This ain’t the same thing,” her mother said. “You actually . . . went out and found a place to live, tried new restaurants, made friends. Things I could only dream about.” A flush moved up her neck. “I waited too long to see the world. Made excuses to stay where I didn’t have to try. And now I’m scared to visit my own daughter where she lives. Can you imagine that?”

			Honey was shocked. “Scared? I don’t understand.”

			“You shouldn’t understand. This burden is mine to carry.” Her mother looked up at the ceiling, and Honey suspected she was trying to keep tears from falling. “I don’t regret a single second I spent here, raising you two kids, loving your father. But I should have gone to Florida in that stupid van for the summer. I should have seen something.”

			“You still can.” Honey swiped at the moisture in her own eyes. “It’s never too late.”

			“Well.” Her mother humored her with a smile and fussed with the hem of her shirt. “Have you ever read that sealed letter I sent you off to college with?”

			“No.” Honey glanced at her backpack, propped in the corner. “I was saving it for a rainy day.”

			“This is as rainy as it gets, baby girl.” Honey’s mother stood to leave, but she stopped at the door with her hand on the knob. “I should hate Ben for making my daughter cry. Yes, I should. But I just can’t, and I hope that doesn’t make me a bad mother.” She shook her head. “I just remember the way he looked at you, and I can’t bring myself to hate someone who sees exactly what’s there. Like he wouldn’t change a single thing about you if he could.”

			It took Honey a moment to move after her mother closed the door behind her. The ache in her chest was too great, so overwhelming. Eventually, she gathered the willpower to crawl across the room and unzip her backpack, pulling out the sealed letter from her mother. She took a deep breath, turning it over in her palm, tapping it against her knee. Finally, she tore open the sealed edge. What she pulled out wasn’t at all what she’d been expecting. She’d always thought she’d find a school-lunch-type note, something encouraging. Instead, she found postcards. From Florida. Dozens and dozens of them, sent from familiar names, friends her mother had had all her life.

			Wish you were here. We went jet skiing today . . .

			We can see the beach from our deck. It goes on forever. You should have come!

			Honey couldn’t keep the dam from breaking any longer. As tears blurred her vision, she recognized what her mother’s intentions had been. In her own way, she was telling Honey not to give up. To go live her own life so she wouldn’t have the same regrets later. It was damn effective, she’d give her mother that. She started to nestle down into the carpet, postcards spread out around her, but she caught sight of a framed picture on her wall and sat up again. Two men with grudging smiles flanking a much younger version of her at the diner as she sipped a chocolate milk shake. The day she’d negotiated the town’s little league merger had always been so fresh in her mind, but it had been blurred by all the new. New days and nights and sounds and people. Good, new experiences. But she’d let the old slip away. Let herself forget that she wasn’t the type of girl who laid curled up on her bedroom floor and forgot to get the hell up. Honey Perribow took what life offered and made it work for her. Nothing—especially not a man—was going to beat her or steal the new away. She’d been raised to fight for it.

			Honey rose to her feet and turned in a circle, taking a long look at her bedroom, committing it to memory so she could draw from the strength she felt there if she ever needed it again. Then she pulled the diner photo off the wall and placed it carefully in her suitcase.

			Time to go home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20 

			HONEY HAD DROPPED his class.

			Ben dropped into a wobbly chair at the Longshoreman, shaking his head when Russell started to pour him a beer from the frosty pitcher. “Water,” he murmured instead. It wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to drown himself in every available liquor so he wouldn’t have to remember what it felt like to stand in front of his class and not see her. But he needed to feel every ounce of agony, or he’d lose another connection to her. Being miserable because of Honey was better than not feeling anything, and that’s exactly what excessive drinking would achieve.

			They’d agreed back in Kentucky, before a fucking tornado had landed down in the middle of their happiness, that she would drop the class. That they would continue on as they had been, keeping a low profile around campus for the remaining months until he officially started at NYU. He wasn’t deluded enough to think that’s why she’d followed through. It had been three days since he’d left Kentucky and she still hadn’t come back, even though they’d undone her expulsion and restored her scholarship. His efforts had come too late and hadn’t been enough.

			Louis walked into the bar still wearing his work suit and collapsed into the chair beside Russell, shoving his fingers through his hair. “Hey. I’m shitty company today. Pretend I’m not here.”

			Russell poured beer into a plastic cup and slid it in front of Louis. “Once again it appears I’m the glue holding this crew together.” He threw them both a disgusted look. “Allow me to point out when all this bad shit started happening in your lives. When the girls showed up.”

			“Wrong.” Louis held up a finger as he chugged the frothy drink. “Roxy has nothing to do with this. She’s the best thing that ever happened anywhere in the world, and she’s going to bear my children. Right after I convince her to move in with me.” He gave Russell a pointed look. “This is work related.”

			“Don’t spare any details,” Ben said. “I need a distraction.”

			Louis heaved a sigh. “I’m trying to help those community center kids relocate elsewhere, but the city is reluctant to give them another lease, and private commercial spaces are too expensive.” He tapped his empty cup against the table. “They’re meeting at an outdoor park, but I can see the group starting to thin. They need more space. Resources. And there’s nothing I can do.”

			“Sorry, man,” Russell said. “Sometimes you can’t fix something, no matter how hard you try.”

			“A sincere comment from Russell.” Louis held his cup up to the light. “What is in this beer?”

			“You know, there is such a thing as being too clever, Louis.”

			Ben needed them to keep this up. To keep talking so he could try and focus on the words. As soon as he walked out of here, he’d be back where he started, but for now the banter was dulling the rougher edges. For the last few weeks, he’d been a shitty friend, and they hadn’t given up on him. So he would make an attempt to put his own motherfucker of a situation aside and return the favor. “You have something on your mind, Russell?”

			A dark blond eyebrow went up. “What?”

			Yeah, okay. That question had been pretty out of character for any of them. They tended to needle each other and drop personal information only when enough beer had been consumed to make talking about their feelings acceptable. They’d just gotten to the Longshoreman five minutes ago.

			Ben pushed up his glasses and immediately thought of Honey saying she found that sexy. Jesus, he missed her. Distract. Distract. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he said to Russell, “but you’ve been acting kind of . . . sensitive lately.”

			Russell split an incredulous look between them. “How am I not supposed to take that the wrong way?”

			“He’s right,” Louis jumped in. “You’ve already got the shaved head, now you’re channeling Gandhi in two ways. What gives, man?”

			“It wouldn’t have anything to do with Abby, would it?” Ben asked into his just-delivered water.

			“Hey, just because you’ve both got your balls in a vise doesn’t mean I do.” When neither of them took the bait, Russell’s big shoulders dipped, head falling forward. “It might, maybe, possibly have something to do with Abby. That’s all you’re getting from me, though.”

			“Oh, come on—”

			“Fine. Twist my arm.” Russell signaled the waitress for another pitcher of beer before delivering them both a stern look. “Nothing we say here leaves this table.” Ben and Louis waved him on. Russell started to talk, but stopped. Then started again. “She’s out of my league.”

			Louis’s mouth dropped open. “Did you just admit that out loud?”

			Ben shook his head. “Who are you anymore?”

			“See, I knew you would react this way.” Russell sprawled back in his chair. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			Ben picked up a wadded-up napkin and threw it at him. “Keep going. Your pathetic condition is the only thing distracting me from mine.”

			“Oh, how comforting.” Russell tugged at his collar. “Look, here’s the bottom line. Abby is . . . she’s . . .” He blew out a breath. “She’s fucking Abby. Do you know how smart she is? Her mind is like one of those fancy calculators, but she doesn’t want anyone to know because she thinks it makes them uncomfortable.” His throat worked. “She’s so smart and yet she thinks I want to be her friend. Just her friend. And you know what? I’m not going to shatter that illusion for her. I don’t want to smash those rose-colored glasses. She’s perfect and I’d only fuck that up, anyway. So I’m her friend. Just her friend.”

			In what world did Ben think this would distract him? His sympathy for his friend was in danger of being eclipsed by Honey. No, it was done. There she was, stunning him speechless with a smile, arms stretched out above her head in the grass. “You’re right.” His voice sounded dull to his own ears. “If I could go back and even have Honey as a student—only—I would do it. It would be painful, but I’d do it. So I could at least be near her, the way you can do with Abby.” He cleared his throat. “It’s like she doesn’t exist for me anymore. It’s worse. So much worse. You’re doing the right thing.”

			“What? What the—” Louis sputtered. “No. No. You are both fired. I wasn’t supposed to tell you this, Ben, because there’s this little thing called boyfriend-girlfriend privilege, which is apparently just as binding as attorney-client privilege—”

			“The point,” Ben muttered. “Get to it.”

			“Honey is in New York.” Louis paused to let that sink in, but it didn’t. Not right away, at least. It poked holes in him, head to toe, and let him bleed out onto the floor before rocketing straight to his gut. “She landed this afternoon,” Louis continued. “Rox doesn’t know if she’s staying permanently or just collecting her things, but—”

			“She needs to stay,” Ben shouted, loud enough to make both of his friends jump.

			Russell gestured at him with his beer. “Why, Ben? Why does Honey need to stay?”

			For me. She needs to stay for me. Even if I don’t see her, at least there will be a chance I might see her. At least I’ll know she’s there. Selfish, selfish thoughts. He couldn’t be selfish anymore when it came to her. He’d done enough. “School, for one. She . . . she can’t just start over somewhere else.”

			“Actually, she can.” Louis lifted a dark eyebrow. “It’s called a transfer.”

			“That’s something a professor should probably know,” Russell observed with a smirk.

			Ben gave him a cursory middle finger. “What about her friends?”

			“They’ll miss her. A lot. But she can make more,” Louis said, leaning forward. “Give her a fucking reason, Ben. She’s five blocks from here, man. Go get her.”

			“You think it’s that easy?” Ben’s fist clenched with the need to hit the table. “This isn’t like you and Roxy. I didn’t just fuck up once. I had three strikes, and I used them all. One when I accused her of coming on to me for a better grade. Two when I showed up here with someone else. The letter makes three—” He shook his head. “I don’t have any strikes left. The game’s over.”

			“Far be it from me to knock a baseball reference, but—”

			“Wait.” Ben’s hand came up to quiet Russell. An idea had just winged through the fog surrounding his brain. Dots were connecting, stars aligning. A weight pressed down on his chest as tiny squares sewed themselves together into a patchwork quilt. It could work. This idea. This. Idea. Not to get them back together. He wouldn’t give himself a moment’s hope she would ever let him hold her again. Touch her, kiss her. But he wouldn’t be part of the reason she gave up and went home. No way. Never.

			There might be a way, however, to keep her here. He thought back to her essays, the ones he’d read so many times the last three days that his vision had blurred. Above everything in this world, Honey valued being part of a team. Surrounding herself with people she could help. She loved her hometown so much because it was a community. Her community. Could he create that for her in New York City?

			It was selfish to desire any kind of proximity to her, so that couldn’t be why he pulled this idea together. It had to be for her. It would be for her. An apology. A solution. An expression of how he felt about her, if nothing else.

			He looked between Louis and Russell. “I need your help.”

			“You’ve got it,” they said at the same time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21 

			“WHERE DID YOU say we’re going?”

			Honey pulled her legs up onto the hard, plastic subway seat, unconcerned about taking up too much space, since she, Roxy, and Abby were the only souls left on the 7 train headed to Queens. Her roommates were behaving . . . strangely. To say the least.

			“There’s a new Mexican place we want to try,” Roxy said without skipping a beat. “Abby had a craving for an enchilada.”

			Abby gave her a serious look. “And guacamole.”

			Honey played with the zipper of her leather boot. “We can’t get that in Manhattan?”

			“Where’s your sense of spontaneity?” Abby asked her. “We had to learn to fend for ourselves when you left. Procure our own meals. There was a few minutes there where I didn’t think I was going to make it.”

			“You’ve turned us into major food snobs. Look at us. One week without your cooking and we’re riding an hour on the train to get decent Mexican food.” Roxy made a sound of disgust. “I used to eat all my meals from food trucks.”

			“Maybe,” Honey drew out the word, “if you hadn’t hidden my cooking utensils, I could have made us enchiladas from scratch.”

			“No idea what you’re talking about,” Roxy said.

			Abby, avoiding all eye contact, started to whistle.

			Honey gave them both the stink eye. She’d been back in New York for three days, and slowly but surely, her possessions had started to disappear. One morning, she’d woken up and reached for her phone on the nightstand to find it gone. A search of the apartment had yielded no results. Then her favorite pair of Converse had vanished from her closet without a trace. When she’d asked Abby if she’d seen them, the leggy brunette had shoved a Saltine cracker into her mouth and given a helpless shrug.

			At first, Honey thought maybe she’d been imagining their twitchy behavior whenever she walked into the room, but this afternoon had confirmed her suspicions. When she’d returned home from a meeting with her counselor at Columbia, they’d been lying in wait for her in the living room. Roxy had thrown her worn-in jean jacket at her and hustled her out the door, each of them sending what they thought were discreet text messages at their sides. Honey had an apprehensive feeling about this little adventure, but she was going along with it because she felt guilty.

			Despite her assurances, they expected her to fly back to Kentucky at any second. If she’d been able to maintain an upbeat attitude, she might have convinced them to the contrary, but Ben was still there, blocking the positivity trying to push its way through. Returning to New York, going back to school, had clobbered her in memories, but she was working her way through it.

			Abby and Roxy seemed to sense that, so they hadn’t pressured her to talk, choosing instead to hoard her possessions so she couldn’t leave. She kind of loved them for that. She owed them the truth, too, but when she started talking, Ben would appear, and that sealed bottle of emotions would shatter at her feet. He was already there every time she blinked or managed to fall asleep, and maintaining her sanity meant keeping the memory of him in check during daylight hours. Not that she was even remotely pulling it off.

			The subway doors rolled open, and still neither Abby nor Roxy made a move to get off.

			“Okay, are we going to Queens or Mexico for this Mexican food?”

			Abby’s whistle turned into a giggle. “One more stop. Right, Roxy?”

			Roxy eyeballed her phone. “I think so . . .”

			“Okay, you two.” Honey couldn’t take the mysterious behavior anymore. When she thought of what could potentially lay on the other side of this subway ride, she started to panic. “I’m just going to come right out and ask. Does this little trip have something to do with Ben? Is he . . . going to be there?” She swallowed hard. “Because—”

			“Honey.” Abby looked affronted. “Do you really think we’d blindside you like that? He won’t be there.”

			“Good.” Oh, the sweeping disappointment she felt was so obnoxious and unwanted. “I just had to check. You guys have been acting weird since I got back.”

			“We wouldn’t let that jerk near you.” Roxy’s expression was blank. “Not after what he did.”

			“Yeah,” Abby said, once again refusing to meet Honey’s gaze. “I hope we never have to see him again.”

			Indignation had the back of Honey’s neck turning red. It was all well and good for her to mentally refer to Ben as a jerk, but quite another for her friends to say it out loud. Keep your mouth shut. Don’t say anything. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far, Abby.” Honey’s knee started to bounce. “You’ll have to see him sometime. He’s part of the supergroup.”

			“Nope.” Roxy pursed her lips. “I told Louis that Ben was no longer welcome.”

			“What?” Honey shot forward on the seat. “He—that’s—not exactly fair. I mean . . . he only wrote the letter because he was scared. You don’t know everything that happened with his father. He had his reasons. For everything.”

			Abby inspected her nails. “Not good enough. There’s no excuse for him hurting you.”

			“I hurt him, too,” Honey whispered, but it got lost in the hum of the train, so she said it louder. “I hurt him, too.” The way he’d looked at her as she’d ordered him into the cab—completely devastated—came crashing down on her, and suddenly the subway car felt too close, stifling. It became difficult to inhale, as though someone had laid a metal plate down on top of her lungs. This was why she’d sealed everything up, because now the contents whooshed out and surrounded her on all sides. Honey looked up at her roommates. They were both staring back at her sympathetically. Holy shit, she’d walked right into an intervention. A Bentervention.

			“Well played,” she murmured shakily, just in time for the subway doors to slide open. Roxy and Abby each grabbed one of her hands and tugged her off the train. She stayed lost in her own thoughts as they descended the stairs of the elevated train station and headed down a busy avenue.

			Was she in the wrong here? Staying away from Ben had seemed like the best way to mend her heart, but every moment she spent away from him ruptured it a little more. Was he going through the same thing? Suddenly, she resented the fact that she’d been brought all the way to Queens. Not that she would go to Ben if she were in Manhattan, but at least she’d know he was close by.

			“Guys, I think I’m going to head back.” As soon as she said it, she felt better. With every stop on the way back to Manhattan, she’d be closer to him. Too bad her friends shook their heads adamantly and continued to pull her down the avenue, turning into a side street after a few blocks. The sound of the rumbling train overhead and honking cars faded, and she could see the East River in the distance. Warehouses lined the block, but she could see a park up ahead. Or a field of some kind. Where were they taking her?

			When they reached the field, Honey felt a small flutter in her throat. Not just any field. A baseball field. Roxy and Abby remained closemouthed as they pushed through a rusted metal gate and urged her inside. They got as far as the pitcher’s mound when Louis walked out of the dugout, carrying a mesh bag full of bats and baseball helmets. Honey could only watch in confusion as several kids, a variety of ages, followed him onto the field. Russell brought up the rear, tossing a baseball up in the air and catching it with his mitt, two smaller boys hanging off each of his shoulders.

			“They need a place to play ball, Honey,” Louis called as he set the bag down near home plate. “What do you think? Can they play here?”

			She shook her head slowly, at a complete loss as to what was happening. “Why are you asking me?”

			Abby slipped an envelope into her hand. “Because it’s your field.”

			“What?” She croaked the word, her pulse speeding to a frantic pace. This had to be a crazy dream. Yet she could feel the slope of the mound beneath her feet, the cool wind off the river. When Roxy nudged the envelope, Honey willed her fingers to open it. She tugged out a long yellow piece of paper. A deed? It had her name on it, though. That couldn’t be right. “I don’t understand.”

			“There’s a letter in there, too,” Abby said. “Read it.”

			Jogging off to join the guys, her friends left her standing dumbfounded on the pitcher’s mound. Honey reached back into the envelope and found a folded piece of notebook paper, the edges torn neatly off. Her fingers felt numb as she unfolded it and started to read.

			What I Should Have Written by Ben Dawson.

			Dean Mahoney,

			There is this girl in my class. This brave, intelligent, golden-eyed girl who glows so brightly that once I saw her, I never had a chance. I’m being paid to teach her, when it should be the opposite. I’ve learned through her that we’re not the past that made us but the choices we make. I’ve learned what it means to forgive and be forgiven. I’ve learned what it’s like to live in the sun. Unfortunately, I hurt her in the process of learning those things, and now she’s gone. Once you’ve lived in the sun, anything else feels desolate. My hope is that she can live in it now for the both of us.

			I fell in love with this girl in my class. I could have met her anywhere and I would have loved her. On a ship, passing her on Fifth Avenue, across a busy restaurant. She would have been loved by me in all those places. Any place I’m in for the rest of my life, wherever I’m standing, I will be standing there loving her. Because while I don’t deserve her love, she deserves mine, and she has every ounce of it.

			I bought this girl a baseball field. She let me live in the sun for a while, and this is my attempt to return the favor, though it doesn’t compare. It took me some time to figure out what she missed back home that New York couldn’t offer. This girl needs to be needed. She cooks for the friends she loves, she farms for her family. She studies to become a doctor to mend their pain. Perhaps it took me so long to figure it out because I was busy needing her, too. Now these lucky kids get to live in the sun with her.

			This girl is Honey Perribow, and she’s extraordinary.

			Sincerely,

			Professor Ben Dawson

			Ben watched Honey through the chain-link fence, his fingers curled around the metal. Oh God, she looked gorgeous, but more fragile than usual. Eyes tired, skin pale. He wanted to press his lips to all of her, warm her, but he wouldn’t. Couldn’t. He’d told himself he would come and make sure she received his gift, but that’s all he would allow. If he went in there now, she might feel obligated to give him another chance, and that’s not what this was about. This was atonement. It was giving her a reason to stay where she was loved. Knowing this city for the good in it, not the bad. Not what he’d done.

			His mother had been shocked when he’d called to let her know he’d be withdrawing his portion of the money from the bank. It would have sat there forever if he hadn’t thought of the one use for it he could tolerate. It was kind of a relief, not having it there, actually. He hadn’t even realized how the very idea of such an excessive amount of money had been hanging over his head, taunting him. He’d always viewed the funds as tainted, but with the purchase of the ball field, he’d converted it. Made it new, he hoped.

			Honey’s blond hair was whipping around her in the wind, obscuring the side of her face from his view on the sidewalk. Knowing she was reading his words made him ache everywhere, head to toe. Maybe it had been selfish of him to tell her he loved her, but there had been no help for it. The words had poured out onto the page, as if they’d been clamoring to get out. So now she knew. There was something freeing about having it out in the open, even if it made being without her somehow worse.

			She swayed a little on the pitcher’s mound, and he shot forward on instinct, rattling the gate by accident. Honey’s head whipped around, and they locked eyes. His heart sped up . . . then dropped to his stomach. She looked . . . miserable. Jesus, had he been all wrong about this? Maybe he’d been presumptuous. Why would she want a single damn thing from the fucker who’d hurt her in the first place? Maybe she’d mentally moved on and he was dragging her back.

			Ben backed away from the gate. This is why he shouldn’t have come. Should have left her with the gift and stayed away. Taking one last memorizing look at her, he turned and walked briskly toward the subway. He’d almost made it to the end of the block when he heard her.

			“Ben.”

			Damn. It felt painfully good to hear her say his name. It meant he was still in her consciousness, if nowhere else. He knew he should keep walking, let her off the hook from having to thank him, or, worse, making an attempt at friendship. They would never be friends. Not now, when he knew what it felt like to have it all. But he couldn’t leave her there on the sidewalk, calling after him. His entire being rebelled against it, so he turned around.

			She was running, blond hair flying out behind her. So goddamn beautiful he cursed under his breath. For a split second, he let himself imagine Honey throwing herself into his arms, but when she skidded to a stop a few yards away, the fantasy popped like a balloon over his head.

			A sound of anguish fell from her mouth. “Where are you going?”

			It took him a moment to speak. He hadn’t expected to have her this close ever again. “Home.”

			“Home.” Her lips trembled. “I don’t even know where you live. I hate that.”

			Something akin to hope flared to life in his stomach, but he doused it. “I hate it, too.”

			Her eyes were bright with tears. “You bought me a baseball field.”

			“Yeah.”

			“I don’t want it.” Ben fell back a step on the sidewalk, positive no one could survive that kind of pain, but she followed him. And she kept coming. “Not without you, Ben. I don’t want it without you.” She wrapped her arms around him, followed by her legs, and then he had her full weight against his body and it was so fucking intoxicating it took all his willpower to stay standing. Her curves found his muscle and they reacquainted themselves, interlocking like they’d never been apart. He could feel her fingers in his hair, her lips kissing his cheek, his neck, and he could only stand there, stunned and grateful. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “I shouldn’t have made you leave. I should have understood.”

			“No,” he breathed into her hair, finally allowing his arms to wrap around her. Oh, God. It felt like everything good in the world was concentrated right where they were pressed together. “You’re not sorry. I can’t handle you being sorry.”

			“No?” She pulled back to swipe at her eyes. “Can you handle me loving you? Because I do. I love you so much, Ben.” When his head dropped forward into her neck, a watery laugh bubbled from her lips. “Not because you bought me a baseball field, even if it’s the best—the best—gift I’ll ever get for the rest of my life. Thank you.” She slid her fingers into his hair. “I love you for knowing what I needed even when I didn’t. For stealing my alarm clock. Learning how to work the damn tractor. So many reasons. If you still need me, too, you have me. You never stopped having me.”

			Ben was pretty sure he would never breathe again, but he forced oxygen into his lungs. “If I need you?” He gave her a hard kiss. “Honey, I don’t need anything else.”

			She opened her mouth for his kiss, tongues sliding together, drawing groans from both of them. “Later, you’re going to take me home and show me where you live. Where you sleep.” Her lips edged into a smile. “But first, we’ve got a baseball game to win.”

			As he carried her down the sidewalk toward the field, they were greeted by loud, noisy cheers from their friends. Ben could barely hear it over the pounding of his heart.
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			Chapter 1

			DAY ONE HUNDRED and forty-two of being friend-zoned. Send rations.

			Russell Hart stifled a groan when Abby twisted on his lap to call out a drink order to the passing waiter, adding a smile that would no doubt earn her a martini on the house. Every time their six-person “super group” hung out, which was starting to become a nightly affair, Russell advanced into a newer, more vicious circle of hell. Tonight, however, he was pretty sure he’d meet the devil himself.

			They were at the Longshoreman, celebrating the Fourth of July, which presented more than one precious little clusterfuck. One, the holiday meant the bar was packed full of tipsy Manhattanites, creating a shortage of chairs, hence Abby parking herself right on top of his dick. Two, it put the usually conservative Abby in ass-hugging shorts and one of those tops that tied at the back of her neck. Six months ago, he would have called it a shirt, but his two best friends had fallen down the relationship rabbit hole, putting him in the vicinity of excessive chick talk. So, now it was a halter top. What he wouldn’t give to erase that knowledge.

			During their first round of drinks, he’d become a believer in breathing exercises. Until he’d noticed these tiny, blond curls at Abby’s nape, curls he’d never seen before. And some-fucking-how, those sun-kissed curls were what had nudged him from semierect to full-scale Washington-monument status. The hair on the rest of her head was like a . . . a warm milk-chocolate color, so where did those little curls come from? Those detrimental musings had led to Russell questioning what else he didn’t know about Abby. What color was everything else? Did she have freckles? Where?

			Russell would not be finding out—ever—and not just because he was sitting in the friend zone with his dick wedged against his stomach—not an easy maneuver—so she wouldn’t feel it. No, there was more to it. His friends, Ben and Louis, were well aware of those reasons, which accounted for the half-sympathetic, half-needling looks they were sending him from across the table, respective girlfriends perched on their laps. The jerks.

			Abby was off-limits. Not because she was taken—thank Christ—or because someone had verbally forbidden him from pursuing her. That wasn’t it. Russell had taken a long time trying to find a suitable explanation for why he didn’t just get the girl alone one night and make his move. Explain to her that men like him weren’t suitable friends for wide-eyed debutantes and give her a demonstration of the alternative.

			It went like this. Abby was like an expensive package that had been delivered to him by mistake. Someone at the post office had screwed the pooch and dropped off the shiniest, most beautiful creation on his Queens doorstep and driven away, laughing manically. Russell wasn’t falling for the trick, though. Someone would claim the package, eventually. They would chuckle over the obvious mistake and take Abby away from him because, really, he had no business being the one whose lap she chose to sit on. No business whatsoever.

			But while he was in possession of the package—as much as he’d allow himself to be in possession, anyway—he would guard her with his life. He would make sure that when someone realized the cosmic error that had occurred—the one that had made him Abby’s friend and confidant—she would be sweet and undamaged, just as she’d been on arrival.

			Unfortunately, the package didn’t seem content to let him stand guard from a distance. She innocently beckoned him back every time he managed to put an inch of space between them. Russell had lost count of the times Abby had fallen asleep on him while the super group watched a movie, drank margaritas on the girls’ building’s rooftop, driven home in cabs. She was entirely too comfortable around him, considering he saluted against his fly every time they were in the same room.

			“Why so quiet, Russell?” Louis asked, his grin turning to a wince as his actress girlfriend, Roxy, elbowed him in the ribs. Yeah. Everyone at the damn table knew he had a major thing for the beautiful, unassuming number whiz on his lap. Everyone but Abby. And that’s how he planned to keep it.

			“I know why,” Ben said, causing Russell’s stomach to catapult itself across the bar. Before he could change the subject, Ben pulled his student-turned–main squeeze closer and continued. “He doesn’t need to give us advice on girls anymore. His powers have been diminished.”

			“We’ve slain the beast.”

			Ben and Louis raised their plastic beer cups in a toast without a single glance at one other. Why was he friends with these two again? Oh right. The power of beer had brought them together. Praise be to Heineken. Smug as they were, though, Russell knew humor was their way of showing support. If it wasn’t humor, it would be sympathy, aka dude kryptonite.

			“What kind of advice did he give you about us?” Roxy wanted to know, shooting Louis and Ben stern glances.

			“Uh-uh.” Russell shook his head. “I’m calling bro confidentiality on you both. That includes pillow talk and supersedes any and all forms of sexual coercion.”

			Ben adjusted his glasses. “That reasoning, however, should lend some insight into what you ladies missed.”

			Honey leaned across the table and patted Russell’s arm. “It all worked out in the end, big guy. Who knows? You might have had something to do with it after all.”

			Russell opened his mouth to respond, but whatever he planned to say withered in its inception because Abby spun in his lap again, sending the world around him into slow motion. A left jab of her scent—which after careful consideration he’d termed white-grape sunlight—caught him on the chin, and he barely restrained the urge to shout oh, come on, at the top of his lungs. Her big hazel eyes were indignant on his behalf, mouth pursed in a way that shouldn’t have been sexy, but damn well was. She’d snapped her spine straight, hip bumping his erection in the process.

			Please, Almighty God, just kill me now.

			“Russell gives great advice,” Abby protested, and Russell would have smiled if he hadn’t been busy earning his master’s degree in boner-soothing meditation. She really had no idea her outrage only made her sweeter because it looked so unnatural on her. “Remember the man on the first floor of our building? The one who used to clear his throat loudly every time we walked by?” She waited for Honey and Roxy to nod. “Russell told me the next time it happened, I should just shout TROUBLE at his door. I did. And it hasn’t happened since.”

			When Louis and Ben started laughing into their beers, Russell flipped them off behind Abby’s back. What his friends knew that Abby didn’t? As soon as she’d told him the problem, he’d paid a visit to their downstairs neighbor and explained that trouble would find him if he so much as breathed in Abby—or any of her roommates’—direction again. Hence, the single word’s being so effective. Russell was trouble.

			But as Abby turned a bright, encouraging smile on him, swelling his heart like an inflating balloon, he recognized that his brand of trouble had nothing on Abby’s. She didn’t even know how dangerous she was to his health. Because while Abby was the package that had been delivered by mistake, he’d gone and fallen for her, despite his attempts to simply be her friend.

			And maybe it was his imagination, but the loss of her seemed to loom a little closer each day. Like any minute now, she would peer a little closer and realize he was in imposter. Loss was something with which Russell was familiar. Loss had cut him off at the knees at a young age, made him hyperaware of how fast it could happen. Whoosh. Chopped off at the knees. So he was already in damage-control mode, hoping to limit the fallout when she inevitably headed for a younger version of Gordon Gekko. For now, it was all about keeping a comfortable gap between him and Abby.

			She scooted back on his lap to make room for the waitress, who had returned with a round of drinks, and Russell gritted his teeth.

			Okay. Comfortable definitely wasn’t the right word.

			I HAVE FRIENDS. I have friends now, and it’s glorious.

			Six months ago, when Abby Sullivan had placed the ad on Craigslist, seeking two roommates to share her Chelsea apartment, her highest hope had been for noise. Maybe it sounded silly, but apart from the Ninth Avenue traffic trundling past and the occasional shouting match on the street, her life had been so quiet before Honey and Roxy showed up. She’d been hoping for hair dryers in the morning, dishes being tossed in the sink, singing in the shower. Anything but the void of sound she’d been living with, alone in the massive space.

			Then, oh then, she’d gone and done something even more impulsive than placing an advertisement for massively discounted rent in cyberspace. She’d blurted upon meeting them for the first time that she didn’t need help paying the rent; she merely wanted friends. Unbelievably, it hadn’t felt like a mistake to reveal such a pitiful secret to a couple of strangers. There had been a feeling when all three of them first stood in the same room that it would work out, like a complicated math equation that would prove itself worth the work.

			Now? She couldn’t imagine a day passing without them. The guys had been an unexpected bonus she hadn’t counted on. Especially Russell.

			As they walked crosstown toward the Hudson River, where they planned to watch the Fourth of July fireworks, Abby smiled up at Russell where he towered over her. She received a suspicious look in response. Suspicious! Ha! It made her want to laugh like a lunatic. All the way back to her furthest memory, she’d been reliable, gullible, sugar-filled Abby to everyone and their mother. Even Honey and Roxy, to a degree, handled her carefully around subjects that might offend her or hurt her feelings. She was too grateful for their presence to call them on it, though. Sometimes she opened her mouth, the words I’m not made of spun glass hovering right on the tip of her tongue, but she always swallowed them. They meant well. She knew that with her whole heart. Maybe someday, when she was positive they wouldn’t vanish at a rare show of temper—the way people always did when she bared a flaw—she’d tell them. Until she worked up the courage, however, she would stay quiet and appreciate her new best friends for the colorful positivity they’d brought into her life.

			But Russell? She appreciated him even more for getting mad at her.

			Such occurrences were her favorite part of the week. Russell’s stomping into the apartment, grumbling about her not checking the peephole. Refusing to go out on a Saturday night until she changed into more comfortable shoes. Giving her that daunting frown when she revealed they’d had a leak in the bathroom for three weeks and hadn’t yet called the super to repair it. He’d had it fixed within the hour, but he hadn’t spoken to her the entire time.

			It was awesome.

			Because he kept coming back. Every time. No matter what—no matter what she said or did—he never washed his hands of her. Never got so fed up with her admittedly flighty behavior that he skipped a hang out. Or didn’t respond to a text. He was the steadfast presence in her life that she’d never had.

			No one spoke to Abby at her job. She’d been hired after graduating at the top of her Yale class and placed in a silent power position at a hedge fund. Her father’s hedge fund. So she could understand her coworkers’ reticence to invite her for happy hour. Or even give her a polite nod in the hallway. At first, she’d been prepared to try anyway. Force them to acknowledge her in some small way, even if it was just passing the stapler in the conference room. Then she remembered. When she forced her opinion on people, or had an outburst, they went away and didn’t come back for a long time.

			Her coworkers assumed she sat in her air-conditioned office all day playing Minecraft or buying dresses online. And why wouldn’t they? She’d done nothing to change that notion. In reality, however, she worked hard. Showed up before the lights came on and stayed later than everyone else. Brought work home with her and often didn’t get to sleep. She had no choice.

			Stress tightened like a shoelace around Abby’s stomach, but she breathed through it. Tonight was for fun with her friends. Tomorrow morning would be soon enough to face her responsibilities.

			“It’s the shoes, isn’t it?” Russell demanded, encompassing Abby, Roxy, and Honey with a dark look. “This always happens in the eleventh hour. You girls started limping around, and we just have to watch it.”

			Ben sighed. “Here we go again.”

			“No, really. I think I’ve finally figured it out.” Russell swiped impatient fingers over his shaved head. “You ever heard of sympathy pains? When my sister-in-law gave birth, my brother swore someone was firing a nail gun into his stomach. To this day, the guy has never been the same.” He pointed at Abby’s electric-blue pumps. “Women wear these evil creations around to confuse us. Sure, they make a girl’s legs look good, but that’s the black magic, my friends. They want us to feel their pain and not understand why.”

			Louis turned, walking backwards on the sidewalk so he could face them. “I have to admit, I’m with Russell on this one.” He smiled at Roxy’s outrage. “You could go barefoot, and it wouldn’t make a difference to me.”

			“I’ll round it out with a third agreement,” Ben chimed in. “I like Honey in her Chucks.”

			That statement earned Ben a kiss from Honey and a groan from Russell. “I’m thrilled you assholes have found a way to use my amazing logic to earn points.”

			Abby loved the familiar argument simply because it was familiar—a routine she had in common with others—but she had to admit her feet were throbbing. After a night of dancing, the crosstown walk was giving her blisters. She wore heels all day at the office, but they were sensible and low-heeled. Nothing like the stilettos she’d borrowed from Roxy. In fact, now that she’d acknowledged her tired feet, every part of her seemed to sag with exhaustion, as if she’d finally given her bones permission. “I can end this argument right here,” Abby interrupted with a weary, but determined smile. The group stopped to watch as she slipped off her shoes and placed her bare feet back onto the cool sidewalk with a hearty sigh. For some reason, everyone’s gazes swung to Russell who—God love him—was frowning at her like she’d just crashed his beloved truck.

			“A new tactic, gentlemen. Take note.” Their four friends laughed at Russell’s ominous tone, but Abby stayed pinned under his scowl. Although now, his scowl had a hint of uncertainty behind it. “Put them back on, Abby. You’re going to step on something. Broken glass, or—”

			Abby breezed past Russell. Honestly, he worried constantly for no reason. They were only a few blocks away from the river, and the streets were well lit. What was the worst that could—

			Her feet left the ground, her gasp cutting off as she was cradled against Russell’s big chest. His expression was hidden, thanks to the streetlights shining blindingly above his head, but Abby knew from experience, he would be annoyed. She couldn’t prevent the smile from spreading like wildfire across her face, feeling as if it reached as far as her chest. It seemed impossible, but somehow she’d earned a place among these people who cared about her. Friends. Good friends. The kind you can’t live without.

			Especially Russell. Her favorite.

			“You were put on this earth to make me crazy, Abby. You know that?”

			“I’m not sorry about it,” she whispered. “Does that make me a bad person?”

			“No. It makes you a woman.”

			She muffled her laugh with the use of Russell’s shoulder. “Men make women crazy, too. It’s not a one-sided affair.”

			He frowned down at her. “What would you know about it?”

			That question coming from anyone else might have embarrassed Abby, but for all Russell’s bluster, he never judged her. Not for her lack of a love life, anyway. Shoes were another matter altogether. “I know things.”

			“Things, huh? Maybe Louis and Ben should spend more time at their own apartments.” His arms flexed as he hefted her higher, with minimal effort. “Do you actually like watching the fireworks, or is this just a patriotic custom we’re upholding?”

			“No, I love fireworks.” She tilted her head back and looked at the sky. “Everyone forgets over the course of the year how incredible fireworks are. You know? They forget until they’re standing beneath them again. You don’t like them?”

			He stared ahead as he answered. “I like that you like them.”

			Abby smiled, knowing Russell would have to be extra gruff for the remainder of the night to make up for that slip. And needing to torture him a little over it. “That’s how I feel when you make me watch the Yankees.” She laid a hand against his cheek. “It’s worth it just to see your adorable man eyes light up.”

			His sigh was sharp, but she caught the corner of his mouth kicking up. “All this time, I thought you were enjoying it.”

			“The blooper reel is my favorite.” Drowsiness settled more firmly over her, and she stifled a yawn against his shoulder. “Also, I love when kids in the audience catch foul balls.”

			“Crowd. It’s called a crowd.”

			She hummed in her throat, eyelids beginning to weigh down. “I knew that. Just seeing if you were paying attention,” she murmured.

			Russell chewed his bottom lip a moment, worry marring his features. “You’re so tired lately, Abby. Everything okay?”

			“Totally fine,” she lied. “Just going to rest my eyes a minute.”

			Positive he would wake her up when they reached the Hudson, she wound her arms around his neck and dozed off. It was the first time she’d slept in three days.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			RUSSELL TOOK OFF his hard hat and set it down on the sun-heated truck bed. Knowing his brother would be joining him for their noon lunch break soon, he opened the cooler and snagged a second can of Coke, holding it to his forehead. It was Monday morning, two days since he’d carried Abby crosstown to the fireworks, and he was grateful for the work to distract him even if it was ninety degrees outside.

			Hart Brothers Construction consisted of him, Alec, and a half dozen part-time guys. Based in Queens, the company had been started almost as a joke the summer Russell graduated from high school. Having learned quite a few remodeling and repairing methods from their father—who’d worked construction until he retired in his midfifties—they’d shown up to repair a buddy’s deck when the guy’s broken leg rendered him unable to complete the task himself. Hoping to soothe their friend’s pride with a dose of humor, they’d had T-shirts made up. Hart Brothers Construction. We’ll get you nailed. The very next week, they’d had a request to complete another job, this time from a neighbor. The requests had continued to roll in at such an increasing volume, they’d been forced to get their shit together by applying for a business license.

			Nine years later, Russell was twenty- seven, and they’d just won the most lucrative bid of their professional lives. Until now, the majority of their work had come from the outer boroughs, but the current Manhattan job—renovating an empty, five-story office building in Tribeca—could effectively put them on the map. If he could convince his brother to expand. Alec wasn’t exactly a fan of change. Or excessive labor.

			A fire truck roared past with its siren blaring, heading downtown. Not an unusual occurrence in the city but enough to derail his thoughts and send them crashing back into Abby. She’d fallen asleep with her head on his shoulder more than a dozen times in the last few months. He’d questioned her about it the first few times, but all he ever got was an excuse about being swamped at work. Not wanting the privilege of holding her to be rescinded, he’d dropped it. Saturday night had seen a new level, though. The feeling of her body curled against his chest, her breath puffing against his neck as fireworks went off above? That memory wouldn’t leave him alone.

			Several times, he’d replayed her waking up and sleepily asking him to take her home. Okay, a slightly higher number than several. Probably more in the neighborhood of infinity times infinity. His head wouldn’t stop creating screwed-up scenarios, either. Instead of laying her on the couch and leaving the apartment as he’d done, Russell envisioned staying wrapped around her all night, gauging her reaction the following morning when she realized their bodies were in position to fuck.

			Abby was not the kind of girl you “fucked,” either. You didn’t shove aside her underwear and enter hard, rocking with enough force to break the couch springs. You undressed her slowly and took your time. Kissing her in between thrusts . . . listening to her breathe. Okay, musing about how Abby should be taken wasn’t helping his cause, either. In fact, the more he thought about it, the worse the images became. Holding Abby down. Sucking marks onto her skin. Her neck. Things he was ashamed of, impulses he’d never experienced before, but that always snuck up on him when Abby was involved.

			He’d never wanted to impress on a girl that she was his. His alone. The only one who’d ever roused that instinct was Abby. These urges to dominate her seemed to stem from those possessive feelings. As if mere words wouldn’t suffice. There needed to be actions. Firm, decisive actions to satisfy him. But he would continue to deny the need to take action because Abby wasn’t his. Something he had an extremely hard time remembering.

			His brother, Alec, hopped up on the truck bed beside him, rattling the tailgate and his concentration all at once. “Don’t think so hard, dickhead, you’ll get a nosebleed.”

			Russell took the first icy-cold sip of Coke, nearly crying as it trickled through his overheated insides. “Someone around here has to think.”

			“Excuse me?” Alec paused in the act of unwrapping his sandwich. “It’s a wonder my brain fits into this hard hat. And I can read you like a book, man. You’re jealous.”

			“Jealous of what?” Russell asked, genuinely perplexed.

			Alec slapped the side of the truck bed, letting out a loud whoop. “No one told you, little bro?”

			“Jesus. Why do you still call me that? I’m a foot taller than you.”

			“You’re four years younger,” Alec half shouted.

			“And when I was born, a name was bestowed on me by our parents. Use it.”

			“God, you are touchy today.” His brother bit into his ham sandwich, grimaced, and tossed it into the truck bed. “My wife is hot, but she shouldn’t be allowed to handle food. We should have built her another closet instead of a kitchen.”

			Russell waited. “So? What’s this big news no one has told me?”

			Alec adjusted his hard hat. “I’m not telling you now, you big fucking buzz kill.”

			Another two fire trucks blazed past, tearing right through the red light. An accident downtown? A fire? The bite of sandwich he’d taken suddenly felt like dust in his mouth. Honey was uptown, attending her afternoon classes at Columbia. Ben was on the East Side, teaching at NYU. Roxy had just wrapped filming her first television pilot, so she and Louis had played hooky that day, very likely putting them in Louis’s bed on the Lower East Side. The only member of their group working in the Financial District today was Abby.

			Worrying was ridiculous. There were thousands of buildings downtown. He had no reason to think those fire trucks were headed in her direction. None. At one time, he’d been just like Alec. Not a care in the world. Then he’d found something to care about, and he’d become the first to fear the worst. Those damn possessive instincts—so focused on Abby—wouldn’t be muffled. They were trying to remind him it was his job to worry about her. If he didn’t, someone else might, and that was flat-out unacceptable. Who knows how much time he had left before she picked someone else to be the one who worried? Until then, shouldn’t he make damn sure she never regretted letting him fill in for a little while?

			“Tell me the news, Alec.” Distract me from my idiocy. “You want me to beg?”

			“It wouldn’t hurt.” Alec grinned as he removed his hard hat, plowing a hand through his bleached-blond hair. “Ah, screw it. I got the call man!”

			“What call?”

			“American Ninja Warrior.” He punched Russell in the shoulder. “They want me to compete next season. On television, man.”

			“You’re kidding me.” Despite his exasperation over Alec’s two-year-long crusade to get on the program, pride and disbelief clobbered him over the head out of nowhere. They high-fived with their filthy, callused hands. Which turned into a backslapping hug. Which immediately turned into uncomfortable coughing and backing away. “When are you going?”

			“Get this. The show isn’t live, like we thought.” Alec cracked his neck. “I’ll admit I was a little disappointed to find that out, but I got over it when I remembered I can win one hundred grand. One hundred grand. I’ll build Darcy another useless kitchen if I win that. Just for the hell of it.”

			“Sounds wise,” Russell murmured.

			“They film in a week,” Alec continued. “I know it’s short notice, and we’ve got this big job.” His brother pounded a fist over his heart. “But I have to follow my lifelong dream, man.”

			Russell did some quick math. “That show has only been on five years.”

			“See?” Alec shook his head. “This is why I didn’t want to tell you.”

			“Because I can subtract?” His brother hopped off the truck bed, and Russell followed suit, ignoring the buzzing in his skull when another pair of fire trucks flew past, sirens almost loud enough to break glass. “Look, I’m really happy for you. You know I am. It’s just . . . we’ve got that meeting at the bank next week. It’s kind of our last chance to get the loan we need to expand.”

			“If I win American Ninja Warrior, we won’t even have to work.”

			Russell narrowed his gaze. “You do know that one hundred grand has five zeroes and not six. Right?” A beat of silence passed where all he got from his brother was a blank stare. “Right?”

			Alec scratched the back of his neck and laughed. “If you know so much about money, you’ll be fine handling the loan meeting on your own.”

			Russell started to point out that he’d handled the previous five unsuccessful bank meetings on his own but decided against it. Alec didn’t feel the same urgency he did to expand, and Russell had already come to terms with that. The continual rejections were hard to shoulder alone. The same way renovating their childhood home in Queens without help was hard. But the hard work would be worth it if he succeeded. And lately, he’d become less and less satisfied with being stagnant. He needed to move.

			No idea what to expect, Russell had gone into the first bank meeting blind, with little more than their accounting ledger and a rough financial plan. He’d thought the company’s rapid growth would speak for itself, but he’d been dead wrong. Chalking up the first go-round to a learning experience, he’d scheduled another meeting and been far more prepared the second time, not expecting that first rejection to hurt him. But it had, following him from meeting to meeting, closing doors in his face. He suspected his rough edges weren’t helping either, but he couldn’t do anything about those. All options had been exhausted, save one, and he’d been doing research whenever he had free time, intending to make it count.

			His brother started in again about an obstacle course, but when more sirens approached, Russell couldn’t focus on the conversation any longer. As Alec looked on curiously, Russell dug his cell phone from his pocket and dialed Abby’s number. He got no answer, so he dialed again. When Abby answered on the second ring, he deflated against the truck.

			“Hi, Russell.”

			“Abby.” Why was he shouting? “Everything all right?”

			“Kind of.”

			“Kind of?” He was shouting again.

			Her hum reached him down the line, warming his ear. “There’s a gas leak at the building across the street, and they’re evacuating us. Maybe the whole block.” A commotion in the background, the din of voices. Abby’s high heels clicking. He knew that sound too well. “They’re telling us to go home.”

			“Okay.” A door slammed loudly in the background, and he swallowed hard. “Don’t take the train. If something happens with the leak, you shouldn’t be underground. Walk west and hail a cab.”

			“On it.”

			By unspoken agreement, they stayed on the line. Russell walked away from the job site, toward the street, looking downtown. From his vantage point, he could see the massive group of flashing red lights. Several people were stopped on the sidewalk beside him, watching the far-off scene as well. For some reason, that made him twice as nervous. “You still there?” he said into the phone.

			“I’m—”

			He saw and heard the explosion simultaneously. Like fireworks they’d watched less than forty-eight hours ago, white light shot out and tracked down in sweeping arches, moving in slow motion. No. No . . . Abby. Fear hit Russell with the force of a cannonball, propelling him backwards several steps. His work boots crunched on gravel from the worksite, a ringing resonating in his ears. He yelled into the phone, but nothing. There was nothing on the other end. I didn’t do enough. I let her down. Can’t take another loss. Not when it’s her. Not her.

			Something banded around his arm, and he spun to find Alec right in his face, mouth moving, but no sound. Jesus, was she hurt? Worse? He tried to breathe, but the air had been sucked out of the atmosphere.

			Having grown up with his brother, Russell should have seen the right hook coming, but his head was filled with visions he couldn’t deal with, flashbacks of his early home life—that one day he wanted to erase, along with all the shitty ones leading up to it—merging with new, even worse images, crowding out logic. A second after Alec’s fist connected with his face, the world snapped back into place. Sound and color rushed back in.

			“There you are.” Alec shook him. “What the fuck, man?”

			“I need the truck,” Russell managed.

			WHEN ABBY WAS twelve, her father had remarried after a whirlwind courtship with his business partner. Abby’s mother had given up custody in the divorce when Abby was too young to remember, moving back to California with her sizeable divorce settlement. Looking back, she recognized that her father and stepmother had distracted her from thoughts of her mother, sending Abby to music and language lessons. Dance class, painting courses, minivacations. One summer, her parents—father and stepmother—sent her to “gifted” summer camp. One of her tutors had recognized her aptitude for numbers and suggested the trip, and since her stepmother had been in the middle of her let’s-rediscover-my-Italian-roots phase, she’d been all too eager for a two-week sabbatical from parenting not only Abby but her own similarly aged son. She and Abby’s father had gone to Florence, and Abby had been shipped off to Camp Einstein, while her stepbrother had stayed home with the housekeeper.

			Camp had started off well enough. She’d made friends with her bunkmate, Patty, who didn’t seem to mind Abby’s quiet awkwardness or that she always got picked last for kickball. The food wasn’t the calorie-conscious fare served at the Sullivan house. Plus, she got to wear T-shirts and khaki shorts every day instead of the pressed slacks and blouses of which her usual wardrobe consisted. Three days into camp, however, Patty had found the cool girls who used the F-word a minimum of three times per sentence and boys had been discovered on the other side of camp.

			Abby could still remember sitting in the mess hall, harboring the distinct feeling that she had no idea what was going on around her. Secrets were being told in hushed tones, spots were being saved—was she in someone’s saved spot?—and girl who’d been her friend mere hours before no longer even glanced in her direction.

			Camp Einstein had set the course for the next twelve years. Private school had been a concentrated version of summer camp, alliances being formed and disbanded so quickly she couldn’t keep up. Any type of misstep or flaw could earn you a get lost card from your group of friends. She might have been able to overcome her fear of making friends and losing them, but her home life had only amplified the one fact she’d lived by her entire adolescence. Screw up and you’d find yourself eating alone. Often even living alone. Before meeting Roxy and Honey, that feeling she’d had sitting in the mess hall had never seemed to go away. That feeling was what had driven her toward the reliability of numbers and tempted her to hunker down and never come up for air. That, and the responsibility she had toward her family.

			But right at that moment, with paramedics rushing past her on the sidewalk and chaos blooming around her, the insecurities she’d been trying so hard to suppress came circling back, leaving her unsure how to proceed. Should she try to communicate to someone that her ankle hurt or should she just go home? Was she required to give a statement? She couldn’t see any of her coworkers amid the confusion. Thank God her father hadn’t been in the office. Then again, her father hadn’t been to the office in a month.

			Oh, no. What if she had to answer questions about his absence? Finally encountering the sense of urgency she needed to take action, Abby tested her ankle and winced. Probably not sprained, though, or it would feel far worse. Using the stone building at her back for leverage, she rose slowly, but her foot slipped in the sooty sidewalk, sending her back down onto her bottom.

			“Manache.”

			A string of further Italian curses—courtesy of her parents’ insistence on a decade of lessons—were dying to burst free of her mouth. It always made her feel better, without the negative side effect of offending anyone who didn’t speak the language. Outbursts had never been tolerated in their household. When Abby gave in and allowed her temper to show, her parents’ displeasure usually resulted in their absence. Absences that could stretch for weeks, giving time for her defiance to fade and regret to appear. Even referring to her father’s new wife as stepmother hadn’t been allowed. She’d been required to accept her stepmother’s new status as mother with no questions asked, disapproval being heaped on her when she failed to address her correctly.

			Abby’s litany of Italian curses was stayed when a commotion to her left captured her attention. Warmth flickered and glowed in her chest when she saw Russell arguing with a police officer, trying to get through the makeshift barrier. Oddly, a part of her had been expecting him even if she hadn’t consciously acknowledged it. The officer seemed adamant about keeping him out, but Abby pressed her hands to her heart and gave the man a pleading look, finally succeeding in making him relent.

			Russell was by her side a split second later, kneeling on the concrete and running his eyes over every inch of her. He was filthy, sweating, and breathing heavy. One of the most welcome sights she’d ever encountered in her twenty-four years. “Ankle?” he barked over the sound of shouting and sirens.

			She nodded.

			“How?”

			Abby was so busy marveling over how good it felt to have someone there—just for her—that she forgot the question. “What?”

			He appeared to implore the sky for patience. “How’d you hurt your ankle? Were you . . . were you close to the blast? Has a paramedic looked at it yet?”

			“No to both questions. And I don’t need a paramedic.” She clapped a hand over his mouth when he started to argue. “It’s really stupid. Are you sure you want to hear this?”

			“No, but tell me anyway.” His voice was muffled against her hand. “I need a moment.”

			She wanted to question him about that statement, but his deepening frown told her it wasn’t a good time. “The blast happened across the street while I was going down the emergency stairwell. That’s where I was when you called. I dropped my phone.” It occurred to her then that Honey and Roxy were probably worried. “Can you—”

			“We’ll call them in a minute. Finish the story.”

			His irritable tone made her grin. Who needed continual approval? Not her. That she could continually piss off Russell and yet he kept showing up? Never staying away for long periods of time no matter what happened? It made her feel as though she was more than just a sum of her accomplishments. “When I bent down to pick up my phone—because I could hear you yelling at me—my high heel slid back and got caught in the gap between stairs. I fell forward, and my ankle stayed where it was.”

			Russell seemed to be counting to ten as his eyes closed.

			“Are you going to do that thing where you pinch the bridge of your nose at me?” She tilted her head, studying his expression. “It seems like a good time for that one.”

			Instead of answering, his hands shot out and retrieved the high heels from her feet, taking special care not to jostle her hurt ankle. Then he snapped the heel off of each shoe, in turn, and threw them into the nearest sewer grate.

			Abby’s jaw dropped on a gasp and stayed that way as Russell scooped her up off the sidewalk. “You are unbelievable, Abby,” he growled. “A gas leak leads to an explosion. The entire city block is being evacuated, and you think it’s a good time to fall down some goddamn stairs. You could have broken your neck.”

			“Russell, those were Roxy’s shoes.”

			“Fine by me.” He turned them sideways, squeezing past the barricade. “So long as you can’t borrow them anymore.”

			“She’ll never let me borrow anything now.”

			“You see this?” His voice boomed down at her, but against the backdrop of police radios and emergency vehicles, it was a comfort. “Those shoes could have cost you your life, and yet you defend them. New theory. When it comes to shoes, women have Stockholm Syndrome.”

			“You’re just trying to take my mind off being scared.”

			She thought she heard him respond with I’m trying to take my mind off of it, but he was temporarily drowned out by sirens. When they crossed the street into slightly quieter surroundings, he glanced down at her, then away. “You were scared?”

			“Terrified.” Abby forced herself to keep a straight face. “I forgot to back up my work on the computer. If the building had exploded, I would have lost a full day.” That earned her a glare. She smiled and laid her head on his shoulder just as they reached his truck, which he’d essentially abandoned in the middle of a side street. “That was good thinking, parking outside the blast zone.”

			“Stop making jokes about it, Abby.” He lifted her higher against his chest and opened the passenger-side door before setting her down easy on the ripped seat. The interior smelled like paint, sweat, and pine, such a pleasing combination that she took a deep inhale. She reached for the seat belt, but Russell beat her to the task, strapping the worn nylon across her body and securing it with a click. Without a job to occupy himself, he appeared at a loss for what to do with his hands, but eventually he crossed his arms high over his chest. Then he just looked at her. “I knew it as soon as I heard the sirens, Abby. Knew you’d somehow manage to be in the middle of all this. Do you know how I knew?”

			“How?”

			“There’s a belief that men and women can’t be friends. Have you heard that one?”

			Abby shook her head. Russell shifted in his boots, a telltale sign he was getting ready to impart a crazy, new theory. She propped her fists under her chin in anticipation.

			“This is the universe telling us we broke code.” He nodded once, as if to emphasize his point. “I made friends with someone determined to step on broken glass or fall headfirst down a set of stairs, and now I have to run all over the place making sure it doesn’t happen. I don’t have to do this with Ben or Louis.”

			“Because they’re men.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “You’re thinking I’m sexist.”

			“I’m not thinking, I’m knowing.”

			“Ah, but I don’t have to worry about Roxy or Honey, either.” The corner of his mouth tugged. “See that? Maybe I’m not sexist. Maybe I’m just an Abbyist.”

			Hoping to disguise the hurt—even over an obvious joke—she pushed back her shoulders. “I’m glad you came, but I would have made it home on my own, Russell. I’m fully capable of taking care of myself even with these pesky ovaries.” She laid a hand on his shoulder. “I hereby absolve you of any extra responsibility you believe my Abby-ness has burdened you with. You’re off the hook.”

			His shoulder jerked beneath her touch. “I never said I wanted to be off the hook.” Muttering beneath his breath, he leaned down to inspect her ankle. “Why were you sitting there alone? I thought your father worked in the same office.”

			Abby kept her features schooled, but her heart had leapt into her throat. “He had a meeting uptown. He and my stepmother are probably calling my phone nonstop.”

			“All right.” Russell handed her his phone with a grim smile. “Call everyone and let them know you’re alive. I’ll worry about getting you home.”

			He started to shut the passenger door, but she stopped him. “Russell?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m really glad we’re friends.” She clutched the phone against her chest. “Even if you are an awful chauvinist sometimes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE RED LIGHT turned green, but Russell’s foot felt glued to the brake. A car honked, effectively reminding him he was operating a motor vehicle and needed to stop zoning out. Although zoning out would have been a welcome change to picturing Abby cartwheeling down a staircase while chaos reigned around her. Picturing her huddled on the sidewalk, seeing her attempt to stand and failing over and over again. She’d been right across the street from a fucking explosion. Even now, emergency vehicles blew past him, heading toward the still-fresh scene while he and Abby drove toward Chelsea.

			Russell focused on Abby’s musical voice as she spoke into his phone, listing her symptoms to Honey—a premed student at Columbia. He was grateful she had phone calls to occupy her on the drive, mainly because it prevented him from relaying any more bonehead philosophies. You’re off the hook. Goddamn, she had no clue how on the hook he actually was. He’d found her whole and healthy half an hour ago, and it still felt as though someone had taken a circular saw to his intestines. There was an inner voice chanting you almost lost her, you almost lost her, when in reality, he didn’t have her. At all. Couldn’t have her.

			A newer, more intense awareness beat in his gut now, though. He might have put up a good front to Abby, but the truth was, he craved the privilege of being her hero. To not fail her, the way he’d failed on that long-ago day so firmly lodged in his memory. It was different with Abby, though. A different shape. Unique and . . . mighty. Looking out for her, taking her home to soothe her aches . . . it made his blood pump faster. Since they’d started driving, he’d had the same mental image several times, and it only got more explicit with each go-round. Carrying Abby up the stairs, laying her down on that pristine white bedspread and taking her mind off the pain. Getting rid of his own in the process. He wanted her legs spread, those wide, hazel eyes acknowledging that Russell took care of her, all while he drove his cock into her body. Jesus. As if he needed another reason for her to think of him as a raging sexist.

			Even worse, Russell knew why the need for Abby was at a fever pitch today. He earned an honest living with his hands. A living he was proud as hell of. But he had nothing to offer Abby, whose family could buy his family home and Hart Brothers Construction a thousand times without breaking a sweat. His protection was his offering, and he’d been allowed to somewhat utilize that part of him today. His traitorous gut was attempting to trick him into feeling worthy of Abby. He had to resist that false notion at all costs.

			Abby was meant for bigger and better things than him. Someone who could discuss The Grapes of Wrath or listened to that All Things Considered podcast he’d seen on her phone. Hell, someone who shopped at Brooks Brothers instead of borrowing clothes from his actual brother. But he could keep her safe until those things came along, and he’d be grateful for it. Now he just had to ignore his every instinct and keep his hands off even if they begged for the chance to squeeze her curves, stroke the sweet, untouched parts beneath her clothes. Christ. Why couldn’t he stay away from her? Russell knew the answer to that too well. Being around Abby was torture, but staying away was all-out murder.

			They drew close to Abby’s building and lucked out with a spot half a block away, on West Seventeenth Street. He gave Abby a look that said stay put, before rounding the car and plucking her off the seat. She tried to stay stiff in his arms, probably in light of his recent condescension, but gave in after about ten feet.

			“Did you get ahold of your father?”

			He frowned when she stiffened again. “I left a voice mail. He probably didn’t answer because of the unknown number.” That struck Russell as odd. If his loved one were missing, he would answer every single call that came through, hoping for news. “Anyway, our building wasn’t damaged, so my parents have to know I’m fine. I’m more worried about Honey’s experimenting on me when she gets home.”

			Over his dead body. “When will that be?”

			“Not until tonight. She’s running a Little League practice at her baseball field in Queens,” Abby explained, referring to the city-block-sized gift Ben had bestowed on her as part of the world’s best apology. “And I told Roxy to stay put at Louis’s. There’s no point in their running home when nothing is wrong with me. And you’re here.”

			I’m here. He almost laughed over how unthreatening she found him when he spent hours every day picturing her naked. Russell stopped at the front door to her building and waited as she searched through her purse for keys. Good God, the amount of shit these girls carried around in their purses. After he succeeded in getting them all to wear flats, downsized purses would be his next quest. His musings vanished as she turned those hazel eyes on him and moistened her pink lips.

			“You probably need to get back to work, too, right?”

			“Work,” he rasped. “Right.”

			Why was she looking at his neck? The spot she stared at felt hot, and he barely quelled the urge to rub at it. “If you want, you can stay and watch a movie.”

			Worst idea in history. “Which movie?”

			“The Notebook.” Abby laughed at whatever involuntary expression of distaste he’d made. “I’m kidding. Magic Mike.”

			“Abby.”

			“Kidding again.” Her smile blinded him. “I could go all day.”

			She unlocked the front and second inner door, finding her apartment key on the ring as he carried her toward the third floor. Russell tried his best to ignore the dark, primal satisfaction of returning her home safe, but it thumped inside him, a fist on a drum. He should leave now. No, he would leave now.

			That resolution was left in the dust when she wiggled free of his hold, giving him no choice but to set her down . . . and watch helplessly as she limped toward her bedroom. So much for primal. Russell dragged a hand down his face, over the scratchy beard forming on his jaw. He would rather take a sledgehammer to his own ankle than leave her alone with an injury. The next few hours were going to hurt.

			Russell went to the freezer and rummaged for a frozen bag of peas, tossing it once in his hand. Then, like a man marching to the gallows, he followed Abby toward her bedroom and hovered just outside her door. “You decent?”

			“Fully clothed.” Her yawn reached him. “Your virtue is safe.”

			Trying not to choke on the irony of that, Russell entered her room and came to a quick stop. Paperwork everywhere; on the floor, her dresser . . . every flat and semiflat surface. Stacks of it. Three laptops. Two whiteboards were propped against her closet, words and figures written on them that reminded him enough of high-school algebra to send a shiver down his spine. The last time he’d been in her bedroom was to kill a spider, but that had been months ago. He did everything in his power to keep their interactions as far away from a bed as humanly possible. But he remembered every detail of her room, and it definitely hadn’t looked like a NASA command center the last time he’d been there.

			He gestured to one of the whiteboards. “What is all this?”

			Abby sat on her bed, surveying the mess with what appeared to be detachment, but there was tension around her eyes. Still, she shrugged. “Work stuff.”

			Something about her tone, less upbeat than usual, bothered him. “Working some overtime lately?”

			“A little.”

			Why was she being so vague? A series of flashbacks from the last few weeks hit him one by one. Abby falling asleep beneath the fireworks, Abby not able to make it through a two-hour movie without passing out on his shoulder. Abby showing up late to the Longshoreman, still in her work clothes. “How much overtime are you working, exactly?”

			His slightly harsher tone seemed to break her out of a trance. “Russell, I love that you’re always angry with me, but can it wait until tomorrow?”

			Too much to process at once. “Always mad at you?” That was not true. Was it? Russell felt the sudden need to sit down. It seemed his life would be flashing before his eyes tonight because he flipped through every memory of Abby and couldn’t recall a single time he hadn’t been harsh with her. Of course, his attitude had only been a way to hide his sexual frustration. He’d never been mad at her, but she didn’t know that. “Why would you love my being angry with you?”

			She eased off her work blazer, letting it fall behind her on the bed. Just like that, he was a trapped animal, feeling the equal need to pounce and blow the joint at a full-out sprint. “Everyone is always happy with me.” Her eyes squeezed shut for a moment. “That sounds vain, doesn’t it? It’s true, though. I do what is expected of me. What I’m told. I say the right thing and dress in an appropriate manner for all occasions, despite your opinion of my footwear. I’m predictable. People don’t have any reason to get mad at predictable. But you . . . do. You get mad.”

			Russell was so focused on the words coming out of her mouth, he didn’t realize she’d been unbuttoning her blouse until it came off . . . revealing a white tank top. Thank God. Eyes up, asshole. She’s telling you something important. Russell heard himself swallow. “Predictable people don’t take a chance on two strangers as roommates, letting them move in the same day. Predictable people don’t almost get blown up. Or did you forget about that part of your day?”

			Her lips twitched. “I have a feeling you won’t let me forget.”

			“I don’t like that you think I’m always mad at you, Abby. That makes me feel like a dick.”

			She yawned again, tipping to the side. “Yes, but you’re my dick.”

			Aw, shit. He knew—he knew—she’d meant that in the most innocent way possible, but it didn’t stop his stomach muscles from knotting into a series of intricate patterns and pulling hard. Which made him a complete tool because the girl was clearly exhausted, eyes fluttering with the need to close. Worry beat back the majority of his desire as he surveyed the cluttered room once again. Was it normal for someone in her position to work so hard? Had she gotten a promotion?

			“Russell, stop thinking so hard and put on a movie.” She inched her way backwards on her elbows and collapsed back onto a pillow, making her tits bounce. Come on. What had he done to be tested like this? Grabbing the closest distraction like a lifeline, Russell leaned down and placed the bag of frozen peas on her ankle, adjusting it so it would remain in place. She was wearing nylons, but no way in hell was he taking those off, so the ice would have to do its job through the sheer material. When he looked up at Abby, she was smiling that my hero smile at him. It put the fucking sun to shame. “Wet Hot American Summer is on demand,” she said around a sudden yawn.

			“We’re watching it in here? What about the couch?” Code fucking red. Come up with an excuse to get her out of here. “Look at me.” He gestured to his grimy construction clothes. “I can’t lie on your white bedspread like this. I’ll leave an outline.”

			“I don’t care if you smell, but if you want to take a quick shower, there are extra towels in the hall closet. Don’t use the purple one, though.”

			“Why not?”

			“Louis’s birthday gift from Roxy is rolled inside it. You don’t want to know.”

			“I assure you, I want to know.”

			Her eyes twinkled, and he experienced some serious relief at seeing something besides fatigue on her. “Edible underwear. For him to wear, not Roxy.”

			Russell executed an overhead first pump. “All the worry you put me through today just became marginally worth it, Abby.”

			Her drowsy laughter followed him from the room, knocking him square in the chest. As soon as he’d closed himself in the bathroom, he started with the now-familiar breathing exercises. A few hours. He could get through a few, measly hours.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			REMINDING HERSELF IT was only three o’clock in the afternoon, Abby forced herself to sit up before she lapsed into a coma. Russell had blown off the rest of his workday to keep her company, and it would be rude to fall asleep on him. She could hear the shower spray drumming in the adjacent bathroom and pictured him scowling at her pink loofah and white-grape body gel.

			Smiling to herself, Abby set aside the bag of peas and eased to her feet before limping to the kitchen. Her ankle had started to throb, and without any painkillers in the house, she would have to employ the ancient alcoholic remedy known as tequila. And wow, her roommates were really rubbing off on her. She’d never been much of a drinker and was still considered the resident lightweight among the super group, but she enjoyed the buzz a couple of shots gave her. Maybe it would take her mind off the avalanche of work she would have to complete when Russell left. Work that would probably take her until dawn.

			Determined to ignore anything but a couple hours of laughing with her friend, Abby retrieved two shot glasses and the bottle of Patron left over from their last indoor summer barbecue. By the time she returned to her bedroom, the shower spray had quieted, so she poured two shots in anticipation of Russell’s coming in and left them on her bedside table. Using the piece of furniture for support, she peeled off her nylons and flopped back onto the bed. Abby didn’t realize she’d closed her eyes until Russell’s heavy tread forced them open, and she saw him standing in her doorway.

			Shirtless. Damp. Jeans sitting low on his hips.

			A red-hot fist formed beneath her belly button. For Russell? She tried to shoot into a sitting position so fast, the back of her head bashed against the headboard, which really didn’t help her confusion. Not a bit. She wasn’t supposed to notice Russell in that way, right? But when a water droplet rolled down the center of his abdomen and vanished into the waistband of his jeans, she noticed. And she noticed good. Today marked the first time she’d ever seen him without a shirt. It also marked the first time they’d ever been alone, without their friends around. Both facts occurred to her simultaneously and out of nowhere, she wasn’t just watching a movie with a friend, anymore.

			She was watching a movie on her bed. With an extremely well-built man. A man with chest hair. A man with his family name—Hart— tattooed across his chest.

			Russell dropped the towel he’d been holding and came toward her. “What was that reaction about? Did you forget I was here?”

			In a manner of speaking. “No. I just . . .” She sucked in a silent breath when he stopped beside the bed, reached out, and cradled the top of her bumped head, rubbing gently. A touch that would have comforted her two minutes ago but now felt very intimate. “I brought tequila.”

			He must have already noticed the filled shot glasses because he picked one up without looking and held it to her lips. “I would have gotten it for you, gimpy.”

			Needing to buy herself some time before speaking, Abby tilted her head back and let him feed her the shot, another gesture that felt like . . . foreplay. Or what she’d always envisioned foreplay would feel like. She was grateful for the burn tracking down her esophagus because it distracted her, but as soon as the fire hit her belly, she wished she’d gone for iced tea instead. It only exacerbated the still-undefined problem. “Thanks,” she whispered.

			Russell watched her with suspicion as he rounded the bed and climbed in beside her, muscles flexing in the television’s glow while he settled. Seriously, why hadn’t she known about his chest hair? Why did she like it so much? It made him seem so earthy and masculine. Older than the rest of their group.

			“I give up. Why are you looking at me like that?”

			Shoot. She performed an imaginary search for the remote. “I didn’t know you had a tattoo. Or chest hair. Who are you?”

			Her joke eased the tension a little. Until he stacked his hands beneath his head and stretched out, like a big, contended animal, making her queen-size bed feel tiny. “I’m sure there are things I don’t know about you, too.”

			She doubted there was anything underneath her clothes as exciting as tattoos and chest hair, but she declined to voice that opinion. Something else entirely popped out of her mouth instead. Something she wanted to lasso and drag back immediately into her big gob. “Why don’t you ever bring girls around, Russell?”

			He sat up without warning, jostling her on the bed. “Hand me that shot of tequila.”

			“What? Oh.” She reached over and handed him the glass. “Forget I asked about girls. It’s none of my business.”

			For some reason, that made him laugh, but it sounded strained. His throat muscles slid up and down as he took the shot. “Would you like me to bring girls around?”

			No. The word was yodeled inside her head, echoing like it might around the Swiss Alps. “If you brought a girl around, could we still be friends the way we are now?”

			“No, Abby.” Had he moved closer? “Probably not.”

			“Then, no,” she whispered.

			Horrified she’d revealed a lack of desire to see Russell with someone else, confused she even felt that way, Abby busied herself pouring another round of shots. She felt Russell’s gaze linger on her turned head a moment before he picked up the remote and started the movie. God, she didn’t like feeling awkward around him. This was Russell. Maybe she had been affected by the explosion? They just needed a good subject change to get back on solid ground.

			“How is the Tribeca job going?”

			He looked kind of shocked that she’d remembered. “Really well. We should wrap up in a few weeks unless we get some unexpected rain.”

			“So I should stop my morning rain-dancing sessions on the roof?”

			His lips tilted. “Yeah. Knock that off.” Just when she thought they were back to normal, he started looking uncomfortable again. “Actually, we’re looking to expand soon. Take on more jobs.”

			She handed him a shot. “Really? That’s great.”

			“More jobs means more equipment, an actual office, a supply surplus. All that good stuff.” Down went his tequila, almost as if he needed liquid courage to finish what he wanted to say. “I have a meeting at the bank next week to discuss a business loan.”

			Abby’s shot sat forgotten in her hand. Just how many new things was she going to learn about Russell tonight? His pride and excitement had always been visible when talking about new contracts. She’d assumed he was satisfied with the current trajectory of Hart Brothers but not actively looking to expand or make the company more lucrative even if there was occasionally unspoken tension when money came up in conversation. She felt guilty now for underestimating him. “Do you need help?” When his head snapped up, and he pinned her with a dark look, Abby realized he’d misinterpreted her offer and felt herself flush bright red. “N-not with money. I meant help preparing for the meeting.” She pressed a hand to her cheek, attempting to cool the heated skin. “Numbers are kind of my thing.”

			“Right.” The tension eased from his big body. “I guess I could use the help, seeing how my brother would rather be filmed wearing spandex while completing an obstacle course.”

			“Huh?”

			“Exactly.” Russell stole the tequila from her hand and drained it. “Thanks for the offer. I bet you didn’t think I’d say yes, huh?” He leaned close and pressed their foreheads together. “That’s me trying not to be a dick. Please take note.”

			“Note taken,” Abby murmured, wondering when her lungs had stopped working. Oh, brother. She needed some time to acclimate to this new consciousness of Russell. He’d never loomed so large or . . . smelled so good. Even with the scent of her soap wafting from his bare skin, his usual maleness was making it seriously difficult to pull away. But she had to.

			Nearly every time they hung out as a group, Russell spoke about women with such knowledge, he had to be experienced, whereas she’d only been kissed twice in her life—once by her intoxicated and immediately apologetic stepbrother—and both times severely disappointing. Common sense said that if Russell hadn’t shown any romantic interest in her after six months, he didn’t have any, and if she let her new awareness of him show now, she risked losing a friend. In addition to landing in a freshly fallen pile of rejection.

			Abby moved away, throat tightening under the fear of that possibility. “Helping is the least I can do after forcing you to hang out with a gimp.” She lifted her chin. “And making you use her loofah.”

			“I didn’t use it,” he responded too quickly.

			She poked him in the chest. “You know you did.”

			Russell snagged her wrist and drew her up against his side. When Abby’s head landed on his shoulder, everything inside her relaxed, the same way it always did when she put her head there. His strong arm curled around her, and the paperwork stacked around the room vanished into nothingness. Having her face pressed directly to his skin was a new experience. One she’d likely think about later. A lot. But just then, while the movie played in the background, she felt safe enough to let the pressure she’d been carrying around drop off like heavy stones . . . and allow exhaustion to overtake her.

			ABBY WOKE UP by degrees. Her head was filled with churning cement, but as the heaviness of sleep wore off, allowing her to open her eyes in the partial darkness, she became aware of anticipation. Deep in her belly, between her thighs . . . expectancy hummed like a motor. All over, her flesh was sensitized and warm, in a way that told her minimal effort would be required to ease the discomfort. She’d woken up like this before, usually after watching a racy movie or catching Honey or Roxy making out with their boyfriends, like the hormonally charged couples they were. How could she not be affected by the sight of them going at it, like they might expire if they didn’t orgasm?

			She could relate. It was how she felt at that very moment.

			There was a fine layer of sweat on her forehead, a low pulse below her waist, taunting her hand to come closer. Her work skirt was tangled around her thighs, pressing her legs together, and she squeezed even tighter, a soft moan tripping past her lips. Abby shifted with the intention of yanking the skirt higher, reaching into her panties . . . and froze.

			Holy shit. Someone else’s hand was already there. Not just any hand, though. A blunt-fingered, callused, man’s hand was molded to the juncture of her thighs. Gripping her hard . . . like he owned her.

			This didn’t simply feel like another one of her fantasies. One of those sweaty, often confusing dreams where she imagined being held with such . . . possession. Sometimes more than just holding took place. Her limbs being pinned. Mouth being kissed hard. A deep voice ordering her to do . . . things. Intimate acts she knew all about but had never tried. Never had the opportunity.

			Wait. Russell. Oh God. She’d fallen asleep beside Russell. Abby heard her thin, rapid breaths and forced herself to quiet down. Calming down was another story altogether. Instead of her need cooling upon discovering who had inflicted it? Oh, it was on a warpath now, blazing down her middle with a vengeance. Wetness rushed to the spot where his hand held tight, her body begging without words for his fingers, his palm, anything to provide friction.

			This was wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. He wasn’t even awake, probably would be horrified if he woke up and found his hand under her skirt. She should wake him up right now, laugh it off, wait until he left and finish herself off like a good, single lady. Her instinct should not be to move against him, tempt him and hope like hell he woke up needing sex enough to follow through, no matter that they were supposed to be friends. Only friends. Best friends.

			Russell’s hold at the juncture of her thighs increased, that hand tugging her back into his hard body, releasing a rumbling growl into her hair at the same time. Abby’s pulse went haywire, making itself evident in every extremity, every private region of her body. And that was before his body even moved.

			It started as a slow, unhurried roll of his hips, but it was so much more than that. The movement introduced her backside to his erection, full and long. Desire for her? Wow . . . yeah. Desire for her. She’d never had a man want her like this. Or if she had, none of them had ever done anything about it. Russell has never done anything about it, either, a stern voice whispered. Stop this now.

			Abby slipped a hand down her belly, fully intending to remove his touch, much as it was going to kill her. Before she could reach her destination, however, Russell’s hand dragged up the front of her underwear, over her throbbing clitoris—oh God—and slid inside the material. Rough skin against smooth. His middle finger pressed against her entrance, and Abby winced, hyperaware of the dampness he would encounter, but his guttural groan at the back of her head assured her it wasn’t a bad thing. Not to Russell. He used the desire coating his finger to glide higher, higher, and find her clit, teasing it with lazy circles.

			Abby turned her face and moaned into the pillow. Already she was starting to spasm, his touch so completely different than her own. Unexpected and perfect.

			“How’d you get here, angel?” he muttered in a gruff tone, fueling her flaming body even more, when his asking why she was in her own room should have warned her he wasn’t fully awake. Wasn’t aware of his own actions.

			Her body jolted forward as Russell’s hips bucked behind her—once, twice—then started to move in tandem with his fingers’ movements. A tight stroke of her sensitive nub, a sensual drag of his arousal up and down the curve of her ass. There was no ending this, no way. Reason had gotten tangled up in the lusty fog encompassing the bed. Her thighs were a restless mess on either side of his hand, her belly shuddering, her back bowing against his chest. She gasped and cried into the pillow as her body sprinted toward the finish line. Yes, yes.

			When the orgasm crested over her, Abby’s heels dug into the mattress to push herself back into the welcoming strength of his body, bearing down on his pleasure-giving hand at the same time. And God, even with the wicked climax turning her inside out, she wanted to feel his erection against her backside. Wanted to tempt him to do something about relieving the hunger she sensed in him. Already, his movements were growing uneven, staggered, his breathing ragged at the back of her neck.

			“Yes,” he grated. “That’s how I make you come. Hard as fuck when you’re in my bed. That’s the way I do it.”

			Still shaken, Abby found herself nodding, because holy crap, he was right. She’d never come that hard in her life. But this wasn’t his bed, like he’d said. It was hers. Russell still wasn’t fully awake, and she’d already let this situation go on too long.

			“Russell,” she breathed, biting her lip when he started to strum her clitoris with his thumb and her muscles tightened with anticipation once again. “Russell, we can’t—”

			“I know, angel. I know.” He sounded miserable, giving her immediate pause. When had Russell ever sounded like that? “Can’t get what I need in real life. Fuck, I won’t even let myself take it when I’m dreaming.”

			“You’re not dr—”

			Russell rolled Abby onto her belly with one, whip-tight action. Then he . . . climbed on top of her, wedged an arm beneath her hips, and yanked them up into the cradle of his lap. Ohhh. Her insides were clamoring with the new, sudden position. It was bad. And incredible. She hadn’t managed to get leverage with her arms, leaving her cheek pressed down into the pillow where her harsh breaths were absorbed. What was he going to do? She should stop him now, but if he did, she would always wonder what came next. Twenty-four years old and a virgin. This had been so long in coming, and she’d dreamed of it so many times. The flesh between her legs craved the feeling of fullness, didn’t care if it hurt. God, at this point, she’d welcome the promised flash of pain just to feel something.

			Russell took hold of her skirt’s hem and lifted, leaving the material gathered around her waist. The arm beneath her hips flexed and tightened as his hips started to move, his denim-clad arousal using the damp friction to pump between her thighs, making love to Abby through the barrier of her panties. Light winked behind her eyes as a new, kinkier kind of desire burrowed itself under her skin, raising goose bumps as it went.

			“More, Russell,” she cried out, shuddering as he drove against her faster. “Please.”

			“Can’t have that pussy. Can’t have it. Stop trying to give it to me.” She felt his forehead press into the crook of her neck and turn, his mouth finding her ear. “This is my dream, isn’t it, angel? Always a fucking dream.” His hand worked between their bodies, his big fingers hooking into the top of her underwear and dragging it down, exposing her. “Maybe I’ll work myself into your tight ass tonight.”

			Then he slapped her bottom. Hard.

			“Russell,” Abby shouted, staggered by what she’d just heard. Felt. The unexpectedness of it, by the usually overprotective Russell making her flesh sting. Mostly her mind reeled over the fact that she still didn’t want him to stop. One of the primary reasons she’d been attracted to Russell’s personality was his irreverence. The way he treated her like she wouldn’t break under a little disapproval . . . and his palm snapping against her backside took those feelings and turned them up full blast.

			Abby’s thoughts had distracted her from Russell’s sudden stillness, but she noticed it now. Noticed his panting breaths echoing in the dim bedroom. His hardness was still nestled in the valley of her bottom, but he didn’t move. With every ounce of her will, she silently begged him to continue but knew deep down, he wouldn’t. She’d shouted his name for that very reason. Or maybe her conscience had forced it out of her. The situation had gotten beyond her. She’d already let it go too far, and any further would be catastrophic. Maybe it already was.

			“What the hell, Abby?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			RUSSELL HAD BEEN having the best dream. When you’re hard up for a virgin, dreams were really all you had, so he dreamed a lot. Fantasized more than was probably healthy. In bed, in the shower, while operating heavy machinery. It was never anyone but Abby. Christ, the pathetic truth was, he couldn’t even get his cock up for anyone else. There had been opportunities in bars with flirtatious girls, chances for a possible hookup, and every time—every single time—he had walked away, gone home, and dreamed about making Abby come. With his hands and mouth, almost every time. Another sad detail of his fucked-up condition. His dreams were about making her come, all the while leaving her virginity intact. Fantasies that were more satisfying than some random one-nighter with a stranger.

			Sometimes, though, he lost the ability to do right by Abby in his imagination. Once, after spending an entire day in her company, he hadn’t even made it home before pulling over his truck and beating off to a picture of her on his phone. He’d taken it that day, trying to capture her smile as she flopped back on the grass in Washington Square Park. But her dress had inched up at the last minute, and he’d gotten a flash of the pink-lace thong between her thighs, immortalizing the image on his phone. It had felt so wrong touching himself to the picture, but the wrong felt so good, and he’d kept going. And going. Until he’d been mentally on top of her in the grass, feeding inches into her, taking her roughly for everyone to see. So damn wrong. He’d made it three weeks before breaking down on fantasizing about going that far with her again.

			This? This was no fantasy. He should have damn well known, too, because it blasted anything his imagination had ever conjured right out of the water. Lust had him by the throat, and maintaining his focus on not fucking Abby was all he could manage. At some point, he needed to remove his aching dick from between her perfect little ass cheeks and pull her goddamn skirt back down. How had this happened? How had it gotten this far?

			Everything came back to him in a rush. Abby’s falling asleep, her hand eventually coming to rest on his belly, giving him wood for days. His reaching for the bottle of tequila, hoping it would alleviate his condition and take away the residual fear left over from today’s near disaster, but the liquor’s only succeeding in knocking him out. Then he’d woken up with Abby on her knees, him dry-humping her gorgeous, off-limits ass. No, there was more. More. More, Russell. Please. He hadn’t imagined her moaning those words. Hadn’t imagined her coming in his hand. Had he?

			Fuck. The memory caused the oxygen to vacate his lungs—his cock to surge harder against his fly—and he fell forward onto her back. It had been real this time. He’d touched her pussy. Her clit. Might have gone further if he hadn’t . . . if he hadn’t . . .

			Russell’s eyes flew open, and he lunged off the bed, away from Abby. The sight of her kneeling with her ass up in the air was too much, so he spun around and faced the wall. But not before the image branded itself onto his brain for the rest of his lifetime. He’d never recover. Never. Especially not from the angry, red handprint on her unblemished skin.

			“Jesus, Abby. I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.” He raked both hands down his face, picturing her traumatized expression. Unbelievable. He’d spanked a virgin and suggested an act she had zero familiarity with. Great job, asshole. If she never spoke to him again, he’d be lucky. Every time she looked at him now, there would be irrevocable knowledge. He’d never anticipated Abby’s knowing he preferred sex to be hard. Aggressive. Why would she need to know? He’d never planned to touch her. “I thought I was dreaming. I can’t believe . . . I laid hands on you like that. Are you hurt?”

			“No. I’m fine.” He heard what sounded like Abby fixing her clothing, shifting on the bed. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I-I . . .”

			Russell turned around to find Abby sitting cross-legged, hands in her lap. His masculine pride rejected her confession until he remembered the way she’d encouraged him. More, Russell. Please. He hadn’t imagined her ass writhing around on his lap, either. That had been real. “Did you ask me to stop at any point, Abby? At any point. Tell me the truth.” He held his breath, aware that if she said yes, he’d want to die but needing to know nonetheless. When she shook her head, pink rushing over her neck and cheeks, he fell back against the wall.

			“I knew you were dreaming, and I let it happen,” she whispered.

			He swallowed the growl trying to burst from his throat. She’d just confirmed her active participation, and his unsatisfied body demanded he approach the bed, flip her back over, and resume what they’d started. Fight it, man. This is Abby. Still, he couldn’t let his curiosity go unchecked. “Why did you let it happen?”

			A slight hesitation. “It felt good. Really good.” She wet her lips, as if her honest confession wasn’t temptation enough to withstand. He’d made her feel good. Fuck yes. If needed, he could live off that knowledge for the rest of his life. “I know that’s not an excuse, though. I took advantage of you.”

			His pride took a nosedive. “All right,” he scoffed. “Let’s not get crazy.”

			Her nod was firm. “It’s true.”

			“Abby, could you try not to completely crush my ego, here? I’m twice your size.” He cracked his neck. “Not to mention, I—you know what I did.”

			“You called me angel. You’ve never called me that before.”

			“That’s not what I was talking about.” His throat hurt in a way he couldn’t explain. He’d slapped her ass—left a goddamn mark—and she was fixated on his calling her a nickname. A secret nickname he never used out loud but one that fit her perfectly. It felt as if he’d been holding back something important from her. Just that one word.

			The direction his thoughts were taking was dangerous. This was how mountains eroded. One tiny crack in the foundation, and the whole thing flattened in an epic dust cloud, obscuring what had been there in the first place. You can’t have this girl. He’d known that since he’d laid eyes on her, since she’d opened her mouth, and beautiful innocence had floated out, so at odds with the freak show in his mind. The foggy yet brutal memories of his past, coupled with the surge of sexual dominance she brought to the surface. That had been before he’d found out about her endless supply of money, which had sealed the deal. He couldn’t provide for Abby, and, therefore, he couldn’t try.

			Failure to make her happy would, quite simply, be the death of him. He’d failed once before. Watched a loved one fade while being incapable of stopping it. Unable to repair that person’s discontent. He couldn’t do it again.

			Right now, this moment, when she was being so open with him, being so Abby, when most girls would be playing games or guilt-tripping him for that handprint on her backside and what he’d said—something he would fully deserve—Russell knew if he went to her, she’d open her arms. He could kiss her with every iota of feeling inside him, feeling he had only for her. But if he did that, there would be no coming up for air. He’d steal her virginity on her lily-white bedspread, and if that happened . . . God help them all. How could he let her go after that? She’d be unequivocally his—and before long, history would repeat itself, only this time, Abby could be the victim.

			Russell couldn’t do it. Couldn’t steal her chance at the future that had been mapped out for a girl like Abby. A future that sure as shit wouldn’t involve a blue-collar roughneck who didn’t even attend college. He could see it now. His dirt-smudged contractor’s license hanging next to her degree from Yale. Not happening. So this was where he stepped up for them both, chalked tonight up to a mistake brought on by too much tequila and forced them back into normalcy.

			She would thank him someday.

			“I’ve never called you angel before? Pretty sure I call everyone that.”

			The expression that transformed her face after his pronouncement reminded him of someone’s walking outside into freezing weather. Her eyes went glassy, and she sucked in a breath, her body withdrawing into itself as though trying to conserve warmth. If Russell hadn’t been paralyzed by that reaction, he would have dropped to his knees and buried the nearest sharp object between his ribs. One moment of hurt was better than a lifetime of unhappiness, he reminded himself. Living paycheck to paycheck, clipping coupons. Why didn’t he feel reassured?

			“Oh. I guess I never noticed.” She glanced down at the bed. “So you could have been sleeping next to anyone, and the same thing would have happened, I guess.”

			“Probably.” The word was a sword being drawn from his throat. “I’m a guy, Abby. I woke up with you pressed against me, and I reacted. I’m sorry if you thought—”

			“No. I didn’t think.” She came off the bed and disappeared into her closet, her limp slightly less pronounced than earlier. When she came back out, she had a robe wrapped around her. Like a shield. Against him. God, he wanted to die. Especially when she smiled that Abby smile at him because that was who she was. The girl who smiled when she should be screaming. “Honey should be home soon.”

			“Right.” In other words, if her roommate came home and found them in Abby’s bedroom, questions would be asked, and Abby wasn’t even a half-decent liar. “Are you going to be okay?”

			“Feels better already,” she said in a rush. “Lesson learned.”

			Russell knew she wasn’t talking about wearing high heels while running down stairs, but he couldn’t comment on it. Had to just swallow it and leave.

			“Bye, Abby.”

			She didn’t say anything, merely nodded. Her bedroom door closed before he’d even left the apartment. It sounded like an explosion inside his head.

			RUSSELL COLLAPSED INTO a booth at the Longshoreman across from Ben and Louis. At the moment, collapsing basically maxed out his capabilities. He felt like fire ants were making a permanent home inside his esophagus. He was either the noblest man on the planet or the biggest, dumbest clown ever born. A few blocks from here, a girl who lived to please people was feeling the opposite of special. Unremarkable, even. And it was on his fucking head. How? How did this happen when he’d only ever wanted the exact opposite?

			I’ve never called you angel before? Pretty sure I call everyone that.

			He slammed his forehead into the table, hard enough to leave a mark. If he didn’t think insane behavior would get him hauled out of the bar and strapped to a bed for his own good, he would have kept going. Slamming and slamming until he passed out into blessed unconsciousness. Anything not to see Abby looking like she’d walked into an unexpected snowstorm.

			“Hey, Russell,” Ben said. “We’re only a couple months into the regular season. I have every faith the Yankees are going to pull it together.”

			Since he was incapable of responding to jokes—probably forever—he reached into his pocket, pulled out a dollar bill, and slid it across the table toward Louis.

			Louis held up both hands. “Whoa. What’s going on here, man?”

			“I’m hiring you.”

			“Why?”

			“Attorney-client privilege.”

			“Ah, shit. What did you do?”

			“Oh no.” Ben finally broke in, taking a pull from his beer bottle. “As an English professor, I have no such privilege. If this is going to get me into trouble, tell me right now so I can opt out.”

			Russell crossed his arms and leaned back, waiting. One of them would crack eventually. Usually, Louis caved first, and Ben got dragged in by virtue of proximity.

			As expected, Louis plowed a hand through his hair. “You’re really not going to tell us unless I take this fucking dollar, is that right?”

			Russell stayed quiet. It was easier than usual to hold his tongue since the last time he’d opened his mouth, he’d hurt the one person he’d sworn never to hurt. Did dentists wire mouths shut even if the patient wasn’t injured? Something to look into.

			“Don’t cave,” Ben warned Louis. “Think about it. If he’s swearing us to secrecy, it has to do with one of the girls. He doesn’t want us passing on this apparently monumental revelation to Honey and Roxy. And they’ll find out. Girls always find out.”

			“Yeah,” Louis murmured, clearly still on the fence. “But it doesn’t have anything to do with Roxy because I’ve been keeping her well and truly occupied for the last forty-eight hours. And Honey has been in school, right? That leaves Abby.”

			That’s when Ben joined Louis on the fence. Russell could tell from the way he adjusted his glasses and scrutinized him like he would one of his students. “Whatever it is, he’s not happy about it.”

			“Exactly.” Louis tapped a coaster on the table. “Knowledge is power, man. If he did something stupid that will piss off the girls, we need to know—”

			“—so we can circumvent the fallout,” Ben finished.

			“Are you guys done?” Russell asked. “You’re giving me a rash over here.”

			Louis snatched the dollar off the table. “Fine. It stays between us.”

			Ben groaned. “You’re his attorney. What’s going to be my reason for staying silent when this inevitably bites us in the ass?”

			“The bro code,” Louis and Russell answered at the same time.

			“That’s not a real thing.” Ben split a look between them. “Stop pretending that’s a real thing.”

			“I friend-zoned Abby,” Russell forced past dry lips. “She almost got blown up today, for fuck sake. Her ankle was hurt, so I stayed and . . . things took place. Things of an adult nature. Tequila was involved.”

			“Finally.”

			“Took you long enough.”

			Russell glowered at his friends. “You know how I feel about this. Nothing was ever supposed to happen with her. That’s why I took care of it.”

			“Oh yeah?” Dread was written all over Louis’s face. “How’d you do that?”

			“Doesn’t matter how.” Pain sprung up at the back of Russell’s skull, and he welcomed it. Hoped it spread and grew worse. “The result is Abby in the friend zone.”

			Ben leaned back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “Nope. I’m calling a foul. You’re already in the friend zone. A friend zonee can’t friend-zone the friend zoner.”

			Louis was nodding before Ben even finished. “He’s right. To the best of my knowledge, it has never been attempted, nor accomplished.”

			“I concur. But I wouldn’t mind consulting the rulebook to be safe.”

			Before Louis could respond to Ben, Russell held up a hand. “You two are a rare breed of shithead. You know that?”

			“Why are you telling us this?” Ben leaned forward to ask. “This isn’t merely to unburden yourself, is it?”

			Russell wished that were all. If he were capable of keeping Abby at arm’s length without their help, he would do it. But it wasn’t a viable option now. He could still see her bare ass, feel it writhing against his groin. He knew she came with her whole body, shaking, sobbing, and twisting. For the love of God, he needed help staying away now. Serious help.

			“Look, she’s going to tell her roommates. They’re probably having a three-way text party right now to plot my early demise.” It hurt just thinking about it. She’d laid her head on his shoulder so trustingly and fallen asleep today, but tonight? She probably wouldn’t go near him if he begged, but he wasn’t taking any chances. “When Honey and Roxy tell you guys what went down, just . . . assure them it was for the best. Tell them I’m an asshole, a liar . . . a cheater. Whatever you have to say. I just need it to get back to Abby so she stays away.”

			“Nope. Not lying to my girlfriend. That’s where I draw the line.” Louis slid the dollar back across the table. “You don’t need a lawyer; you need a therapist.”

			“Again, I concur,” Ben said, shifting in his seat. “Russell, we all know how you feel about Abby. You might as well have skywritten it the day you two met. Why are you trying to sabotage yourself?”

			Russell arched an eyebrow. “Oh, hello, pot. Meet kettle.”

			“Yeah, I screwed up with Honey. Louis did the same with Roxy. Are you seeing a fucking pattern, here?” Ben actually looked angry with him. Get in line. “How about learning from our mistakes?”

			“This isn’t the same thing.” God, he hated talking about his insecurities. Knowing they were there was hard enough without dragging them out into the open. “You two have educations, long-term jobs, even the way you speak sounds different than me. I’d be a novelty to her, and eventually, the shine would wear off.”

			Louis let out a low whistle. “Way to give her credit, man.”

			Russell was done trying to explain his position. The definition of useless was trying to convince two assholes in love with their girlfriends that shit didn’t always work out perfectly. Not every situation had a happy ending. “Right. I’ll let you two get back to planning your double wedding. I’m calling it a night.”

			When he pushed back from the table and stood, Louis gripped his forearm. “Listen up. Whatever damage you’ve done is probably fixable at this stage. Don’t heap so much shit on top of the situation that an apology won’t be enough.”

			Russell walked out of the Longshoreman with those words ringing in his ears.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			ABBY RUBBED HER blurry eyes and blinked a few times, hoping the laptop screen would come back into focus. No dice. She’d officially hit the wall. Problem these days was, even when she lay down and attempted to sleep, numbers streamed by on the inside of her eyelids. Important numbers. She used to love playing with formulas and manipulating values, but she never got a break anymore. Numbers had transformed into her enemy.

			She could hear Honey and Roxy out in the living room, spoons clinking on bowls as they ate ice cream and watched Finding Bigfoot. They’d tried several times since Monday night to entice her into hanging out, but she’d continued to hide in her room, pretending work was the only thing keeping her there. Coward.

			Two days had passed since she’d fallen asleep with Russell and woken to an orgasm to beat the band. Two days since she’d had her eyes opened and seen Russell in a new light. Two days since he’d held up a mirror, reflected the light straight back, and blinded her. Truthfully, she was embarrassed. For so many reasons, she couldn’t even begin to enumerate them. Like a typical starry-eyed virgin, she’d projected feelings that weren’t there. Seen and felt something from Russell that didn’t exist, very likely damaging their friendship in the process.

			If she were more confident where the opposite sex was concerned, she could just blow his rejection off. So what? I’m not his type. Then go find someone who could appreciate an awkward, small-breasted math geek still in possession of her cherry.

			Abby slapped a hand to her forehead. More than anything, she wanted to tell Honey and Roxy what had happened and get their take, but she no longer felt sure of how they would react. After all, hadn’t she been one hundred percent positive Russell would never hurt her feelings? He’d sure as heck torn that belief down the middle with a resounding rip. Roxy and Honey had faced obstacles at the outset of their relationships, but they’d definitely never had to deal with the man not finding them attractive. Yes, she had very little experience with men, but she was fairly certain that if Russell had found her appearance pleasing, he wouldn’t have zoomed for the exit. Were men even capable of turning down a sexy, obviously willing woman? From what she’d been told, her roommates’ boyfriends definitely hadn’t.

			Would Roxy and Honey react with pity? Or worse . . . maybe Abby’s problem would be such a foreign concept to them, they wouldn’t even know what to say. At twenty-four, with zero sexual experience to speak of, she felt enough like a freak already without the additional freakhood.

			“Hey, Einstein.” Roxy appeared at her door, rubbing one stocking-clad foot against the opposite leg. “Honey found Weekend at Bernie’s in the ninety-nine-cent bin at Rite Aid. Get in on this.”

			“I made cupcakes, fool,” Honey shouted from the living room. “Made them with strawberry frosting because it’s your favorite, and being laid regularly has made me seriously philanthropic.”

			There was no way Abby couldn’t laugh at that, so she did. “All right, fine. I need a break anyway. I’m starting to see in double vision.”

			Roxy bumped her with a sharp hip as they left Abby’s bedroom. “When is this project going to be finished? You’ve been at it for weeks.”

			Project? Is that what she’d told them? “Uh . . . soon, I think. I need to weigh the risk of a few more investment opportunities—”

			“Abby, you’re making my head hurt. I’m an actress for a reason.” Roxy winked at her. “What I do know is how to keep your body instrument fine-tuned, and yours looks tired. Whatever you’re doing in there . . . I—we—think you need to scale it back.”

			When they reached the living room, Abby glanced over her shoulder to find Honey looking cross-armed and downright mean. Recognizing an ambush when she saw one, Abby started backing toward her bedroom. “Oh no. What is this? An intervention?”

			Honey blocked her entrance to the hallway. “Roommate style, bitch.”

			“Come.” Roxy grabbed her by the arm and dragged her back into the living room. “Cupcakes and a chat never killed anyone.”

			“There’s no Weekend at Bernie’s is there?” Abby groaned. “I really don’t need to be . . . intervened. Interventioned. Is there a word for this?”

			“Worried.” Honey guided her down onto the couch. “We’re seriously worried, okay? You were already working too hard and not sleeping enough, but the last few days, it has gotten worse. Talk to us.”

			“Yeah,” Roxy said. “You listen to us complain all the time. We want our turn to be good friends.” Since Roxy was usually the most emotionally closed-off of their threesome, Abby was surprised to see a hint of vulnerability creep into her expression. “I only learned recently what good friend means, and it sure as hell isn’t letting you waste away in your bedroom while we watch a music montage of a dead guy being carried around.”

			Abby swallowed a smile. “So . . . there is Weekend at Bernie’s . . . ?”

			“Oh, sure. Make jokes during my Full House moment.”

			“This intervention appears to be getting away from us,” Honey broke in. “Tell us how we can help, Abby. Baked goods only go so far.”

			Abby reached for a pink-topped cupcake, letting her breath seep out. Opening up felt like the right thing to do. She was carrying around too many secrets, enough to eventually topple her if she continued in this vein. But when she opened her mouth to tell them about Russell, about the scary, new feelings for him that had popped up only to be shot down, something else entirely came out. Maybe she just wasn’t ready to let their one-and-only moment fly away just yet. Or maybe it was her self-consciousness. Whatever the reason, she shoved it deep down into an inner cave for safekeeping, allowing an even bigger secret to finally break free.

			“My father isn’t running the hedge fund anymore.” As soon as the words passed her lips, a stack of wet newspapers slid from her shoulders. “He . . . can’t. That’s why I’ve been working so much.”

			Her friends were silent a moment before Honey spoke. “I don’t understand. Why can’t he run his own company?”

			Abby bit into the cupcake and chewed slowly, so she’d have time to decide on the right words. She hadn’t anticipated telling anyone about this tonight, so there was no ready explanation. There was only the truth. A truth she’d been warned to keep to herself. “A little over a month ago, my father went on a golfing trip to Scotland. Alone. It was really odd timing, but the first quarter had been stressful, so my stepmother and I didn’t make an issue out of it.”

			Roxy and Abby traded a look. Obviously, this wasn’t what they’d been expecting. Well, they could join the party because she hadn’t expected it either.

			“While he was in Scotland, he . . . locked himself in his hotel room and refused to come out.” She grabbed a cushion and stuffed it behind her head, her neck suddenly too tired to function. “The staff eventually entered and found him . . . they found him huddled in the bathtub. He’d had some sort of mental breakdown. It was the pressure. It had gotten to him, and there were drugs involved, too. He couldn’t cope.”

			“Oh, my God,” Roxy said. “Abby . . .”

			“My stepmother went over with a therapist and Mitchell, the company’s lawyer, to bring him home. He’s getting better—much better—but he needs more time.” She reassured each of them with a look. “I’m just keeping things afloat until he comes back.”

			Honey appeared to be frozen in horror. “There’s no one who can help you?”

			“No one can know. Investors would pull their accounts, we’d be bankrupt within a week.” Although her legs felt liquefied, Abby stood, needing to stress the importance of keeping quiet to her roommates. “I’ve been acting as my father. Answering his correspondence, making decisions based on what he’s done in the past. Mitchell has circulated a story about his pursuing investment possibilities overseas, and everything is operating as usual.”

			“Except you,” Roxy pointed out. “You’re dead on your feet.”

			“I’m fine.” Her voice was firm. “I’m mainlining Red Bull, but I can quit any time.”

			“That’s not funny,” Honey said. “You’re downplaying.”

			Yeah, she was. And she owed them better than that after all the happiness they’d brought into her life. God, had she even been living before they showed up? “Okay, I’m treading water.” Their shoulders sagged. “But there are no other options. I’m not going to let my family’s livelihood tank for eight hours of sleep.”

			“Does Russell know about this?” Roxy asked, effectively sending Abby’s stomach dropping to the floor.

			“W-why would Russell know?” Just saying his name made her lips feel numb. When Honey and Roxy sent each other an unreadable look, Abby frowned. “What?”

			“Nothing,” Honey said. “It’s just . . . you two are close. And you know how Russell is . . . he’s protective about you.”

			“He would flip out, is what Honey’s trying to say.”

			“That’s not true.” Especially now. After she’d deceived him into giving her an orgasm while he hadn’t been fully conscious then let her know that he had no desire for a physical relationship with her. Roxy and Honey were right about Russell’s being protective, though. She thought of the way he’d carried her to the fireworks, how he always checked her window locks and killed spiders for her. How whenever the girls went out alone, he lectured her about not leaving her drink unattended. How he insisted on a clear, concise text message the second they walked into the apartment. Russell really was a good friend, and she’d lost sight of that in favor of physical release. No wonder she hadn’t heard from him in two days. Somehow, starting tomorrow, she would repair this. She wasn’t willing to lose him as a friend because of some silly, fleeting crush.

			Even though it didn’t feel like a simple crush. Not like the ones she’d had before on classmates or tutors. Crushes didn’t make you shiver straight down to your private parts at the mere thought of their names. A crush didn’t make you slap your own bottom late at night, trying to re-create the same wicked hot sensation he had made you feel with that one, beautiful strike, to no avail.

			“You’re thinking awfully hard over there.” Honey looked almost hopeful. How odd. “Come to any conclusions?”

			“Yeah.” Abby smiled. “You were both right.”

			Roxy gathered her hands beneath her chin, eyes widening. “We were?”

			“Yup. I need some sleep.” Feeling better after having revealed her secret and having a plan to make Russell forgive her, Abby headed for the bedroom. “G’night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			USING POWER TOOLS was probably the worst way to celebrate a hangover, but since Russell had been in this condition three days and counting, it was no longer a viable excuse. Mother Nature had sent rain New York City’s way, so he and Alec had weatherproofed the Manhattan worksite that morning, giving him the remaining daylight hours to work on the Queens house.

			Russell leaned over his worktable and noted a measurement, then checked his watch. Two fifteen. Jesus, he’d thought—hoped—it was later. Time seemed to be moving so slowly, creeping past like a slug after a storm. Or maybe that was him. The slug who was avoiding Abby. They hadn’t spoken in three days—not so much as a text message—which was highly unusual for them. How was her ankle? Did she hate him? Enough never to fall asleep on him again?

			Hoping to distract himself from the endless cycle of thoughts, Russell pushed away from the table and surveyed the room. He’d made some serious progress in the space of a year, since his father had moved to California, leaving their family home and the memories it represented behind. Since Alec was content to continue renting indefinitely, Russell had commenced renovations of the house, with the understanding that he would live there once they were completed. Funny, he’d never envisioned himself living in a house, but recently, fixing up the place had absorbed a huge chunk of his spare time. He’d gutted most of the rooms, put in new insulation and drywall, gotten crucial deals through loyal Hart Brothers Construction suppliers on new windows, roofing supplies, and lumber. It had taken some hustling to make it all come together, but seeing what his hard work had yielded, damn if he wasn’t a little . . . proud.

			Russell snorted at the hokey direction of his thoughts, reminding himself that a two-story pile of bricks in Queens was nothing to be proud of. His mother certainly hadn’t been proud of the house at which his father had carried her over the threshold. She hadn’t been proud of anything inside its walls, either, so different from the upper-middle-class home of her upbringing, followed by four years at a respectable university. She’d been engaged to a law student when she’d met their father and canceled the wedding. At one time, he’d been robust—a huge personality that was optimistic about moving higher in the ranks at his construction job . . . but over time, he’d stopped laughing under the weight of her disappointment. Stopped trying.

			A memory of his mother crying at the kitchen table in a cloud of cigarette smoke forced him into another room. But there were visions waiting to play out in all of them. His parents fighting about money—never having enough of it, to be precise. His mother coming home tipsy from a block party and telling Russell and Alec about all the men she could have married if she hadn’t settled. Settled. Settled. That word had never been far away growing up. He’d heard it so many times, the term defined his childhood.

			Maybe attempting to live here had been a mistake. He’d thought the past would fade with new walls, new floors and fixtures, but lately, they’d gone from misty recollections to full-blown flashbacks.

			When he heard a knock on the front door, he thought that’s what was happening. Another vivid flashback, but the knock came again. While striding toward the door, Russell shoved the pencil behind his ear, assuming it was Alec. His brother hadn’t taken much interest in the house, but there was a first time for everything.

			He opened the door to reveal Abby.

			If Derek Jeter had been standing there with a giant check from Publisher’s Clearing House, he would have been less surprised. Abby in his neighborhood? She didn’t even know about the house, so how had she found it? And then, oh God, after the initial shock wore off, all he saw was her. Abby in a yellow sundress and purple Wellingtons, holding an umbrella in one hand and motherfucking cupcakes in the other. Was he hallucinating? She looked so sweet and beautiful and everything, he wanted to drop to his knees and weep. Damn, he’d missed her.

			Instead, he shouted at her. “What are you doing here?”

			Where she would usually beam at him despite his less-than-gentlemanly greeting, she winced a little but kept her back ramrod straight. “I’m here to make friends again.” She held out the clear, Tupperware container. “I won’t pretend like I made these cupcakes—that’s Honey’s thing—but I did carry them here on the 7 train. And why didn’t you tell me you were building a house?”

			“I’m not building a house. I’m renovating one.”

			“Oh.” She wet her lips. “Is it safe for me to come inside?”

			No. No, you’re not safe around me looking like fresh-baked temptation. “If you don’t mind your dress getting dirty,” he said, stepping back.

			“I don’t,” she murmured, moving past him, obviously making a concerted effort not to make any form of contact, even with her clothes.

			He hated that. Loathed it. “There are tools everywhere. You’re going to hurt your ankle even worse than it already is.”

			“My ankle is fine.” Her eyes danced to each corner of the room. “It must have been a twist because it’s only sensitive now.”

			Russell hummed in his throat, eyeing the ankle in question dubiously. “How did you find me?”

			She shook out her umbrella and set it down inside the door. “I went to your brother’s house, where I thought you were staying—”

			“I am. I’m sleeping on the couch.” For now. On the heels of reminding her of their vast economic differences, he felt a punch of nerves over her seeing what he’d accomplished. Two conflicting purposes, yet they were equally strong. Push her away while wondering if he might draw her closer. Maybe Louis was right, and he did need a therapist. “Uh, the kitchen is to the right. Family room to the left. There’s a bedroom in back and two more upstairs, along with an office. It’s a pretty standard layout. Most of the houses on this block are the same.”

			She propped the cupcakes on her hip and placed one hand on the staircase banister. “Maybe it was the same before, but you’re doing all this great . . . stuff to it.”

			His lips twitched. “Stuff?”

			“Yeah.” Finally, a hint of her smile. “Great stuff.” It went away just as fast as it had appeared. “Anyway, Darcy told me where you were. I’m glad she did. I can’t believe no one knows about this place.” Her gaze swept over the entryway. “You’re going to live here?”

			Russell nodded even though he wasn’t sure of anything. “Since you’re here, I might as well show you around. Head on up.”

			On the way up the stairs, he kept his head focused on her ankle. No higher. Just enough to make sure she wasn’t limping. If he got an eyeful of her ass or a flash of thigh, he’d be showing her a lot more than the bedrooms upstairs. His cock had already grown heavy, recognizing her from a million fevered dreams. She was the fuel that had provided the guy downstairs with hours and hours of frantic stroking, and dude wanted to say a personal thank-you. But it would not be happening. This was a good thing. She’d come here wanting things back to normal. Russell wanted that, too. Right? Right.

			When he reached the landing, her yellow dress beckoned him into the small office, adjacent to the master bedroom. “Office,” he said, stating the obvious, like an asshole.

			“Wow. Such great lighting in here.” She went up on her toes to look out the window. “That’s one thing my office at work is lacking. It could be nighttime, and I wouldn’t even know if I didn’t have a clock.”

			He felt his features arrange themselves in a scowl at the thought of her in an airless, windowless room, but remembering what she’d said Monday night about his always being mad at her, he erased the expression before she could turn around. “The jobs we’ve done, a lot of customers don’t like too much light in their offices because it creates a glare off their computer screens.”

			“Oh. Not me. I’d want it to feel like I was working outside. Maybe even a big old skylight.” She tucked a stray strand of rich, brown hair behind her ear. “Everyone has their own tastes, though. It’s perfect the way it is.” Still carrying the cupcakes, she passed him and left the room. Russell considered the small space a moment, ruminating on the merits of added sunlight, before following.

			It was ridiculous, but he actually hesitated on the threshold of the master bedroom. At this point in time, it wasn’t a bedroom just yet. He’d managed to put up Sheetrock on all four walls, but beyond that it was mainly sawdust, tools, and another worktable. Not the place he was possibly planning to sleep for the rest of his life. But once he saw Abby within those walls, would he be able to take it back? Or would she be there every time he fell asleep, even fifty years from now? Peeking out the window in her yellow sundress, outlined by the rain?

			Russell took a steadying breath and entered the bedroom. Abby had set the cupcakes down on the worktable so she could pick up his hammer drill. Ah Jesus, Abby holding a power tool. His two favorite things in one. Code fucking red.

			“Why aren’t you at work?” he asked, kicking at some sawdust on the ground.

			“I took an extended lunch break.” She set the drill down on the windowsill, as if it had grown too heavy. “I have to go back later, though. I just—”

			“What? You just what?” God, why couldn’t he stop being such a jerk to her? Maybe because every second he spent breathing white-grape sunlight caused a buildup in his chest, crowding his insides and threatening to spill free. It wasn’t so much being a jerk as trying to hide his panic.

			Abby smoothed a hand down the skirt of her dress, big hazel eyes trained on him. “I just don’t like that I’ve deleted about a hundred text messages to you since Monday, okay? Or not knowing if you’ll want to hang out with me again.” She rolled her right shoulder back. “I know I took advantage of you. But I apologized, Russell. And to be perfectly honest, I think you’re taking this silent treatment a little too far. And now I find out you have this whole other life—”

			“Back up.” She’d written and deleted messages to him. Messages that would never reach his phone. That knowledge was a shotgun bullet right in the gut. “What was that first part, again?”

			“I took advantage of—”

			“Yeah. That part.” His booted footsteps created an echo as he approached her. “Don’t ever say or think that bullshit again. Are we clear?”

			Her back pressed against the wall when he got close enough to touch, her brow wrinkling. “But it’s true, I—”

			Russell laid his palms flat above her head, pulses pounding wildly all over his body. His temples, his chest, below his belt. “I’m warning you, Abby.”

			That was the exact moment he showed his hand. And he didn’t know if he held aces or a deuce-seven off-suit. He only knew based on Abby’s curious expression that he’d just alerted her to the fact that a decision hung in the balance. It was hers to make, and the result was his backing off or going forward.

			Or maybe there was no decision at all. Had it all been decided Monday night in her bedroom? The first time she’d walked out onto her building’s stoop and he’d sunk like a stone beneath a crashing wave? He didn’t know. But hearing her blame herself for their becoming physical simply wouldn’t fly. Not when he’d wrung his dick out nightly for the last six months, pretending like she was watching it happen, gasping in approval, and kissing his neck. Christ. His Abby had been defiled by him so many times, a number didn’t exist. She would take the blame for what happened between them over his dead body.

			Long seconds of Abby’s studying his face had passed, as if she could discern what was taking place in his head when even he didn’t have a fucking clue. Those eyes were obscured a moment by her eyelashes, and Russell could feel that gaze move over his erect cock where it tented his jeans, then shoot back up. He expected surprise, maybe more confusion. Instead, he got relief and excitement. No. Not that. He couldn’t handle that.

			Her sweet, ripe tits rose and fell on a shudder. “I’m sorry I used the situation to my advantage, Russell. It was wrong of m—”

			He kissed Abby. Abby. He . . . kissed Abby. Sensation exploded in his head like an atom bomb, incinerating everything in its path. No, not everything. Only the negative, replacing it with optimism, relief, elevating him above anything that could touch him beside her. That’s how good—how right—she tasted. Like a beast that had been chained for centuries, and the second those imaginary chains fell away, he attacked without hesitation. Stopping now was a hysterical notion because her arms were around his neck, her body flattened against the wall . . . by him. Yeah, that was him grinding every inch of himself to her, branding her, imprinting the pattern of his muscles and flesh on Abby. He was kissing Abby.

			The resonance of her name cut a path through the ringing in his skull. If he continued kissing her like this, her virginity would be as good as gone. Even now, her inexperience showed, her tongue testing itself against his. A tentative lick that almost sent him ejaculating against the fly of his jeans. He moaned into her mouth, telling himself one more minute, just one more.

			Better make it count. Russell gripped a fistful of her hair and rotated it, wrapping the long strands tight and forcing her head back. With his other hand, he urged her chin lower so he could invade her mouth deeper, get another one of those self-conscious touches of her tongue because fuck they were perfection and misery all rolled into one. She gave one to him—yes, God—and he felt the stroke in his dick, as if that pulsing part of him were inside her mouth, rather than his tongue. A vision of Abby on her knees gave him no choice but to press her harder against the wall, lest he urge her to the floor. Goner . . . he was a goner.

			He felt her hand flatten against his chest and push, then pat pat pat. Breathe. Shit, she needed to breathe. Alarm managed to break through Russell’s lust, and he broke away on a harsh groan, scanning her face to make sure he hadn’t killed her. Just one look and she killed him instead. Damp, swollen lips, face flushed pink . . . achingly beautiful. Like some untouched maiden sent into the woods to pick apples who had found herself ravaged by a wolf instead. That settled it. He’d have to sleep in the other bedroom. Abby, this moment, would never fade.

			She shifted, and her belly dragged over his hard cock, ripping a growl from his throat. Her mouth fell open as if stunned by his reaction, making him frantic to kiss her again, so he banged his forehead against the wall and kept it there.

			“You are attracted to me,” she murmured, voice husky in a way he’d never heard it . . . and tinged with that same relief he’d glimpsed in her expression before. Why the hell was she surprised by his wanting her? Didn’t she realize he’d walked out of her bedroom because it was for the best? Slapping her ass hadn’t been enough of a hint that he didn’t know a damn thing about being with a virgin? Or . . . making love? He wasn’t the kind of man she deserved. His tastes in bed were only one part of why he couldn’t make her happy. So maybe she needed a reminder. One that would leave no question unanswered.

			“Abby, attraction is a weak-ass term for what’s going on here. It doesn’t begin to describe what I’d like to do to you.”

			“Wh-which is?”

			He placed his mouth against her ear, the truth coming out on a rush of breath. “I’d like to bang your little virgin brains out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			OH. OH, BOY.

			Longing moved like smoke in Abby’s middle, wafting lower and growing dense. She should have slapped him across his face for saying those words, but some female intuition that had been sorely lacking in her life until this point stayed her hand, telling her a slap was exactly what Russell wanted. He expected her to be horrified and run from the house like a scandalized church girl. Too bad she wasn’t budging. Because the same way she’d always appreciated Russell’s rough-around-the-edges attitude toward her—the way he treated her like no one had ever dared—she liked the way he’d just spoken to her. A lot.

			The evidence that Russell wanted her dug into her belly, no less big and swollen than when they’d been kissing. Seriously, could what they’d just done even be termed a kiss? Mouths participated in a kiss, whereas Russell had made it into a full-contact sport, rubbing their bodies together like he meant to start a fire with the friction, exploring her mouth as if he’d been starved for it.

			Had he? His hot, rapid breaths against her neck told her . . . yes. This man she had so many confusing but exciting feelings for wanted her back. A wealth of shiny bubbles sailed through her chest. This was good news, right? Why had he stopped kissing her? She’d caught her breath and wanted more, darn it. But his posture was that of someone heading for the gallows. If he needed encouragement, she was all too ready to provide it. When he’d left her Monday night, her body hadn’t been ready to say good-bye. Neither had her mind. Both were tired of being in the dark about the unknown, so much that the unfulfilled ache worsened with each passing day.

			So, encourage she would. And if Russell thought he was the only one who could shock someone, he had another think coming.

			“Russell.” Abby ran a hand down his back, let it mold to the tight swell of his ass, the bold act ratcheting up her excitement another ten degrees. “Do you want to bang my little, virgin brains out on the floor or against the wall?”

			His breathing cut off—he didn’t move—for what felt like hours. His erection remained ridged between them, though, so she didn’t give in to the urge to start rambling. No taking it back now, was there? Good. She didn’t want to.

			Finally, he pulled back and drilled her with a look. “You sure as hell better not let me off the hook for saying that to you, Abby. You better get pissed, or else—”

			“Or else what?” His gaze darkened in a way she’d never seen. It didn’t alarm her, though. No, they were on the edge of breaking past something, and she wanted to race straight into the eye of the storm. “What are you going to do? Frown me to death?” She deliberately let her attention fall to his mouth. “Or something more interesting?”

			His fists thumped the wall above her head. “You’re getting yourself into trouble here, angel.”

			The nickname sent another shot of bubbles twirling inside her, but she squashed each one to nothingness. It wasn’t special. She was an adult with realistic expectations, and this encounter didn’t have to be a fairy tale. Right now, her only wish was for Russell to stop holding back. “What does trouble mean? Show me—” Her words ended in a gasp when Russell dropped a hand from the wall and reached under her dress. The feel of his big, work-roughened touch squeezing her bottom—tight, so tight—burned away any remaining doubts that she wanted to take it further, but Russell’s dark expression told Abby she had work to do.

			“You deserve a man who will ask permission before he does this.” He pulled the material of her thong tight against her center, teeth sinking into his bottom lip as he performed the breath-stealing move. “This, too.”

			“I gave it to you.” Her voice shook, thighs clenching as moisture rushed between them. “Stop treating me like I don’t know my own mind.”

			Something resembling panic glimmered in his expression before it was gone. “Look. What we did the other night, what you’re asking me for now . . . you’ll do that with your husband. Or . . . or a boyfriend someday. Not me. Not now.”

			She reached up and ran her nails over his shaved head, feeling encouraged by the shiver that passed through him, his eyes closing. “Russell—”

			“No.” He snagged her wrists and pinned them to the wall but seemed to realize immediately the new position had been a mistake because it only brought their bodies more flush. Determined to use every advantage, she pushed her breasts higher, tilted her hips, and absorbed the groan that rumbled in his chest. “Abby, please. I like things you’re not used to.” His gaze strayed to her breasts, and they swelled beneath his attention. “You’ll end up with someone who knows what a girl like you needs. Someone who treats you right.”

			“No one treats me better than you,” she whispered against his mouth. “You only pretend otherwise. I trust you.”

			A broken sound left him, but still he shook his head. “Think about it. You want to introduce me to you father? Huh?”

			The one thing she hadn’t been prepared for him to say impacted her like a snowball in the face. Not because she would feel an ounce of shame introducing Russell to her family—how dare he even suggest it—but because for the last half hour, she’d forgotten about the difficult situation with her family, the responsibility on her shoulders. God, she couldn’t introduce anyone to her father even if she wanted to. An image of her desk, her overflowing in-box popped in to say hello and polarized her. Stress stomped through her stomach like a college marching band.

			“That’s what I thought,” Russell said, pulling away, his face grave. “It’s a good thing, all right? Believe me, the last thing I’m in the market for is a girlfriend.”

			Abby sagged against the wall in the absence of his weight, her mind performing a frantic dance to catch up. Did Russell actually think her reaction had been over the thought of his meeting her father? A knot twisted in her stomach at the realization. He was walking away without giving her a chance to explain—and suddenly she didn’t want to. This friend who knew her better than anyone thought her nothing more than a materialistic rich girl who cared about appearances. Just like everyone at the office.

			For the second time that afternoon, she probably should have run from the house without so much as a backward glance. But that would have been too easy. She wanted—needed—to regain this sense of loss that multiplied every step Russell took away from her. More than that, though, she was tired of being controlled by the expectations of others. You’ll end up with someone who knows what a girl like you needs. How could he spout such nonsense when she didn’t even know?

			Well. She knew one thing. Her body felt . . . hot and neglected. Even after he’d reduced her to a petty rich girl, she still wanted him to touch her. Enough to make her flesh heat over the way his body moved. Shoulder muscles bunched, backside outlined by his faded jeans. Swaggering. Always swaggering. She wanted to rid him of that self-assurance—that assurance of everything—and turn him as needy as she felt.

			When Russell reached the door, he laid a big hand on the jamb and turned, features tight as he looked everywhere but at her.

			“Come on, I’ll walk you to the train.”

			Sti cazza. In another, more appropriate term, screw this. With a silent prayer for courage, Abby found the hem of her sundress and peeled the garment over her head, letting it fall to the floor. “I’m not ready to leave yet.”

			There was a split second where she almost scooped her dress off the floor and covered herself back up. Russell might have seen her bare butt Monday night, but she’d never been seen in less than a bathing suit. Not by a man. Thanks to the pale color of her strapless dress, she’d worn a white, strapless bra and matching thong and—crap—was that even sexy? She had no earthly idea.

			Doubts fell from her consciousness like a cup of overturned paper clips when Russell stalked forward, prowling across the room and shifting the air around her. This impulsive disrobing had started as an act of rebellion, but now a furnace blast hit her head to toe. The raindrops pelted the window in time with her jumping pulse. The fierceness in his eyes told her to expect being pinned against the wall again, but it never happened. Instead, he fell to his knees in front of her, gripped her bottom . . .

			And buried his face between her thighs.

			A multitude of new sensations overwhelmed Abby, sending her falling back against the wall. His stubble rasped over her smooth skin, his rough hands yanking her hips closer so he could rub his mouth back and forth over her most sensitive spot. Cursing over and over under his breath, he pressed his forehead tight against her core, nudged and dragged, all through her cotton panties. There wasn’t a part of his face that didn’t touch her, burn her through the material.

			Very slowly, he stood, trailing his tongue up her belly until he reached her breasts. As he stared, his gaze voracious, her nipples went so tight, it hurt to keep them contained. Before she could remove her bra, Russell’s voice grated along her firing nerve endings. “All that, everything I said, and you still want it, angel?” The hint of pain in his tone had her reaching for him, but he grabbed her wrists. “You’ll be sorry.”

			“Stop acting like you’ll hurt me. You couldn’t.”

			Russell released a shaky exhale. “You’ve misplaced your faith in me.” He freed her hands, only to flick open the front snap of her bra. “I should be zipping you back into your girl-next-door dress and sending you home with those cupcakes.” Both sides of her bra were shoved aside, exposing her peaked breasts. Russell muttered something that sounded like little peaches, before his hands closed around them and lifted, squeezed, massaged. “Instead of sending you home, I’m going to find out what a virgin tastes like.”

			Her feet left the floor as Russell swung her into his arms, turned, and placed her on the worktable. Despite the abrasive surface, Abby could only replay his words. Could only experience the massive anticipation as Russell peeled off his T-shirt to reveal the tattooed, hair-covered chest she’d been fantasizing about since Monday night.

			“You like the way I look?” Hands braced on either side of her hips, he leaned down and sucked her left nipple into his mouth. “That’s good, angel. You’re looking at the first man to tongue-fuck your uptown pussy.”

			Blood roared in her ears, keeping time with the storm outside. A burst of irritation tried to wend its way through her need, but she fought it off. So close. She was so close to feeling something she’d always wondered about. “I love the way you look,” she said. “I wish I could see all of you.”

			His jaw flexed. “If I showed you all of me right now, I’d have to give you all of me.” He licked across to her right breast and flicked her nipple with his tongue. “And if you want to know the truth, I haven’t stroked myself off since last night. It would be too hard and too fast. You’d walk funny for a week.”

			“Oh. That wouldn’t be good,” she murmured, her words ending in a sob as he pushed her knees wider. As if he was mad at her for not taking him to task over his blunt speech. Even now, was he hoping she would call it off? She didn’t understand the sudden pang of tenderness for him, only knew she’d missed something along the way. Something he was experiencing alone. Before she could check the impulse, Abby reached out and cupped his stubbled face. “I haven’t stroked myself off since last night, either, if it makes you feel better.”

			A laugh boomed out of him before he cut it off with a single shake of his head. “Fuck, Abby,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I shouldn’t be doing this, but I’m not good enough to stop now. You’re my fucking wet dream sitting there in those white panties.”

			“You dream about me?”

			This time, his laugh was all pain, no humor. By way of response, he curled his fingers around the crotch of her panties, nudging her clit in the process, and stripped them down her body. “Get on your damn back, Abby.”

			She hadn’t even finished reclining onto the coarse surface when Russell’s mouth found her. At first, just the explicitness of having another person touching her so intimately sent a thrill blasting up her spine. Like before, when she’d worn her panties, he chafed her center with his face. Cheeks, chin, mouth. Making her feel cherished in a way maybe he didn’t know how to vocalize? No. Stop thinking. Focus on the—

			Pleasure. Abby’s body convulsed on a moan. Holy shit. Her hands scrambled for something to anchor her to the table as the physical equivalent of a scream went off below her belly button. Her belly bottomed out like she’d just flipped upside down on a roller coaster. She’d touched herself in the same place many times, but the smooth glide of Russell’s tongue would forever ruin self-pleasure for her. With his left hand, he traced a pattern up her arched torso to palm her breast, his tongue busy on her clit. Automatically, she rushed to cup the other one, rub a thumb over her aching nipple so she could experience the answering tug between her legs.

			Russell broke away on a growl to scoop her backside into his hands. Abby stared in awe at the transformation in him. His eyes were bright, as if he was running a fever. “If you weren’t a virgin, I’d have two fingers nice and deep.” He laid a kiss on top of her clit. “We’re going to keep this baby innocent today, though. Mostly. Nothing innocent about your legs wrapped around my head, is there?”

			Abby double-checked through hazy vision and saw her legs were still spread. “L-legs wrapped around—” He sucked her clit into his mouth and Abby screamed, legs closing around him, thighs pressing against his ears. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

			The hands on her bottom tightened, punishing her flesh with bruising strength as he sucked and released, flicked his tongue against her tortured bud, then sucked again. She loved the mix of pleasure and pain so much, she begged for his hands back when they suddenly disappeared. In the far-off distance, she heard the metallic zing of a zipper and the grunt that followed. His lips shook around her clit a moment, before they firmed again and gave one final pull, shooting Abby over the finish line.

			“Russell,” she cried, reaching out to tug his head closer, without shame. She had no capacity to feel anything but beautiful, blazing relief as every muscle she possessed clenched like an iron fist. “I can’t breathe.”

			Abby didn’t realize her eyes were closed until they opened to find Russell standing over her . . . with his erection in his hand. It looked heavy and painful as his touch moved base to tip in hurried movements, his ridged abdomen flexing as he stroked. “Jesus, I’m sorry. It’s too much. You know how fucking sweet you taste?”

			“What do you need?” The words tumbled out before she knew what they meant. Russell’s agonized groan hit her with a brutal punch, forcing her into a sitting position. “Do you want me to—”

			He let go of his erection. Abby only had a second to watch in fascination as it bobbed against his belly, before he yanked her off the table, spun her around and bent her forward. “Say what you were going to say,” he demanded, laying his arousal on her backside and pumping his fist around it once more. “Do I want you to what?”

			A mixture of shock and renewed heat coursed through her. She focused on the latter, marveling over how desired it made her feel. How bad. “Do you want me to suck it, Russell?”

			Her name sounded strangled as he shouted it, just before she felt warm moisture coating her bottom. “Ah, Christ. Christ. That ass has been teasing me for months. I’d love to give it a good fucking smack.”

			“Do it,” she gasped, craving the new, the unexpected. Wanting to ease the misery she’d seen etched into his face even if she didn’t fully understand how it would help. “Please.”

			Abby’s body jolted against the table, hips bumping the hard edge as Russell’s palm connected with her offered bottom. Her mouth fell open in a silent cry, fingers scratching at the table’s surface. Oh. I-I want more of that. A new, almost stickier pleasure ticked the inside of her thighs, feathered the inside of her belly. She wanted Russell to do it again so she could explore the new development, but her backside was covered with soft material—a T-shirt?—the evidence of what they’d done being wiped away.

			When Russell finished, she turned to find him facing the other direction, refastening his jeans. His shoulder and back muscles were tense, movements jerky. Abby’s self-consciousness didn’t just creep in—it roared—until he glanced at her over his shoulder and she saw shame in his gaze as it moved over her.

			“Goddammit.” His hands found his hips, head falling forward. “I told you, Abby. I told you, and you wouldn’t listen.” Then quieter, “I’m sorry, angel.”

			Abby crossed to her discarded dress and stepped inside, pulling it back up around her, feeling as though she was preparing for battle. No . . . there was a battle there, right in front of her. Intuition wouldn’t let her deny it. The battle might not end today or in the near future. She didn’t know what the outcome would be should she lose or win. But she had no choice but to fight. Starting now. “I’m not sorry.”

			“Oh, yeah?” His boots scraped on the floor as he turned, visibly pissed off. “Do you have any idea where these . . . things I want to do to you end? I don’t. I don’t know.” His Adam’s apple rose and fell. “How can I want to protect you and want to do them at the same time?”

			Abby’s heart lurched. “Do you only want to do them to me?”

			His breath whooshed out. An answer seemed to be on the tip of his tongue, but he turned away and wouldn’t meet her eyes. “This can’t be permanent, Abby. I’m sorry if that’s what you expected, but—”

			“You’re not in the market for a girlfriend. I remember that part.” Pain and embarrassment threatened, but she kept her features schooled. Again, she experienced the feeling that something was eluding her. Sure, her physical relationships with men had been limited to awkward high-school dances and the rare kiss, but she couldn’t remember any of them behaving like Russell did when they touched. Would he treat any girl the same way? Her intuition said no, but if she pushed and turned out to be wrong, the resulting humiliation would be awful.

			So he didn’t want a girlfriend. Did she want Russell to be her boyfriend? She hadn’t allowed herself to consider it, but now that her mind had presented the question?

			Yes. Yes, if that meant spending more time with him. Having him touch her whenever she wanted. At the very least, she wanted to try, but only if Russell wanted it, too. He didn’t. Should she leave, then? Forget today ever happened? Or trust her gut, trust him, and have faith the missing puzzle piece would eventually fall into place? The alternative was leaving now, letting Russell go on believing she deserved someone better and losing her chance to explore this daring, new side of herself. And wow, it had felt good letting her inhibitions go and just feeling.

			“I don’t need a boyfriend,” she said, even though it felt dishonest. Even though it made her throat tighten. So she tempered it with honesty. “But I need this.”

			Russell paled. “Please, don’t do this to me.”

			“What am I doing to you?” Abby waited, but he didn’t answer, merely watched her like she’d just buried an ice pick in his chest. It made no sense. He was attracted to her but didn’t want a relationship. Shouldn’t her offer make him happy? “You, uh . . . you don’t have to answer now. I need to get back to work, anyway. So . . .” She headed in the direction of the door, having to bypass Russell to get there. His tense energy warned her to give him space, but she didn’t want to get used to avoiding him, so she stopped and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Bye, Russell.”

			He didn’t say a word or move a muscle as she left the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			RUSSELL MADE SURE no one was watching as he cracked open the beat-up paperback book and continued reading. If Alec caught him reading a romance novel on his lunch break, the ball-breaking he’d receive would be the stuff of nightmares. Honestly, he would deserve every painful second of it, but nothing could force him to put the goddamn thing down. It had started as a guilty exploration, or possibly his newly revealed masochistic streak, but when he’d noticed Darcy reading The Dark Duke’s Virgin Bride over breakfast, he’d pocketed it without a second thought. Unfortunately, the more Russell read, the certainty that he was screwed with Abby only amplified.

			With another furtive glance over his shoulder, he read on.

			Dreading the inevitable pain he would cause Violet, Sebastian paused at the barrier of her virginity, sucking in a breath at the loveliness of her naked body. The way her breasts shook with excited breaths, even though her eyes held a touch of nerves.

			Right. Okay. Russell was with the Duke so far. Hot virgin. Check. Shaking breasts. Double check.

			Violet’s bit her lip as Sebastian pushed forward, speaking of discomfort that couldn’t be avoided. He tried to console himself with the knowledge her pain would only be temporary. That she would finally be his.

			This is where the head shaking started. The duke was one selfish motherfucker, wasn’t he? As far as Russell could tell, Violet hadn’t wanted any part of the marriage to some weird-ass recluse in the first place. She’d only agreed to wed the dude to save her disgraced family from bankruptcy. Didn’t the duke give a shit that he was taking away her freedom? She’d be stuck with him for life.

			Sebastian braced his hands on either side of Violet’s hips and whispered a heartfelt apology beside her temple. With a single, measured drive, he claimed his bride as his wife in every sense of the word. Her body tensed beneath his much larger one, a cry of surprise passing her lips. “I’m sorry,” Sebastian rasped, sweat beginning to dot his brow. “The pain will pass in but a moment. I won’t move until then, but . . . ah, you feel so perfect, Violet.”

			Russell shoved the book into his glove compartment, wondering why the hell he’d waited to read the sex scene while at work. Operating a buzz saw with a hard-on probably wasn’t the wisest move.

			“Damn books should come with a warning,” he muttered, adjusting his cock through his work pants. Nothing could stop him from replacing himself with the duke and the lip-biting Violet with Abby, however. Which was completely out of bounds. Before yesterday, he’d only dreamed of going all the way with Abby in moments of total weakness. Since she’d shown up with cupcakes and offered to get on her knees for him? He’d mentally fucked sweet, little Abby up one side and down the other, in several positions, in every room in his house. Immediately after he came—every single time—he would renew his vow never to sleep with her in real life. Never. He could not let it happen. But nothing short of a lobotomy could stop him from picturing it. Over and over and fuuuuuck.

			Would Abby cry out in pain like that when he got inside her? The duke was a class-A prick in Russell’s estimation, but man, the way he’d just stayed still while Violet got used to him? Admirable. Russell was pretty sure he’d fail then and there. When he got physical with Abby, something inside him took over. He’d never been gentle in bed, but he’d never spanked a girl. He’d never wanted to pin a girl down and never let her up, the impulse so intense it choked him. Scared him. If he hurt Abby, going on with his life would be torture. Every waking minute would hurt.

			But that’s exactly what he was considering, wasn’t it? I don’t need a boyfriend, but I need this. Need. Abby needed something from him, and his every instinct, at all times, demanded he give her anything and everything she needed. It was a compulsion. An honor. His intention yesterday had been to drive her away, show her how unworthy he was, what an asshole he could be. Instead of cursing at him in Italian as he’d expected, she . . . she’d kissed his cheek.

			Russell realized his palm was pressed to the side of his face and forced his hand to drop. If she’d only stormed out, calling him every name in the book. That he might have been able to handle. But she’d offered him no-strings-attached sex, and he didn’t know if enough nobility in the world existed for him to pass that up. Not with Abby. Maybe he could say no at that moment, but put her in front of him with her dress off again? He’d be a fucking goner.

			Having a physical relationship with Abby without labeling her as his girlfriend was low. So damn low. Move over Duke Sebastian, there’s a new dickhead in town. But Russell had woken up this morning with a glimmer of hope lodged in his rib cage, refusing to budge. What if. What if. What if. He had the bank meeting next week. If by some miracle he secured the loan, Hart Brothers Construction could go to the next level. It would take a shit ton of hard work, but it would be enough to give a comfortable life to Abby. More comfortable than the one his father had provided his mother. And if Russell could have Abby in his life, he’d work fifteen jobs and still take side gigs.

			So, as of now, he had a plan. A plan to be with Abby if everything went exactly right. If he managed to put on a suit and convince the loan officer he was a responsible man with a vision to expand his business, he’d ask her to be patient while he built it into the best damn construction company in New York City. He couldn’t believe he was allowing himself to even consider a future with her, but after yesterday, resistance was futile. He needed Abby.

			Now he just had to avoid her until then, so he didn’t fuck everything up. He couldn’t allow them to become friends with benefits, something that would be beneath her. God, did she really believe that was all he wanted to offer her? Thought he didn’t feel enough to give her the real thing? Knowing that hurt after how close they’d become, but he’d fix it. He’d fix everything soon.

			A knock on his truck window sent him shooting up in the driver’s seat, his head hitting the ceiling with a bang. “What the—” He turned to find Ben staring back at him through the window, sipping a paper cup of coffee and looking highly amused. He stepped back when Russell pushed the door open. “What are you on a field trip or something, professor?”

			“Nope.” Ben surveyed the construction site. “Although, I have no doubt my English students would learn some colorful language here.”

			“Fucking-a.” Russell shut the driver’s side door and leaned against the sun-heated side. “What brings you and those shiny loafers to this neck of the woods?”

			“You didn’t answer your cell phone, and I need a head count.”

			“For?”

			“A road trip to the Hamptons. Tomorrow through Sunday.” Ben shrugged and tossed his now-empty cup into the nearby trash can. “Honey and Roxy came up with the idea, and since I don’t have a death wish, here I stand.”

			Russell frowned. “Death wish?”

			“Take Abby out of town without telling you? I’d like to keep my anatomy intact.”

			“Abby.” Russell stood up straighter. Of course she was going. Those three girls didn’t do anything apart anymore. Except for surprise trips to Queens, apparently. And while he wanted to laugh off Ben’s assumption that he’d blow his top if she went out of town without his knowledge . . . it had been accurate. For the million and first time that day, he wondered where the hell this protectiveness with Abby ended. Did it end? Would it grow? The back of his neck had already started to sweat, just envisioning her in a car driving farther and farther away. “Where did they come up with this idea?”

			The way Ben eyed him made Russell nervous about what was coming. “Between you and me, Honey mentioned that Abby’s been stressed. They thought the trip might help—”

			“Stressed about what?” Based on Ben’s raised eyebrow, Russell knew he’d shouted the question. Christ, please don’t let it be because of him. It couldn’t be. Could it? She’d seemed tired yesterday, but no more than she had been for the last month. But that was due to work. Right? She’d been working too hard. Why hadn’t he thought of getting her out of town?

			Ben gave his shoulder a shove. “I assume from the smoke coming out of your ears that you’ve decided to join?”

			He was supposed to be avoiding her, dammit. The timing couldn’t have been worse. When he noticed Ben watching him curiously, he stalled. “Uh. Where is everyone staying?” Where will Abby be staying? Will she be safe?

			“That’s kind of the crazy part.” Ben adjusted his glasses. “Honey was all set to book some affordable motel until Abby casually mentioned her family owns an estate in Southampton. A big one. We’re staying there.”

			Russell’s stomach sank to the ground. An estate in Southampton. He could work seven days a week for the rest of his life and never give her that. Was there even a point in trying? Yeah. Fuck yeah there was . . . it was Abby. But he needed more time. He’d had a damn plan up until a minute ago. Now he was facing two days of being in the same house with Abby, knowing she was sleeping down the hall and wanting to continue what they’d started. A nightmare and a dream come true, rolled together in a ball of total mindfuckery.

			“Look, I checked, and there are enough bedrooms for you to keep Abby in the friend zone. If that’s what you want.” When Russell only stayed quiet, Ben laughed. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, man, but if Honey was going to be in a bikini on the beach, the only single girl in the bunch, I’d be shitting a brick.”

			“I’ll go,” Russell grated. “I’m going.”

			IT WAS SATURDAY morning. Abby should have been packing her travel case for a lazy, sunshine-laced weekend with her friends. Instead, she was staring over the top of her Mac computer screen at the company’s lawyer, Mitchell, and one visibly irritated stepmother. Her stepmother, to be exact.

			Abby had woken early, thinking to drop into the office to tie up some loose ends so she could relax over the weekend, but she’d stumbled upon a meeting between her stepmother and Mitchell, who were less than enthused about her impromptu vacation. Oh, they were trying to hide it, but her stepmother’s tell had always been rummaging through her purse. And the Balenciaga bag had been rummaged within an inch of its three-thousand-dollar life.

			“You’ll be on call, though, won’t you?” her stepmother asked, pulling out her wallet and replacing it seconds later. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled you’re finally taking advantage of the estate. I’ve been begging you to accompany me for a visit for years. But, Abigail—”

			“The situation here is minute to minute,” Mitchell interjected. “We appreciate the time and effort you’re putting in, as does your father.”

			Abby didn’t look up from her keyboard. “How would I know that when he won’t see me?”

			“Sweetheart, he doesn’t want you to see him this way. You know what a proud man your father is. Soon, I promise. Everything will be back to normal.”

			Abby inhaled deeply, reminding herself to stay calm. They weren’t in Southampton just yet, but she’d resolved to breathe this weekend. Over the last week, the pressure had mounted to the point where, not only was this trip meant for fun, it might even be necessary for her health. A thought that terrified her, knowing what her father had gone through at the helm of the company. “Yes, I know. And I have everything under control. If it makes you feel better, I’ll have my phone and laptop with me while I’m there.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard, entering reminders into next week’s calendar before switching screens to respond to a client email. “It’s not unusual for father to be unreachable by phone over the weekend. Our clients know they can communicate with him via email, and I’ll be there to handle any concerns.”

			“There is a conference call with Venezuela on Monday morning,” Mitchell said, consulting the datebook in his hand. “You’ll be back by then, won’t you? It’s your father’s account, and no one else is familiar with it.”

			“Yes. I’ll be back Sunday night.” She spun in her chair and opened a file-cabinet drawer, slipping out the client’s information. “I’ll take the file with me, so I’m up to speed. Is there anything else?”

			Her stepmother started to speak, but a familiar voice shouting in the hallway interrupted her. “Mayday, Mayday. We’re down one party girl. I repeat, party girl has gone rogue. Must recover.”

			Roxy.

			“Roger, that, chopper one.” Honey. “We’ve got our eyes peeled for an off-the-grid party girl. We’ve been advised her killer legs are registered weapons and will proceed with caution. Over and out.”

			When Roxy and Honey sailed into her office wearing goggles and duck-shaped flotation devices around their waists, Abby burst into laughter, ignoring her stepmother’s mask of horror. Not exactly a traditional way to introduce your best friends to your stepmother, but she wouldn’t have had it any other way. Dang. There was a tight welling in her chest telling her this weekend might be more in order than originally thought.

			Last night, she’d been lying in her bed, formulas and risk evaluations overflowing from every crevice of her brain, when Roxy and Honey had burst into her room like a pair of Tasmanian devils. As soon as she’d stopped screaming from the shock, Honey had pounced on her, holding her shoulders down as Roxy straddled her waist.

			“Thought this intervention was over, didn’t you?” Honey crooned.

			Every inch the actress, Roxy released a truly chilling, haunted-house cackle. “Oh, it has only just begun. We’re taking a road trip, baby.”

			Abby tried to get up, but Honey held fast. “Have you guys been hanging out with Louis’s twin sisters, or something?”

			“Say what you will, but the terror twins get shit done,” Roxy responded.

			“Just like we’re about to.” Honey’s face was poised inches above Abby’s. “We’re getting out of this city for the weekend. You’re going to relax if we have to tie you down and have a shirtless pool boy force-feed you Vienna sausages and chocolate.”

			“Honey Perribow, you are a straight-up natural at this,” Roxy praised.

			“It’s all in the delivery.”

			Abby had put up a token protest because her workload only seemed to triple every time she blinked, but her friends had feigned actual deafness until she said yes. And the minute she had, the sharpest edges of her anxiety started to ebb. Anxiety brought on not only by her workload but Russell’s radio silence. Maybe it was naïve on her part, but she’d expected him to stop her before she’d even gotten on the subway after leaving his house yesterday. Then again, when she returned home, she had been positive he would call, tell her he wanted to pursue the physical relationship she’d proposed. But . . . nothing. Nada. Suddenly, the one person who had always seemed hell-bent on her not getting hurt was doing the hurting. As a result, her confidence was taking a significant dip at a time when she really didn’t need any additional crappiness heaped on top of her.

			“Earth to Abby,” Roxy said, waving a hand in front of her face, reminding her four other people stood in the office. Staring at her. How long had she been zoned out?

			“Sorry.” Abby tucked some stray hair behind her ear and stood, shoving a handful of essential files into her laptop case. “Um. Mother, meet Honey and Roxy. My roommates and best friends.”

			Her stepmother’s smile was strained as she shook hands with the girls. “Are you planning to wear those . . . ducks while in Southampton?”

			“Don’t worry, we promise not to let your daughter be seen in one.” Roxy winked at Abby’s stepmother. “We brought her a frog.”

			Mitchell broke the horrified silence with a nervous laugh. “I hope there’s a pocket for your cell phone on that frog.”

			When Honey and Roxy both opened their mouths—no doubt to inform Mitchell and her stepmother that no work would be attempted or completed over the weekend—Abby jumped to intercede. “Come on. We don’t want to keep the guys waiting.”

			Her stepmother’s knuckles went white as she clutched her purse. “Guys?”

			Abby didn’t break stride as she sailed toward the door. “Yes. Guys. I’m twenty-four years old, and it’s about frickin’ time.”

			And holy hell. Not doing what was expected of her felt really good. She needed to make a habit of it. Starting this weekend.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			WHEN ABBY CAME into view on Ninth Avenue, Russell paused in his stride, hefting his duffel bag higher against his shoulder. That first eyeful of her always packed a punch, but it had the effect of a full-on knockout round now. She sat outside her building, perched on a designer suitcase that could probably pay his brother’s rent for six months. Honey and Roxy sat on either side of her, sipping from Starbucks cups in between conversation and bouts of laughter. Abby had this habit of laying her hand on someone’s shoulder and giggling when they said something funny, and she did it just then to Honey, making his throat hurt.

			God help him this weekend when it came to keeping his hands off her. She looked angelic, with her thin, white T-shirt tucked into a short, flowery skirt. What did it say about him that he only wanted to get that angel on her ever-loving back? Naked and moaning, the way she’d been Thursday afternoon in Queens.

			No. Maybe his logic was twisted, but he needed to keep Abby . . . untouched. At least in the final way that mattered. If he could manage that Herculean feat a while longer, just until he knew a future between them was even possible, that he could give her a happy life, he’d be a candidate for sainthood.

			Russell tipped his head back and breathed through his nose. “I am not my dick. My dick does not make decisions for me.”

			A passing woman started walking faster, and Russell sighed. Best to keep his new mantra internal the next time he felt the need to repeat it in public. And he had a feeling he’d be chanting it like a motherfucker before the weekend was over.

			“Russell,” Roxy yelled from across the street. “Did you forget where we live?”

			“Hint,” Honey chimed in, gesturing with her coffee cup. “We’re sitting right in front of it.”

			Russell smirked at them as he crossed Ninth Avenue, sufficiently reminded that although his dick would be having a rough weekend, the rest of him would have fun. While his focus was always on Abby, he’d developed a pretty serious soft spot for his buddies’ girlfriends. Not that he was insane enough to let them know it. Once women knew they could smile and get a favor out of you, they turned into loaded weapons. Some women, at least. Abby waited until he offered, then smiled.

			One of the first warning signs that he was lost over Abby had been one month into their friendship. Louis threw a surprise party for Roxy one night after she’d landed her first big acting role. He’d noticed Abby walking into the apartment with liquor bottles, setting them on the counter and heading back out into the hallway. Twice she’d done it before he’d gotten frustrated enough to ask her if she needed help carrying something. Turned out, there’d been three heavy cases of liquor for the party sitting downstairs, and she’d planned on carrying the contents up, two bottles at a time. Instead of asking for help.

			Russell had stacked the three boxes on top of one another and brought them to the apartment, grumbling about stubborn women the entire way. But when he’d set them down in the kitchen, he’d turned to find Abby beaming at him like a certified hero. God, if she’d asked him to jump out the window at that moment, he would have leapt without a thought.

			As he approached the girls, however, Abby wasn’t looking at him like a hero. She wasn’t looking at him at all, and it instantly fucked him up. If he didn’t suspect it would show his hand, Russell would have flung himself down on the sidewalk and begged Abby to ask him for a favor. Anything. Anything in the world so he could go get it for her. A pink armadillo. A flower from the highest peak in the Swiss Alps. A baby goat. Whatever. He just wanted her to look at him the way she always had. Before he’d slapped her ass and sent her back to Manhattan. Jesus, he was a prize asshole.

			You’re going to fix it. Just hang in there.

			“Hey,” he said, his voice reminding him of sawdust. “Where’s your old ball and chains?”

			Roxy appeared to register Abby’s lack of greeting but didn’t comment, thanks be to God. “Louis is picking up the Zipcar—or Zipvan, really. Ben is—”

			“Right here,” Ben said from behind Russell, opening his arms just in time for Honey to fling herself into them. He kissed his girlfriend’s forehead and tucked her against his side with a smile that had contentment written all over it. “Louis is en route. Roxy? Try not to freak out.”

			“Why?” the actress tilted her head, but Ben stayed quiet. “Shit. What did he—”

			A series of three loud beeps interrupted Roxy, her face not even bothering to register shock as a white, stretch limousine glided to a stop at the curb. Louis popped out through the sunroof and spread his arms wide. “Did someone call for a ride?”

			“Louis McNally II.” Roxy stomped her foot. “You did not.”

			“I did.” When Roxy crossed her arms and made no move to enter the limo, Louis sighed. “I’d rather hold my girl than a steering wheel for three hours. Don’t be mad at me, Rox. I got overexcited at the prospect of seeing you in a bathing suit.”

			When Roxy’s lips twitched, Russell knew the fight would end the way all fights ended between his ex-playboy best friend and Roxy. A shit ton of PDA. So he tuned out and let his gaze roam over the limousine, wondering how much Louis had dropped on the damn thing. More than he could afford to chip in on, probably, which left a bad taste in his mouth. He didn’t fault his friend—the guy was generous to a fault—but Russell preferred to pay his way.

			Abby rolled her suitcase to the back of the limo, as if she’d done the same hundreds of times. Well versed in this world of limousines and weekend trips to the Hamptons. The driver appeared, presumably to help Abby lift her luggage into the trunk, but before Russell registered his own movement, he’d lunged forward to perform the task himself.

			Well, at least she’s looking at you now, dumb-ass.

			“Thank you,” she murmured.

			Russell swallowed a baseball-sized lump. “I bet you packed a bunch of high heels just to drive me crazy.”

			Her expression warmed. “Someone has to do it.”

			“Excuse me,” the driver said from behind them, forcing Russell to step away from Abby so the guy could load the other suitcases. Frankly, he wasn’t thrilled over the fact that some stranger was going to be responsible for Abby’s safety for the next three hours, but he figured everyone would give him shit if he asked to see a license.

			Abby seemed to remember something at the last second, reaching into the trunk to pull an item out of her suitcase before climbing into the running vehicle. Russell finished helping the driver load the luggage and followed. As he ducked through the entrance, he kept his face neutral, so no one would realize it was his first time in a limo. Jesus, the inside was huge. They could have fit another eight people comfortably. Ben and Honey were cozied up just inside the door, Roxy and Louis making out, as expected, a few feet down the middle row.

			Abby sat closest to the driver, trying not to look uncomfortable over being alone. Of course, everyone assumed he would sit beside her. And why wouldn’t they? That’s where he always sat. At her apartment. In the bar. Everywhere. This time should be no different.

			It was, though. After what they’d done together, sitting in the darkness on smooth, expensive leather was a temptation he didn’t need. Nor did he need Ben, Louis, or their sharper-than-hell girlfriends questioning him.

			Who the hell was he kidding? There was no choice. A mere ten seconds of seeing her all alone was turning him into a certified mental patient. Russell walked in a crouch toward Abby and dropped into the seat beside her, just as the limo started to move. “I’ll give it ten minutes before you fall asleep.”

			She looked affronted, but he caught a note of relief, too. “I’m wide-awake. I even brought an activity.”

			“An activity.”

			“Flash cards.” She dangled a Ziploc baggie in front of her. “You said I could help with your business-loan meeting at the bank. Did you think I’d forget a chance to discuss numbers?”

			Was it possible for a heart to burst through a man’s chest cavity? “You, uh. You still want to help me with that?”

			“Of course,” she said, too quickly. “Why wouldn’t I?”

			I’ve been an asshole, and she’s too sweet to punish me for it. What he wouldn’t have given at that moment to have the same freedom as his friends. To pull Abby onto his lap and kiss her however long he wanted. To turn off the blinding awareness that he felt like a poseur in this giant car on steroids, while everyone else appeared completely comfortable. Too bad the fancy ride and apparently free liquor that came with it only made the divide between him and Abby feel more pronounced. He hated it. Hated it. But there it was, like one of those neon lasers in a spy movie that would set off an alarm. “What’s on these cards?”

			Her shoulders relaxed. “There are eight questions a loan officer typically—”

			Music began pumping from speakers all around them—slow and bass-heavy—drowning out Abby’s voice. Russell threw an irritated look toward the opposite end of the car, but Ben merely gave him a thumbs-up and went back to staring at Honey. It took Russell a second to grasp why the loud music presented more of a problem than simply not being able to hear Abby speak. When her breath feathered his ear and lust spread to his groin, however, the clouds cleared and revealed the mind fuck.

			“Um.” Jesus, she was talking an inch from his neck, having scooted closer on the seat. “The first thing any bank officer will want to know is how you’ll use the loan proceeds, where exactly the funds will be allocated to help them make their money back the fastest.” She paused to lick her lips, and he almost died. “Some officers suggest a ten-year business model, but most would rather see a strong five-year plan than a thin, long-term one.”

			Huh. He’d been using the ten-year model in the meetings, but maybe he should reevaluate. This was Russell’s opening to inform her he’d been working on bank presentations for months. Presentations that had ultimately failed. She had no way of knowing how important securing the loan was to him—he’d never shared it with her or any of his friends for a good reason. If no one knew his ideal future hinged on being approved, no one could pity him if the bank stamped a big, red DENIED on his forehead.

			Furthermore, if he revealed any of that to Abby, she wouldn’t feel the need to coach him. And right now, with her bare thighs angled toward him, giving him hope of a panty flash, he was keeping his mouth shut. To his detriment. Because he was an Abby masochist. An Abbychist.

			Russell turned his head, so their cheeks were pressed together, giving him a lungful of white-grape sunshine. “We’ve got office space picked out over in Hollis. It’s small, but there’s a lot out back for storing equipment and supplies.” Voicing his plan, even partially, felt odd. But good. “Instead of paying rent to a landlord, we’d use half the loan to purchase the building. We’d rent out the top two floors to cover the mortgage, so most of our profit will go back into the business.”

			“That’s great,” she breathed, shifting against his side. “Will you hire more employees?”

			“Some.” Jesus, it was hot as hell in there and she smelled so good and that skirt had ridden up a little too high. “Mostly, we want to give our part-time guys a full-time gig. We’ll probably hire a secretary to search for jobs soliciting bids and submitting them for us. Alec and I would rather get our hands dirty than sit at a computer.”

			“A secretary?” Abby tilted her head back and met his gaze. “Like a girl?”

			“Now who’s the chauvinist?” Her eyes sparkled up at him in the darkness, and breathing became a challenge. “I’ll put you in charge of hiring the secretary. How’s that?”

			Her mouth curved into a smile. “I’m thinking a cheerful grandmother of ten named Martha. Or Deloris.”

			“Does Martha or Deloris bake?”

			“Oh, yes. She’s a retired pastry chef.”

			“Hire the woman.”

			Abby laughed, and Russell felt it against his lips, but she sobered before he got his fill. “You liked baked goods so much, yet you completely ignored the cupcakes I brought over on Thursday.” He barely had time to register surprise that she’d brought up their afternoon together, before she continued. “I know. Abby doesn’t make people uncomfortable or discuss sore subjects. But I just defied my stepmother for the first time since I was a teenager, so I’m kind of on a roll. I guess . . . you just have to deal with it.”

			“Okay,” he murmured, pride battling his shock. Somehow, this new development signaled impending disaster, but the determination on her face was so breathtaking, he couldn’t gather enough motivation to throw up a roadblock. “I never realized you were holding back.”

			Her gaze dropped a moment before lifting again. “I don’t want to anymore.”

			The husky change to her voice made his dick feel heavy. He felt like the coyote waiting for the anvil to fall on his head. Only Abby was way hotter than the roadrunner, with her tits rising and falling on shallow breaths. “Say what you want to say, angel.”

			Something flickered in her eyes at the nickname. Fuck, he needed to be careful here, but the darkness and pulsing music had wrapped them in a fleece blanket where reality couldn’t intrude. The absorbent sound swallowed his groan when she wet her lips, her adorable ass shifting on the seat. “I want you to fuck me, Russell.”

			“Goddammit,” he breathed, feeling like he’d just run fifteen miles in the blistering sun. Barbed wire damaged his insides, neck to stomach. But Jesus, below the sharp pain, his cock had hardened to the point of agony. His hands punished the leather seat, so he wouldn’t reach for her, settle her on his lap, and enter her pussy beneath that flimsy skirt. Would she whimper and twist around, trying to get off? Or would she let him talk her through her first time? What if he damaged the trust she’d placed in him by causing her pain? God, that would kill him. Just the act of sitting there beside her, knowing what she wanted and not acting, was a torture he could barely withstand. He wanted to end the torture. Wanted so badly to show her what the word fucking really meant . . . What it meant to him . . .

			“Say something,” she said beside his ear, distress evident in her voice, slicing him to ribbons. “I can never tell what you’re thinking anymore.”

			“You don’t want to know.”

			“Yes.” Her voice was firm. “I do.”

			The part of Russell that craved self-preservation encouraged him to tell her. It would push her away until he could sort his life out, sort these urges out. But would he ever get her back if she knew? There were no guarantees. Still, didn’t she deserve to know whom she wanted to gift with her virginity? “Abby, I . . .” He swallowed a handful of nails. “Did you like it when I spanked you?”

			She pressed her lips right up against his ear. “I liked it a lot.”

			Christ. She couldn’t realize what she was saying. Didn’t know any better. “There are other things I think about doing. I’m not sure . . . a normal guy, a good guy would want to do those things to you, Abby.”

			“What does normal mean? Some people would say a twenty-four-year-old virgin isn’t normal.” For a moment, he swore she was going to kiss him. Her lips were less than an inch from his, her eyelids at half-mast. He would have let her, too. Wouldn’t have had the willpower to stop her. “Whatever you are, Russell. That’s what I want.” His heart was pounding so violently, a response was out of the question. His love would have just poured out like water from a fire hose. He was grateful that she continued, until her words fully registered. “I know you don’t want anything serious, and that’s okay. We were friends before . . .” Her spine straightened in degrees. “ . . . and we’ll be friends after.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			MAYBE BRAVERY CAME in fragments. Back at the office and in the limousine, she’d had a bright burst of independence. She still couldn’t quite believe what she’d said to Russell. Or what he’d said in response. What was done was done, though. It couldn’t be taken back, and she didn’t want it to be. Rather, she couldn’t wait to assert herself again. Perhaps that explained why she’d feigned sleep promptly after propositioning her best friend and remained that way the duration of the trip. She’d been resting up for more speaking her mind. Right.

			Or it might have been an attempt to ignore the phone calls and emails she could already feel clocking in on her phone, vibrating the device in her purse. She didn’t have to check the screen to know it was her mother. Mitchell. But she wasn’t playing ball today.

			Abby tugged the key to the estate out of her purse, unable to resist smiling over her friends’ animated chatter as they wheeled their suitcases behind her on the driveway. Most of them were animated, anyway. Russell’s expression was carved from stone as he looked up at the thirty-thousand-square-foot vacation home Abby’s father had bought as a wedding present to her stepmother.

			Many of her childhood memories had been formed inside these walls although they weren’t all pleasant. If she could project them against a blank wall, an observer would say the memories were pretty. Beautiful, even. White, billowing curtains. Beautiful women in pastel dresses, their summer tans glowing. Glasses of sparkling, gold liquid being passed around. Drifting piano music. The fragrant smell of the Atlantic lifting the hair from her neck.

			Abby pushed open the front door and stepped aside to let everyone pile into the house. Louis threw a laughing Roxy over his shoulder and strode into the white-marble foyer, his expression one of familiarity, since his family’s money was on par with her own. They’d spoken about their summers in Southampton only briefly but had laughed over the fact that they might have been at some of the same parties as children. Honey stepped inside, her jaw dropping. Ben pushed it back up with a single finger and leaned in to kiss the back of her neck. Abby turned to find Russell hovering just outside the door, as if deciding whether or not to come inside.

			Unease swarmed in her belly. Russell had never voiced discomfort over her family’s abundance of money, but she’d always sensed it beneath the surface, seen him tense up when someone else picked up the tab at dinner. Now, though, seeing his hesitancy even to step past the threshold, she wondered how deep it ran. Over the last week, she’d started to question just how much Russell kept hidden.

			Seeing him so indecisive to take that single step toward her was hard, so Abby turned away and followed her friends into the kitchen. True to form, Louis and Roxy were already taking stock of the liquor in every cabinet, lining the bottles up on the counter. Ben had his arms wrapped around Honey as they stared out at the ocean view.

			Their excitement gave Abby a moment to get her bearings. She hadn’t ventured to Southampton since high school for a reason. The time she’d spent here growing up had been lonely. Blending into the colorless walls while parties swirled through the rooms. Not knowing how to include herself in conversations or even feeling interesting enough to do so.

			Then “the incident” had taken place.

			Something had felt different when she’d woken up that morning. She’d had a dream where she’d run screaming down the pristine Southampton beach, everyone staring at her and whispering behind their hands. She’d twirled and twirled and kicked up sand, not caring a single bit. Enjoying their criticism and that of her parents. When she woke from the vivid dream, her pulse had still been racing with the thrill. She hadn’t wanted to let go, wanted to hold on as long as possible. If she called the image of rebellious Abby to mind, she found she could breathe in the giant mausoleum of a house.

			So when her stepmother demanded she attend a stuffy, all-adult luncheon at the local country club—an activity where she would be prodded about her future, her weight, her clothing—she’d nearly broken out in hives. Her stepmother’s face when she said no was still perfectly detailed in her mind. And how it had looked afterward, when Abby started flinging breakfast plates across the kitchen, crushing china beneath her sensible ballet flats, shouting in a voice she couldn’t recognize, but it had felt so good.

			Until the following morning, when she’d woken to find her parents gone. A vacation from their vacation, which she’d known meant they’d needed a break from her. It was that morning she realized how easily people left. Summer-camp friends, classmates, parents. Once you cracked and revealed a nonfunctioning part, they bailed.

			Days had passed during those summers where she hadn’t been required to speak a single word. Silence had been a running theme that followed her into adulthood. Until recently. No more, though. When she spoke now, her friends listened. Her mother. Russell. She wasn’t that shy, awkward girl who’d learned to keep her opinion or any form of protest to herself. This weekend, she would replace the beige memories inside these walls with ones she could be proud of.

			Abby pushed the handle of her suitcase down and tossed the house key onto the counter. “So. Are we walking to the beach or hanging at the pool out back today?”

			“Can we drink at the beach?” Roxy asked over her shoulder.

			“Nope.”

			“Poolside gets this girl’s vote.”

			Honey hopped onto one of the stools surrounding the breakfast bar. “Seconded. I just have to change into my bathing suit.”

			“And I just have to assist her,” Ben deadpanned.

			“You’re such a giver, man.” Louis flipped a stack of red, Solo cups in his hand. “Who’s having a margarita?”

			Five hands went up just as Russell walked into the kitchen. “What are we voting on?”

			Abby tried not to let her relief over his appearance show. “Alcohol. What else?”

			“Count me in, but make it light. Wouldn’t want to get lost in this place.”

			There was just enough of an edge to Russell’s voice to give everyone pause. Abby watched a silent communication pass between Ben and Louis, but it happened so fast, Abby wondered if it had been inside her head. It made her mad; the feeling that she wasn’t involved in some secret. She didn’t appreciate being left out. Not inside this house, of all places.

			And there was more to her anger. A lot more. She’d been alienated by her coworkers for being the boss’s daughter. Been the rich girl whose silence was mistaken for superiority. It had sucked all those times, but to have Russell edging toward that same ridicule when she’d never been anyone but herself around him? The pain knocked the wind right out of her. Or tried to, anyway.

			Abby sauntered toward Louis, plucked a cup out of his hand, and poured herself three fingers’ worth of tequila. “If you’re so worried about getting lost, leave a trail of breadcrumbs, Hansel.” She tossed back a mouthful of liquor, her nose burning as it went down. “There are two rooms upstairs, three downstairs, and one in the pool house. Take your pick.” Down went the remaining tequila. “See you at the pool.”

			ABBY STARED DOWN at the selection of bathing suits on her bed, hands on hips. Gold, sparkly bikini, or black, modest one-piece? The corner of her mouth edged up as she let her floral skirt drop and stripped the T-shirt over her head. Gold sparkly. No question. It might be a little outrageous for her—okay, way outrageous—but she’d seen what Roxy and Honey had packed, so at least she wouldn’t be alone in her daring. She murmured a thank-you to whichever past visitor had left the garment behind in the guest-room bureau and put on the bikini.

			A look in the full-length mirror had her wincing, though. Had this thing belonged to a ten-year-old? It barely covered . . . anything. The thin triangles plumped her breasts, separated and pushed them high. The gold between her legs peeked out, covering only where necessary. Oh boy, no way could she wear this thing in public.

			Her gaze swung back to the basic, black bathing suit mocking her from the bed. Putting it on would feel like giving in. But her mother’s room was across the hall. Maybe she had a sarong or wrap she could wear over the gold bikini . . . kind of a modesty caveat? Abby gave her reflection an encouraging nod and headed for the door, hoping to sneak into the other room unseen and perform a quick search. But when she opened the door and poked her head out, Russell stood at the opposite door, one foot already inside.

			“You okay?” he asked, one eyebrow dipping low.

			“Fine.” She started to duck back into her room, intending to wait until Russell left for the pool before rooting through the closet.

			“Look . . . downstairs. I didn’t mean to—” He cut himself off. “Why are you hiding behind the door?”

			“I’m not dressed.”

			“Mmm.”

			Hot, neediness stoked the fire beneath Abby’s belly button. The one that never seemed to stop blazing anymore. And yeah, something about wearing the explicit bikini was only amplifying the sexual warmth. The material cupping her between the legs felt like a caress, but didn’t have the satisfying friction of Russell’s work-roughened hands. Abby was so busy processing her insane desire to be touched—now, please—she didn’t notice Russell staring at something beyond her shoulder. She followed his line of sight and gasped, catching her reflection in the mirror. Oh Lord, she hadn’t even seen how little the bikini covered her bottom. The answer was, almost none of it.

			Abby turned back to find Russell’s eyes glassy, his voice a mere rasp when he spoke. “You aren’t wearing that. You’ll have to kill me first.”

			There were times when Russell’s proprietary attitude toward her was a turn-on. This was not one of those times. “Oh yes, I am.”

			He tossed his duffel bag to the floor. “The fuck you are.”

			Blistering need blazed a path right down to her toes, her irritation doing nothing to cool it. In a confusing twist, however, she tried to shut the door when Russell stalked toward the entrance. None of her actions made sense to her, but she didn’t care. Rebelling felt good. Tempting consequences felt even better.

			His forearm blocked the door, preventing its closure with ease. Abby had no choice but to step back and expose herself or get swept aside by the heavy wood. Russell made a dark noise and ran a hand over his open mouth. “Jesus Christ.” His hands flexed at his sides. “I don’t think you understand. Wearing that thing around anyone but me . . . I’d lose my shit, Abby. It would be a scary thing.”

			She was shaken by his intensity but refused to lose ground. “That’s too bad. I’m not taking it off and being boring old Abby just so you’ll feel better.”

			He pinched the skin between his eyes. “Please. Please, angel. Go change.”

			Abby didn’t understand the sympathy that crept past her defiance. He looked on the verge of imploding all because of some stupid bathing suit. His broad shoulders shook as he inhaled a deep breath. On the edge. She’d put him on the precipice of breaking, and although she had no idea what would happen when they crossed the line, the inferno licking at her thighs and stomach needed an answer. “Make me,” she forced past trembling lips.

			Her words sucked all oxygen from the room. Dread warred with sexual drive on Russell’s face for a moment, but sex won, and it won hard. His features became a granite carving as he cracked his neck once . . . and stormed toward her. A wave of yearning crashed into Abby, so concentrated that she could only watch as Russell’s hands fisted the front of her bikini top and ripped the string between her breasts in two. Snap. The release of material sent her stumbling back a step, her bottom meeting the mattress, but their proximity to the bed only registered in a vague, faraway manner because Russell’s gaze raking over her breasts was suddenly everything.

			“You want to show off your pretty tits, you show them off to me.” He planted his fists on either side of her hips. Leaned in so close she had no choice but to recline. “Go ahead, then, stubborn girl. Give them a shake. Give me something to think about while I stroke off tonight across the hall.”

			Infused with indignation, Abby pushed up, got right in his face. “Oh, you’re calling me stubborn? I told you on the way here—”

			“Do not say it again.” His eyes strayed to the gold triangle between her legs. “God, you were just going to walk around with that scrap of nothing over your pussy?” He used his knees to shove her thighs wider, growling as the fabric stretched over her center. “No man’s ever licked it but me. No one looks at it but me.” His head dropped, his mouth hovering just above her nipples. “That goes for all of you. Every fucking inch of this dick-tease body.”

			“I’m not a tease,” Abby breathed, absorbing his every word like a greedy sponge but refusing to accept them completely. She’d been nothing but honest with him and resented his playing head games. Tell her to stay away one minute, claiming ownership the next. “You are the tease, and I’m tired of it. Put your money where your mouth is or get off me.”

			When Russell only squeezed his eyes shut and released her name through clenched teeth, Abby had experienced enough. Tears burned inside her throat as she shoved him away and escaped off the bed. Desperate for a distraction from the sharp pain in her side, Abby stooped down and snatched up the torn bikini top. With shaking fingers, she attempted to tie it back together.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I’m wearing it.”

			The top was snatched out of Abby’s hands from behind, but when she spun on a heel to give Russell hell, the words died on her lips. No shirt. He’d taken off his shirt and those muscles moved with every step in her direction. With his free hand, he flicked the button open on his jeans and drew the zipper down with a wince. “You calling me a tease, Abby? Look what you do. What you always do.” He reached into his fly and brought out his fisted erection. So big. “Six months of your sitting on my lap. Wiggling around and laughing, no idea I wanted to fuck you through a wall. Don’t you dare call me a tease. I’ve been teased. I’m so fucked up, I can’t hear your name without getting hard.”

			The flesh between Abby’s thighs felt heavy . . . ready. An electric line sizzled, connecting her nipples to that sensitive spot Russell had once licked so expertly. She wanted him to do it again . . . but some untapped piece of her was stricken by his pain. More so than she wanted pleasure, she wanted to give it. The closer he came, the more her anger at him fell into a distant second place behind eagerness to relieve him. Had he really been so miserable in her presence for so long?

			Russell brushed up against her, looming so large, she felt intimidated . . . and liked it? No, she loved his staring down from above, deciding what to do with her. To her. Loved knowing that Russell would decide her fate. Through the burning anticipation, though, she saw worry simmering behind his fierce expression. Knew he’d need to be pushed. Just a little more.

			He leaned down and spoke, his lips moving on her forehead. “Apologize for teasing me.”

			I’m sorry. So sorry. “No.”

			His growl vibrated against her skull. “I don’t know what you’re waking up here.” The torture lacing his tone ripped at her heart, but she stayed silent, waiting for him to speak. “What if it scares you, angel?”

			Abby tilted her head back to meet his blazing eyes. “What if it doesn’t?”

			A muscle jumped in his cheek, and she witnessed a change come over him. Saw his energy shift and change shape, hardening in some places, softening in others. It didn’t alarm her, though.

			No, it felt like she’d been waiting for this side of him to arrive.

			Moving so fast, Abby barely had time to register what was happening, Russell grabbed her wrists, positioned them at the small of her back, and—oh God—tied them together with the mangled bikini top. His lack of gentleness and absolute focus on the task turned Abby’s need on its head, whipping the already raging inferno into a frenzied, five-alarm barn burner. Need this. Love this.

			“You’ve done it now.” He jerked one of the ties, making the material tighten around her wrists. “I might have been able to handle it, too. Go forever just letting you tease me. So long as I could look at you, talk to you, watch you sleep. Now I hurt everywhere. It’s everywhere, and it’ll never go away.”

			“I’ll fix it.” Logic didn’t apply to this conversation, only intuition. A unique communication that only flowed between her and Russell. “Show me how.”

			Finished with the task of securing her hands, Russell’s touch found his erection again and gripped the base. “Fucking hell, Abby. Look at you. I’m done being noble.” He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, let it go with a slow pop. “The ache is down low. If you want to fix it, get on your knees and go find it.”

			As if her strings had been cut, Abby dropped to her knees, thrusting out her breasts for him to look at. A rush of excitement and power suffocated any remaining nerves. This was her secret fantasy come to life . . . and she could admit now that Russell’s face had always been obscured in those daydreams. But she’d known it would be him. She’d known.

			He eased closer, held the tip of his arousal just above her mouth. “What do I want to hear?”

			“I’m sorry for teasing you,” she whispered.

			His left hand threaded its way into her hair, the action uneven and desperate. “You know there’s absolutely nothing you could do that would be wrong, don’t you?” Biting his lip, he ran the smooth head across the seam of her lips. “You could lap at it like a kitten, and I’d come like the dirty motherfucker I am.”

			Okay. Abby hadn’t lived with two sex-crazed roommates for half a year without hearing a few things. She knew how to give head even if she hadn’t physically performed the act. Deep. Deeper. All of it. Please. She’d heard those very words being growled through closed doors in the apartment when she shouldn’t have been listening beyond the initial groan. But those frantic instructions had clued her in on the right way to please a man. And she planned on doing it right the first time.

			Abby rubbed her cheek against Russell’s grip. When even that simple action almost buckled his knees, liquid warmth gathered between her thighs. A beating started all over her body. A simultaneous, rhythmic pumping of blood. Unable to wait another second, Abby pushed forward on her knees, took Russell between her lips, and sucked the thick, round head. Inched lower with an easy glide. Then descended as far as she could take him.

			“Abby.” The hand in her hair turned to a fist. “Goddamn. That mouth isn’t a tease, is it? Wants to satisfy me. Good. Good little mouth.”

			Knowing her mouth had fostered that reaction, those rasped words, sent her slipping into a place of blurred reality. The harder he pulled the strands of her hair, the more pronounced the tug in her belly became, forcing Abby to rub her thighs together, seeking friction. Oh God, was it possible to have an orgasm from hearing a man moan your name? Not just any man. Russell.

			“I kept it for you, Abby. All for you.” His hand started to stroke in time with Abby’s mouth and impossibly, his erection thickened even more. The added girth only made her more determined to take him deeper. So she did, forcing her throat to relax and allow him entry. “Ahhh, fuck. You making up for lost time, angel? All that teasing you did?” He slipped deeper and let out a low growl. “Damn right, you are. It was worth the pain, wasn’t it? Worth it to see your cheeks hollowing out, feel that purr at the back of your throat. I’m going to love sexing up that virgin mouth.”

			His voice cracked on the final word, his hard length jerking in her mouth. She had no time to prepare as Russell pulled out, dropped to the floor, and spun her around. After what happened in his house that afternoon during the week, she expected him to release on her backside, but he didn’t. Instead, one strong arm banded around her shoulders and yanked her backwards, into a prone position, so she lay on top of him, with her back to his chest, tied hands flattened between their bodies.

			“R-Russell—”

			“Open your legs,” he grated.

			Her body moved to obey his command, heels digging into the floor on either side of him. She felt his forearm flexing beneath her right thigh as it moved between his legs, working the erection she’d so recently pleasured with her mouth. Up and down in a blurred motion until liquid warmth landed on her belly, lower. Beneath her, she could feel Russell’s muscles bulging against her back and bottom, his breaths catching and rasping at her ear.

			“You sucked it so good, Abby. Made me come so fucking hard. All over you.” His hips bucked beneath hers. “Let anyone but me see your body? I can’t. I can’t.”

			“Okay . . . it’s okay,” she gasped, attempting to catch her breath. She never got the chance. Russell’s fingers delved between her thighs, using the moisture from his own body to coat her center, make her slippery. Abby’s back arched on a muffled scream, the sensation of coarse touching smooth blowing her mind. She’d been so focused on Russell’s pleasure, she’d lost sight of her own needs, but they wouldn’t be ignored now. Her feet scraped on the floor as two rough fingers became her entire universe. They circled her clitoris, pressed and held, slid down the sides and pinched, circled again. Faster.

			Abby’s body writhed on top of Russell’s stronger, more powerful one, but the arm banding her shoulders only tightened to keep her still.

			“Ahhh. Now I know, don’t I?” His voice rumbled at her neck, making her shiver. “I know when you mouth off and push me, you need your pussy taken care of. That’s my job. My privilege. Next time just ask like a good girl.”

			Her climax was blinding, the buildup of frustration she’d only been aware of peripherally, rolled off her in a tidal wave. Flesh quaked, hands scrambled for purchase, as the tension within her was obliterated. “Russell, Russell, Russell . . .”

			“I’m here,” he murmured. “If you’re coming, angel, it’s a foregone conclusion that I’m there every fucking time. Understood?”

			“Yes,” she sobbed, collapsing back onto his chest. “Every time.”

			Russell kissed the side of her face, holding her close as he moved them into a sitting position, Abby between his outstretched legs. His heart thundered against her back, bringing a drowsy smile to her face. Whatever questions lay between them, wasn’t their equally erratic heartbeats the most important answer? Russell had a dominant side—was that the reason he’d been keeping her at arm’s length? She couldn’t wait to tell him how ridiculous that was. It had all become clear since he’d entered the room. Since the beginning, that part of him—the gruff, commanding, often angry part—had attracted her. His stern manner, his protective nature. All of it. Knowing it was darker and even more demanding didn’t repel her in the least. Oh no. On the contrary. She wanted to be drawn into the eye of his storm and spun madly. The counterpoint to his nature had been right there inside her, she’d just been waiting for him to act. Waiting to put a name to the urges and sensual imagery in her head but not knowing if they were normal. They were. And Russell’s own needs intersected them. Thank God, she didn’t have to wait any more for answers.

			“Russell—”

			A knock sounded on the door, followed by Honey’s muffled voice. “Hey, Abby. You fall asleep or something? Wouldn’t be surprised after that belt of tequila.” A beat passed. “Have you seen Russell? Ben says he’s touring the perimeter, looking for Abby-specific hazards.” Another round of silence, this one infinitely more uncomfortable than the prior one. “Okay, last chance to get decent, I’m coming in.”

			Abby started to call out that there was no need, she’d be down in a second. But Russell started to untie her hands, his movements jerky. When the task was completed, he surged to his feet and strode toward the bathroom, the sudden distance she felt yawning between them catching her off guard. As he closed the door behind him without even looking back or making an iota of sound, Abby could only sit huddled on the floor, positive her heart had just been ironed flat.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 12

			RUSSELL BALLED HIS fists on the white-marble sink and breathed through the compulsion to shatter the bathroom mirror. Looking at his reflection was unbearable, but it was a laughable degree of misery compared to what followed when Abby’s soft voice drifted through the door, telling Honey she was fine and would be downstairs in a few minutes. She sounded anything but fine, and it was on his head. Sat there like an eight-ton elephant.

			An image of Abby sitting on the bedroom floor by herself assaulted his mind, and Russell dry heaved, deflating onto the sink. He’d panicked out there. Just panicked. He’d heard Honey outside the door and thought, This is it, once our friends know, she’ll be stuck. He still believed that with his whole heart. Abby was so loyal. She would never leave his side once their relationship was acknowledged even if it was the right thing to do.

			There was an even more sickening scenario, though, and it had propelled him toward the bathroom like a man shot from a cannon. If he didn’t get the business loan, if the officer took one look at his no–college degree, no–accomplishment, no–savings account ass and laughed in his face, he would do the right thing and walk away from Abby. No way in hell would he leave her scorned in the eyes of her best friends. Jesus, walking away would be hard enough without embarrassing her in the process.

			And for Chrissakes, the pressure to succeed once they were officially boyfriend and girlfriend might kill him. He already felt halfway to dead, just knowing she sat a few yards away, probably wondering if she’d done something wrong, when she’d done everything so fucking right. But his feet were leaden, refusing to carry him those few yards to permanently claim the future he couldn’t have but had come too close to stealing. He’d never make it a day for the rest of his life without replaying what they’d done. Abby, hands tied behind her back, that enthusiastic mouth perfect on him. So perfect. Big, hazel eyes glued on him, back arched, tits swaying as she moved. Sucked. Ruined him.

			The way she’d accepted his impulses without question, the way she’d seemed turned on by them . . . resisting the compulsion to explore became harder by the minute.

			What if it scares you, angel?

			What if it doesn’t?

			Was he corrupting her and hurting her at the same time? Was there an end to the damage he was capable of here?

			He had memories of his parents’ marriage, going back to when he’d been a small child. His mother laying her head on his father’s shoulder at the dinner table. His parents leaving them with a babysitter for a few hours, then coming back through the front door laughing. But somewhere along the line, it had all gone to shit. He remembered it perfectly. There had been a tangible shift in the air, sometime around his ninth birthday. Remodeling work had slowed down for his father. His mother had started drinking. Lines formed around her mouth. Angry lines. The family had stopped having dinner together, eating whatever they could scavenge individually from the refrigerator. Sometimes his mother didn’t come home at all, sending his father on a drinking binge.

			A sharp pain hit Russell right between the eyes at the mere thought of Abby’s being with him but wishing for someone better. Abby could never be unfaithful; she simply didn’t have it in her blood. But she had the potential to marry someone who wouldn’t need to work at all. Ever. Someone just like her, who didn’t need to work unless he damn well felt like it. Abby and this rich, imaginary dickwad could travel and have nannies. Gifted children. Parties in fucking Southampton. Until he’d seen the estate, Abby’s wealth had been like an open umbrella he’d been carrying around, but walking into this house had snapped it closed around his head. He couldn’t even see where he was going now, it was so in his face.

			What the hell did she need with him? A dirt-poor, uncultured asshole from Queens who—in a delightful twist—also liked to tie her up. Hold her down. Make her beg. Things he’d only ever wanted to do with Abby. Before the day she’d walked out onto her building’s stoop, he’d been with girls and never felt the desire for more than hard, fast sex. There’d been no need for control—not like the kind Abby made him crave. The goodness in her, the total trust when she looked up at him, had roused something powerful, and it continued to grow and strengthen. He wanted that trust everywhere. In bed and out. Always focused on him. It surprised him beyond belief that now she seemed to enjoy what they did, but she might stop one day. Realize she deserved to be cherished. Not manhandled or sent to her knees to find the ache.

			Russell pushed away from the sink with a sound of disgust. One thing was for sure. They needed to talk. He needed to find a way to assure Abby that he was the fucked-up one in this situation. Not her. Never her. Yeah . . . she needed to know that now.

			He took a breath to brace himself, just in case he found her still sitting on the floor. But when he opened the door, the room was empty.

			“Fuck.”

			A part of Russell he wasn’t proud of calmed somewhat when he spotted the shredded gold bikini in the wastebasket, but an urgency still existed to get eyes on Abby. Make her look him in the eye when he apologized for walking away without a word. After the trust she’d given him, his behavior was a ten on the shitty meter.

			Soon. She’ll understand soon.

			Russell went across the hall and changed quickly into an old pair of board shorts and a Yankees T-shirt, snorting at his choice of attire in the Hamptons. He wouldn’t be winning any fashion contests today, thank God.

			After pausing several times on the way down the staircase to stare at pictures of Abby growing up, Russell finally walked out onto the back patio, where Louis was already barbecuing hot dogs. His gaze sought out Abby where she lounged beside the adjacent pool with Honey and Roxy, taking in every detail about her in a sweeping head-to-toe check. Her hair was more mussed than usual, her lips slightly swollen. Gorgeous. It pained him when she didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge him, but he’d more than earned that treatment.

			“You hungry?” Louis asked, looking completely at home in a pair of Ray-Bans and some deck shoes. “How about a well-done wiener?”

			“What?” Russell heard his defensive tone and reeled back his attitude. Something about grilled-wiener talk right on the heels of a blow job didn’t sit right with a man. “Uh. Yeah . . . well-done.”

			Ben managed to pry his attention away from a bathing-suit-clad Honey. “Find any booby traps around the estate?”

			“Pretty sure I’m not the one who’s fallen into a booby trap, bro.”

			“Guilty as charged,” Ben said, and went back to staring at his girlfriend.

			Feeling Louis’s perceptive-lawyer antenna pointed in his direction, Russell managed not to devour the sight of Abby in a sexy, black one-piece. Modest by most people’s standards but not by his. His hands itched with the need to bundle her up in a beach towel and carry her back upstairs, but he forced himself to relax as much as possible. His friends weren’t capable of looking anywhere but at their girlfriends, so they were on neutral ground. Now, should the super group decide on the beach as their destination tomorrow, he’d have a shiny, new battle on his hands, wouldn’t he?

			“Hey, uh. Russell—”

			“I just want to preempt whatever you’re going to say with this,” Russell said to Louis. “You look like an Abercrombie & Fitch advertisement. In a very real way.”

			Louis gestured with his tongs. “You’re being defensive. That means you did something stupid. Tell me what it is while we’re alone.”

			“I’m here, too,” Ben chimed in.

			“That’s debatable.” Louis turned his back to the girls and lowered his voice. “As your attorney, I’ll do my best to advise you.”

			“And protect your own ass,” Russell added. “Anyway, you gave me a refund, in case you forgot.”

			“That was a symbolic refund. I can claim plausible deniability if push comes to shove, but we’re still protected by the bro code.” Louis gave him a meaningful look. “Has push come to . . . shove?”

			“I don’t know what we’re talking about anymore.”

			“Me either.” Ben threw an exhale toward the sky. “Just tell us why Abby came out here looking like someone ran over her puppy.”

			“She did?” Russell wheezed the question, feeling as though he’d been slugged in the stomach by a giant. “Ah Jesus, this weekend was a bad idea. I just needed until Wednesday. Less than a fucking week.”

			His friends traded a baffled look. “What?”

			“Never mind,” Russell muttered. They wouldn’t understand. Both of them came from money. Louis had embraced his role as heir apparent to the McNally fortune. Ben might have shunned his status, but his bank account had been there all along to fall back on. Russell Hart had nothing. No padding to cushion him. Not for the first time, Russell questioned his role in the group. He was the oldest, the least successful, the one without a defined life path. Shit, here he was, hours from everything he knew, making sure no one looked sideways at Abby. A girl he had no business wanting. What the fuck was wrong with him?

			“Hey, man.” Louis handed him a hot dog on a plastic plate. “I’d rather you were defensive than quiet.”

			Ben leaned back against the railing and crossed his arms. “Russell, I’m going to talk in my professor voice. Are you listening?” Russell raised an eyebrow, refusing to admit Ben’s stern tone had just sent him back to the middle-school principal’s office banked in his memory. “Louis and I complain about your often outlandish advice, but the truth is, it has helped us in the past realize we were being shitheads. Mostly by listening to your erstwhile wisdom and doing the opposite.”

			“Thanks,” Russell stretched out. “I think?”

			“Just go with it, man,” Louis said, while sending a wink toward Roxy.

			“Do you know of the sirens from Greek mythology?” Ben asked, removing his glasses to polish them with the hem of his black T-shirt. “They sent sailors crashing against the rocks, having lured them with beautiful singing voices.”

			“I’m with you so far,” Russell asked, wondering where the hell this lesson was going. Had his friends always been this weird? “Hurry up, though, Professor. I’m late for health class.”

			“Here’s the lesson they don’t teach you in school.” Ben replaced his glasses. “The sirens were trying to tell the sailors something, and the fuck-ups wouldn’t listen. Find out what that something is, Russell, and don’t crash into the rocks.”

			ABBY TOOK A healthy slug of her third margarita, hoping this one might have some effect. Maybe she was already too numb for the tequila to do its job. Evening had started making advances, darkening the sky by long-drawn-out degrees. She sat on a deck chair beside Honey and Roxy, listening to them trade summer-vacation horror stories, laughing when it seemed appropriate. It wasn’t right. She should have been enjoying herself, soaking up every second with her best friends, erasing the negative memories lingering in the house. It was impossible, though, when her cell phone continued to vibrate where she’d shoved it beneath her thigh. Mitchell. Her stepmother. She’d stopped checking. One weekend. She’d only wanted one weekend.

			Abby sensed Russell watching her steadily from the deck, where the guys were cleaning up after their foray into grilling. Really, he hadn’t stopped watching her since coming downstairs—and the urge to flip him the bird was so intense, it actually alarmed her. She didn’t make rude gestures. Didn’t ignore phone calls. It was taking a massive effort just to sit there and look normal. Every time she felt the vibration against her thigh, a gnarled tree root grew inside her throat, extending deeper until it reached her stomach.

			Is this what her father had gone through? This stress that stole your ability to function? Upon discovering that they’d found her father huddled in a bathtub, she’d been horrified by the image. Her capable, forward-thinking father shutting out the people surrounding him, unable to face the outside world. Now? Yeah, she could see herself hiding in a bathtub. If the damn phone would just leave her alone. If Russell would just stop looking at her. On top of the workload she could feel piling up by the minute, trying to discern Russell’s thoughts and intentions, analyzing his actions, was starting to feel like the straw that would snap the math geek’s back. She didn’t feel like herself, and that scared her.

			Everything hurt, her muscles protesting at being tensed for so long. Worst of all, her heart tripped over every beat, as if performing its job on an empty tank of gas. For a really long time, she’d had feelings for Russell; she simply hadn’t known how to define them. The horrible way she missed him when he wasn’t around. The utter joy and relief that exploded in her chest when she saw him coming. Upstairs, everything had come into focus, only to be made blurry again. In every aspect of her life, succeeding didn’t seem possible. For each piece of work she completed, it divided into two. Every time she swore that she and Russell were on the same page, he turned it. Well, she was done. Done.

			Abby started when Louis plopped down beside her on the chair, throwing a brotherly arm around her shoulders. It was only then she realized Ben and Russell had joined them, too, taking up the surrounding chairs. How long had they been sitting there? She refused to look at Russell but could feel his displeasure cloaking her from two chairs away. Or maybe it was directed at Louis. Thankfully, her ability to care had disappeared along with her third margarita. Which—praise the Lord—had finally gone to her head.

			“Hey, there,” Louis said, shaking her a little. “We haven’t heard your shitty-summer-vacation story yet.”

			She felt a rush of gratefulness toward Louis for including her in the conversation and redirecting her thoughts from Russell to where it should be. Her friends. This weekend away from work. Making new memories. “Um.” She took a calming breath. “I spent my summers here, so I don’t think they can be classified as shitty.”

			“Come on.” Honey smiled at her. “Everyone has something. Bad kisses, a wave stealing your bikini top. Camping outside the box office for Garth Brooks tickets only to find out he’s playing the next town over.” She patted her blond hair. “Not that I ever did that last one.”

			Shitty-summer-vacation story. Maybe purging the old memories would make it easier for new ones to take their place. “One summer, my parents left me here with the nanny and went to Italy for a month. Does that count?”

			No one said anything. She heard Russell curse behind her and frowned. Not the reaction she’d been going for. Honestly, her story hadn’t been as bad as the others, had it? Their expressions told Abby they felt bad for her, and it really didn’t sit well. Not when she already felt bad enough for herself to sink an oil tanker. Not when she desperately wanted to move on from those memories.

			“Sorry, Abby,” Louis muttered. “I shouldn’t have—”

			“Actually,” she interrupted, striving for a bright tone, “it was a lot of fun. The nanny brought her daughter over, and we made up dances. I still remember it.” Reaching to the very bottom of her liquid courage, Abby stood, dislodging Louis’s arm. “Want to see it? I actually have the song on my phone.”

			Roxy whooped. Honey put two fingers in her mouth and whistled loud enough to echo around the pool area. “Hell yeah, we want to see it. DJ, drop that beat.”

			“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Abby murmured, positioning herself in an open space that faced her ring of friends. Again, she felt Russell staring but swatted his attention away like a bug. Her nerves were mysteriously absent. Any kind of public speaking or performing—which had been proven during a disastrous piano recital in fourth grade—typically broke her out in hives. But right now? Recapturing some of the bravado she’d discovered this morning at the office felt like the only course of action. That Abby had started to slip away, and she needed to grab on with both hands, yank her back.

			She found the song in her phone, hit Play, and tossed the phone to Ben, who placed the device in the portable Bose speaker and cranked the volume, sending “Everybody Dance Now” blasting through the speakers. Simply hearing which song she would dance to sent her friends into a laughing fit, but the laughter did nothing to detract from her courage. No, she was laughing, too, as she broke into the running man, keeping time to the beat. When the male voice started to rap, she somehow recalled every word from her childhood, closed her eyes, and lip-synced with over-the-top enthusiasm. When she opened her eyes again and saw how entertained and happy everyone looked, satisfaction lifted her spirits.

			Then she looked at Russell, witnessed his broken smile, and those raised spirits went plummeting beneath the pool’s surface. He looked happy . . . but the happiness was causing him pain. It refreshed her anger. Screw him for confusing her. For sending her mixed signals. Abby stopped dancing, words rising in her throat that she would surely regret, but wasn’t capable of holding back. What do you want from me? You wreck me and then get sad when I pick my pieces back up? Those words died in their inception when Russell’s attention left her and landed on her lit-up cell phone, vibrating where it was connecting to the speaker, a call interrupting the song.

			When Russell stood and reached for Abby’s phone, she lunged for it, but he got there before her, disconnecting it and picking it up before the blaring song could start to play again. “Who is Mitchell, and why do you have forty-two missed calls from him?”

			“Give me the phone,” Abby demanded, not caring for his cold tone. Not at all. There was a counterpart to her distress, though. She hadn’t told Russell about her father and the subsequent workload, but she wasn’t entirely sure of the reason for omission. Now, as he waited stubbornly for an answer, phone clutched in his hand, Abby knew. She’d wanted Russell—at least, Russell—to see her as more than a dutiful worker bee. Was it so much to ask? To be desirable instead of reliable? That chance was gone now. Maybe it had never really existed. Not the way she wanted it to.

			Russell stepped into her space. “Answer me.”

			“Sti cazza. A fanabla!”

			“Uh-oh . . . she’s breaking out the Italian,” Roxy whispered.

			Riding the surge of defiance and irritation, Abby plucked the cell phone from Russell’s hand and chucked it—still ringing—into the pool. The reduction of pressure pushing down on her chest was so extreme, she bent at the waist, planting her hands on her knees. “Oh my God.” Oxygen seeped from her lungs. “That felt really good.”

			Abby’s voice broke on the last word. She felt her friends come up beside her, resting their hands on her back. “Hey, let’s go upstairs,” Roxy said. “I’ll send Louis out for some ice cream.”

			“Someone needs to tell me what’s going on here.” Russell’s voice came from behind Abby, harder than she’d ever heard it. “Now, please.”

			She straightened and turned on a heel, started to tell Russell that no explanations were owed to him, but his expression stopped her. After what he continued to put her through, she shouldn’t care that he looked haunted. Shouldn’t care that his face had gone ghost white. When would she stop? “I—”

			“Abby.”

			The new male voice brought all six of them up short. Abby’s pulse went dull for a few beats, then turned erratic along with her breathing. Mitchell, the firm’s lawyer, stood on the deck, looking down at them. She blinked, hoping he would vanish, but there he remained, dressed as though he’d just walked out of a boardroom.

			“What are you doing here?” Roxy asked, her obvious recognition of the lawyer drawing questioning looks from the guys.

			“I’ve been calling Abby nonstop, and she wouldn’t answer. I had no choice but to make the drive.” Mitchell squinted into the pool, which was still rippling from the tossed cell phone. “I guess I know why my calls were ignored.”

			Abby’s vision was cut off when Russell removed his shirt and pulled it down over her head. The worn-in material dropped to her knees. Until then, she’d forgotten all about her lack of clothing, save the bathing suit, but apparently Russell hadn’t. His arm banded around her waist, dragging her up against his side, before addressing Mitchell. “Who the hell are you?”

			Mitchell coughed into his fist. “I’m Mitchell. Abby and I work together. There’s a business matter that couldn’t wait until Monday.” He nodded toward the house. “It won’t take long.”

			Russell gave a humorless laugh. “I don’t care what this is about. She’s not going anywhere.” He shook his head. “Wasn’t her father available for this?”

			The lawyer’s chin went up a notch. “I’m not in a position to discuss that with you. Although, I’m surprised Abby hasn’t. You appear to be her . . .”

			When Mitchell let the question dangle, Russell spoke up, discomfort transforming his features. “I’m her . . .”

			Silence fell. Until Abby started to laugh. The hysterical sound bubbled from her mouth, impossible to control. There was nothing funny about any of it. Not the fact that work had followed her to the Hamptons. Or Russell—someone so important in her life—not even knowing what to call her. But the alternative was to sob and sob and never stop. So she laughed.

			“I’ll be inside when you’re ready,” Mitchell called before escaping the awkwardness she’d created by striding back into the house.

			“Should we give you two a minute?” Ben asked, clearly aware that it would take a bulldozer to move Russell. His arm was wrapped around her so tightly, drawing breath was a challenge, especially after her laughing jag.

			“Yeah,” was all Russell said, his breath lifting the hair on her forehead.

			“Screw that.” Honey crossed her arms. “How about asking what Abby wants?”

			“It’s fine,” Abby forced past numb lips. “Really. Go inside and get comfortable. I’ll be in soon, sign whatever paperwork Mitchell needs signed, and we’ll get back to relaxing.”

			Roxy looked inclined to argue further but didn’t. “You’ve got some killer moves, roomie. You’ve been holding out on us.”

			Abby managed a smile that solidified when she heard Honey whispering on the way back into the house, “Did you know that Russell had chest hair?” Ben narrowed his eyes at his girlfriend as she passed, but the blonde only held up her hands. “Just seems like something we should have known.”

			Then she and Russell were alone, and the smile on her face flickered before collapsing. It was hard to muster optimism when a discussion with one very pissed-off construction worker was on the horizon. And it wasted no time getting under way. Good thing she’d never felt more prepared.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			RUSSELL PACED THE edge of the pool, feeling raw, caged in. Like he’d woken up from a two-year coma, and everything he’d known no longer held true. Something was wrong with Abby—his Abby—and he’d fucking missed it. That’s all he knew. Flickers of memories from the last few weeks bombarded him, cursing him with perfect hindsight. Now he couldn’t look at her without seeing the fatigue on her gorgeous features. Where the hell had his head been? He’d failed her. Even without knowing the full story, that much was obvious. Not only had he failed her, he might have made whatever she was going through worse.

			All this time he’d been trying to prevent his worst nightmare from becoming a reality when it had already been happening right under his nose. The sparkle she used to have in her eyes when looking at him was gone. Vanished, the way his mother’s had over time. History had repeated itself. Maybe there had never really been a way to avoid it. Dammit. Dammit.

			A jackhammer drilled into his skull, and he massaged the spot so he could think clearly, but it didn’t help, so he hit it with a closed fist. Once, twice.

			“Russell, stop.”

			God, he was such a bastard. Abby looked ready to drop, and his mind kept turning to the lawyer who’d driven all the way from Manhattan to see her. Did a man do that just for some bullshit paperwork? Could anyone spend time with Abby and not covet her? No. That’s who he’d always pictured her ending up with, wasn’t it? Some suit and tie wearing chump? The image of her dancing and laughing sprung to his mind, making his throat close up. Jesus. His unbelievable girl could end up with someone else.

			Russell’s entire being rioted at the possibility. “Tell me he’s only a coworker.” He braced his head in both hands, positive it was about to burst into fragments. His question was irrational, and somewhere within the chaos, he knew it. This was Abby. She wouldn’t date someone else and let him touch her at the same time. But even the idea of lawyer man asking her out broke him out in a cold sweat. “Tell me. Please, angel.”

			“That’s your foremost concern?”

			“It’s the one I need cleared up so I can think straight.” He dropped his hands and took a few steps in her direction. “Believe me there’s more.”

			She stared off toward the beach for a minute, sixty seconds that stretched into the longest of his life, as if debating whether or not he deserved to know the truth. And he’d earned every second of agony that came before her answer. They weren’t together. Their relationship was murky and undefined. He’d made sure of it. Finally, she answered. “He’s only a coworker, Russell. I don’t even like him.” She tugged at the hem of the Yankees T-shirt he’d covered her in. “He’s just a mouthpiece for my stepmother, delivering bad news so she doesn’t have to feel guilty.”

			“Okay.” He breathed the word, relief showering down on him like an epic rainstorm. He was selfish for being relieved when her problems still existed, but seeing her with another man would have broken him, rendering him useless to help her. At least now he could breathe. “Tell me the rest.”

			She dropped onto one of the deck chairs, wrapping two arms around her raised legs. “My father is undergoing psychiatric treatment. The stress caught up with him about a month ago, and he’s unable to run the company right now.” She lifted her shoulders in a weary shrug. “I’m just stepping in until he gets back on his feet.”

			It took a moment for Russell to process the implications of that. “You’re running a multimillion-dollar hedge fund?”

			“No, I’m running a billion-dollar hedge fund.”

			“You’re making light of this?”

			“No.” Her brows drew together. “No, I’m not making light of it. My father isn’t well. I don’t really know to what extent because he won’t even see me. I’m one computer keystroke away from losing millions of dollars every second of the day. So, no. Not making light.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice was hoarse from holding back a shout. Not at Abby but into the ether. A general shout of what the fuck that would echo for a year. He wanted to level self-disgust at himself for underestimating her, for thinking she’d been working some cushy office job that catered lunch and overpaid their employees for sitting on their asses in air-conditioning all day. He’d always known Abby had a brilliant mind, but he assumed working was optional for her. It appeared to be anything but. “You tell me everything. What was different this time? I would have found a way to help.”

			Abby pushed to her feet with a soft laugh. “You just answered your own question. You can’t help this time around. And it would have driven you crazy.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m making up for lost time in the crazy department.”

			She glanced toward the house. “Look what happened when I told Roxy and Honey. Now my problem is theirs. Now none of us can enjoy the weekend. I was fine with its just being me.”

			“Of course, they’re worried, Abby.” He closed the gap between them and grabbed her shoulders, shaking her a little. “You’re worthy of everyone’s worry. If the same thing that happened to your father happened to you, I’d . . .”

			“You’d what? Get mad at me? Stomp around and shout at everyone? Do you think that would help?” She jerked away from his grip, temper making her eyes glow in the partial darkness. “And I’m worthy? Worthy of what? Getting on my knees for you . . . but not actually being your girlfriend. Right?” Her words dug into his chest like a round of bullets. “Manache! Your words mean nothing to me right now.”

			Russell had no idea how long he stood there, staring at the spot where Abby had been standing, her outline still visible. A chain saw had been swiped across his midsection, sending his vital organs falling to the ground. His legs didn’t want to hold him up, but collapsing would require movement, and he hurt too much to attempt that.

			Abby thought he’d been using her. That was the sick truth his dishonesty had bred. This girl he dreamed of making his wife thought he wanted a temporary hookup—and why not? I’m not in the market for a girlfriend. Hadn’t he said those words, possibly even more than once? She’d stuck around anyway, and the only reason he could come up with was . . . she’d trusted him to do the right thing by her. And in fucktastic fashion, he’d fulfilled the prophecy originated by his father and done the opposite.

			Could he tell her the truth? That he’d only wanted to be sure, positive that he could provide for her before taking that major step he was dying to take. Asking her, begging her, to be his forever. Right now, forever with Abby sounded like even more of a long shot than it had this morning. Now he was working against more than his couch-surfing status. He had to overcome the wound he’d inflicted by letting her feel used.

			Russell cursed, the jackhammer in his head revving once again, ready to finish the job. Right now, he could only follow his instincts. They were telling him to get inside and do something to help her. And yeah, maybe it made him a bastard, but Abby around another man didn’t sit right. Never would. But when he walked inside, he found Mitchell sitting alone at the kitchen table, stuffing documents back into a briefcase.

			“Where’s Abby?”

			When the guy eyeballed him, Russell remembered his lack of a shirt. Deal with it, man. “She headed out the front door. Said she wanted some fresh air.” The lawyer’s smile was tight. “Maybe you should let her get it.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t talk to me about Abby. Ever. How’s that sound?”

			Mitchell laughed, and it sounded phony as hell. “Mrs. Sullivan will be interested to know whom Abby decided to bring into their home.” He snapped his briefcase shut. “Of course, the others seem perfectly fine.”

			Russell refused to show an ounce of self-consciousness. But it stung. Maybe this guy wasn’t the corporate drone he appeared to be. There was a sharpness to Mitchell that hadn’t been apparent when he spoke to Abby outside.

			But he’d think about it later. Right now, he wanted to go find Abby. He didn’t like the idea of her walking around alone in the dark. Was she still only wearing a damn bathing suit and his T-shirt? Russell shouldered past the lawyer and left the kitchen. He could hear everyone upstairs, speaking in hushed tones, but he didn’t hear Abby. The front door was slightly ajar, making him think Mitchell had been telling the truth about where she’d gone.

			The night was warm, but he only registered the temperature dimly, totally focused on figuring out where Abby had gone. When he caught up with her, he would apologize until his voice was gone. He’d be as honest as possible without completely tipping his hand. If she knew everything hinged on one bank meeting, she’d tell him he was being ridiculous. That was Abby. But she hadn’t seen what the future could look like yet without the benefit of financial security. He had. He remembered every second, and she wouldn’t be subjected to it.

			A short staircase to his left led down to the beach. Since there was no sign of Abby on the pathway, he took it, refusing to indulge the foreboding prickling the back of his neck. Calm down.

			Waves washed up onto the beach, white surf spreading until it soaked into the sand. Every fifteen feet sat a green-and-white-striped cabana for beachgoers to escape the sun. What ever happened to good old-fashioned umbrellas? He’d only ever been to Rockaway Beach in Queens, but he would appreciate the vast difference between the two locations tomorrow. Right now, he—

			Russell stopped short, an alarm blaring in his head. Cold blasted him. His T-shirt had been discarded in the sand, right at the edge of the water. Moving on autopilot, he bent down to retrieve it and noticed the footprints leading right into the ocean.

			ABBY SAT ON top of a flat rock, knees pulled to her chest, staring out at the water. The paperwork Mitchell had brought had been fairly straightforward, authorizing the moving of funds, overseas transfers. One new hire contract. And shuffled in between them all, a power-of-attorney document, giving her permission to make decisions on her father’s behalf.

			She’d signed something similar when her father was first incapacitated, to cover them if word got out that he wasn’t actively running the company, but it hadn’t been nearly as extensive. Mitchell continued to say her father’s condition was stable, but she didn’t know what to believe. One thing was for certain. She wouldn’t sit around anymore and wait for her father to request her presence. As soon as she got back to New York, she would see his condition for herself.

			Another interesting detail had snagged her eye while reviewing the paperwork. She personally owned a 2 percent stake in the company. Something she hadn’t been aware of until tonight and wasn’t even sure she was supposed to know. Why had she never been made aware? The discovery had sparked an idea. An idea that required more thought. One that snowballed the more she entertained it.

			Abby’s racing thoughts were interrupted when Russell appeared on the beach. Her initial reaction at the sight of him, as always, was a mixture of warmth and contentment. But it was tempered with disappointment now. Sadness. And unfortunately, some significant sexual awareness that probably would never fade, now that she knew what their bodies could do together.

			She watched as he picked up the T-shirt she’d thrown off in what had been an admittedly childish move. Just because she was angry with him and didn’t know where they stood, didn’t mean she should ditch his clothes in random spots. She hated feeling guilty for her parting shot by the pool. Really, she should own the statement she’d made because she’d meant it. Right now, though, she couldn’t help but crave their closeness from before. Before they’d been intimate. When she could lay her head on his shoulder and tell him everything on her mind.

			Abby’s insides jolted when Russell shouted her name. Had he seen her? He wasn’t even looking in her direction. When he charged headfirst into the water, her confusion sunk into the yawning pit in her stomach. His voice sounded strangled as he called her name over and over, diving beneath the surface. Looking for her? Yes. He thought she’d gone into the water. As quickly as possible, Abby gained her footing and leapt from the rock onto the sand. Her still-sensitive ankle protested, but she paid it no attention, sprinting toward the water.

			“Russell.”

			The sound of waves crashing half swallowed her voice, but he would have heard her, had he not just dived below the surface once more. Abby had just reached the shoreline and splashed into the ocean when Russell rose with a strangled curse, water coursing down his back. He spun in a circle, obviously still searching the dark waves, hands moving furiously in the water as if he could peel it back and find her.

			“Goddammit!” he shouted. “Angel, please.”

			“Russell,” she said again, out of breath. He heard her this time—thank God—his entire body stiffening, before slowly turning to face her. The turmoil on his face made Abby stumble in her awkward attempts to reach him, but she pushed forward and threw herself at him without thinking. His big body was an unmoving block of ice, so she grabbed his shoulders and climbed, wrapping her legs around his waist and holding tight. “I’m sorry. I was on the beach. I’m sorry.”

			Still, he made no attempt to hold her back. Tremors began to move through him, shaking them both where they stood in the churning water.

			Abby buried her face in his neck. “Say something. You’re scaring me.”

			“I’m scaring you.” The words were toneless, but she could feel his pulse thundering against her lips. “You were under the water.”

			“No, I wasn’t.”

			Russell’s entire body heaved a shuddering breath, then two powerful arms were crushing her against his chest. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t inhale; at least he’d come back to her from wherever he’d gone. “You keep doing this to me.” His whisper was furious in her hair. “Keep almost taking yourself away. What would I have done, Abby? What?”

			Another shudder passed through Russell, and it sent realization coursing through Abby. An understanding that this man had made mistakes, maybe he would make even more, but his feelings for her were real. As real as hers for him. There was no room for a barrier between them at that moment, and she needed to take advantage. Find out why Russell would charge into an ocean for her but didn’t want a serious relationship. For crying out loud, from where she was standing, their relationship was more serious than most marriages she’d encountered among her parents and their friends.

			“You don’t call anyone else angel.” She leaned back to meet his gaze. “I thought all the way back to our first hang out. Not a waitress, not my roommates. No one. You only call me that.”

			She’d caught him at a weak moment, when he was still coming down off the imagined tragedy. It was evident in the way his eyes closed, his head tipped forward to rest against hers. “Yeah. I know.”

			“Why would you tell me otherwise?” She swallowed what felt like a handful of pebbles. “Do you want to push me away?”

			“You think there’s an easy answer to that?” The question burst out of him with the force of a gale wind, warming her face. “Yes and no. There’s your answer.”

			“Why yes?”

			Russell didn’t speak for a long stretch, just continuing to hold her so tightly, as if she might try and escape. They breathed together, bodies moving as one in a way that felt natural. How it was supposed to be. Abby didn’t realize she’d closed her eyes until Russell finally spoke, forcing them open. “Look at me, angel.” She leaned back and did as he asked, gulping in the face of such intensity. “Look at how fucked-up I am. You can’t even go for a walk without my being convinced the world is going to swallow you up. It’s not normal.”

			Abby tried to interject—with what, she wasn’t sure—but he cut her off.

			“There’s a reason.” His muscles tensed against her. “It’s not good enough. Nothing excuses the way I act when it comes to you. Remember that, okay?” He sucked in a breath. “I lost someone. My mother. She . . . died. It was a long time ago, but I remember what it felt like. It could have been prevented if we’d just found a way to make her feel better. And it’s not right, Abby, it’s not right, but I have to make sure I don’t feel that way ever again. You’re the only one who could make me. The only one.”

			The taste of salt invaded Abby’s mouth, a mixture of tears and the surrounding ocean. Russell’s pain harpooned past her ribs and struck deep. She hadn’t been the only one keeping a secret, and it killed her. Killed her knowing he’d been harboring it on his own. She wanted to ask how his mother died, but the hurt radiating from him was already so profound, she couldn’t find the words. Instead, she clung to him like her life depended on it, laying kisses on his collarbone and neck, whispering comfort that only made sense to them.

			“There’s more, Abby. She—my mother—would still be around if . . . if maybe she’d had a hero. I don’t know . . .”

			Russell trailed off, and Abby waited, but he didn’t finish his thought. She didn’t want him to. She could practically feel the wounds gaping on his flesh where it pressed against her. He’d opened up enough for one night. The need to heal and distract rising within her was so powerful, it was almost visible in the air surrounding them.

			She had the ability to make him forget his pain tonight. Always, if he’d let her. Hadn’t every secret shared, every touch exchanged, been leading to this moment? Heat tickled her belly, thinking of how Russell had been in the guest room, how in control he’d been . . . and all the while, just a hint out of control. Craving the experience again, needing to soothe the memories they’d dug up, Abby didn’t second-guess herself as she trailed her tongue up the side of Russell’s neck, breathing against his ear.

			“Now tell me why you don’t want to push me away.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			RUSSELL SLIPPED A hand down Abby’s back, over her slick bathing suit. He wanted to peel off the tight nylon and see his girl naked in the moonlight, feel her bare ass in his grip, but he forced his hand into a fist at the base of her spine. And breathed. Which was a mistake because she smelled like white grapes with a hint of tequila. Naughty and nice, wrapped around his body, ready to give him everything.

			She was giving him an out, this sweet, beautiful girl he loved. He really shouldn’t take it. Should come clean about everything. His insecurity over her money, his failed attempts to close that financial gap, his plan to try one final time. The reality of his family life . . . how that family had broken apart. Hell, he’d already chipped away at the dam, telling her something he hadn’t even told his friends. It had felt good. Right. Would he feel better for spilling everything?

			“Russell,” she murmured at his mouth, obliterating his concentration. “Tell me the reason you can’t push me away.”

			His heart drummed faster and faster, matching his breath. Jesus Christ. He knew what was coming, knew she would offer herself to him tonight. On a regular basis, he felt unworthy of Abby, but right now? Right now, she looked like some exotic mermaid, glowing under the night sky, the ocean as her backdrop. She wasn’t something a man like him was allowed to experience. A painfully sexy virgin, tempting him to fuck her on some rich man’s beach. It was like a pornographic postcard. Or it would be if he wasn’t prepared to die for this girl at the prompting of one, single word from her mouth.

			“You know why I can’t stay away, angel. Work your hips up, and you’ll feel it.” Eyes sparking with excitement, Abby flexed her thighs around his waist, lifted, and rolled her body, gasping at the pronounced thickness inside his wet board shorts. Shiiiit. When had she started to move like that? She knew right where he needed to feel her pussy, knew to give a tight, little buck that conjured thoughts of his own hips doing the same. Only she’d be beneath him with her thighs spread. Christ, he needed to take this slow. Needed to make an attempt to deserve this. Deserve her. “Hey. Let me see your eyes, Abby.” Her hazel gaze was foggy as it lifted, snagged on him. It was a moment before he could speak normally. “I want your body. Want it bad as fuck. But I can’t stay away from you, Abby, because you’re you. Okay?”

			“Okay,” Abby breathed. She went for his mouth with such unexpected eagerness, the impact of her taste sent him back a step in the water. Her moan as their tongues met had the effect of a smooth hand wrapping around his dick. The familiar voice that growled mine whenever he touched Abby increased in volume, competing with the ocean. Her thighs started moving restlessly on either side of him, climbing his waist and grinding down, all the while making these head-wrecking, whimpering noises when her sweet spot met his cock. Their mouths were competing for the best taste of one another, lips greedy and desperate.

			Closer. Need her as close as possible. With one arm wedged beneath her ass, Russell used the opposite hand to yank down the straps of her bathing suit. As soon as he got the stretchy material around her waist, he kissed down her neck and sucked each of her nipples in turn. “I can’t believe you’re going to let me inside this body. So hot . . . so smooth. I don’t belong there, but it’s mine all the same. Isn’t it?”

			Her fingernails dug into his shoulders as she leaned back to give him a perfect view of her tits. “I don’t want anyone but you. How many ways can I say it?”

			Goddamn. If he didn’t get her out of the water and into someplace private, he would fuck her standing up. Which sounded awesome to his Abby-starved brain, but no way in hell would he cause her more pain than necessary. Keeping a tight hold on her, Russell began wading toward the shore, pausing every few feet to get his mouth on her nipples or kiss a whimper out of her. In the dark, pressed so close to the girl he craved, secrets contained inside his head so long made for the exit. “What I said . . . about how I worry about you. There’s a huge part of me that loves it, Abby.” His hands found her ass and kneaded. “I love covering your body up with my clothes. Being the one who gets you home safe. I love it. It’s my job.”

			She brushed her lips over his ear, making him shiver. “I was mad at you earlier for ripping my bathing suit . . . but I wasn’t mad, too.”

			“What do you mean?”

			They reached the shore as she answered, Russell’s footsteps eating up the sand on his way to the closest cabana. “I’m still figuring it out. But . . . I know when you tied me up, I realized that’s what I’d wanted all along.” She rested her forehead against his. “Does that make sense?”

			His heart squeezed, then boomed louder. Faster. Some part of him had known all along she was made for him. These unfamiliar impulses she’d woken inside him corresponded to hers. They couldn’t be wrong if she needed them, too, right? “Yes . . . I think it does make sense, angel. I hope like hell it does.”

			They reached the cabana, and Russell shouldered past the hanging canvas that kept the inside private. Side-by-side beach chairs, reclined to their flat position, were just inside, and he quickly picked the left one, laying Abby down. When she kept her arms wrapped around him, he had no choice but to descend with her. Their positions stayed the same, but when laid vertical, his dick shoved between her thighs with five times the pressure and friction.

			“Ahhh, fuck.” He captured her wrists and locked them over her head, giving her a tight twist of his hips. “I’m not a duke, Abby.”

			Her eyes popped open on a moan. “W-what?”

			No way. No way he’d just said that out loud. Russell dropped his head into the crook of her neck, using the opportunity to feel her pulse against his lips. Because any second now, she’d realize she’d entrusted her virginity to a guy who took pointers from imaginary noblemen. “I, uh.” She ran her fingertips up his spine, and nothing had ever felt so amazing in his life. “My brother’s wife leaves these books lying around. Romance novels. And this duke—his name is Sebastian, but that’s not important—he . . . it was his girl’s first time. He went so slow, letting her get used to his . . . manhood.” Russell reached between their bodies and palmed Abby’s breasts. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

			“Manhood?” Her body vibrated with laughter. “You read a romance novel for me?”

			Slowly, he shook his head. “I’d kill for you, Abby.”

			When her smile vanished, Russell wished he could snatch back the words, bury them back down where they belonged. At least, he wished it until she pushed up on her elbows and kissed him. Her tongue licked against his, slow and sweet, the teasing action making his dick thicken, an effect she felt right between her thighs, if the sexy purr she let out was any indication. “Russell,” she said, in a shaky whisper, “there might also be such a thing as going too slow.”

			“I’ll remind you of that in a few minutes.” He slipped his hands down her rib cage, snagging the edges of her bathing suit. “I need a hit of that pussy first. It’s had me on edge all fucking day, wondering when I’m going to get a lick.” Russell moved to a kneeling position, growling at the way her bathing suit’s material hugged her core. Was it possible to be jealous of a piece of clothing? Yeah. When it came to her, anything was possible. Russell stripped the black suit down her legs and tossed it aside, every ounce of his blood rushing south at the site of her. Bare and waiting. “Come on, angel. I want those knees pointed at opposite ends of the beach.”

			His harsh speech started her tits rising and falling with deep gulps of breath. A naked, beautiful, goddamn sight he could feel branding itself in his memory bank. But she hesitated. “I’m . . . are you supposed to put your mouth there when I’m already so wet?”

			Praying like hell he wouldn’t come in his board shorts, Russell pushed her thighs open and fell on her with a groan. A groan that didn’t stop as he lapped at Abby, delved his tongue inside her heat and worshipped that tiny bud with his lips. He swore he could taste her shyness, and it cranked his lust to a fevered state, giving him no choice but to release his cock, the hungry weight of it dropping down onto the reclined chair. “Damn. Maybe I shouldn’t have gone down on you.” He licked up her belly, over the taut flesh between her tits. When he reached Abby’s neck, he scraped his teeth up and down the sensitive skin, his way of comforting her while his knuckles dragged over her pussy. “How am I going to hold off on fucking you hard when I can taste how much you want it?”

			“I don’t know.” She arched her back. “P-please keep doing that.”

			Russell braced himself to have his fingers inside Abby for the first time. “You know how many times I’ve fantasized about slipping my hand into your panties and giving you an orgasm?” He rotated his finger and added another, pushing into her tight entrance with a curse. “The one that always gets me off is picturing you on my lap in the bar, while I stroke your clit under the table.” He followed through on his words with a rough thumb, gritting his teeth as she jolted on the chair. “Would you have played along, Abby? Let me finger-fuck you beneath one of those loose skirts?”

			“Yes.” Her belly hollowed and shook, her hands grabbing at his wrist, pressing his touch closer. “I would have done anything. I’ll do anything.”

			“Do anything for what?”

			Like she’d been transported straight from his filthiest subconscious, she threw both arms over her head and begged him beneath heavy eyelids. “You know what I need, Russell. You always know.”

			That was the end of going slow. He slid both fingers from inside her, using them to circle her clit, faster and faster. “Come. Come so I can give you the real thing.”

			As always when she climaxed, her heels dug in, hips lifting. He fucking loved knowing that about her. Loved knowing that no one else would ever know but him. Dampness met his fingers as she twisted on the chair. “Russell. Feels so good.”

			A drumbeat ricocheted around his skull. He didn’t even register positioning himself between her thighs until he was there, running the head of his dick through her wetness. Need need need. With one hand, he shoved the confining shorts down and felt a hard slap against his thigh. His wallet. Condom. Condom. Jesus, what if he’d forgotten? Hoping Abby hadn’t noticed his almost slip, Russell drew out the leather wallet and ripped out the single condom, opening it with his teeth.

			She shifted beneath him. “Do you always carry those with you?”

			He marveled over the touch of self-consciousness in her voice. Had he not made it clear as crystal that other girls might as well be invisible for all the attention he paid them? If she hadn’t gotten the message, they weren’t moving forward until she did. “Give me your hand,” he demanded, rising up over her. When she did as he asked without question, he curled her fingers around his dick. “I bought them the night you hurt your ankle.” He watched that sink in. “I knew I’d never be able to say no if we got here. And what is my job, angel?”

			“Worrying about me,” she murmured into the near darkness. “Protecting me.”

			“That’s right.” Slowly, he thrust his cock into her grip. “Abby’s. That’s Abby’s.”

			Eyes unfocused, she grazed his sides with her knees. “Show me.”

			Russell rolled on the latex, then fisted his hardness. He pushed the tip inside her, stopping when a shudder wracked him. “I’m afraid to hear you scream. I don’t want to know what a bad scream sounds like from you.” He aligned their bodies, both of their skin having grown slick in the summer heat. “If you need to, do it into my shoulder.”

			Abby nodded and placed her lips where he’d indicated. They plumped against his shoulder, reminding him they’d been on his dick just hours earlier. Don’t even think about a replay, or you’ll never last. The anticipation, the excitement in her eyes, the churning need for release clawing to get out became too much, and he shoved deeper, wincing at the tight fit. Something else was happening, too. A bone-deep impulse to ram himself home and lay claim to her in an irreversible way. Dammit, this is what he’d been terrified of. This ever-present conflict when it came to Abby. Never—ever—wanting to harm her while experiencing the sense that she wanted an unknown amount of . . . force.

			“Russell, more plea—”

			He drove his remaining inches inside Abby, her choked cry splitting the air between them. His instincts propelled him forward to cut it off with his mouth. Comforting words tried to find their way up his throat, but the pleasure choked him, made it impossible to speak. He hadn’t been ready. Never would have been ready for the tight clutch of her pussy, the sensation of her feet digging into his ass. Was she struggling or attempting to move, to get closer? He couldn’t hear or discern a goddamn thing over the rushing between his ears. Wake up, asshole.

			“I won’t move. I won’t. Just tell me when—”

			“Now. Now, please.”

			“Thank fuck,” he growled, rearing back with his hips and fucking into her with a satisfying slap of damp flesh. “Ahhh God. Am I hurting you?” How would he stop if he was? It would be worse than losing a limb. Getting impatient for a response, he pushed her knees up toward her elbows and bore down. “An answer, Abby.”

			“A little. It hurts a little.” Her teeth raked over her bottom lip. “But if you stop, it’ll hurt worse. Please.”

			Not helping. She was as conflicted as him. “I waited too long. Let it build up too much. All this fucking want.” Another tether inside him snapped loose, setting free the enveloping need to shake the confusion out of them both, force a decision. Russell lost his grip on control, or maybe he did it voluntarily. In one hand, he pinned Abby’s wrists over her head, bringing them face-to-face. A flicker of relief and encouragement made her eyes sparkle. Please don’t let me be imagining it. With the opposite hand, he gripped her jaw and tilted her head back in a single, rough movement. When he spoke, it was right up against her ear. “What did I tell you in my house that day, Abby? What do I want to do to you?”

			He could feel the pulse in her neck racing, beating against the base of his hand. Trapped. He had her trapped, but she liked it. Her hips moved in restless figure eights beneath him, entreating him to thrust. Those heels were doing their thing, trying to find purchase on the backs of his thighs. “You . . .” She sucked in a breath, pushing her pointed tits into his chest. “You said you want to bang my little virgin brains out.”

			“I meant it.” Attempting to bring himself down from the insane high of hearing those forbidden words out of Abby’s innocent mouth, Russell licked past her lips for a searing kiss. It didn’t work. All he could feel was the hot sensation of her pussy contracting around him. Pulse. Pulse. “Are you doing that? Are you . . . stop.”

			“No.” Her swallow was audible because of the angle he still held her jaw. “You’re thinking too hard. We both know what . . . what you need. I need to be the one who gives it to you. Don’t take that away from me.” She writhed on the chair, gasping when he tightened his hold automatically.

			“Stay still.”

			He hated the almost total darkness and loved it simultaneously. Wanted to see her face in the light but didn’t want her to see his. As he released her jaw and used both hands to pin her, he had to look like an animal. He felt like one. He jerked his hips back and slammed forward, groaning at the welcoming slickness. The narrow perfection of her. Abby’s cry was absorbed by his chest, and fuck, he loved that. Loved looking down and seeing her beneath him, feeling the vibration of his name as it passed her lips.

			“Yes,” she moaned. “Again.”

			If any remaining reservations still had a foothold, they slipped down the slope on which he’d been desperately attempting to balance. He didn’t recognize the words or sounds that left his mouth as he fucked Abby, the girl he loved. Their bodies slid up and down against one another, moving in a frantic rhythm. His cock felt so full already, ready to spill, and Abby did nothing to help postpone the inevitable, wrapping her long legs around him and begging, begging. God, she was so gorgeous he couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t deal with her beauty on top of the driving demand to claim her body. Satisfy her. Himself.

			Knowing he only had a small window to get her off, Russell released her manacled hands and wedged a forearm beneath her hips. “Tilt them up, angel. Same way you did when I used my mouth. We’re going to find that sweet spot, aren’t we? I might be banging my little virgin, but I’m going to make her come, too. Always. That’s another one of my jobs, and I love it. Your come is mine.”

			He broke off into a groan as Abby angled her hips with the aid of his lifting forearm. The new angle brought the base of his length into contact with her clit, and fuck . . . the unsteady whimper of his name almost made him bust. She threw her head back on the chair and started to roll her body, meeting his pumps with incredible accuracy.

			Meant to be with her. This was all part of some plan. His thoughts collided with his heart, sending it speeding out of control.

			Abby buried her fingernails into his ass, her thighs beginning to tremble around him. “I’m going to . . . oh my God, don’t stop. I’m . . .”

			Russell dropped his head forward and closed his eyes, putting all his focus into staying right where the fuck he was, not deviating from what was pushing her toward a climax. Just a little longer. Just a little—

			“Russell.”

			Holy shit. His eyes flew open in time to witness Abby’s tits shaking between them, her teeth buried into her bottom lip as she arched on the chair. Her heels had a firm hold at the small of his back as she rode it out, her pussy squeezing him in tiny spasms that he would crave like air for the rest of his time on earth.

			He was aching and swollen inside her, seconds from going off. There was no explanation for what he did next, only knew that it felt like a travesty to release into a condom. A waste of what she’d done to him. He wanted to mark her, brand her in a way that she might not understand or might find confusing, but as he pulled out of her still-convulsing body, tore off the condom, and expelled his pleasure on her tits, his brain registered it as something beautiful. Seeing Abby wearing the evidence of how much he’d wanted her for so long, how much he’d want her forever.

			After that, his muscles would no longer support him. He went down on an elbow beside Abby, kissing her shoulder until she turned on her side. His eyes searched in the darkness for something to clean her, making out a stack of towels just over their heads. He grabbed the terry-cloth material and ran it down Abby’s front, neck to belly, all the while rubbing his lips over her heated skin.

			“Russell?” Her sweet voice glittered in the darkness.

			He draped the towel over her body. “What is it, angel?”

			For long moment, he could only count her breaths. “We have a lot to talk about, don’t we?”

			His pulse tripped as he pulled her close, curved his body around her smaller one. I’m going to sleep with my girl next to me. “Yeah. I guess we do.”

			Understatement of the year. The list of things they needed to discuss seemed endless. The status of their relationship. Why he’d been pushing her away. How he planned to stop doing that and never let her go. Ever. There was also the nature of their sexual attraction, how they acted on it. He felt an urgency to ensure that his need to . . . dominate Abby was always done safely, because if he hurt her—

			No. He would never hurt her again.

			Not if he could help it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			ABBY WOKE UP feeling a little sticky. And a lot amazing.

			She lay still without opening her eyes for long minutes, trapping all the sounds and sensations inside a net of coveted recollections. Russell warmed her back, one heavy arm thrown over her hips. Of course, he snored. Like his having chest hair, snoring seemed like something she should have known. But hadn’t she always been the one to fall asleep on him? Maybe she snored and didn’t even know it. She’d have to ask him when he woke up.

			Anticipation purred in her bloodstream at the idea of talking to Russell while they were both naked. Hearing what his voice sounded like upon waking.

			The smell of ocean and suntan lotion filled her nose as the events of last night projected themselves on the backs of her eyelids. Each image was sharp, their outlines carved out with a box cutter. And each one had the subtitle, I love Russell. She did. She’d loved him in different ways for a long time. But acknowledging it—defining what she’d been harboring for him all along—made the feeling expand like a fleet of balloons. Big, colorful ones with the ability to carry her across the beach and ocean . . . anywhere she wanted to go.

			Abby pressed her fingers against her lips, felt the smile there. Her mouth parted on an intake of breath when the sensitivity between her thighs registered. Finally, her eyes opened and immediately fell upon the light bruises circling her wrists. Why did seeing the shaded marks send a feather tickling down the center of her belly? No, she knew now. Knew the reason imagining gentle, straightforward sex had never excited her. Why she’d always felt safer with her confusing fantasies of being taken hard. Restrained. They weren’t confusing anymore. At least, they were beginning to define themselves with every experience between her and Russell.

			Were his sexual preferences the reason he’d been keeping her at a distance? Abby brushed her lips over a thumb-sized bruise on her wrist. Of course, this man who spent an inordinate amount of time worrying for her safety would hate the idea of being aggressive with her. Or, hate the idea that he liked it, more accurately. Abby let out a relieved breath. Now that she knew what he’d been battling, she could play defense.

			Testing her well-used muscles, Abby felt a flush infuse her neck as she encountered the sticky feeling once again. Another, larger feather licked down her middle. Russell looming above her, growling as he marked her. She couldn’t wait to do it again. Today. This morning. Now.

			She lifted Russell’s arm off her body and sat up, noticing traces of blood on her inner thighs. Before they talked or touched each other again, she needed a shower. Maybe it was ridiculous to feel self-conscious around the man who’d been present for the cause. She’d have to work on that but felt no pressure to accomplish any more milestones at the moment, having reached a huge one last night.

			Abby laid the towel over Russell, muffling a laugh when his snoring amplified. She picked up another towel and wrapped it around herself, hoping no one would spy her on the short trek back to the house. Southampton residents typically didn’t rise this early, so she was probably safe. She’d shower, change, grab a set of clothes for Russell, and be back with coffee before he even woke up.

			Refusing to dim the wattage of her smile, Abby fairly danced out of the cabana and speed-walked along the beach, ascending the staircase like she had springs on her feet. She would have to be quiet in the house. Her friends were no doubt still asleep, preparing to wake up with hangovers in a couple hours. A large part of her was glad she’d have a chance to talk with Russell before seeing Honey or Roxy again. They would no doubt have questions, and she couldn’t wait to have answers, for once.

			She reached the gate at the estate’s edge, swung it open and stepped onto the paved driveway, but drew up short when she saw Mitchell, leaning against the trunk of his car. The towel around her suddenly felt flimsy, transparent. There was nothing sexual about the way he perused her, only businesslike. Practical. But it didn’t make her feel any less exposed.

			“What are you still doing here?” She was pleased at the strength in her voice, despite the awkward situation. “Did I miss a signature page?”

			When he remained tight-lipped, she thought he wasn’t going to answer. Finally, his lips lifted into a smile that didn’t go near his eyes. “Car trouble, actually. The repair company just left. I was about to head back to Manhattan.”

			She shook her head, eyeing the brand-spanking-new Mercedes. “Car trouble.” Her fingers curled into the top of the towel, grateful it covered her past the knee. “Did you sleep in your car?”

			“Yes.” He sauntered toward her. “I had a funny feeling your friends weren’t going to let me into the house.”

			“You’re probably right.” A ditch formed in her stomach when Mitchell’s attention caught on her wrists. “I’m going to head in now.”

			That creepy smile of his stayed in place as he nodded. “That’s probably a good idea.” He inclined his head. “We’ll keep this between you and me. No need to worry your mother, right?”

			A sour taste permeated Abby’s mouth. She wanted to curse him straight to hell, but getting into the house was the more desirable outcome. A back-and-forth between them would prevent that. God, she hated that he’d ruined her morning. She just wanted to forget this encounter had ever happened and get back down to the beach. “Thanks, Mitchell,” she muttered, skirting past him toward the house.

			She waited just inside the front door until she heard his car pull away before tiptoeing up the stairs.

			RUSSELL SHOT FORWARD in a panic, searching the cabana with frantic eyes. He shouldn’t be by himself. Abby’s sweet, warm body had been tucked up against him all night. He knew that because he’d woken up several times, convinced he’d been dreaming. But no. No, she’d been there, sighing in her sleep, letting him smell her hair, run hands up and down her thighs, shoulders, and belly. It had been the best night of his twenty-seven years, and he had not goddamn imagined it.

			When he spied her bathing suit on the ground, he pressed two fingers against his forehead and breathed. Where had she gone? Why hadn’t she woken him up? Didn’t she know how he’d react to her disappearing?

			Calm down and go find her. This fear that threatened wasn’t just a product of his panic. Abby hadn’t been hurt last night. If she had, could she have slept beside him so trusting and peaceful? The memory of her feet tucked between his calves sent warmth soaring into his chest, saving it from freezing into a block of ice. Okay. As soon as he saw her, kissed her forehead, everything would be fine. They would talk about everything. There was no room for secrets when he felt so close to her. She’d set his fears to rest about his physical urges, but the money issue would be no different. And he would believe her when she inevitably told him their future was theirs to decide because she believed in him. She’d trusted him with her body, and he’d beg that she do the same with her heart.

			Crazy how one night could change everything. But it had. A clarity had stormed into his consciousness, wrought by his connection to Abby. Nothing was insurmountable as long as they could make each other feel as alive as they’d been last night. He’d live his life to make that happen.

			Russell whipped the discarded board shorts off the ground, gained his feet, and pulled them on, halfway out of the cabana before he’d fully tied them. He saw the Yankees shirt, crumpled in the sand and decided to leave it there, liking the reminder of what had ultimately brought them together staying right where it was. When he reached the top of the staircase, his mind was already on what he’d make Abby for breakfast. She liked sweet stuff, like French toast—

			“Mr. Hart.”

			Russell came to a halt on the road, so immersed in thoughts of Abby, it took him a moment to place the man, standing inside the door of his running Mercedes. Mitchell, the lawyer. What the hell was he still doing here?

			He must have asked the question out loud because the guy smirked. “You know why the Sullivan family pays me so well?” He drummed his fingers on the car’s roof. “I make sure problems don’t present themselves. And when they do, I make them go away. I’m really fucking good at it, too.”

			Showing no outward reaction, Russell couldn’t help being surprised at the expletive coming from the polished lawyer. Or maybe he shouldn’t be surprised at all. “Is there a reason you think I give a shit?”

			“There’s a good reason for everything I say and do.”

			Russell almost looked up, positive he would see an axe materialize in the air. Intuition was like spikes flowing through his veins. He glanced over Mitchell’s shoulder toward the house, praying he’d see Abby, but there was no one. Jesus, where had she gone? “If what you have to say is so important, get to it.”

			The look that crossed the lawyer’s face said he was enjoying this. “Ran into Abby a few minutes ago.” With those words, Russell’s dread shifted and escalated into rage. She’d gone to that beach last night dressed in nothing but a swimsuit. A swimsuit he’d seen on the floor of the cabana. Meaning this fucker had seen her in . . . what? The possibilities made his eyes burn.

			Russell struggled for a modicum of composure, but the effort was useless. “If you even spoke to her, I’d be worried.”

			“I did. Speak to her.” A too-long pause ensued. “You bruise up a lot of girls, Hart?”

			He was instantly winded, unable to catch a breath. That axe above him didn’t just drop, it hacked away at him. Hacked, hacked, hacked, severing internal organs without mercy. Somehow, the guy knew his last name, but it was only a dim realization, swallowed up in the earlier statement. “What . . . what are you talking about?”

			“Look, buddy.” Mitchell held up both hands, like they could have an honest exchange after the bomb he’d just dropped on Russell’s very existence. “I’m here as the fixer. As understandably upset as she was, Abby obviously needs one—”

			“She was upset?” The words fell out of Russell’s mouth and splintered into fragments on the ground, alongside his heart. Had he been wrong about the connection . . . the understanding between them? She’d enjoyed what they’d done, hadn’t she? He wracked his mind, attempting to remember what she’d said in the darkness, before they fell asleep. We have a lot to talk about, don’t we? Christ, that could mean anything. Images assaulted him. Abby’s jaw in his grip. Her hands imprisoned over her head. The way he’d pulled out and bathed her in his release.

			His knees felt weak with the need to give out. Was there a man of sound mind on this planet that would do those things to a virgin? No. No . . . he’d done it all wrong. He’d hurt her. Hurt Abby. God, oh God, oh God.

			“Where did she go?” Russell managed.

			“Probably somewhere you can’t hurt her again.” Mitchell rounded the car at a casual pace, reaching into his pocket and removing a wallet. “And I’m going to make sure it stays that way.”

			Russell felt the horror down to his toes when the man presented him with a fist full of what looked like hundred-dollar bills. “What the fuck is that?”

			Mitchell attempted to look sympathetic, but satisfaction was written all over his face. “We both know Abby is a good person. She wanted you to have this. For that construction company you’re trying to get off the ground.” The green bills were thrust in his direction. As if he would take them. Christ, he could barely stand the sight of them. Or the knowledge that he’d lost. He hadn’t been good enough for her. No, it was worse than that. He’d . . . injured her. Ruined a night that should have been special. Maybe traumatized her forever. He deserved to feel like his stomach was being stomped on by baseball cleats. Deserved far worse.

			True to form, she was still trying her best to help him, trying to help him succeed even thought he’d wronged her. That’s why she was the best. That’s what made her Abby. And he needed to get as far away from her as possible, for her sake. It’s what the man who loved her should do—and he loved her so much he was struggling not to lie down in the road and demand this asshole drive over him with that fucking Mercedes. The symbol of everything he’d never be able to give Abby.

			“I don’t want your money,” Russell choked out. “Or Abby’s money, for Chrissakes.”

			The other man shrugged. “Fair enough.” He pocketed the bills. “How about a ride back to the city?”

			“Go fuck yourself. I’ll take the bus.”

			Russell stood frozen on the road until the Mercedes drove out of sight. Then he bent at the waist and dry heaved over the sandy road.

			ABBY BOUNDED DOWN the stairs, taking them two at a time. In the space of twenty minutes, she’d showered, changed, and answered five emails. Wonder of wonders, they hadn’t even stressed her out. Would anything ever stress her out again? Her body felt so deliciously utilized, her vocal cords just raw enough to give her a smoky sex voice, a discovery she’d made while attempting to sing in the shower. A long-sleeved swim cover-up handily concealed the bruising on her wrists, but she liked knowing they were there. Like a naughty secret, reminding her how much she’d been wanted. She’d never had one of those before.

			Her progress came to an abrupt stop at the base of the staircase. Having snuck in as quietly as possible, she’d expected everyone to still be sleeping. But there was the super group, standing in the living room, looking as if they’d been caught talking about something uncomfortable. Most of them, anyway. Honey and Roxy were still in their pajamas, hair unbrushed. Ben and Louis wouldn’t even look at her. Trying to ignore the beginnings of alarm, Abby ran a hand down her ponytail and scanned the space for Russell but didn’t see him.

			“Hey.” Abby headed toward the kitchen, well aware she was making an escape. From what, though, she didn’t know. Didn’t want to. “I was just about to make some coffee.”

			Honey followed her into the sunlit room, Roxy close behind. The guys were nowhere in sight, which only spurred her worry. Ben and Louis didn’t go two feet without the girls if they could help it, meaning her roommates wanted privacy.

			Honey climbed onto one of the breakfast stools. “Where did you sleep last night?”

			“Um.” She wanted to tell them everything. Maybe not every detail of her night with Russell but enough to reciprocate for all the secrets they’d spilled over the last six months. Something held her back, though. Whether it was the identical sympathetic expressions on her friends’ faces or the fact that she hadn’t spoken to Russell yet, but holding back suddenly felt conducive to survival. “I had some work to do and knew you two would give me a hard time, so I took my laptop out to the pool house. I fell asleep there.”

			They were both silent a moment until Roxy finally broke the tension Abby’s lie had created. “Did . . . did Russell sleep there, too?”

			When goose bumps broke out along her skin, she was twice as grateful for the long sleeves. “Why are you asking?”

			Roxy took the can of Maxwell House from Abby’s hand and performed the task of making coffee since Abby’s had stalled out before even starting. “We’re just trying to figure out why Russell left in such a hurry.” Her friend’s tone was softer than usual, but it detonated like a bomb in the silent kitchen. Not to mention, Abby’s stomach. “He wouldn’t even come inside. Louis had to bring his bag out.”

			“He was acting really strange. Even for Russell.” Honey’s joke fell flat along with her attempt at a smile. “We thought maybe you two had a fight.”

			“No. We didn’t.”

			Abby tried to bring her tone down a few octaves, but it was impossible. Her heart was flattening like a sand castle in a rainstorm. He left? She created a mental list of reasons he would leave after the night they’d had, the trust they’d shared, but nothing was good enough. Nothing made sense.

			She reached into the cabinet for three coffee cups, indulging the urge to hide her face. “Was there an emergency at the construction site or something?” Even as she asked the hopeful question, she discarded the possibility. He’d left without saying good-bye, and that meant something infinitely worse.

			“Ben said he wasn’t in a talking mood.” Honey traded a heavy glance with Roxy, nodded, and dug into her pocket. “He left you a note.”

			Abby tried not to lunge across the nook to snatch the note from Honey’s fingers. Instead, she carefully arranged the mugs and casually reached for the folded piece of paper. She could feel her roommates staring at her, so she braced herself to give zero reaction. An almost impossible feat when the note contained only two words.

			I’m sorry.

			She dropped the note like it was on fire but stooped down quickly to pick it back up, shoving it into the back pocket of her jean shorts. It seemed like someone else was performing the menial tasks. It definitely couldn’t be her when she felt paralyzed. A crater was opening in her chest, burning at the edges, but she couldn’t lift her arms to put out the fire. Russell was sorry. Russell was gone. He regretted last night . . . being with her. What they’d done.

			Was there any other explanation? His absence spoke louder than any note ever could. He’d told her, hadn’t he? Since the beginning, he’d told her he wasn’t looking for a permanent relationship, but she hadn’t listened, plugging along like a naïve idiot and trusting everything would work out right. After what he’d said last night in the water, she knew he cared about her, but obviously it ended there. Oh God, had Russell given her a pity lay? She wanted to crawl into a small space and never emerge. At least it would keep the fractured organ in her chest in one place instead of spilling out onto the floor like it was attempting to do now.

			“Abby.” Honey had moved across the room to lay a hand on Abby’s back. “You know you can talk to us about anything, right? We can help with whatever is going on.”

			“The way you helped with this weekend away? Because it didn’t.” The anger burst from her mouth before she could control it, but guilt had her wanting to stuff it all back in. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

			Roxy laid her head on Abby’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay to get pissed once in a while. And you’re right, we forced this weekend on you without considering it might make things worse.”

			“No. It was sweet. Really sweet.” Abby tried to swallow away the tightness in her throat. These were her best friends. The normal behavior here was to have a good old-fashioned girl talk. There was even a chance she would feel marginally better afterward if such a thing were possible when it felt like a war had been fought inside her rib cage. And there it was again, that faithful fear of humiliation. She’d been ditched. How could they relate to something so painful? Their boyfriends probably already missed them, while Russell couldn’t get away from her fast enough. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she finished in a whisper.

			“Okay,” Honey said, rubbing circles into Abby’s back. “We’ll be here when you’re ready, though.”

			I’ll never be ready. I’ll never forget how horrible I feel right now, in this moment.

			And in this moment, I never want to see Russell again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			RUSSELL FELT LIKE an imposter. Not because he was wearing a monkey suit and loafers, waiting for his appointment with the loan officer, scheduled to begin in fifteen minutes. And not because he’d put on his father’s best watch for the first time since it had been bestowed on him. No, he felt like an imposter for functioning. Eating breakfast, driving his truck, inhaling. It was all a giant, fucking sham because he wanted to die.

			Since Sunday morning, he’d been alternating between self-loathing and numbness, interspersed with bouts of misery, mostly because he wanted to see Abby. Wanted to kiss any marks he’d left on her body and apologize until his vocal cords gave out. Then he’d remember she very likely hated him and wanted him out of her life, which would inevitably send him back to numbness.

			Why was he even bothering with this goddamn bank meeting? Why had he spent the last couple days revamping his entire ten-year business plan, whittling it down to a solid five like Abby had suggested? What did any of his goals matter now that the ultimate one had been removed from his grasp? It was possibly the worst punishment he could devise for himself because if heaven smiled on him, and he was granted the business loan, he still couldn’t have Abby, yet he’d know how close he’d come. And that would fuck him up for the rest of his life. Good. At least the pain would remind him of her. Now that he wouldn’t see her anymore, he needed all the reminders he could get.

			Russell frowned when—out of nowhere—Alec dropped into the chair beside him, tugging at the neck of his dress shirt. “Who the hell designs a shirt with cardboard tucked into the collar? Would you please tell me?”

			“You’re supposed to take it out,” Russell answered, barely recognizing his own voice. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Vegas filming the ninja show.”

			“American Ninja Warrior,” his brother enunciated. “And a man has to have priorities, right? I got all the way to Vegas, suited up for the obstacle course and everything. But in the end, I couldn’t leave you to do this alone. I knew where I needed to be. Right here. With my not-so-little bro.”

			“Really?”

			Alec blew a sigh at the ceiling. “Nah, man. I got knocked out in the first round.”

			Russell wanted to laugh. Or smack Alec on the back. Anything, but he didn’t have the energy. Might never have it again. “Sorry to hear that.”

			“Ah, no big deal. Vegas was . . . too big or something.” Alec planted both elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “New York is bigger, but I know it. It knows me.” He looked uncomfortable having voiced his feelings. “I couldn’t get back here fast enough, you know?”

			Funny enough, Russell did know. He’d felt the same way on the bus ride home from Southampton. Only there’d been a conflicting pull the farther he got from Abby, relentless in its reminder that home was in the other direction. She was home. Russell rubbed at his eyes. “Believe it or not, I’m glad you’re here. I didn’t exactly bring my A game.”

			“No shit. You didn’t even break my balls over getting knocked out in round one.”

			“A lot of men finish prematurely, man. Happens all the time.”

			“Fuck you,” Alec said on a hearty laugh, earning him a scowl from the closest bank employee. “Seriously, though. You didn’t sleep on my couch while I was gone, so where’ve you been?” When Russell shook his head in lieu of answering, Alec pressed. “Heard a pretty girl stopped by the apartment looking for you last week.”

			Something wrenched in his gut at the mention of that day. Jesus, she’d been so beautiful on his front porch, holding cupcakes. So sweet and unblemished until he’d ruined her. “I’ve been sleeping at the house,” Russell said hoarsely. Which wasn’t a total lie even if he’d been working almost nonstop since returning from the Hamptons. Just another form of self-inflicted torture. Building the house, securing the loan. All for nothing, apart from guaranteeing his misery.

			“You think I’m going to let you skip the pretty-girl part?”

			Denying her existence seemed infinitely wrong. So did telling one more lie where Abby was concerned. “I lost the pretty girl.”

			Bafflement showed on Alec’s face. “So what have you done to get her back?”

			“I can’t.” It hurt saying the words. Beyond belief. “There’s no getting her back.”

			“What?” Alec appeared to be praying for patience. “Do you have any idea how many times Darcy told me to take a hike when we were dating? If I’d listened to her, I would have hiked to Europe and back by now.”

			“This is different.” I acted like an animal. I didn’t treat her the way she deserves. “She wouldn’t have been happy with me, anyway. It would have been like—”

			“Like Mom. Is that what this is about?” Uncharacteristic sympathy crept into his brother’s eyes. “You think no one has a chance because of what happened? Come on, Russell. You’re supposed to be the smart brother.”

			It felt good to experience irritation. At least it was something other than desolation. “You see this bank we’re sitting in? She could walk in here and withdraw enough cash to match the Yankees salary cap.”

			Alec sat back in his chair. “Wow. We’re talking four zeroes here?”

			“Four zer— ” Russell pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let me do the talking in this meeting, okay? Seriously.”

			“Fine by me.” Alec slid the cardboard insert from inside his collar and tossed it into the small, metal trash can. “Listen, Russell. I, uh . . .”

			“What?”

			“How was I supposed to know this thing with Mom was messing you up? You never say anything about it.” Alec lowered his voice. “You were the one who was home with her most, you were the one who found her. It makes sense that it would be on your mind more. But you can’t let it change your destiny, man. Your fate is divine.”

			Russell sighed. “You’re not an actual ninja, Alec.”

			Dammit, there was a reason they never spoke about it. There was never a good time to remember the day his mother—already addicted to prescription painkillers—had washed them back with a little too much gin. An accident, they’d called it. But Russell knew the truth. Had witnessed her depression, day in and day out. Brought her the tissue box in whatever room she’d chosen to cry in. The accident wouldn’t have happened if her marriage had been happy. If she’d been content with her house in Queens. Her children.

			Russell.

			He took a deep breath, working through the memory in stages. Only now, the disturbing images he’d harbored since childhood were laced with visions of Abby, fleeing from him. The realization on her face that she’d gotten into bed with the wrong man. One who could never make her happy. Leaving her alone had been the right thing to do.

			But God, it felt wrong. Everything felt wrong.

			“Mr. Hart?” A female secretary approached the waiting area. “Follow me, please.”

			ABBY STOOD OUTSIDE the door of her parents’ Park Avenue high-rise residence, the heels of her sandals sinking into the plush hallway carpeting. It was Friday morning, and she should have been at the office, but that would have been a waste of the full head of steam she’d woken up with. Late last night, she’d finally reached a solution that would make her father’s life work amount to something. A lot of something. Not to mention, her idea would save her own sanity in the process. The thought of sitting behind her desk in the silent office made her stomach turn. No, it was time to go see her father.

			Her confidence had wavered slightly downstairs when the doorman hadn’t even recognized her face. Or name. Rightly so, since she’d only been to the co-op once for a housewarming party. But it wasn’t normal to feel like a stranger going to see your own parents. Since returning from the Hamptons, she’d felt like a stranger wherever she went. Even in her own apartment, despite Honey’s and Roxy’s attempts to raise her spirits. She’d found herself on the beach in Southampton—found her voice—and now she felt stripped of it.

			Like it had never existed at all.

			Today, she would get it back, albeit in different manner. She wouldn’t be the footstool propping up her father’s company anymore. A footstool who’d already been divested of one leg, thanks to Russell. The remaining ones were starting to creak, the fabric wearing thin. If she didn’t do something proactive now, she wasn’t sure how long those legs would hold her.

			She raised her hand to knock, wondering why her stepmother hadn’t opened the door yet since being that the doorman had rung the apartment to check if Abby was welcome. But it dropped by her side. Why had she gone and thought of Russell? She’d managed to cast him out for the entire morning, sending him to a far corner of her mind, where he couldn’t be as effective. Every time she broke free for a few minutes, a reminder of him would drag her back into the trap. Getting ready for bed last night, she’d refused to go through her nightly routine of checking all the locks. The way Russell always reminded her to do. Then she’d lain there wide-awake for hours, until some responsibility forced her out of bed to complete the task, hearing his voice the entire time. Pull the latch, angel. It only takes a second. Do it for me, would you?

			How could someone who cared so much leave her stranded in hurt like this? She hated him for it even as her mind attempted to pin a reason on why she hadn’t been enough. Why they hadn’t been enough to make him happy.

			Today, she would be enough for herself. She might have an ingrained need to please others, but she’d become a hazard to her own peace of mind. No more. This was her life, and she was done living it for other people. People who were supposed to care about her. Love her.

			Abby rapped on the door, the sound echoing in the posh hallway. A few seconds later, a woman in a maid’s uniform opened the door. “Hello. Miss Sullivan?”

			“Yes.” The woman stepped aside, and Abby entered the apartment, marveling over how little she recognized in the space. Not one familiar piece of furniture or family photo to be seen. “Is my mother home?”

			“Abby.” She turned in time to see her stepmother breeze into the room, elegantly dressed as usual and in the process of ending a cell-phone call. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. Sullivan,” the maid said, looking between mother and daughter. “The doorman rang, but you didn’t want to be disturbed. I just thought—”

			“She just thought since I’m your daughter, my showing up wouldn’t make you look like you’ve seen a ghost. Although that just about sums up how I feel.” Abby swallowed the weakness in her voice. “I came to see my father.”

			The older woman smoothed her skirt. “You know his wishes, Abby.”

			“Respectfully, Mother? Every moment of my time this past month has been dedicated to his company. Our family’s company. So maybe he doesn’t want to see me, but I’m done giving a shit.”

			Satisfied with her stepmother’s dropped jaw, Abby strode toward the staircase, taking them two at a time, not even sure in which room she’d find her father. She’d never even been upstairs. How pathetic was that? The sad realization only reinforced how much of a real home she’d made with Roxy and Honey, unconventional though it might be. It was hers. Guilt for not confiding in her roommates clawed its way up her determination, but she set it aside for now. Fix one thing at a time.

			She could hear her stepmother downstairs on another phone call, so she started pushing doors open. Empty bedroom. Bathroom. At the final door, her fingers paused on the knob a beat as she braced herself, before nudging it open. And there was her father, sitting at his computerless desk, playing solitaire . . . with actual cards. He didn’t look up as she entered, quietly finishing his game and gathering the cards together in a neat stack. He didn’t meet her gaze until he’d replaced them in the box, tucking the top into the slot with careful hands.

			“Haven’t been able to look at the computer screen,” he said, his usually robust voice reminding her of a deflated balloon. “It takes longer this way, but you appreciate the wins more. The doctor says it’s important to recognize small victories. Learn to be content with them.”

			Abby fell into the chair opposite her father, noticing not-so-subtle changes in him. He’d lost weight. Let his hair grow past his collar. But the stress that was usually visible around his eyes and mouth was gone. “That’s good. Is it working?”

			“Sometimes.”

			She nodded, but he didn’t continue. “Why didn’t you want to see me?”

			Her question skipped like a stone in the still room, disrupting the air. Last week, she would have apologized for being so indelicate and taken back the blurted words, but she didn’t have the energy or desire for avoidance any longer. Of any kind.

			Her father tapped the box of playing cards against the desk’s surface. “I’m embarrassed, Abby. Every day I wake up and get dressed, positive today will be the day I stop relying on my daughter. Putting her through what I went through.” He dropped the card box and folded his hands. “The truth is, I’m too scared. It’s not an easy thing for a man to admit.”

			“Thank you for being honest.” A lump formed in her throat. “It’s okay to be scared.”

			He turned his attention toward the window. “Not when it’s hurting your family, the way I’m doing.” His breath came out in a slow exhale. “If there was another way to keep the motor running while I figure out how to cope . . . I would do it. None of this is fair to you, Abby, but . . .”

			“But you and mother have equal shares in the company.” She waited for him to meet her gaze. “She wants to keep me in your seat because it keeps the company in the family. Bringing in help might jeopardize that.”

			Her father leaned back in his chair. “Weeks passed where I could barely decide what I wanted for breakfast. It was hard to gain back the ground I’d lost after that.”

			Sympathy had significantly dampened the fire she’d woken with this morning, but she pushed forward, hoping her gut had guided her in the right direction. “Forget about all the pressure and expectations. Forget about what everyone else wants.” She lifted one shoulder. “Do you want to go back to work?

			“No.” He closed his eyes. “No.”

			“Good.” Abby reached into her purse and removed copies of the documents she’d signed in the Hamptons. The ones she’d asked Mitchell’s assistant for, claiming he needed her to review them for a meeting. She’d spent the last week poring over them in her free time. “I wasn’t aware of this until recently, but I have a 2 percent stake in the company. You never told me.”

			Some of the shrewdness he’d been known for crept into her father’s expression. It was a relief to see a hint of the man she remembered. “It was done so long ago.” His eyebrows rose. “Honestly, I’d forgotten.”

			She flipped a few pages, folded them over. “Mitchell asked me to sign a power of attorney form last weekend, giving me the ability to make decisions on your behalf.” Abby watched that sink in. “Along with my two percent in the company, I have the controlling interest. And I’m ready to use it.”

			Abby jerked when her father threw back his head and laughed. Outside the room, she could hear her mother’s heels clicking down the hallway at a fast pace. She appeared at the door, one hand pressed to her chest as she ogled Abby’s father. “Was that you . . . laughing?”

			“Damn right.” He wiped away tears of mirth. “God help anyone who ever underestimates my daughter. I certainly won’t ever make that mistake.”

			Her mother moved into the room, arms crossed. “Meaning?”

			Abby turned to the final document page and slid it across the desk toward her father. “Here is a list of New York hedge funds in the market to absorb funds of equal or lesser size. I’ve highlighted the candidates that appear most viable, based on the last four quarters and their client list.” When her mother started to interrupt, Abby held up a finger. “If we sell for the amount I believe we’re worth, this is what you’ll walk away with and still be able to give a two-year severance to each employee.”

			“That’s pretty generous,” her father murmured, studying the document.

			“Yeah, well.” Abby smiled. “They all hate me, and this is my way of making them regret it.”

			Abby’s mother leaned over the paperwork, one manicured finger smoothing over the number Abby had circled. A number that would ensure none of them ever had to work again and would keep them in the lifestyle to which they’d grown accustomed. Her parents, anyway. She preferred her three-bedroom on Ninth Avenue.

			Her father’s relief was palpable across the table, tension ebbing from his shoulders with each passing second. “I . . . I think I’ve got it from here, Abby.”

			“Good. Because I think this is where I jump ship.” Stress fell from her body in heavy clumps. “I love numbers, but I don’t love adding and subtracting in my sleep.”

			“Fair enough,” her father said, watching her closely as she backed toward the door. “Abby?”

			“Yes?”

			“Thank you. For everything.”

			“You’re welcome.” She rested her hand on the doorknob. “Um. You think maybe when you’re feeling better . . . maybe both of you could come over to my place for dinner?”

			Her stepmother looked startled—but cautiously pleased—and her father proud. “We’d love that.”

			Abby walked out of the building onto Park Avenue, sucked in a gulp of sunny, city air . . . and executed an awkward, but energetic pirouette.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			RUSSELL LEANED AGAINST the downtown subway entrance, across the street from the Longshoreman. The bright and breezy late Friday afternoon had allowed the bar to leave the doors and windows wide open, giving Russell a view inside. His friends were there at their usual table, minus Abby. It bothered him that she wasn’t there. A lot. Was she sick? He’d been checking in on her via Ben, who got his information from Honey. At first, his so-called friend had refused to pass on a single detail, telling him to man up and go see Abby himself. Ben had finally taken pity on him after a drunk, desperate demand to know how Abby had worn her hair that day.

			Yeah, he wouldn’t be living that down anytime soon. Nor did he give a damn.

			He’d been told Abby’s workload would be easing soon, or so she’d told her roommates. His relief in hearing that was massive. The idea of Abby stuck inside, glued to a laptop with eight tons of pressure riding on her made him fucking crazy.

			The blunt tips of his fingernails bit into his palm. He’d told himself he’d stop by after work wrapped for the day, just to get a glimpse of her. The letdown of not seeing her was the equivalent of being buried under an avalanche. Christ, how long had it been? Five days? It felt like five decades.

			“Screw this,” Russell growled, jaywalking across the avenue toward the Longshoreman. If he went back to Queens now, the dissatisfaction would be unbearable. Hell, he’d probably go back to the house, where he’d been working without cease, pick up the closest power tool, and destroy all his progress. It would only be a temporary distraction, though, and he’d be back to thinking about Abby. Replaying every word she’d ever spoken, every secret she’d ever confided, every smile she’d ever gifted him with.

			When Russell walked into the Longshoreman, he wondered if he’d ever paid attention to the interior before. Nothing registered as familiar. Or maybe he’d just gotten so used to zeroing in on Abby when he walked inside, everything else usually fell away. Jesus, even his thoughts were goddamn pitiful. Stop thinking. That was the only option. Stop thinking and ask his friends about Abby. Just like ripping off a Band-Aid. He’d think later, when he could drink at the same time and mute the images that haunted him.

			Four sets of eyebrows lifted when he sat down at the table. A reaction he’d expected since he’d left Southampton like it was on fire. Figuring he’d give them a minute to get used to his being there, Russell folded his arms and waited.

			Roxy spoke up first, as if there’d been any doubt. “May we help you?”

			“Where is she?”

			Honey’s chair scraped back, her intention to go for Russell’s throat sparking in her eyes. Ben hooked an arm around her waist just in time, yanking her down onto his lap. “Easy, babe.” He looked at Russell. “This better be good.”

			“Good?” He dropped his head into both hands. “I’ve got nothing good left. I just need to know how Abby is, please.”

			“What gives you the right to know?” Honey asked, still shooting daggers at him from across the table. “Whatever you did must have been pretty awful, Russell. She won’t even talk to us about it.”

			He felt hollow. So goddamn hollow. “She didn’t tell you why she was upset?” A huge part of him wished she had. When a man hurt her, she should tell someone. Oh God, that man had been him.

			You bruise up a lot of girls, Hart?

			Roxy traded a glance with her roommate. “She wasn’t upset until she read your note and found out you’d split. Actually, she was singing the National Anthem in the shower. And I love the girl to death, but if she tried to carry a tune in a bucket, the bucket would sprout ears. Just so it could cover them.”

			Honey clucked her tongue at Roxy. “We thought you finally came clean about how you feel—”

			“Wait. Abby wasn’t upset before that?” Russell gave his head a hard shake. “The lawyer said she was . . . said she . . .”

			Louis spoke up for the first time. “Mitchell? He left the night before.”

			“No, he didn’t.” A pit was yawning wide in Russell’s stomach. “He was there on the road when I came up from the beach. He offered me money to leave . . . said it was best for Abby.” An ache splintered his concentration. “He said the money was from Abby.”

			“Er. What now?” Roxy stared at him. “Have you not been wearing your hardhat in hazardous areas?”

			“That sounds nothing like Abby, man,” Ben said. “Are you sure?”

			“The guy knew about Hart Brothers Construction. And the business-loan meeting with the bank. I only told Abby about the meeting.” The protests sounded futile to Russell’s ears, but he felt obligated to push on. If he didn’t, it would mean he’d been wrong. Horrifically wrong. “I didn’t blame her for it. I didn’t even . . .” It had been the last thing on his mind, compared to hurting her. Anything she’d done to get away from him had seemed entirely justified, so he hadn’t examined it too closely. Even if she had offered him money via the lawyer, he’d assumed she’d done it out of whatever remaining generosity she had left toward him. Never out of spite. Not his Abby. But . . . what if she’d never done it at all?

			Louis cleared his throat. “I imagine it wouldn’t be too difficult to get basic information about you. Not for someone who has connections in the financial world. And if he’s the corporate counsel for a hedge fund that size . . .” Louis shrugged. “That’s where he lives.”

			Russell’s brain was struggling to play catch-up. Through the haze he’d been living in the last five days, holes started to form, letting in blinding light. Mitchell had known his last name. At the time, he’d barely been capable of registering it as odd, but now it told him how the lawyer’s night had been spent. Protecting his asset, namely Abby, by getting rid of the man who could drag her down. Or drag her away from the world she lived in. The company that kept him driving the most current Mercedes. Yeah, that fucker had taken Russell’s number by the pool, and again in the kitchen. One of these things is not like the other . . .

			Had Mitchell taken it upon himself to separate them? If he had done so, was it justified? If Russell had really hurt Abby, then yes, it had been. But he didn’t know because he’d left without even talking to her. Finding out how she felt.

			“Why didn’t you tell us about the bank meeting?” Ben asked, gaze narrowed on Russell. “Why keep it to yourself?”

			“I’ve had five fucking bank meetings, Ben.” The frustration burst out of Russell. Why were they asking him questions when his head was splitting in half? “You’ve known me for a while. Does listing my failures sound in character for me?” He pressed a hand to his right eye, hoping to prevent his skull from cracking. “I was trying for her. I’ve been trying for so long.”

			“For Abby,” Louis said slowly, understanding clearing the confusion on his face. “While you were trying so hard, you pushed her away, man. She would have loved you all the more for it.”

			Honey leaned forward on Ben’s lap. “What are you talking about?”

			“I friend-zoned Abby,” Russell said, tight-lipped.

			Roxy gave a decisive headshake. “You can’t friend-zone the friend zoner.”

			“I’m in love with you.” Louis laid his head on Roxy’s shoulder. “Have I told you that in the last hour?”

			Ben and Russell traded a Jesus Christ glance.

			“Roxy is right, but it doesn’t explain what’s wrong with Abby.” Honey pinned Russell with a look. “Unless there was illegal contact in the friend zone.”

			Russell banged his forehead against the table—and with that damning reaction—chaos erupted around him. “Did you know about this?” Roxy asked Louis, jerking her shoulder away, while Honey turned an accusing look on Ben at the exact same time.

			Ben removed his glasses. “Fix it, Russell. Fix it now.”

			“She didn’t even tell us.” Honey traded a worried look with Roxy. “You two are always stuck together. There was nothing weird about that . . . but we should have tried harder to get it out of her.”

			Russell lifted his head to find Roxy glaring at him. “Do you know why she didn’t tell us, Russell? Her best friends?”

			“Why?” he croaked.

			“She was probably ashamed.” Roxy’s words were a hot poker impaling his middle. They were enough on their own to drop him, but she wasn’t finished. And he wanted to sit there and take it. Deserved every painful word. “And she wasn’t ashamed because of whatever complex you have about . . . money or your company. Work that shit out, by the way. I certainly did.” Roxy stabbed at the table with her finger. “She was ashamed because you cheapened something that could have been really beautiful. You made her a friend with benefits. Abby.”

			Russell forced himself to swallow the anguish trying to capsize him because that final bullet would have done it. If he let himself perish from a wound now, he had no chance of seeing her again. And his sanity relied on that.

			“Abby could care less about money, Russell,” Honey pointed out.

			“That’s easy to say when you have it.” Russell ignored Ben’s and Louis’s frantic slashing motions in front of their necks. “And it’s different for a man—”

			Roxy and Honey threw up their hands, tossing curses on the ceiling. “He didn’t,” Honey groaned. “He didn’t just say that.”

			“Your grave is so fucking deep, man, you can see China,” Louis muttered, shaking his head. “Stop digging. You’re dragging us in with you.”

			Russell sat up straight and laid his hands flat on the table. “I need to see her. I—might be able to fix this now.” He swallowed with difficulty. “At the very least, I need to make sure she doesn’t feel . . .” He couldn’t say the rest.

			“Ashamed,” Honey supplied. “Used. Cast aside.”

			“Please.” He felt gutted. “I only ever wanted her to be happy.”

			Roxy and Honey deflated a little. “She’s her happiest with you, Russell. That’s always been the case. Even we can’t compete,” Roxy said, unhooking the apartment key from her key ring and sliding it across the table. “Don’t make me regret this.”

			Russell’s chair was still wobbling when he vanished through the exit.

			ABBY PULLED THE white sundress over her head as steam filled the bathroom. For once, the silence in the apartment was welcome. It matched the peace and quiet finally permeating her head after weeks of whizzing numbers and fear of failure. The corkscrew twisting into her temples from either side was gone . . . and she’d been the one to untwist it. She felt . . . proud of herself. Like right at that moment, she could fight a war and emerge victorious.

			If her new, extra headspace allowed her other troubles to loom larger, that would change. Wouldn’t it? Russell’s abandonment and five-day silence had been sharing brain capacity with finding a way free of the company, all while maintaining the status quo at the office so as not to alert anyone of upcoming changes. Now the stark reminders of his absence rushed in to claim all the free real estate in her consciousness.

			Determined to ride the high of what she’d accomplished that morning, Abby lifted her chin and went to work unclasping her bra, letting it fall at her feet. The heat from the shower steam attempting to ease the soreness in her neck and back, wrought from weeks over the computer. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes, breathing deeply—

			Abby’s spine snapped straight when she heard a creak outside the bathroom door. The steam went from comforting to a sight deterrent in a split second, her heart hammering as she whipped her attention toward the partially open door. Had she locked the front door? Dammit. She couldn’t remember. And her roommates weren’t due home until much later. Not to mention, they would call out to inform her of their presence, to save her the heart attack.

			She started to reach for a towel. “Hello?”

			Had the door moved?

			“Abby. Can we talk?”

			Her breath hitched, several emotions flooding her at once. Surprise. Awareness. Russell was right outside the bathroom, where she stood naked. She hated that a handful of gruff words from his mouth made her nipples tighten. What was he doing here? Frustration surged . . . and it surged hard. The anger at Russell she’d only just begun to process joined forces with the sexual energy his presence created. Whatever the reason, he was here? She didn’t want to know. Just like she’d done this morning, she wanted to control this. To win the war. He couldn’t come here and set her back like this. She wouldn’t let him.

			I’m sorry.

			Abby saw the note he’d left in her mind’s eye. She didn’t want his pity. She wanted him to know how being left behind hurt. So she’d show him.

			A frisson of alarm uncoiled in her belly when she caught sight of herself in the mirror. There was determination, sadness, lust. She could push open the door and walk into Russell’s arms, as her instincts dictated. Might have followed through, too, if he hadn’t hurt her so badly. But no. She refused to open herself up that way again.

			With a deep breath, Abby pulled open the door, feeling the steam curl around her as Russell came into view. He fell back a step, the key in his hand dropping to the floor. “Oh God, angel.” His gaze moved down her body, growing hungrier with every inch of flesh he covered. “Please. Go back in the bathroom. I-I’ll wait until you’re done.”

			His reaction made her a seductress for the first time in her life . . . and that power was an immediate addiction. It blew out the twin flames of dread and doubt, replacing them with a roaring blaze of want. Want she could assuage on her own terms. “Come with me,” she murmured, the invitation twining with the steam. “Otherwise, you’ll be waiting a while.” Thrilled by her own boldness, Abby trailed a hand down her belly. “I’m going to be very thorough.”

			Russell’s entire body visibly trembled. “You have every right to punish me, but I’m too weak right now to handle this.” His tone reminded her of torn-up concrete. “Five days is a long fucking time without you. I needed to see how you are . . . if you’re still tired. Still working too much. I came here to hear your voice.”

			God, she loved this man. Odd that her heart would pick this moment of asserting her independence to remind her. Odd and unacceptable. There it was, though. This bone-deep knowledge that if she could be this furious with him while still aching to hold him close and soothe his sadness . . . it was real, bone-deep love. The kind that would never go away unless she did something about it. Her heart told her to step back and examine the situation from all angles before trying to exorcise Russell’s hold on her, but the newfound stubbornness that had served her so well of late smothered the inclination.

			Abby tossed her hair and sailed toward Russell, who backed away with an expression that said he knew resistance was futile. When she slid a hand into the front waistband of his jeans and walked them backwards, toward the bathroom, he came as if in a trance. “We need to talk, Abby.”

			They entered the bathroom, both of them immediately enveloped in steam. She used her free hand to close the door, then pushed Russell’s big frame up against it. “Let’s get the fun part out of the way first.” She slipped her hands beneath his T-shirt and scratched his abs with her fingernails before dragging them lower, lower, and unfastening his belt. His erection was prominent beneath her hands, and she reveled in knowing the attraction ran deep, even if it was where their relationship ended. “Five days is a long time.” She inwardly cursed at the quaver in her voice. “How are you going to make up for it?”

			“Any way you want. As soon as you let me explain everything.”

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			She went up on her toes and got in his face. “No—”

			Russell seized her wrists and pulled them behind her back, wrenching a gasp free from her mouth. The fight went out of her instantly. She sagged against him, as if her bones had liquefied, her body held up between his grip and muscular body. It shocked even her how swiftly every nuance of her being responded to the show of authority. Blood whizzed through her veins, rejoicing, anticipating an outlet for pent-up energy and tension she hadn’t been aware of holding hostage.

			Russell’s breath was labored, gaze unfocused. “I’m trying to control this thing, angel. You have to help me.” Tortured eyes fell to her parted mouth. “Show me where I hurt you, so I’ll stop.”

			Her fingers twitched behind her back with the need to indicate the center of her chest. “What do you mean?”

			“The bruises.” He released Abby’s hands, stacking his own atop his head, falling back against the door. “Show me how bad I am for you, as if I didn’t already know. As if I don’t think about it every hour of the day.”

			“Bruises,” she whispered, a dull pain forming in her side. “How . . . who told you—” Her mouth snapped shut at the memory of Mitchell’s shrewd, seemingly innocuous glance at her wrists the morning after they’d spent the night at the beach.

			“The lawyer said you were upset. He asked me if I bruise up girls. I’ve been sick for days, Abby. So fucking sick.”

			Her knees almost buckled under the weight of relief. It all made sense now. Why he’d left without saying good-bye. Why he’d stayed away. Her big protector thought he’d hurt her. He’d been put through five days of torture for no reason. They both had.

			“Russell.” She smoothed her hands up the sides of his face. “You didn’t hurt me. Or, when you did, it changed into something that felt good.” Steam drifted between them, obscuring his face, so she moved closer. “I was coming back down to the beach so we could do it all again.”

			His long exhale of breath shifted the steam. “Is that true? You weren’t upset?” He dropped his hands to his sides, and she could feel the effort he put into not reaching for her. “I was so rough for your first time . . . there are nail marks all over my back. I don’t even remember your leaving them.”

			It turned her on hearing that. Made her feel possessive in a new, momentous way. “We left marks on each other, then.” She swiped her rapidly dampening hair back from her face. “Is it wrong that I like that?”

			“I don’t know,” he grated. “But I’m making a promise to you, Abby. If you give me a chance, we’ll find out together. Find out everything about these things I feel and make sure they aren’t bad for you.”

			“For us. Bad for us.” She licked the condensation from her lips. “And I feel them, too, in a different way. In . . . reverse.” Her voice sounded fainter in the drumming of her pulse. It was coming. They were going to be together again, and she could barely breathe around the eagerness. Praying he wouldn’t protest or insist they talk more, Abby went up on her toes and lifted Russell’s shirt over his head, dropping it to the floor. Oh boy. Had he gotten bigger, more cut? The heat inside the bathroom had caused him to perspire, making his rising and falling chest glow with masculine sweat. “Will you take a shower with me?”

			His Adam’s apple rose and dropped. “There’s more to talk about.”

			No. She wasn’t having that. Anticipation pumped too brightly, consuming her from the middle and radiating out. Keeping her gaze locked with Russell’s fevered one, she unzipped his jeans and shoved them down, leaving him in a pair of white boxer briefs. She couldn’t help perusing the body she’d revealed. The sweat dripping down his stomach, absorbing into the hem of his underwear, made her tongue jealous. “I have this fantasy where you . . .”

			“What?” he prompted in a harsh voice.

			“You wash me in the shower.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			UNTIL NOW, HE’D been attempting to keep his attention glued above Abby’s neck, but with the uttering of those words, Russell broke. He groaned and swayed toward her, preying on her breasts with eyes starved for the sight of her flesh. She’d known—known—he’d have the corresponding desire. It was there in her knowing expression, the way she lowered her chin and regarded him through long eyelashes. Yeah, she’d known the act of caring for her would be the ultimate temptation. Caring for his Abby. Doing for her.

			His cock stretched longer inside the damp boxer briefs, feeling strangled. He bent down and ripped a condom from his pants pocket, impatience spurring him toward Abby and fuck, somehow the way she backed away with that . . . obedient expression made him feel like a king. Her king. And her king was feeling thick below the waist and ready to blow.

			“The way you’re looking at me is a fucking hazard, Abby.”

			“Should I stop?”

			Christ, with every word, every movement, she handed him more and more control. After a week of solitary confinement, he was sprinting past the prison walls. Not going back. I can’t go back. “I’ll tell you if I want you to stop.”

			Her back hit the glass shower door, shaking it. “Okay.”

			She turned and started to climb into the running shower, but a vision of her slipping had Russell lunging forward to help. After that, touching her dewy, bare skin, he was totally fucked. With Abby’s back to his front, he walked them under the spray, groaning louder with each step. Couldn’t help it with the way her ass cheeks lifted and fell against his dick. “Getting ready to touch yourself, were you?” He tugged her head to the side and nipped hard at her ear. “Were you going to stroke where my fingers stroked? Push your fingers into that tight little space where my cock goes?” Her nod was jerky. “Turn around and see what you’re getting instead.”

			He didn’t wait for her to move but spun her himself. Droplets of water had the privilege of spotting her face, her neck, her tits, reminding him of where he’d come their first time together. How she’d looked wearing him in the filtered moonlight.

			“I’m coming between your thighs this time, understand?” Russell nudged her belly with his pulsing dick. “Ah fuck, what I’ve got stored up for you . . .” He scraped the foil edge of the condom wrapper down Abby’s spine and felt her shake, heard the whimper he’d missed like hell. Craved. “We’ll catch it with this for now, but someday, there won’t be a goddamn thing between us.”

			She nodded, her gaze dropping to his boxer briefs and the flesh they barely contained. Watching her closely, Russell jerked the waistband halfway down his length, letting the elastic hold it up against his stomach. Her tongue skated out, her body dipping, as if she meant to service him from her knees.

			With a harsh noise, Russell gripped her arm and pulled her upright. “No, Abby.” He steadied himself with a fortifying breath. “When I said I’ve got it stored up for you, I meant it. I haven’t touched myself since we were together. I wouldn’t last a second in that mouth.”

			She traced a finger down his chest, ending at his belly button, circling it once. Twice. “Later?”

			His throat dried up. “Are you asking me if you can suck my cock later, Abby?”

			“Yes,” she breathed, hazel peeking out from beneath her eyelashes. “I’m asking you.”

			The way she made him feel in charge was again releasing the powerful urges he’d allowed to run free that night on the beach. He reminded himself that she hadn’t been upset or hurt. That she’d wanted more. More. Russell reached behind Abby and gathered a handful of shower spray, bringing the water between their bodies and letting it wash over his erection. “Look down at me.” He nudged the waistband down a little more, revealing another inch of himself. “Does it make you want to touch your pussy?”

			“No. It makes me want you to touch it.”

			His moan echoed off the wet tiles. “You have that soap that makes you smell like white-grape sunlight? I’m going to rub it over every inch of you.”

			As if magnetized, their mouths hovered closer as Abby reached blindly for the plastic bottle. “Can I wash you, too?”

			“Later.” He brushed their steam-coated lips together. “A lot of things will have to wait until later, angel. Right now, I’m just trying not to jerk off to the sight of you.” When her eyes went glassy, Russell laughed through the pain. “That turns you on, doesn’t it? My girl isn’t so innocent anymore.”

			She was staring at his lips, giving him no choice but to kiss her . . . and kiss her and kiss her until her thighs turned restless against his, her stomach pressing and lifting where it met his cock. Tight nipples dragged through his chest hair, making him feel too big for his skin all over. He rolled the condom on and dropped the wrapper, freeing his hand to palm her wet backside, massage the taut cheeks in time with his tongue dipping past her lips. The ends of her hair tickled his wrists and forearms, a product of her head falling back to receive the rapidly intensifying kiss. If he didn’t break away from her mouth, he’d lift her onto his erection and take her too hard. But no. He wanted to take his time. It had been over too fast on the beach. He’d come here to fix everything, to reassure her. Had he accomplished that? No, not yet.

			With a low groan, Russell tore away. “Everything is going to be okay now, Abby. No more games, okay? Everything is fixed now, okay?”

			She slipped the bottle of body wash into his hand. “Talk after.” Russell wanted to clasp both sides of her face and talk, talk, talk until everything poured out . . . but his body agreed with after. After he got over the worst of his lust and could focus. She needed it, too. As if to prove his thoughts true, she shoved his briefs down, making his dick drop heavily between his shower-dampened thighs. Fuuuuuck. “Stop thinking, okay? The way you look . . . it’s making me so hot.”

			“Stop.” Russell slicked a hand down her belly, nudged her pussy with his knuckles. “I can’t concentrate when you say things like that.”

			“Good.”

			Stepping back to get an eyeful of her wet curves, Russell poured some body wash into his hands and set the bottle aside. “Is that where your fantasy ends? Being washed by me?”

			Abby shook her head, making her sexy, palm-sized tits jiggle. “No.”

			“Good,” he said, echoing her sentiment. His hands gravitated to those pretty mounds first, squeezing and lifting, rubbing her nipples with his palms. The harder he rubbed, the more she moaned, so he followed his instincts and pinched them between his index and middle fingers. He felt her knees shoot together, the rough touch affecting her where it counted. “I’m going to learn every little thing that gets you off. I want to know a hundred different ways.” He grabbed the bottle and poured more body wash into his hand. She must have known what was coming because she held her breath as he reached down and cupped her pussy. “This is where your fantasy ends, isn’t it?” He knelt in front of her, working her sensitive flesh, feasting on her with his eyes. “I’ll never fuck you until you’ve been licked here, angel. It’s a personal rule. Need to worship it before I take it.”

			“I can live with that,” she gasped. He gathered a handful of shower spray to wash away the soap, his cock jerking at the sight of water rushing over her smoothness. Compelled, he licked out and took his first taste, just a gentle lapping of her clit. And oh shit. That white-grape scent that drove him crazy was now a flavor, going all the way back to his throat. His hands moved on their own, digging into her ass cheeks and yanking her forward, grinding her pussy against his mouth. He delved with his tongue and sucked, her cries to keep going entirely unnecessary. Making him stop would be like dragging an alcoholic from their first morning drink. “Russell, I’m . . . going to—”

			When she broke off in a scream, the wet, shaking perfection against his lips would have sent him crashing to his knees if he weren’t already there. His hand dropped from her ass to stroke his length, fast and rough, mind spinning in circles with the taste of Abby. But when her foot slipped on the bathtub floor, and she wobbled, Russell shot forward with a shout, wrapping his arms around her middle. Somehow, the residual fear of Abby’s getting hurt only made his urgency to get inside her soar. “Need to get you out of this tub . . . you could slip—”

			“No. Please, I need—”

			“Can’t chance it.” He was already out of the shower, dragging Abby into his arms and carrying her to the sink vanity. And Jesus, Abby dripping wet, looking well pleasured and slightly miffed, was just about the sexiest goddamn thing he’d ever seen in his life. Feeling a surge of love and protectiveness so strong he could barely breathe, Russell pressed their foreheads together. “Do I need to remind you I’d lose my mind if something happened to you? Do I?”

			“No,” she whispered, the irritation fading from her eyes, once again being replaced with heat. “Even if I don’t understand it . . . it’s you. My Russell.”

			“Say that again,” he begged, squeezing her hips in his hands.

			She surprised him by turning around, locking her gaze on his reflection in the fogged-up mirror. Then she pressed her ass into his lap and twisted her hips, ruining him for any other experience life had to offer. “My Russell.”

			His cock surged under her declaration of ownership—ownership he hadn’t known he’d been craving—blowing his restraint out of the water. He gripped his throbbing inches and tucked the head between her smooth thighs. “This how you want it, angel? A little dirty? You want to watch me try to hold back and fail?” He pushed the top half of her body forward, looked down at her sweet, perked-up ass. “Ah, Christ. This is going to end with you screaming.”

			She reached back and urged his hips forward. “I want to scream.”

			Goddamn. Russell wedged his forearm between her stomach and the vanity, refusing to leave a single mark on her body this time. He gripped her chin in the opposite hand, tilting her face up. “I don’t ever want to be inside anyone else, Abby. I want you to unzip my pants whenever you’re wet and know I’ve been waiting—just fucking waiting—to get inside my girl’s pussy. I want you to forget how it feels to sit down anywhere but my lap, right on top of my dick. Yours. It’s yours. I’m yours.”

			Her eyes had darkened with each word, her breath joining the steam to fog up the mirror. “I want that, too. All of it.”

			“You have it.” He pressed his mouth to her ear, gave a quick pump of his hips against her still-slippery ass. “You’re tight enough without your thighs squeezed together. Spread them for me, Abby.”

			She’d only put a sliver of room between her legs when Russell thrust his entire length inside her. His hand dropped from her chin to catch her when she fell forward with a muffled cry. “Oh my God. So big . . . so big.”

			“Jesus.” He spoke through clenched teeth. “Don’t say that.”

			Her breaths came out sounding more like sobs. “Y-you don’t like hearing that?”

			“Every guy likes hearing that, Abby.” He ran his teeth up the side of her neck, struggling like hell to maintain some sense of control. Over his body. Over his emotions. “Just save it for next time, okay? When I don’t have five days’ worth of needing to fuck you weighing down my balls.” He reared back and thrust deep, felt her pussy stretch around him. “You feel it?”

			“Yes. I feel it, I feel it.”

			Knowing he only had a few minutes before he lost the battle with his lust, Russell dropped his forehead onto Abby’s shoulder and set a slow rhythm. “It’s got to be inside you this time. I’m not pulling out of all this tightness.”

			“I don’t want you to,” she breathed. “Please, don’t.”

			Ah God, the little muscles in her pussy were gripping him, making each stroke mind-blowing. So fucking hot that his pace kicked up a notch, as he’d known it would. The heavy flesh hanging between his thighs slapped her with each pleasure-seeking drive, echoing off the slick bathroom tile. He was grunting like a goddamn animal, and he didn’t give a fuck, it felt so good.

			Abby pushed her legs apart a few more inches, and white light flashed in his vision. No way he’d just sunk even deeper. No way. He lifted his head to see her eyes closed tight, mouth open, tits bouncing as he broke her off.

			And felt his control begin to slip. “Hips tilted back. The way you do when I’m giving you my mouth. I want your ass up on my stomach. Do it.” His hand found her backside, palm tingling with the need to slap it. But he tamped down on the impulse and drove into her harder, instead. Harder, harder. “Ask me for it, Abby. Ask me to give you what I’ve been storing up.”

			Her voice vibrated as she bounced. “Please, can I have it?”

			“This?” He reached around and found her clit, teased the bud with his middle finger. “You want this?”

			“Yes,” she whimpered, imploring his reflection. “But I want . . . I want you to use your hand on me. I can tell . . . can tell you want it.”

			Russell cursed at the realization that his left hand held her ass in a punishing grip, to prevent himself from spanking that supple flesh. Fuck, the sight, her request, made him thrust all the harder. “No. Not until I know how not to hurt you.”

			She fell forward onto the sink, bracing herself on two elbows. “Please.”

			Slap. Slapslapslap. The pinpricks of disappointment in his lack of restraint were eclipsed by Abby’s response. She moaned, body writhing as the flesh that held him captive tightened on his cock, shaking the climax right out of him. Demanding he follow her into the oblivion she created. Russell buried his forehead into her upper back and growled as achy pressure drained from below his waist. His arms banded around Abby, dragging her upright. Absorb her. Crawl inside her. Mine. Mine. Can’t get close enough. Love her. Love her so much.

			ABBY CAME BACK to reality by degrees. Since that night at the beach, she’d been blocking the memory of what her body felt like postsex. Well used. Replete. Satiated. It was almost as good as the act itself because relief blanketed her mind, the pleasure of satisfying herself, satisfying a man making her limbs heavy. A smile curved her mouth. And there was the knowledge that another buildup would start right away, leading to more. More of Russell inside her.

			One emotion she hadn’t blocked successfully throughout the last five days? Love. That love for Russell had manifested itself in anger. Drive to break free of the debilitating work cycle. But it had been there, pushing at the backs of her eyelids, swimming in her stomach. Love so tangible that it eddied around her ankles, rising and rising like a warm current until she started to spin with it in slow circles. She wanted to throw her hands up to the sky and demand rain. It made no sense, and it also made her want to laugh.

			But there was something. A tenacious . . . something, pacing in the background. Russell’s words echoed as they’d done in the shower, pinging off the insides of her skull before finally sticking. Everything is going to be okay now, Abby. No more games, okay? Everything is fixed now, okay? Before today, she’d known Russell was holding back something from her. She’d known. It was a familiar feeling.

			And she’d grown sick of it. Resentful, even. This morning had been her first step toward never feeling in the dark again. Taking control of her future. Owning her actions instead of other people’s owning them for her. Hearing that Russell had “fixed” everything and it would all be okay . . . God, she was afraid to hear the rest. They had no choice but to talk about it, though. Impending dread made the bathroom seem darker, the steam thicker. Abby wanted to stay wrapped in his arms forever, but the longer she did, her chances of staying strong began to wane.

			She laid a kiss on his bicep and eased away, wrapping a towel around her body on the way to shutting off the shower water. Feeling Russell’s eyes on her, she pushed open the fogged-glass window to let the steam out and turned to face him. “I’m ready to talk now.”

			“Okay.” He stood very still, obviously not caring about his nudity. Really, his confidence was entirely justified. It took a considerable effort on Abby’s part not to stare at his sculpted thighs, his ridged abdomen. He was incredible, but his expression was anything but cocky. No, he looked wary. “You going to stand across the room while we talk, Abby? Because I have to tell you, it makes me nervous. Makes me wonder if you’re going to listen.”

			“I’m listening.” She pushed her wet hair back, an attempt to distract herself from the foreboding using her heart as a trampoline. “But if you hold me while we talk, it could turn out different.”

			“That’s what I’m afraid of.” He stooped down and grabbed his boxer briefs, cursed to find them still damp, and dragged his jeans on without underwear. His forehead was marred as he completed the jerky actions, as if mentally preparing. When the task was complete, he faced her, bare-chested. “I got the business loan. I took your suggestion and reworked my ten-year plan into five—and I got it.”

			“Oh my God.” Giant bird wings flapped in her chest. Happiness for her friend, and the man she loved. “That’s amazing. Why didn’t you say—” She pressed both hands to her cheeks. “You must be so excited. All the ways you can improve and expand. I—”

			“Abby.” He looked almost pained by her enthusiasm. “I did it for us. Maybe it makes me an underachiever, but the business is a distant second to you. Everything is.”

			“I don’t understand,” she murmured, even though the picture was beginning to clear, just like the fog in the bathroom. “For us?”

			His chest rose and fell with a heavy intake of breath. A bracing breath. “I know what kind of life you’re used to, angel. Comfortable. Happy. I can give it to you now, okay? I couldn’t before, so I kept away. Kept you away. Just until I was sure. I needed to be sure.” He took a step closer. “But I fixed everything. I’m going to work hard and give you everything you could ever ask for. If you’ll just trust me and give me the chance.”

			It was almost too much to process at once, but some part of her had been prepared. With each realization that rushed in, she berated herself for not seeing. Not knowing. “Russell . . . I don’t need the kind of life my parents have. I don’t want it—”

			“You say that now,” he interrupted, taking a step toward her. “And I know you believe it, too. But I’ve seen what happens when someone settles. When someone gets stuck. I didn’t want that to be you. I couldn’t fucking bear it.”

			“So this whole time, you wanted to be with me . . . but the money stopped you?” He nodded, the intensity in his eyes robbing her of oxygen. One masculine hand reached out for her, but she stepped back. “Was it your lack of money . . . or the fact that I have too much?”

			His hesitation told her the answer. “Both.” He tried to shrug, but his shoulders seemed so tense, it came off awkward. “That morning on the beach . . . I thought I could get past it. I could get past anything if you’d sleep beside me, right?” His hand flexed at his side. “Then the lawyer offered me the money, and I knew it would be in my face, every second of the day. Your parents, people you work with, would never stop reminding you how much better you could do. Better than me.”

			“What money—”

			“So I went out, Abby. And I got better.” His deep voice vibrated through the small space. “I’ll never be good enough for you, but I’ll try harder than anyone.”

			“What money are you talking about?”

			It visibly took him a second to focus. “Mitchell flashed a bunch of hundred-dollar bills, told me you wanted me gone. That you wanted to help finance Hart Brothers. A parting gift.”

			She lowered herself onto the edge of the bathtub, her knees going weak. “And you believed him?”

			“After I thought I hurt you, I wanted to keep feeling shitty, Abby. I didn’t deserve to feel any other way. So I believed anything that would keep me feeling shitty.” His eyes were haunted as they ran over her, head to toe. “I’m sorry I believed it for even a second.”

			Her laughter didn’t hold a trace of humor. “You’re so worried about hurting me. Do you know how awful I’ve felt these last couple weeks? Do you? Not knowing why you couldn’t just want me permanently? Why you kept disappearing?”

			A rough noise burst from his mouth. “God, I didn’t mean for you to feel that way. I’ll never disappear on you again. I never want to be away from you.” He dragged a hand over his shaved head. “I needed to know I could make you happy before I made you mine.”

			Abby shot to her feet. “I was yours! We’ve belonged to each other since we met.” She gathered her towel closer. “Or did I imagine it?”

			“No,” Russell grated, his voice shaking. “You didn’t imagine a damn thing. I’ve been living for you since you walked out onto the stoop.”

			“Only you didn’t really want me, Russell. You wanted Abby minus the money and how the money made you feel.” She felt tears threaten and forced them back. “The money is part of who I am, where I came from. It doesn’t define me, though. But you let it define us.” She slumped sideways onto the sink. Had she felt exultant only moments ago? How had everything crashed down around her so quickly? “And you didn’t give me a say, Russell. That’s the worst part. You maneuvered me from behind the scenes like everyone else in my life, putting me where you could be comfortable having me. An Abby your ego could handle.”

			“No.” He was across the bathroom in a single, long stride, cupping her face like a cherished treasure. It made her want to throw herself on the floor and shatter into a million pieces, just to prove she wasn’t something to be placed on a shelf, out of harm’s reach. “I wouldn’t change a single thing about you. How can you say that?”

			“You did change me.” She tugged away, staving him off with a hand when he followed. “Maybe the last month has changed me. I’m not sure yet, but I have to believe the change is for the better. I’m pissed as hell that you made decisions concerning us without me. Porca troia, Russell. I wanted you just as you are—”

			“Don’t. Don’t say wanted like it happened in the past—”

			“—but you want a different version of me. I’m capable of making calls concerning my life, and you took that away. I don’t need you to give me a comfortable life. I can do that for myself. What I needed was someone to love. Someone to love me back. What would have mattered beyond that?”

			She didn’t see the Russell she knew anymore. He’d withdrawn into himself, staring back at her blankly. A painful rupturing took place inside her, self-hatred over hurting the man she loved warring with pride that she’d stood up for herself. But that pride was quickly being swallowed by the screaming need to take back everything and shake Russell until he returned from wherever he’d gone. If she took back her opinion, if she excused him for making her feel less-than for weeks, though, there was every chance it could happen again. Not to mention, she would lose a healthy amount of respect for herself.

			“What are you saying?”

			She reached deep and found the remaining dram of courage. “I’m saying, you should leave. I don’t think there’s anything more to say right now.”

			“Right now,” he repeated dully.

			“I don’t want to lose you as a friend.” Oh God, the pressure behind her eyelids was growing so tremendous, all her concentration went into making sure the tears didn’t fall. Russell would feel compelled to comfort her, and she’d never survive that. “It might just take awhile.”

			“Friends.” He backed away slowly, his gaze weighing her down like a boulder. Just before he reached the door, he leaned down to pick up his T-shirt and collect his shoes with methodical movements. She thought he meant to leave without another word, but he stopped. Without looking at her, he said. “I don’t want to be your friend, Abby. I want to be your husband.”

			Moisture streamed down her cheeks, but Russell didn’t see it because he walked from the apartment barefoot, without looking back a single time. As soon as the door closed behind him, Abby sank down onto the bathroom floor with a heart-wrenching sob, positive her lungs were caving in. She didn’t get up again until darkness fell, and it was only to crawl into bed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			RUSSELL WALKED BACK to Queens. He moved uptown on autopilot, crossing the Queensboro Bridge as darkness fell. Apart from the odd bicyclist whizzing past toward Manhattan, the bridge was mostly empty of pedestrians, but a marching band could have passed him, and he wouldn’t have flinched.

			He’d lost Abby. Lost her completely. Before he’d gone and fucked their relationship all to hell, he’d at least had the privilege of being her friend. The guy she sat beside in restaurants or car rides as if it were a foregone conclusion. The first one she smiled at when walking into a room. At the time, he’d thought being that close without ending up in bed was pure torture. Right now, it sounded like the highest level of heaven one could achieve. And he would never, in his pathetic life, reach it again.

			He wasn’t even in a place yet where he could wrap his mind around the catastrophe of what had happened back at Abby’s apartment. All he knew was the coldness wouldn’t leave him alone. Ice lined his veins, made his muscles feel stiff and difficult to move. His heart . . . he wished it would just give in and stop working. Why wouldn’t it just stop working? Tick . . . tick . . . tick. Every beat was pointless. Every fucking thing was pointless without her.

			That saying, hindsight is twenty-twenty, was taunting him, ringing in his head like a fight bell. His experience had been somewhat different, though. The second—the goddamn second—Abby moved across the bathroom and away from him, he’d seen everything go up in smoke. She’d seen it, too. No. He was done lying to himself. He’d seen the flames even before walking into the bathroom, but he’d been so starved for her, nothing could have stopped him. Except the knowledge that he would lose her, and the notion terrified him so much, he’d pretended it didn’t exist.

			Every single thing she’d said had been right. He’d stood there absorbing every blow like a boxer with his hands bound behind his back. Some sick part of him had even welcomed the rejection because he deserved it for keeping her in the dark so long. I was yours! Those words might as well be a tattoo on his consciousness because they would never go away, popping up to remind him of his worst failure until he died. Which would be before he even arrived home if the torn-up feeling in his chest was any indication.

			Russell became aware of his surroundings slowly. How long had he been standing outside his house? Taking the phone from his pocket to check the time felt like far too much effort, so he just stared at the two-story home, a sickening laugh working its way toward his throat. Had he actually envisioned carrying Abby over the threshold of this place? The place that held the very childhood memories that led him to fuck everything up? Yeah, he had. His subconscious hadn’t believed his bullshit about Abby’s being a package delivered to the wrong doorstep. He might have fed himself the truth about not being worthy, but he’d been preparing for her since they’d met. The whole damn time.

			“Hey, asshole.”

			He didn’t even need to turn his head to know his brother had spoken. Not many people called a person of his size asshole. “Go away, Alec.”

			“What?” Alec stopped in front of him, holding a twelve-pack of Budweiser on his right shoulder. “Darcy is watching The Bachelor, so I’m home free for an hour or two. I don’t want to know who gets a rose, so we’re going to celebrate this bank loan, motherfucker.”

			His brother’s words were little arrows spearing into his ears. “Fine,” Russell heard himself say. “But I’m not going in there.”

			Alec split a curious look between Russell and the house. “You’ve spent every waking hour in there for the last week. Your gigantic outline has faded from my couch.”

			God. Russell buried his fingers into his temples. He’d been sleeping on a couch, and Abby had known it. She’d ridden in his rickety truck. I was yours. I was yours. The angel had wanted him exactly as he was, and he’d been so hung up on being the big bad provider, he’d missed the weight behind her every word. Every gesture. She’d accepted him, but he hadn’t given her the same gift. He’d projected a need for a certain lifestyle onto her when she’d only proven at every turn that people were what mattered to her. Honey. Roxy. Him. He’d been important to her. But in the end, he’d only let her down.

			With the coldness eating his insides, that reliable hindsight was more powerful now than ever. Abby was one in a million. He’d always known that, but his fear of her meeting the same fate as his mother had prevented him from acting like it. If Abby wasn’t happy, she wouldn’t blame other people. Her surroundings. She would just find a way to improve it. That was who she was. Nobody else. And the crazy truth was? Until the world fell down, before he’d tried to push her away, he’d been one of the things making her happy. He had the ability to do that. But he’d squandered it.

			Gone. It was all gone now. All over money. Jesus, who cared about who paid for things, or if her relatives found him unsuitable? They would have worked it out together. Nothing had been bad enough that they couldn’t overcome it with good. But the good was gone. He’d obliterated it.

			Russell turned and dropped onto the lawn, barely noticing when Alec followed suit, until a cold can of beer was pressed into his hand. “Russell, will you accept this Budweiser?”

			“I know you watch The Bachelor when Darcy isn’t home.” Russell nabbed the can and popped its top, surprised to find his hands working. “I caught you setting the TiVo once.”

			“Shut up and drink.”

			“It’s a plan,” Russell muttered, tipping back the can. His throat rejected the liquid, but he forced it down. God knew he’d have to find a way to get rip-roaring drunk, no matter how badly his body wanted to exist in the hurt, roll around in it like a masochist. His pain didn’t deserve to be numbed so easily. Abby. He’d lost Abby, in every respect. Holy shit. Holy shit. No.

			Alec watched as Russell shotgunned the beer. “Another?”

			“I’m selling the house,” Russell managed. “I’m never going in there again. I thought I could erase the bad with . . . with Abby, but it’s fucking poisonous. It got to me, and now I’m poisonous, too.”

			“Hey, man—”

			“Please. I don’t want to talk about it.” He was horrified to hear the crack in his voice, so he breathed through his nose for a minute. “There’s nothing to say. It’s too late. Just don’t fight me on selling.”

			Alec sighed, turning the beer can in his hand. “It’s your call.”

			The two brothers sat in silence, polishing off the twelve-pack as the familiar sounds of their childhood neighborhood decorated the air around them. It was unclear at what point Russell fell back on the grass and let unconsciousness replace his regret, at least until tomorrow.

			Abby’s image was the final thing he saw.

			ABBY SAT ON the stoop of her building Sunday afternoon, passing a covert plastic bottle of mimosa between herself, Roxy, and Honey. Honey had just cooked brunch upstairs, but Abby had only forced down two bites of French toast before dragging the fork around her plate aimlessly. After an unknown amount of time, she’d looked up to find her roommates staring at her from the kitchen. She hadn’t even put up a fight when they each took an arm and led her downstairs to get some fresh air for the first time in over a week.

			The talk with her roommates was long overdue, and she knew it, so in the new, somewhat destructive spirit of not avoiding unpleasant conversations, she got the ball rolling. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you guys about Russell.” Ouch. His name left her mouth feeling like the end of a lawn rake. “I didn’t even know . . . what it was. What we were.” She took a swallow of mimosa. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. Now, it’s nothing.”

			It agonized her to say the words. They didn’t feel like they could possibly be true. She’d spent the last ten days moderating a fight between her head and heart. One stubbornly clung to the belief she’d done the right thing, that if she’d given in to Russell, she would have lost the newfound respect she’d gained for herself. But the shuddering organ in her chest staunchly disagreed. It wanted back its counterpart.

			“Abby . . .” Roxy blew out a long breath. “I’m not trying to call your bluff here . . . but I’m not sure you can call what’s between you and Russell nothing. He’s loved you since jump street. We’ve all known it.”

			Abby stared out at Ninth Avenue, waiting for the ache in her stomach to pass, but it never did. I don’t want to be your friend, Abby. I want to be your husband. Words that should have made her cry happy tears, not bitter ones. “Russell made it nothing. All he had to do was be honest with me.” She turned her attention to Honey, then Roxy. “And while we’re on the subject of being honest, why didn’t you just tell me? You let me float around in the dark, just like him. Did you think it was funny?”

			Honey looked horrified. “No. God, Abby. That’s not it at all.” She appeared to be searching for the right words. “We wanted you to have the experience of having Russell tell you. Every girl should have that. It wouldn’t have felt the same coming from us.”

			Roxy snagged the plastic bottle. “If we’d known he’d make a jackass of himself and hurt you in the process, we would have told you months ago.”

			They meant it. Abby knew her friends wouldn’t intentionally hurt her feelings, and honestly, she didn’t have the capacity to be mad at anyone else. “All’s forgiven. Just tell me next time someone is in love with me and decides friend-zoning me is a better idea than coming clean.”

			Honey cracked a sad smile. “It’s a deal.” She plucked at her frayed jeans skirt. “So we all agree Russell acted like a jackass, but . . .”

			“But is this really permanent?” Roxy asked, squinting into the sun. “I can’t imagine you two apart. You’re . . . Russell and Abby. Rabby.”

			“That nickname never would have happened.”

			“Says you.”

			Abby massaged the back of her neck, wondering when her entire body would stop feeling trampled on. “It’s permanent,” she pushed out. “He doesn’t want to be my friend, and I can’t be with someone who’s threatened by what my family has. Or moves me around into different categories when he feels like it.” She crossed her arms over her middle. “He made me feel really horrible, okay? I know he didn’t mean to, but he did. And I’m not past it yet.”

			Roxy laid a hand on her shoulder. “I get it. No one knows what you’re feeling, but you. We’ll support you no matter what.”

			She nodded once. “Thanks.”

			“Hey, uh . . . Abby?”

			All three girls turned to find a man in jeans and an American Ninja Warrior T-shirt at the base of their stoop. Although they had never met, Abby knew who he was immediately. His resemblance to Russell wasn’t supernoticeable, but it was there in the set of his shoulders, the square shape of his jaw. Russell’s brother, Alec. All at once, worry crashed down on her head. The look on Russell’s face when he’d walked out of the apartment two Fridays ago was all she could see. Why was his brother here and not him? Had something happened to him?

			When Roxy cleared her throat, Abby realized she hadn’t spoken. Wake up. She mentally shook herself and sat up straight. “Yes. I’m Abby.”

			Alec scratched the back of his neck, appearing to have difficulty looking her in the eye. “Jesus. My brother aimed high.”

			“Ohhhh,” Honey and Roxy said at the same time, obviously discerning the stranger’s identity.

			“Would you mind if we talked alone for a minute?” Alec asked.

			Abby felt glued to the step. She didn’t want to hear what Russell’s brother had to say but craved it at the same time. How was he? Where was he? “Yeah. Okay,” she said, standing on shaky legs.

			Honey and Roxy stood with her, both of them leaning close. “You want us to stay with you?” Honey offered. “Or ask him to leave?”

			“No.” She gave them a grateful look. “It’s fine. I’ll be upstairs in a few minutes.”

			“We’ll save you some champagne,” Roxy said over her shoulder, as they climbed the stairs and disappeared inside.

			Abby stared after her friends a beat, steeling herself, before descending the stoop to join Alec. Her upbringing had her extending a hand without thinking, and her breath caught when Alec’s hard handshake reminded her so much of Russell. “How did you know where to find me?”

			“You sent Russell a birthday card a couple months back . . . he kept it, envelope and all. He’d be pissed if he knew I’d gone through his stuff, but I didn’t have a choice.”

			“Oh.” Great. They had barely exchanged pleasantries and she already wanted to run upstairs, bury her face in a pillow, and wail. Who saved an envelope? “It’s nice to meet you, finally.”

			“Yeah.” Alec shifted side to side. “My brother would have brought you over for dinner, only our place is small, and my Darcy can’t cook for shit.”

			An unexpected sob escaped Abby’s lips, rendering them both horrified. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why . . . you remind me of your brother, and—”

			“If you don’t mind me saying so, I’m pretty freakin’ relieved you’re upset.” He made a frustrated noise. “That came out wrong. It’s just that if I’d come here and seen you laughing it up, I would have had to bust Russell’s chops for moping around over a girl who isn’t even interested. And then I’d have to feel crappy about it, right? I feel crappy most of the time, as it is. But I digress.”

			A surge of irritation hit Abby that Russell had never introduced her to Alec. Five minutes in his company, and she already felt like they’d been friends for years. I never introduced him to my parents, either. The realization plowed over her like a bulldozer, but she struggled to respond. “What, um . . . brought you here? Is Russell okay?”

			“No, I’d say he’s pretty far from okay.” Alec turned serious. “Look, I don’t know the details of what happened between you two, but I haven’t always been there for my brother like I should have. This is me trying to correct that.”

			“Okay,” Abby whispered, somehow already knowing she was toast.

			Alec was silent a moment. “Our mother, she was depressed. Severely. My father didn’t understand, didn’t get her the help she needed. He worked all day. I cut school and dicked around, so I wouldn’t have to go home.” He sucked in a breath. “It was Russell with her most of the time. Listening to her cry. Making sure she ate enough food before she started drinking . . . he was the one who found her after the accident. And it affected him. We didn’t get him the help he needed, either.” He looked away. “He was the bravest one of us three, but that doesn’t mean he’s not scared. Scared of its happening again.”

			The summer sun held no warmth as Abby processed Alec’s words. Her hands rose on their own, hugging the opposite elbows to keep herself from shattering. He’d told her only half the story that night in the water. Why? She would have understood everything if he’d just been honest. His insecurities made sense now. It had never been entirely about her money, even if he’d given that reason to himself. It had mostly been about her happiness. And she’d thrown him out before he could fully explain.

			Oh God, she needed to see him. Abby realized she’d said the words out loud, when Alec nodded. “If you don’t mind my being bossy, going now might be the best course of action.”

			Her pulse skipped a beat. “Why?”

			“He’s selling the house. That jerk moves fast.” He checked his watch, as if he hadn’t just ripped Abby’s chest wide open and pulled out her beating heart. “There’s an open house in forty-five minutes.”

			Through the urgency, Abby felt a sense of clarity as she ran beside Alec toward the truck he indicated. She knew exactly what she had to do. As soon as Alec pulled onto Ninth Avenue, she took out her phone and started dialing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			RUSSELL SAT ON the front porch of his house, wishing it were raining. The fact that is was eighty degrees without a cloud in the sky was some kind of fucked-up business when he felt flattened. He’d unlocked the front door for the Realtor so she could set up flowers for the open house although why flowers would convince someone to buy a house was beyond him. It should have bothered him that the Realtor had only hummed absently when he mentioned the custom banister, the restored crown molding. It should have, but it didn’t. He’d only done those things for one person, so if the Realtor thought a pack of daisies would sell the damn place instead of his hard work, he couldn’t find the strength to care.

			The last ten days had been spent painting, making some final tweaks to the interior, and signing paperwork to get the house on the market. Those things should have distracted him from thoughts of Abby, but she’d been there, perched on his shoulder through each task. Sometimes she took mercy on him and talked in his ear the way she used to, asking him why he chose certain shades of paint or making adorable observations about his technique. Other times, he could only see her as she’d been in the bathroom, disappointed in him. He’d known that look a lot in his life, but coming from her, it had felt like a shotgun shell entering his sternum.

			Jesus, he missed her. Not a day in his life would pass where he wouldn’t. Even if by some miracle, they were able to hang out again as friends, the missing would only intensify. Because he’d see her and know what could have been if he’d given Abby enough credit to make her own choices. If he hadn’t been so focused on not losing her rather than keeping her. Holding her close where she was supposed to be.

			He registered the familiar sound of Alec’s truck screeching to a stop at the curb but didn’t look up. Alec had done a lot of hovering since last Friday night and frankly, Russell was growing weary of it. They weren’t exactly adept at expressing their feelings, so there’d mainly been a lot of beer drinking and uncomfortable speculating about the Yankees new left-handed pitcher. Abby had been there through all of it, reminding him of the times she’d taken the first sip of his beer. Or the time he’d pitched to her at Honey’s baseball field, and she’d run the wrong direction around the bases. Everything reminded him of her. Everything.

			“Russell?”

			There she was again, talking into his ear. She sounded annoyed this time around, but he’d take whatever she dished out.

			“Russell.”

			His chin jerked up and . . . there was Abby. Standing at the end of his stone walkway. Oh God, had he graduated to hallucinations. Maybe beer for breakfast hadn’t been a good idea after all. It had sped up his descent into total madness. Still, he took in every detail of the mirage with greedy eyes, starting at the white sandals that showed her toes and scaling her legs. She wore a red-and-white-checkered dress he’d never seen before, which was odd. Usually, he pictured her in all white or yellow.

			“I can’t believe you’re selling this house. After all the hard work you put in.” Abby the Apparition came toward Russell on the path, and he held his breath, worried that if he moved, she would vanish. Right before she reached him, her attention was snagged by the For Sale sign posted in the yard. Russell watched in amazement as she marched toward the sign . . . and kicked the white pole holding it upright. She kicked it and kicked it until it fell over. Holy shit, she’s real. She’s here. Russell came to his feet slowly and watched real Abby—his sweet Abby—beat the hell out of the sign, cursing in Italian as she went. “I won’t let you lose this house, Russell. You’re staying. So just deal with it.”

			When Russell finally found his voice, it sounded rusty. “I don’t want the house.”

			“Yes, you do. I saw how proud you were of it. I saw.” She finally succeeded in knocking the sign over. Then she blew out a breath, smoothed her skirt, and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “And you should be proud of it. All that work . . . the office, the custom banister—”

			“You noticed the banister?”

			“I’m not as oblivious as everyone thinks I am. Even if I was when it came to you.” She turned and traded a nod with Alec, who turned and went back to his car with a shit-eating grin that Russell was too distracted to analyze. Abby. She was right there. And she sure as hell wasn’t there for a friendly chat. “Why are you selling it? Why?”

			Honesty exploded out of him. He never thought he’d get the chance to be truthful with her again and wouldn’t pass up the opportunity. Anything to keep her standing in front of him a little longer. “Without you, Abby, this house is just some fucking wood I nailed together. It’s meaningless.” He swallowed hard. “Do you know when I started renovating this place?”

			Her arms had uncrossed and dropped to her sides. “When?” she whispered.

			“The day after we met, angel. The next damn day.” He took a step in her direction, breathing a sigh of relief when she stayed put. “After my father left, it was just sitting here, waiting for us to sell it. But suddenly, I couldn’t. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I could picture us in these rooms. I could see you coming down the stairs in that robe hanging in your bedroom. The one with the flowers on it.”

			“It’s a kimono,” she said, so softly he barely heard her.

			“Okay.” He wanted to reach out and grab her but managed to hold back. She needed to hear everything. Deserved everything he’d been holding inside. “I love you, Abby. I’ve loved you. I didn’t realize saying that might be all you needed to hear because I only understood action. If I were a smarter man, I would have said the words a million times. I’ve loved you. I’ve loved you. I’ve loved you. And this house is useless unless you’re inside it to make memories with me.” He laid a fist over his heart. “My memories were supposed to be with you.”

			She didn’t move. Or speak. For a really long time. And that was a goddamn blessing for Russell because it meant he got to be with Abby. Got to look at her. If he tried really hard, he could even catch a hint of white-grape sunlight on the summer breeze. His hands shook with the desire to touch her, so he shoved them into his jeans pockets. He’d barely started cataloging every detail of her face when she ran past him, up the stairs, and into the house.

			A beat passed where he could only stare at the place where Abby had been standing. He quickly turned and followed, however, craving the sight of her within the four lonely walls. Russell paused on the threshold, because dammit, he’d never wanted to set foot inside again. But she was inside. She was there. So when he saw her red dress flash at the top of the staircase, he went after her.

			Russell strode past the confused Realtor and scaled the stairs, turning right toward the office when he reached the landing. As he got closer to the office, his mouth went dry, pulse thundering with the knowledge of what Abby would find. He moved into the doorway, and there she was . . .

			. . . bathed in the shine produced by eight oversized skylights. The ones he’d spent the last week installing. Hell, there was barely any ceiling left, but what little was there, he’d painted blue to match the sky. The walls were rose gold and high-gloss, so they could capture the sunlight, spin it into a glow, and surround her with it. As if she needed any help looking magical as she turned in a slow circle at the center of the room. He watched as she noticed the red and yellow roses he’s set up along the window and placed around the room.

			Then those hazel eyes were on him, eclipsing the sunlight. “You did this for me?”

			“You said . . .” He cleared the rust from his throat. “You said you wanted it to feel like you were working outside.”

			Twin tears rolled down her cheeks, and Russell took an involuntary step forward to dry them, but her voice halted him in his tracks. “It’s the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen. Anywhere. In my entire life.”

			Russell had to look away because the emotion that rolled through him was so potent, he was afraid to direct it toward her. Not unless she wanted it.

			“Russell. You can’t sell this house.”

			“Abby—”

			“Where would we live?”

			A shock of electricity struck him right in the chest, so powerful he couldn’t breathe. Or speak. It was so obvious his fate lay with Abby, he could see it suspended between them in the air.

			“We can’t have a man living in the apartment. If you moved in, Ben and Louis would insist on moving in, too, and the whole place would be overcrowded. And since I need to be with you, the only option is for me to move here. So you can’t sell it. No one gets this office but me. No one gets this house but us.” She swiped at her eyes when more tears fell. “Are we getting married or living in sin? Because as long as I get you, Russell, I’m in either way. Any way.”

			He went down on his knees and crawled the remaining distance to Abby. She clutched his shoulders and tried to pull him up, but he refused, wrapping his arms around her waist and inhaling the scent that clung to her clothes. “How did I fuck this up so badly when I love you this much? How is that possible?”

			She knelt on the floor in front of him, seized his face in her hands. “I love you, too.” Her lips drifted over his forehead, cheeks. “I love you. You love me. And nothing else is more important than that.”

			He crushed her against his body, feeling alive for the first time in days. The oxygen he sucked in was laced with Abby, the staggering relief that he wouldn’t have to live without her. Thank God. Thank God.

			“We’re going to go tell the Realtor you’re not selling, okay?” He nodded into the crook of her neck. “Right after she rejects the offer I made.”

			Russell’s head came up. “You made an offer?”

			“I was afraid I wouldn’t get here in time, and you’d accept someone else’s offer.” She searched his face. “If I’d bought the house, what would you have said?”

			His answer was important to her. Important to them. After the way he’d pushed her away until he felt stable enough to give her things that could only be bought with money, she needed to know his insecurity had been obliterated by the reality of losing her. Russell tipped up her face. “If you’d bought my house, I would have asked you when I could move in, angel. Either way, it would have been ours.”

			The smile that spread across her face was so damn beautiful, he breathed her name. “Did you mean what you said about getting married? I can have a priest here in half an hour.”

			Her laughter wrapped around Russell as she eased him backward into a sitting position on the floor, wrapping her legs around his waist. “I meant it. Of course, I meant it. There’s no one else for me in the world.”

			“Christ, me either, angel—” She rolled her hips and Russell saw sparks behind his eyes, but somehow found the wherewithal to reach over and slam the office door. “You need me now? God knows I need you so damn bad.”

			“Yes.” She tugged down the straps of her dress to reveal her lack of bra. The sight sent Russell’s erection surging between her legs, making her gasp. “I can’t wait.”

			They both reached for his zipper at the same time with shaking hands, lowering it carefully to take out the arousal she’d inspired. Russell groaned against her mouth as he hurried to remove a condom from his wallet, quickly rolling it on. Abby’s panties were shoved aside seconds later, and, fuuuuck, he was inside her. Neither one of them moved, simply breathing into one another’s mouths. “Tell me you . . . love me again while . . . I’m inside you.”

			“I love you, Russell,” she husked, looking him in the eye. “I’ll never stop. I couldn’t.”

			“Marry me, Abby.” His voice was urgent, breaking as she started to move, her body undulating on his lap. The perfect feel of her made it difficult to focus, but he battled to stay present. “Tell me you’ll marry me.”

			The way she looked at him spoke of love, more than words ever could. “Make me.”

			So he did.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			“SEE, THERE ARE obstacle courses, like the one the Army uses for training.” Alec paused to make eye contact with Ben, Louis, and Russell. “And then you have the real deal. Not many men have attempted the American Ninja Warrior obstacle course and survived to be the best man at his brother’s wedding.” He spread his hands wide, pulling the lapels of his tuxedo wide. “Take a good look. I’m a rare breed, gents.”

			“I don’t think anyone can argue that,” Russell said, his tone dry but good-natured. There wasn’t a damn thing that could bring him down. He was marrying Abby today. Making her his wife. Hell, he wasn’t sure a single thing—even his brother—would exasperate him for the rest of his life. What was there to complain about when he had Abby at home?

			Home. Russell hadn’t known what the term meant until they’d moved in together. The first week of waking up in the same bed, eating breakfast in their own kitchen . . . he’d thought eventually they would stop smiling like crazy people when their eyes met across the dining-room table. Or while folding laundry on the living-room floor. But it hadn’t happened yet. It never would, either. They would make sure of it.

			The four men stood waiting in tuxedos at the base of the Ninth Avenue stoop where he’d seen Abby for the first time and fallen hard and permanently for her. They had spent the last four months since Abby had given him another chance looking at churches throughout Queens and Manhattan, but none of them had felt right. One morning, they’d driven across the bridge for breakfast, and it had hit them both at the same time as they climbed the steps. The stoop was the spot. Twenty minutes later, Louis had come downstairs to break up their kissing jag and haul them up to the apartment for pancakes.

			Ben, looking perfectly at home in his tuxedo, nodded in his direction. “How are things at the office? We haven’t been out since the grand opening.”

			“Great. Better than great,” Russell responded, not bothering to hide his cheeseball grin. As if having Abby at home wasn’t unbelievable enough, she’d fallen into the role of office manager for Hart Brothers Construction. In a matter of months, she’d turned them into a major contender for city contracts and developments they never would have tried for without her staunch confidence in the company. In him. “I don’t know what we would do without Abby. She keeps the place running.”

			“Yeah,” Alec chimed in, elbowing Russell in the side. “She works us a little harder than I’m used to, but it keeps this asshole happy. As soon as the lunch bell rings, he’s peeling out of the site to get an hour in with her.”

			“Damn right,” Russell said. It was true. In the beginning, he worried that Abby’s being exposed to his overwhelming need for her day and night might be too much. For her, not him. He’d never get enough of Abby. Thankfully, every time he walked into the office on his lunch break, she was on him like white on rice, begging for a trip to the stockroom. And there were no words for how that made him feel.

			True to his word, he’d done some exploring of the urges Abby tempted to his surface, and they’d learned together how to indulge both of their needs safely. He’d been relieved to find out that his nature didn’t make him a threat to Abby, but rather, the dominant counterpart to her softer spirit. She loved the way he controlled what happened in the bedroom . . . required it, some days, it seemed. Giving her what she needed was a privilege he would never take for granted. Not for a single moment.

			As it turned out, their bedroom was the only place where Abby liked to be controlled. Over the last four months, he’d watched her transform into a woman who didn’t take no for an answer. She was . . . dynamic at work. More than once, he’d been late to a job because he couldn’t tear himself away from listening to Abby negotiate over the phone. Or haggle with a supplier. God, she was amazing. He couldn’t believe she was about to become his wife, but no way would he question her decision to be with him ever again. They needed each other.

			Louis narrowed his eyes at the apartment-building door, as if willing them to open. “They say weddings put women in the frame of mind for marriage.” He lifted his chin in Russell’s direction. “You think you can convince Abby to toss the bouquet to Roxy?”

			“You’re too late,” Ben said, looking smug. “I asked Abby weeks ago. She’s throwing it to Honey.”

			“You slick motherfucker.” Louis laughed and punched Ben in the shoulder. “I guess I deserve that for not being on the ball. At least Roxy agreed to move in with me. I’ll have to trick her into marrying me another way. Maybe hypnosis . . .”

			“Honey and I are looking for our own place, too. Somewhere between Columbia and NYU, so we have an equal commute.” Ben slid his hands into the tuxedo pockets. “I can’t believe we won’t have this place to come to anymore. The storage room on the ground floor is where Honey and I . . . you know . . . kissed for the first time.”

			Alec groaned toward the sky. “This is about to get sappy, isn’t it?”

			Russell cleared the tightness from his throat. “I’ve carried Abby up these steps more times than I can count. I’m going to miss that.”

			“I picked Roxy up for our first official date upstairs.” Louis ran a hand through his hair. “Ah, listen. We’ll just take turns crashing each other’s places. Probably wherever Honey is, though. She’s the best cook.”

			A smile spread across Ben’s face. “She’ll love that.”

			“It’s been a crazy year,” Russell said under his breath. “The best year.”

			The three friends nodded, just as the building’s door swung open to reveal Abby in a simple, long-sleeved white dress, a crown of flowers on her head. Russell’s legs turned to glue on the spot, the air vanishing from his lungs. His nickname for her had never been more apt at that moment, elevated above him as she was like an angel, smiling into the pure, fall sunlight.

			Abby’s father stood to her left, his daughter’s hand tucked into the crook of his elbow. Behind her, wearing bright red dresses were Honey and Roxy, beaming from ear to ear. Abby’s stepmother was reserved as always, but Russell caught a hint of tears shining in her eyes before he quickly turned his attention back to Abby. God, he loved her. He’d loved her. Seeing her in the very same spot he’d first witnessed her beauty, knowing she had agreed to become his wife, filled him with so much contentment and gratefulness, he was surprised he didn’t tip over and capsize.

			Without taking his gaze off Abby, Russell spoke to the priest who’d been standing off to the side. “Make her my wife as fast as humanly possible, please.”

			Abby laughed, a bright, beautiful sound that floated down and grabbed Russell, forcing him to meet her halfway as she descended the stairs, retrieving her from her father. He’d gotten to know him in the months preceding the wedding, and the fact was, Abby’s father hadn’t always been richer than sin. He’d started with next to nothing, giving them more in common than Russell had ever expected. The relief of having Abby’s father’s approval was vast even if he was still working on the mother. Every time they had dinner together, though, he wore her down a little more. He’d even coaxed a smile out of her the last time.

			Russell looked down at Abby and got lost in her, their surroundings blurring into background noise. “Every day I wake up thinking I can’t possibly love you any more.” He kissed her forehead. “And then you look at me . . . and I’m proven wrong.”

			Her eyes went even softer as she pressed her cheek to his. “You’re not alone.” He felt her breath warm his ear. “I’m so happy. You make me so happy.”

			The pleasure of hearing that made his eyes closed. “I’ll never stop. Marry me so I never have to stop.”

			Russell and Abby were married at the base of the Ninth Avenue stoop, surrounded by friends and the hazy, autumn breeze, after which Abby tossed two bouquets. One was caught by Honey, the other by Roxy, to the excessive delight of their boyfriends. And they all lived, deliriously happy, forever and ever.
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