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      I hang up the phone and breathe a sigh of relief. Clutching my phone to my chest, I turn to my sister and nod.

      “I got the job.”

      “Woohoo!” Jenna jumps up and down. The soapy spatula she was washing drips over the kitchen floor, but she ignores it. “Congratulations! I was sure you’d get it.”

      “I wasn’t.” I push the hair off my forehead and blow the air out of my lungs. I slump down at the kitchen table. “Thank God. I’ll have enough to pay rent for February.”

      Jenna slides her arm across my shoulders and hugs me. I wince as pain shoots through my right side, but I try to hide it.

      “I’m happy for you, Nicole.” Her eyes crinkle as she smiles. “That’ll take some pressure off.”

      “Yeah, now I can replace financial stress with work stress.”

      “Don’t be so pessimistic,” she laughs. “Come on. Things are looking up!”

      I nod and try to smile. “Yeah, they are.” At least I won’t have to worry about the debt collectors coming to knock down my door. I’ll be able to start making payments on these medical bills—maybe even more than the minimum payment. Paralegal salaries aren’t amazing, but they’re better than the zero I’ve been making so far.

      “Did she tell you what the salary will be?” Jenna asks, reading my mind. She returns the spatula to the sink and keeps washing.

      I nod. “Fifty-two grand a year to start, plus benefits.”

      Jenna smiles. “I knew this would work out. I can see a light at the end of the tunnel. I’m going to make some tea. You want some?”

      “Sure.” I force a smile. She must be further ahead of me in this tunnel, because I still don’t see any light. I shift in my seat, taking a deep breath as pain shoots through my side. I stand up and take a few steps to try to loosen it up.

      “Still sore?” Jenna frowns at me as she fills the kettle.

      “Yeah. I ran out of pain medication last week. Once I get paid at this job, I’ll get some more, but these next few weeks will be a little rough.”

      “I’ll cover the next batch of medication, Nic. I hate seeing you like this.”

      I shake my head. “You were just telling me about all the expenses with the kids. I’m not going to be your third child,” I grin. “I’ll be fine. It’s not that bad.”

      Jenna nods as I walk back and forth to try to ease the aches pulsing through the side of my body. Ever since the accident last year, my whole body has rebelled against me. My sister watches me and shakes her head.

      “If I ever find the coward that did this to you, I will kill him myself,” she says. “He didn’t even stop to see if you guys were okay! Who knows what would have happened if the ambulance had gotten there sooner? Jack might have lived! And don’t get me started on the insurance company.”

      A plate clatters in the sink as Jenna shakes her head.

      Grief carves out another piece of my heart as I take a deep breath. Jenna’s still angry—maybe I would be, too, if this had happened to her. But it happened to me, and mostly I just feel exhausted.

      When the car hit us, Jack died instantly. That’s what the doctors told us, anyway. My sister doesn’t believe them. We were told that my husband and I sat on the side of the road for fifteen to thirty minutes before we were found by another driver. It took another ten minutes for the ambulance to arrive. My injuries were severe, but I was able to keep my life. My back was broken and I had a severe concussion, but I wasn’t paralyzed.

      I was lucky, the doctors said.

      Lucky.

      For many dark months after the accident, when I was learning how to walk again, I wondered if Jack got the better bargain. Why would I want to live in a world where he doesn’t exist? He was the love of my life, and now he’s gone.

      Things would be easier if Jack’s life insurance policy had paid out by now, but the company keeps stalling. It’s been a year, and they still haven’t accepted my claim. They keep asking me for Jack’s medical records over and over. They won’t give me a straight answer, and fear gnaws at my stomach. If they try to reject my claim, the future is going to be bleak.

      Tears smart in my eyes as I sit down again. Jenna sighs.

      “Oh, Nicole, I’m sorry. I got carried away. I just get so mad when I start thinking about it.”

      “I know.”

      She puts her hands on her hips. “Look, you’ll start working and things will get better. The hospital will stop hassling you when you start making payments. You’ll get health insurance with the job. You might even meet a sexy hot-shot lawyer!”

      I snort, shaking my head. “Not interested. I never liked the hot-shot lawyers at my last firm. Too full of themselves.”

      Plus, looking at anyone in a romantic way would feel like I was cheating on Jack.

      “Well, maybe there will be another paralegal that you can befriend. You’ll get out and start meeting people again! Even if it’s just work, it’ll be good for you.”

      “Yeah,” I reply, mostly so that she’ll stop talking about it. Jenna puts a cup of tea in front of me and sighs. I love my sister, but her eternal optimism is exhausting. I’m in a deep, dark hole that she will never understand.

      The front door flies open and the pitter-patter of little feet accompanies the giggles of small children. My niece and nephew, Gabby and Taylor, come tumbling into the kitchen like two bowling balls. Jenna scoops them up and covers them with kisses as they laugh, squirming in her arms. Taylor, the younger one, presents her with a drawing he made in school.

      My brother-in-law appears in the doorway. He kisses Jenna and asks about her day. Suddenly, I feel like an intruder in their happy life. When Christian lovingly wraps his arms around Jenna, it feels like I’m suffocating. Every time I look at my sister’s happiness, it feels like I’m staring directly at the midday sun. It’s blinding.

      That used to be me. I used to be the one with a happy marriage, a happy life, and a loving husband. We’d been talking about kids, too.

      Now all I’ve got is crushing loneliness and overwhelming medical bills.

      And a new job, I guess.

      I push myself off my chair, leaving my tea untouched. “I’m going to head to the pool.” I smooth my hands on my jeans, clearing my throat. “Good to see you guys.”

      “You don’t want to stay for dinner?” Jenna asks, surprise etched on her face.

      I smile and shake my head. If only she knew how painful that would be for me.

      “Got to do my workout. The physio says I’ve been making great progress.”

      “Okay.” She stares at me with those big, brown, motherly eyes of hers, and all I want to do is run away. She hugs me again, more gently this time. “Taylor! Gabby! Say goodbye to Auntie Nicole.”

      My niece and nephew leave big, sloppy kisses on my cheeks. Christian waves at me, and I finally escape out the front door. I get to my car and let out a sigh.

      Guilt creeps into my heart when I watch them through the window. Jenna has been so supportive, even though her life is hectic. She’s always checking up on me and making sure I have everything I need. She’s loaned me so much money that it makes my head spin.

      And yet, being at her house makes me feel like I’m drowning in my own grief. It makes me feel selfish and ungrateful.

      It makes me sad.

      I sigh and turn the key in the ignition. I wasn’t lying to her, at least. I am going to go to the pool, and the physio has been impressed with my progress. So, at least my guilt won’t be compounded with a lie. As soon as I turn the corner and put her house behind me, I let my shoulders relax in relief.
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      I look up when there’s a knock on the door. Kelly, my assistant, pokes her head in.

      “These came for you,” she says, lifting a bouquet of flowers. My heart squeezes, and I nod.

      “Just put them on the table there,” I say, gesturing to the coffee table. My office has a plush seating area next to the bookshelves, and I typically like to keep it clear of clutter. Kelly nods quietly and arranges the flowers before slipping out. I say nothing, turning instead to the stack of papers in front of me.

      We have a tough case load at the firm right now, and I’m starting to feel snowed under. I glance at the bouquet of flowers and sigh. I push myself back from my large oak desk and stand up. My legs feel stiff, and I stretch my back out. I’ll need to go for a swim or a run tonight—something to loosen up.

      First, though, I walk over to the large bouquet of white lilies and pluck the card from the blooms. The scent from the flowers is nauseating. As soon as I smell a lily, my mind zips back to that day one year ago, when my whole world changed.

      
        
        
        My condolences, Marty.

        Mom

      

        

      

      I sigh, tossing the card aside. I know she’s trying to keep the memory of Brianne alive, but all I want to do is forget. Especially today.

      The year has been a blur. I went back to work right away and buried myself in case after case. It helps me forget about the lonely house and lonely life that I’ve been left with. It’s not all bad, though. Working so hard means I made partner at one of the biggest law firms in Colorado.

      Not bad for a thirty-two-year-old man. When I graduated from law school, I didn’t think it would happen so fast.

      I didn’t think I’d be a thirty-two-year-old widower either, but hey. Things change.

      I look at the lilies for a few more moments and feel the armor around my heart harden a little bit more.

      I sit down at my desk again and try to focus on the stack of papers in front of me. My eyes keep drifting to the bouquet of flowers, though, and soon I’m grabbing my jacket and heading for the door. I thought I’d made it through today unscathed, and then my mother had to go and be thoughtful. How rude of her.

      I grab the vase on the way out. I consider tossing the whole thing in the garbage, but that feels disrespectful. So instead, I put it on the firm’s front desk. Brianne would have liked that. She always brightened up a room, and she was always the first person people noticed.

      I take a deep breath and turn away from the flowers, heading for the elevator.

      I need to get out of here. I need to wash the smell of the lilies off my body and I need to exhaust myself physically so that I can get a couple hours of sleep tonight.

      That’s what happens when you lose your wife and unborn child. It tends to change a person.

      In the aftermath I’ve been so numb inside that I worked myself to the bone. I made partner at the firm, so it’s all worth it, right?

      I mash the elevator buttons and sigh. When the doors close and the nauseating stench of lilies dissipates, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      

      When I pull into the pool parking lot, my shoulders relax. After an hour or so here, my body will be tired enough to shut off my brain. This is my safe place. It’s the place where Brianne’s memory doesn’t invade my thoughts without warning.

      It’s busy tonight—there must be some group lessons going on. I turn down one aisle of the parking lot just as another car comes toward me. It’s an old beat-up Honda Civic, and I can hear from all the way over here that the engine isn’t in good shape.

      I can tell the Civic is vying for the one free parking space between us.

      I don’t know if it’s work stress, or the flowers, or just the fact that today is today, but anger flares in my chest. That should be my parking space. Not some shitty rust bucket in need of an oil change.

      I press on the accelerator, but I’m too late. The car slides into the spot and my rage burns hotter. I roll past slowly, waiting for the parking-space-stealer to show himself.

      Someone gets out of the car and I can’t help myself. I pull my handbrake and hop out.

      “That was my parking space,” I call out as I take a step toward the Honda.

      The person has their head in the back seat, rummaging around for something. I take a couple steps toward the car, and finally a head pops up above the Honda’s rusty old roof.

      I almost yelp in surprise. The woman looks exactly like Brianne.

      Well, not exactly. She’s taller, and her hair is dark brown whereas Brianne’s was almost blonde. This woman’s lips are fuller.

      But it’s her eyes.

      She arches her eyebrow and looks at me from the other side of her car. Slamming the back door closed, she slings her bag over her shoulder and starts walking toward the back of the car. She looks on the ground and then pokes her head toward the front of her car.

      Finally, she turns back to me. I fold my arms across my chest, and her eyes flick to my biceps. I flex—I can’t help it.

      “Don’t see your name on it.”

      Her voice is like sarcasm dripping in honey. I imagine slamming her against the back of the car and running my hands up between those long legs of hers. I’d teach her a lesson about talking back.

      “You know full-well that I was heading for it.”

      “I didn’t even see you until you drove by,” she scoffs. She folds her arms over her chest, mimicking my movement. “You think being on the other end of the parking lot entitles you to all the spaces?”

      She glances at my car, shaking her head. “Typical BMW driver.”

      Blood rushes between my legs. My cock is rock hard as I stare at her perfect lips. Her steely grey eyes stare at me, defiant. I’m almost impressed. No one talks to me like this—ever.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I arch my eyebrow, taking a step toward her.

      She waves her hand at my car, shaking her head. “You’re all entitled pricks.”

      Shock silences me. Who is this chick?

      She stares at me, challenging me to answer. Her long, slender fingers drum on her bicep as she waits for me to say something. I can’t though. I’m too busy wondering what those fingers would look like wrapped around my cock.

      “As much as I’m enjoying this little staring contest,” she says, dropping her arms to her sides, “I’ve got some swimming to do. Or do you own the whole pool, too?”

      “What if I did?” Great comeback.

      She just rolls her eyes and walks toward the building. My eyes follow her, dropping down to the movement of her ass as she walks away.

      “Enjoying the view?” She calls out without turning around.

      Anger burns a hole in my chest. Who the fuck does she think she is? I jump back into my car and rage as I find another parking space.

      All I wanted to do was come to the pool and swim some laps to cool down. I didn’t ask for this! First, she steals my parking space and then she gives me that fucking attitude.

      I turn off the car and tighten my hands on the steering wheel. My knuckles turn white as I try to understand what’s going on inside me.

      Maybe it’s just anger and adrenaline. This is just a rage boner. It’s not the way her eyes glided over my body, or the way she walked away from me. It’s not the way her voice zipped through my body like a bolt of lightning.

      I wish I could bury my cock inside her and fuck the sarcasm right out of her voice. My chest heaves, and I close my eyes.

      I’m just mad. I’m stressed about work. I’m stressed about today.

      I look down at my crotch and take a deep breath. I squeeze my eyes shut, and all I can see is that sassy, irreverent, foul-mouthed beauty.

      When my body has cooled down enough to walk into the building, I grab my bag and stomp toward the entrance… toward her.
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      Adrenaline courses through my veins as I near the building. My cheeks feel red and my heart is thumping. I resist the urge to look back at the man.

      How dare he come out and accuse me of stealing his parking space? First of all, who does that? And second of all, I did no such thing!

      I clearly had my turn signal on before he did. I was the first one to get to the parking spot. How could he think he owned it?

      Never mind the fact that his eyes were blazing with danger, and his whole body screamed sin. Never mind the fact that his biceps strained against his crisp white shirt. Never mind how he was staring at my body as if he wanted to rip my clothes off right then and there.

      And I liked it.

      No, he was an entitled prick. Nothing more.

      Still, when I push the doors open, I can’t help but look back at the parking lot. His car is gone from the aisle, but I think I see it in the back corner of the lot. I take a deep breath and step inside.

      Dwelling on assholes like that isn’t exactly going to help me prepare for my first day of work tomorrow. I should be calming down, not getting in fights over a parking spot. Who am I, George Costanza?

      I inhale the scent of chlorine as I walk in. I rummage through my purse and find the swipe card, putting it next to the card reader to walk past the turnstiles.

      I swipe it and step forward, like I always do. My legs bang up against the turnstile and I frown. I try swiping the card again but it just flashes red.

      “Hi Nicole,” the receptionist, Mary, calls out. “Looks like your membership just expired yesterday. I can sign you up for another year, if you want?”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Has it been a year already? It feels like I just paid the pool fee last month! I nod, walking over toward the front desk.

      “Sure thing, Mary. Here.” I hand her the card and look for my wallet. She taps on the computer and smiles at me.

      “Did you want to sign up for a full year? It’s four hundred for the year, or forty per month if you wanted to go month to month.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Four hundred dollars? I hadn’t planned for that at all.

      I shake my head. “I’ll go for the month-to-month for now.”

      “Are you sure? You’re here all the time, and it works out cheaper if you—”

      “Month to month is fine.” My voice is strained, and I try to cover it up with a thin smile. Mary nods. My hand is shaking as I hand her my credit card. I definitely don’t have four hundred dollars before this card is maxed out, but forty should be okay.

      She swipes the card just as the front door swings open. I close my eyes in mortification as the sexy stranger from the parking lot struts through the door. He has a small duffel bag in his hand, and he glances at me as his eyes blaze.

      His shirt stretches over his chest, and his perfectly-tailored, expensive-looking pants make him look seven feet tall. Isn’t he cold? It’s below freezing and he isn’t wearing a jacket! His eyebrow arches as our eyes meet, and heat pools in the pit of my stomach.

      My body is betraying me.

      His eyes linger on mine, and my tongue slides out to lick my lower lip. His eyes darken as he watches my mouth, and the unfamiliar feeling of pure, primal desire floods through me.

      The machine beeps.

      “Oh! Sorry, Nicole, looks like it was declined. Do you have another card?”

      God, I wish she’d keep her voice down. The sexy stranger turns his head toward me as he swipes his card through the turnstile. It clicks open for him, and he steps through. I can feel his eyes on me, and the embarrassment makes my whole head flush red.

      “Nicole? Did you want to try another card?”

      I nod. “Yeah, here,” I say. “Try this one.”

      The stranger disappears around the corner and I breathe a sigh of relief. I shouldn’t be embarrassed—people’s cards get declined all the time. But in that specific moment, I wish it hadn’t happened to me.

      When the second card gets declined, I’m on the edge of tears.

      “I’m sorry, Mary,” I sigh. “I’m starting a new job tomorrow, so I might just have to forget about a membership for the time being. I can come back in a couple of weeks.”

      “Hey, no.” She sighs, shaking her head. “You’re one of our most dedicated members! Here,” she says, swiping my membership card and tapping on the computer. “I’ve loaded up two weeks for free. Just get your membership paid as soon as you can.”

      She smiles at me and hands me the card, and I think I might cry. I want to hug her, or run away, or do both. Instead, I just take the card and nod my head.

      “Thank you.” I want to say more, but my voice chokes up. My heart is still racing from desire and anger and embarrassment.

      “Don’t mention it.” Mary smiles, and then leans toward me. “I mean that. Don’t mention it, I’ll get in trouble.” She grins at me and I laugh, nodding.

      “Deal.”

      This time, when I swipe the card, the turnstile opens and I walk through. It’s only a short walk to the women’s change room, and I’m able to keep my cool until I close the door.

      With a deep, shuddering breath, I wipe my eyes and get changed.

      Crying makes me angry now. It feels like I’ve done nothing but cry over the past year, and I’m completely over it. In the parking lot, it felt good to be mad. It felt good to feel something other than crushing darkness. I let the anger curl in my heart as I think of the stranger. I can still feel the trail of fire that his gaze burned into my skin. It singed my skin and marked me.

      … and I liked it.

      I walk out toward the pool. It’s busy tonight, with half of it cordoned off for lessons. Lap swimmers are contained to two lanes. One of the lanes is marked fast, and it already has three people in it. The other lane only has one man at the far end, so I slide in. The water is cold, and it takes me a second to get used to it. Then, with a deep breath, I start swimming.

      When the physical therapist told me that I could start swimming again, it was the only good news I’d gotten in months. Since then, my recovery has been much smoother.

      I start swimming freestyle, and the familiar burning in my muscles relaxes me. With every stroke, the stress of the day eases a little bit more. By the time I’ve reached the other end of the pool, my lungs are starting to work harder, and my body feels like my own again.

      At the end of the next lap, the man has caught up to me. He’s swimming a lot faster than me, so I wait at the wall and let him turn ahead of me. I frown as he gets closer, and emotion flares in my chest again.

      Is that him?

      People look different with swim caps and goggles, and he flips at the wall too fast for me to see. His feet kick up and splash me, and then I know. It’s him.

      I take a deep breath and swim another lap. He catches up to me faster this time, passing me in the middle of the lane. His powerful strokes pull him past me effortlessly, and I’m left dealing with the waves in his wake.

      Normally, it wouldn’t bother me. But when he passes me a third time, I feel compelled to motion to him at the next wall.

      He sputters and stops before turning.

      “What?” He asks, lifting his goggles off his eyes. “What do you want?”

      “Wow, rude.” I move my own goggles to my forehead. “I was just going to say that if you’re that fast, you should be in the fast lane. Haven’t you ever heard of pool etiquette?”

      “I’ve heard of pool etiquette as much as you’ve heard of parking lot etiquette.”

      “And what etiquette is that? That you own the whole thing?”

      I’m not usually like this. I don’t know what’s come over me. Maybe it’s his broad, naked chest that’s so close to me in the pool. Maybe it’s the way the water is dripping down his face and shoulders, or the way he’s staring at me with pure anger in his eyes.

      Whatever it is, it’s making my whole body heat up. Lust flares in the pit of my stomach and I squeeze my thighs together. We’re both hanging on to the edge of the wall, facing each other. The man points his thumb at the other lane.

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, princess, the other lane is full.”

      “Well then, let’s split this one. You stay on your side, and I’ll stay on mine. Then we won’t have any of these traffic jams. Assuming you’re even capable of sharing.”

      His nostrils flare. His eyes are crushed ice. He stares at me in a way that makes my cheeks flush and my heart skip a beat. My head spins, and I grip the edge of the pool a little bit harder. He’s almost incomprehensibly good-looking. He’s the kind of sexy that shouldn’t even be legal. He’s lethal.

      “Fine.” His jaw tenses as he swallows.

      I watch his throat bob up and down and suck my lower lip between my teeth.

      “Fine.”

      He takes a deep breath and pushes off the wall. I watch his back muscles ripple as he pulls himself into the water. My chest heaves as I take a few deep breaths, and then I get on my side of the pool.
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      Of course she would be in my lane. I try not to let it get to me, but as I swim from one end to the other, the heat in my chest starts to grow. Every time we pass each other in the lane—her on her side, me on mine, my anger burns a little hotter.

      Finally, I can’t take it anymore. For something that was supposed to be relaxing and stress-relieving, it’s been the exact opposite. I pull myself out of the pool just as she gets to the wall. She grabs on to the end of it, her chest heaving.

      She glances up at me, her eyes travelling from my face down to my chest. I stand, frozen in place by her gaze. She drops her eyes further, and my cock starts to get hard. That filthy tongue of hers swipes across her lower lip. I’d shove my cock straight into her pretty little mouth. That’s all she’d be good for.

      “You coming back tomorrow?” She asks.

      The question surprises me. I shrug. “I usually come every other day.”

      She nods. “I’ll know what days to avoid, then.”

      A grin twitches at her lips as we stare at each other for a few seconds. Then I nod. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Hopefully not.”

      I fight the grin off my face. Her smile widens, and she lifts her hand out of the water. Then, she pushes off the wall and is gone.

      I grab my towel and dry myself, rubbing my hair as I watch her swim for a few seconds. When I finally walk away, I don’t know what to think.

      I want to fuck her. No, it’s more than that. I want to bury my cock so deep inside her she forgets her own name. I want to wipe that smirk off her face and make her eyes roll back in her head. I want to fill her up with my cum and then have her taste it.

      I want to make her mine, if only to show her that I don’t appreciate her attitude.

      Glancing once more toward the pool, I turn the corner into the change room.

      My whole world feels off-balance. I thought the swim would make me forget about Brianne and tire me out. Instead, I feel completely wired. It’s like a bolt of lightning has passed through me, in the form of a five-foot four, black-haired, sassy-mouthed vixen.

      When I walk out of the change room, I glance toward the pool and feel my pulse speed up. I can still picture the little grin on her face as she waved at me. Blood rushes between my legs. No woman has had this effect on me since…

      Well, since Brianne.

      My heart hardens again, and I shake my head. A moment of weakness. That’s all that was. If I see her again, I’ll do her a favor and fuck her like her eyes were begging me to.

      Until then, I won’t think of her.

      I walk out of the building. I avoid the old Honda Civic and walk toward my car, not looking back as I drive away.

      

      I get out of bed after another fitful night’s sleep. I haven’t slept more than four hours a night in the past year. At least I’ve figured out that a cold shower and two cups of coffee make me feel somewhat normal by the time I get to work.

      Somehow, though, I feel more tired than usual today. I make myself a third cup of coffee as I head out the door. By the time I make it to the office, I’m almost starting to feel human again.

      But then, the elevator doors open and the sickly-sweet smell of lilies crawls up my nostrils. My mood darkens.

      Maybe putting the lilies at the front desk wasn’t such a good idea, after all. I should have tossed them in the trash when I had the chance.

      I head toward the kitchen, passing Carmen’s office along the way. She’s a name partner at the firm—Carmen Sanders of the biggest law firm in Denver, Sanders & Perry—and the one who nominated me for my promotion this year. I lean against her doorway.

      “Morning, Carmen,” I say. She looks up from her computer screen.

      “Martin, hi.” She takes her glasses off and rubs her eyes. “How long have you been standing there? My head is a wreck. This case is a nightmare.”

      “The Guildford Media class-action suit?”

      She nods. “I’m going to need some extra resources. Would you be able to take it on?”

      I think of the ever-growing stack of case files on my desk and then shrug. “Sure. What do you need?”

      She points to a box of paperwork. “Those are two of our clients. I need someone to look through the file and start coming up with a strategy. I have a new paralegal starting today, but it’ll take a while for her to get up to speed.”

      “Sure,” I say, grabbing the box. “No problem, Boss.”

      “I’m not your boss anymore.”

      I grin. “I thought you liked being called boss, Boss.”

      Carmen just shakes her head, grinning. “Get to work, Henderson. Get me a coffee while you’re at it.”

      “Hey, I’m a partner now, not your assistant. Get your new paralegal to do it.”

      Carmen just rolls her eyes, dismissing me with a wave.

      I lug the heavy box back toward my office. I’m busy, but I’ve never been one to turn down more work. My mind keeps threatening to go back to the dark-haired tease from the pool yesterday. I need more coffee.

      I head to the kitchen and pour two cups of coffee from the pot and head back toward Carmen’s office. I may not be her assistant, but I owe her a lot more than a cup of coffee. She looks like her morning has been rougher than mine, if that’s even possible.

      The door is ajar, so I push it open with my back. When I turn around, I see who Carmen is talking to. That dark hair…

      The woman leans over to grab something out of her bag and I almost trip over my own feet. A strangled yelp escapes my lips and the coffee sloshes in one of the cups. I gasp in pain as it spills on my hand, and then I drop the cup on Carmen’s white rug.

      “Fuck!” I exclaim as the hot coffee burns my palm. Carmen jumps up, and the woman sitting across from her turns around. The woman gets to me before Carmen does, pouring cold water from her water bottle on my hand.

      I tense, and then nod, breathing heavily. “Thanks,” I say through gritted teeth.

      The woman grins at me. It’s the same grin she gave me at the pool last night, when I walked away from her.

      “You’re about as good at delivering coffee as you are at sharing a lane,” she says quietly, taking my hand in hers. Her skin is soft and warm, and it sends a jolt of desire rushing toward my cock. Her long, dark eyelashes flutter as she glances at my hand, patting it dry with the sleeve of her shirt.

      Carmen comes around her desk and surveys the damage with her hand on her hips. Her rug is ruined, but at least the mug didn’t break.

      She shakes her head. “You’d be a terrible assistant, Henderson.” I pull my hand away from the woman’s, but it takes me another second to drag my eyes off her. Carmen nods to the woman. “This is Nicole, my new paralegal. Nicole, this is Martin. He’s our best and brightest new partner, if you can believe it.” Nicole’s eyebrow arches in challenge. My eyes flick to her pink lips.

      Carmen continues. “He’s the youngest partner the firm has ever had. Don’t judge him by his coffee carrying skills.”

      “Nicole,” I say, tasting her name in my mouth.

      “I’d shake your hand, but…” she nods to the soaking wet, burning hand. It throbs, and she finishes patting it dry. She drops her hand and I immediately miss her touch.

      “I’ll get someone over to clean this up,” I say, turning on my heels and walking out the doorway. It’s not until I get back to my own office that I take a full breath.

      She’s here? She’s working for Carmen? In the same office as me?

      “Is this a joke?” I say to the ceiling. I imagine Brianne grinning down at me, shrugging. “Is this some twisted joke of yours?”

      “Did you say something, boss?” Kelly says as she pokes her head through the door.

      I clear my throat, sitting up straighter and shaking my head. “No. Thank you, Kelly. Would you mind getting me another black coffee?”

      She nods. “Sure thing.”

      When she disappears, I slump down in my chair again. My mind is reeling.

      I can’t work with her!

      Nicole.

      The name surprises me. It seems too nice for her. She should have a bitchier name.

      Nicole.

      I scoff and shake my head. What does it matter what her name is? She’s here in the same building for the foreseeable future. Working alongside one of the firm’s name partners. Working alongside me.

      And all I can think about is how much I’d like to shove my cock in every single hole of hers.

      Great.
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      Carmen’s assistant shows me to my desk. I look around the massive office, trying to see where Martin’s office is.  I wasn’t expecting his name to be Martin. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that.

      My heart is still racing. I wish I hadn’t been so rude at the pool; he’s basically my boss now.

      I sit down at my desk and righteous anger starts building up in the pit of my stomach.

      No. I don’t regret being rude at the pool. He was the rude one! Who cares if he’s my coworker? I’m working for Carmen. I can be civil to him, and I’ll just stay out of his way. If anything, it’s a good thing I stood my ground at the pool! Guys like him are just bullies. They need boundaries.

      Still, the way his eyes travelled up my body when he saw me made my heart skip a beat. What boundary is that? I’d set boundaries just to hope he tore them down.

      Yes, I definitely need to stay out of his way.

      I need to stay far, far away from those ocean-blue eyes. From those broad, strong hands. I close my eyes and all I can see is him standing next to the pool, with water dripping down every ridge and valley of muscle on his perfectly chiseled body.

      Fuck.

      I’m in trouble.

      I jump when someone says my name.

      “I’m Neil, from IT,” a tall young man says. His shirt is untucked and his tie is crooked. He nods to a laptop in his hands. “You want to get this set up?”

      I force a smile. “Sure.”

      His eyes are kind. They’re soft blue, and they have nowhere near the intensity of Martin’s gaze. He slides a chair over to my desk and opens the laptop. I take a deep breath to calm my frazzled nerves and inhale the scent of cheap aftershave. Neil smells like a teenager on a first date.

      He smiles at me, nodding to the screen. “Just choose a password and we can get started.”

      

      It takes a couple hours to get paperwork sorted out and to do a couple training sessions. I meet about a thousand people and I remember almost no one’s name. When I’m back at my desk, I sit down and try to catch my breath. First days are always overwhelming.

      Then, Martin appears around the corner and ‘overwhelming’ becomes the understatement of the century. He’s carrying a thick file under his arm. His long, purposeful strides ooze power. His eyes find mine, and my insides turn to warm goo.

      My heartbeat speeds up when I realize he’s heading straight toward me.

      “Carmen says she’s assigned you to the Guildford case.” He drops the file on my desk without preamble.

      “Oh?” I smooth my hands over my pencil skirt. “Okay.”

      He motions to the file. “Look through this paperwork. We’re expecting Guildford to submit a motion to dismiss, and we’re going to need to counter it. I need you to organize it as per the notes that I’ve made on the front page. We need the evidence grouped by type. I’ll need three copies of the file once it’s organized.”

      I nod. I guess Sanders & Perry is a ‘sink or swim’ kind of firm. I pull the file closer to me and Martin starts to walk away.

      “How’s your hand?”

      He pauses, glancing over his shoulder at me. “It’s fine. I need that by eight o’clock this evening.”

      I watch him walk away as anger starts to boil inside me. There’s no need to be so rude! I was just asking how his potential second-degree burn was doing. Fuck me, right?

      But I guess he’s the all-important rising star partner at the firm, and I’m just a lowly paralegal. That explains his attitude at the pool. He probably thinks he’s God’s gift to the world. Of course he would think he owns the parking spaces and the pool lanes. He thinks he owns the whole fucking city.

      And now I have to work with him. Lucky-fucking-me.

      I fume as I open up the file and start reading it. I haven’t done any paralegal work in almost eighteen months, and my nerves have been strained all week. When I start reading the file though, the familiarity of the work makes my shoulders relax. I can do this, and I can deal with stupid, arrogant, sexy-as-sin Martin Henderson like a professional.

      “He’s not as bad as he seems,” a voice says behind me. I turn to see a young woman about my age. She nods down the hallway. “Martin.”

      “He seems pretty bad.”

      She grins. “Try working for him.”

      “Are you a junior lawyer?”

      That makes her laugh. She shakes her head. “I’m his assistant. I’m the Donna to his Harvey,” she grins. “Minus the sexual tension.”

      “I’ve only seen a couple episodes of Suits,” I say. “But Harvey seemed like an asshole.”

      The woman extends her hand, grinning. “Kelly.”

      “Nicole.”

      “Here,” she says, putting a mug of coffee on my desk. “I don’t apologize for Martin often but call it a peace offering.”

      “You should never apologize for anyone.” I take the coffee with a smile. “He’s a big boy, and if he wants to apologize, he can do it himself.”

      She nods, chewing her lip. “If I tell you something, will you promise not to tell him I said it?” I nod, making a mental note not to share any of my own secrets with her. Does she even remember my name?

      Kelly takes a deep breath. “Yesterday was the one-year anniversary of his wife’s death. She was pregnant.”

      My eyebrows shoot up.

      Oh.

      Of all people, I know how he feels. I nod at Kelly.

      “I see.”

      “Don’t judge him based on this week.”

      “That seems fair. Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Anytime,” she says. “Let me know if you want to grab lunch sometime.” Her smile is genuine, and I feel myself relax ever so slightly. Maybe this place won’t be so bad, after all. As long as Mr. Big Shot stays out of my way.

      That’s unkind of me.

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes. Last Thursday was the one-year anniversary of Jack’s death, and I was a mess. I didn’t leave my bed the whole day. If Martin’s day yesterday was anything like mine last Thursday, he was going through hell.

      Except he went to work all day and then he had to deal with me being snarky and rude to him at the pool. He was probably just there for the same reason I was—to let off some steam and try to forget about how shitty life is.

      I sigh as embarrassment floods through me. I glance up toward Martin’s office and chew my lip. Should I say something?

      Then I remember his attitude when he walked away from me, and a wave of righteous anger floods through me. Even though he was going through something tough, it doesn’t mean he has to take it out on me! We’re all going through tough shit! Having a hard week doesn’t excuse being an arrogant ass about it.

      Complicated emotions battle in my heart. I want to be empathetic, but whenever I think of the scowl on Martin’s face, it just makes something else spark inside me. Anger and desire battle with compassion. The thought of him makes the fire inside me burn hotter than it has in months.

      So, instead of trying to figure out what’s going on inside me, I turn to the file and start working.

      For a moment, I stare at the pages and take a deep breath. If this is my first day and things have started so dramatically, maybe I should look for something else. All I want is a quiet job to pull in a decent paycheck. I just want to start paying off some of my debts until Jack’s life insurance money comes through.

      The last thing I need is drama. I don’t think my heart can take it.
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      It’s just past 7 p.m. when Nicole comes into my office. She has a big box in her arms and lifts it up slightly, questioning me with a look.

      “Put it down on the table there,” I say, gesturing to the coffee table that had Brianne’s lilies on it yesterday. Nicole drops the box down and pulls out one thick folder.

      “As requested, I organized the evidence chronologically and by client. Here.” She hands me a folder.

      I’m impressed. When I said I needed it by 8 p.m., I was exaggerating by about twenty-four hours. I didn’t think she’d actually finish it today. I push myself back from my desk and walk over to her. I take the folder she hands me and flick through it, nodding.

      “Good.”

      She shifts from foot to foot. “Looks like an interesting case. Guildford Media is huge. I had no idea they had so many complaints from employees.”

      “Our clients tell us that they’ve been keeping salaries capped and systematically preventing anyone from moving up the ladder.”

      “Especially women.” She tilts her head to the side and glances at me. Her eyes are dark grey, with little flecks of brown in them. My gaze drops down to her lips and her tongue slides out to lick them. Something stirs in the pit of my stomach, and I clear my throat.

      “It certainly appears to be the case,” I say. I pull a couple more folders out of the box and bring them to my desk. It’s not until I sit down that I realize Nicole is still there. She’s staring at me, and then nods and turns toward the door.

      I watch her pause as she sees something on the floor next to the couch. She bends over, and I can’t help but notice the way her skirt stretches over her perfect, round ass.

      Shaking my head, I look down at the files. This is bad. Work is work, and sex is sex. The two do not meet in my world, ever. I went through six assistants before finding Kelly. They all figured when they threw themselves at me, I’d let them suck my cock and not expect them to do their job. Kelly’s the first one who hasn’t had any interest in anything more than a professional relationship.

      But now…

      I can’t resist looking up when Nicole stands up. She holds up a lily bloom.

      “It was next to the couch.” She shakes her head. “This place must have a thing for lilies. The smell is nauseating when you walk out of the elevators. I nearly quit on the spot when I walked in.”

      I arch my eyebrow. She grins, bringing the flower to my desk. She places it gently next to my computer monitor. A ring glints on her finger, and disappointment fills my chest.

      Of course she’s married.

      Poor fucker. I bet she’s a nightmare.

      Her fingers linger on the edge of my desk. “I was wondering what the stench in here was. I was worried it was you.” Her eyes sparkle as a grin twitches at the corners of her lips.

      I pick up the flower. My fingers brush hers and a current of warmth runs up my arm. Her eyes linger on mine as I look at the flower, and a blush creeps over her cheeks

      “I hate lilies too.” I finger the bloom, feeling its velvety soft petals between my fingers. My eyes flick to Nicole’s pink lips.

      “Yeah?”

      I nod. “My mom sent me these yesterday. I almost threw them out, but then I decided to bring them to the front desk.”

      Her mouth drops open and she nods, as if she understands everything. “I see.”

      Does she see? Does she know about Brianne? How could she know?

      “It’s a clever tactic.” She tilts her head to the side and grins. “Disarm people right when they walk out the elevator. They can’t think about settlements or negotiations when they’re worried about breathing through their nose.”

      I chuckle, placing the lily back down on my desk. I’d throw it out, but it feels wrong.

      I nod to the box on the table. “Good work today. I didn’t think you’d be able to do it.”

      Nicole rolls her eyes. “Oh wow, another man who underestimates my abilities and intellect. What else is new?”  She shakes her head and walks toward the door. Her hand drifts up the door frame as she turns her head.

      “I’m going to the pool tonight.”

      My eyebrows lift up. “Okay…” Is that an invitation?

      “I’ll take Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday if you want Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”

      Ah.

      I nod. “Sure.” Why is it that I’m tongue tied when she’s around? Maybe it’s because my tongue is too busy wondering what she tastes like. I watch her hips sway from side to side as she walks out the door and around the corner, and I let out a sigh.

      For the first time since Brianne died, a current of energy makes me sit up straighter. My hands tremble as I open the folders in front of me, and I frown to keep my vision focused.

      Every time I hear heels clicking on the floor outside my office, my ears perk up. Every time it’s a woman other than Nicole that walks by, disappointment creeps into my chest. I hate myself for it. I hate how weak I feel, how out of control I am today.

      Forty-five minutes later, Nicole walks by my door. She doesn’t look toward me.

      I take a deep breath and weave my fingers together behind my head. I lean back in my chair and stare at the ceiling, blowing the air out of my mouth.

      This is pathetic. I don’t even like her! She’s rude, snarky, and makes me feel like I’m a total asshole most of the time.

      I mean, I am an asshole most of the time, but when I’m around her I don’t enjoy it quite so much as usual.

      I stand up, slamming the folders closed. I rush to the elevator and head toward the underground parking lot. Jogging past my own car, I scan the parking lot for the beat-up Honda Civic. She’s just pulling out of her space, and I jog toward the end of the parking lot. Waving my arms, I run toward her car. My tie flips up over my shoulder and my black dress shoes slap on the cold concrete. She comes to a stop in front of me, frowning.

      My breath comes out in puffs in front of my face, but I don’t feel cold. There’s too much fire in my veins for that.

      She rolls her window down—yes, literally rolls it down—and sticks her head out the window.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t do this.”

      She stares at me like I have three heads. I comb my fingers through my hair—maybe to make sure that I, in fact, only have one head.

      “You can’t do Monday-Wednesday-Friday?”

      “No! I mean this,” I point between her and me. “Banter and joking around. This is work, Nicole.” And you’re married.

      “I understand that,” she bristles. Her eyes narrow and she shakes her head. “You’re the one who came out here and ran after me, remember? I’ve done exactly what you’ve asked, and more. It’s my first day and I know the Guildford Media case almost as well as you do. If that’s not work what the fuck do you call it?”

      “I know. I just… Fuck, I don’t know.” My head is so fucked up. When I look at her, I see Brianne. Well, I don’t see Brianne, but I see a seed of her inside Nicole. They’re both headstrong and stubborn and able to stand up to me.

      Nicole shakes her head and taps on her horn three times.

      “Alright. Out of the way, Big Shot,” she snips.

      She rolls the car forward until she’s level with me. She stares at me for a few moments and shakes her head. Her eyes are blazing, and the laughter is gone from them.

      “I’m just here to collect a paycheck, nothing more.” She swallows. “If you don’t like me, I can stay out of your way. Maybe you can talk to Carmen about taking me off the Guildford Media case.”

      I nod. A lump forms in my throat. It’s not that I don’t like you, I want to tell her. It’s that I do like you.

      A smile twitches at her lips and she shakes her head. “You know, the minute you jumped out of your car in the pool parking lot, I knew you were crazy.”

      “Who are you calling crazy?”

      “Oh, gee, I don’t know. Maybe the man that ran after me to remind me that I’m here to do a job? The guy who’s standing in this freezing cold parking garage telling me that I need to focus? The guy who doesn’t know basic parking lot etiquette?”

      “I don’t know basic parking lot etiquette? Me? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      She rolls her eyes, shaking her head. When she looks at me again, her eyebrow arches.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly.”

      She laughs humorlessly and gives me a little wave. “Don’t worry, Big Shot. I won’t bother you anymore, as long as you stop following me around.”

      My jaw drops open, but before I can respond she drives away.

      Idiot! What did that accomplish? All I did was make myself look like a total lunatic.

      Maybe she’s right. I’ll talk to Carmen in the morning and get her to give the Guildford Media stuff to one of the other paralegals. I’ll make up some excuse.

      I know one thing—I can’t be in the same room as Nicole under any circumstances.
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      I rage-swim until my body is exhausted. With every kick, every stroke, every breath, I just think about Martin’s stupid sexy scowl. Who is he to tell me that I need to take work seriously? Did he not see the amazing work I dropped on his desk this evening?

      Is this because I said lilies were dumb, stinky flowers? Maybe they suit his dumb, stinky face.

      I flip at the wall and kick off, gliding under water until my muscles burn and my lungs are screaming. I come up and swim faster than I’ve swam since before the accident. By the time my workout is over, my chest is heaving and my whole body feels tired. My back aches, and the pain runs down my side in deep throbs.

      I take a deep, painful breath. I went too hard.

      I’ll blame Martin for that, too.

      Pulling myself out of the water, I sit on the edge of the pool and catch my breath. I run my hands along my side, waiting for the familiar pulsing pain to stop.

      It eases more quickly than usual. I take a deep breath, filling up my lungs down to the very bottom. Usually, that would make my ribs ache down to the marrow, but this time it doesn’t. I take another deep breath, but pain doesn’t come back.

      Maybe I’m actually getting better.

      Maybe the pain that’s plagued me for a year is finally starting to ease off. It’s that agonizing physical reminder of everything that I’ve lost—the pain that continually reminds me that I, unfortunately, survived.

      I stare at the clock on the wall, spinning around and around as swimmers time their laps. Time marches on, and it doesn’t matter whether I’m in pain or not. Time doesn’t care about my pain, my body, or my grief. I stare at the clock until my skin prickles into goosebumps and I realize I’m cold.

      Pulling my goggles and swim cap off my head, I pad toward the change rooms. I glance toward the entrance, almost hoping to see Martin waiting for me.

      I shake my head.

      Why would I think that? Why would one of the partners at Sanders & Perry, Denver’s most prestigious law firm, be waiting for me to finish swimming? I snort at myself and head for the showers. It’s not until the hot water hits my cold skin that I start feeling like myself again. I stretch my body from side to side, feeling for any aches or niggles that might be hiding in the corners of my body.

      I smile when I can move with only a bit of aching in my side.

      At least Martin was good for one thing. I haven’t pushed myself that hard in swimming for fear of hurting myself. It just took a bit of good old-fashioned anger and outrage to make me realize that my barriers were mental, not physical.

      When I pull dry clothes onto my freshly washed body, I breathe a sigh of contentment.

      “I hope you’d be proud of me,” I say under my breath as I reach for my wedding ring. I take it out of my bag and look at it for a few moments. Tiredness settles into my spirit as I remember all that I’ve lost.

      Jack used to tell me that if anything happened to him, he wanted me to move on as quickly as possible. Easier said than done, Jack. I slip the ring onto my finger, just as I’ve done every day since the day we were married. Except this time, I hesitate.

      I unclasp the gold chain around my neck and slip my ring onto it. When I tie it back around my neck, I touch the cool metal against my breastbone and take a deep breath. I glance at my finger—so naked now, without the rings that I’ve worn for years.

      When I stand up, I almost expect the rings to weigh me down like a yoke around my neck. Instead, I feel lighter. I touch the ring once more and then sling my bag over my shoulder.

      

      Martin seems to calm down over the course of the week. Another paralegal comes on the case, and he mostly communicates with her. Carmen gives me work from two more cases to do, and Martin and I learn to coexist.

      As much as I hate myself for it, it still gives me a little thrill every time he walks by.

      On Friday, I walk into the kitchen to see him standing by the coffee machine. He’s not wearing a tie and the top button of his shirt is undone. My eyes linger on the little triangle of skin a bit longer than they should. Heat zips through my spine and I glance at his eyes.

      He’s watching me. Sometimes it feels like he’s always watching me. We hardly speak to each other, but I know that he senses when I walk in. Every time we’re in the same room, his spine stiffens, and he meets my gaze for a brief moment.

      “Careful with that thing,” I say, nodding to the machine.

      His eyes stare at mine for a few moments, and then drop to my lips. I watch him glance at my body, my breasts, my legs, and then turn back to the coffee machine. All the blood rushes to my center, and I think I might pass out.

      “It’s a hazard,” he finally says, pouring himself a mug. “You want some?”

      “You sure you can handle it?”

      His lips twitch. What would he look like if he smiled—I mean really smiled?

      He glances at me for the briefest moment and then nods. When he hands me the coffee cup, my fingers brush his and my heart palpitates. I nod in thanks.

      “Good work on the Guildford Media case,” he says, leaning against the counter. He drags his hand through his hair, mussing it slightly. I resist the urge to fix it, instead gripping my mug a little tighter.

      “Thanks. You guys think you’ll get a settlement?”

      “They’ve made an acceptable offer. We just have to get our clients to agree to it.”

      “Easier said than done,” I laugh. “I remember another class-action that I worked on about six years ago. It was a dream settlement, and it all fell through because of one man. Ed Drury—I’ll never forget him.”

      His eyes have settled on my hands, and he frowns. “You’re not wearing your wedding ring.”

      My eyebrows shoot up, and I glance at my hand. “Is that a problem?”

      “No, I just… Are you…? Is everything okay?” He scratches his ear and clears his throat.

      I laugh. “Are you a marriage counselor now?”

      “Forget it.”

      “If I didn’t know what a jerk you were, I would think that you cared.”

      He turns away from me, and I laugh again. I pull the chain around my neck out from underneath my shirt. I show him the rings and smile.

      “My husband died last year.” My voice sounds small, but it feels good to say it out loud. His eyes widen and his lips drop open in a small ‘o’.

      “Car accident. Hit and run.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too,” I say, snorting bitterly. There’s a silence between us. I don’t want to tell him I know about his wife, but I feel like we share something that no one else understands. He stares in my eyes and sees my pain. I know he does, because I see the grief swimming in his eyes. Maybe that’s why we get under each other’s skin so much.

      “My wife died last year as well.” He takes a sip of coffee and then stares at the liquid in his mug. “She was at risk of miscarrying and had to have an emergency C-section.” He swallows, and his Adam’s apple bobs up and down. “She never woke up from it. Died a couple days later.”

      “Oh.” I take a step closer to him. “And the baby?”

      He shakes his head, and then inhales sharply. His lips purse and his eyes go cloudy. When he finally turns to me, my heart cracks under the weight of our shared pain. Martin gives me a sad smile.

      “Maybe that’s why you bother me so much, Nicole.”

      God, it sounds good when he says my name. I want to put my hand on his arm and feel the warmth of his body. I want to stroke his cheek and rub his head until he groans in satisfaction, but I just stand there, painfully close and painfully far.

      I clear my throat. “I bother you?”

      “Horribly.”

      “Well at least we have that in common.”

      “You don’t have the nauseating positivity of people who haven’t lost. I can’t hate you like I can hate everyone else.”

      That makes me laugh. I shrug. “I never knew being bitter, jaded, and alone was such a great personality trait.”

      “Neither did I.” His grin widens, and my heart explodes in my chest. It’s almost a real smile, and it’s blinding. He has dimples—two of them. His perfect teeth could be in a Colgate commercial, if they needed ultra-sexy lawyers to represent their toothpaste.

      Then, his smile fades and the moment's over. He drains his mug. “I’ll need copies of the settlement offer for this afternoon’s meeting.”

      I nod. “Yes, sir.”

      Martin’s eyes flash as he glances at me. Then, he walks out of the kitchen and I’m alone.
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      The Guildford Media case gets settled out of court, and Carmen assigns Nicole to other cases that have nothing to do with me.

      When that case ends, so does most of our interaction. I shouldn’t care, but I do. She doesn’t slip into my office to give me some files anymore or lean against my desk as she chews on the end of her pen. She doesn’t give me shit for being an arrogant ass.

      A week after the case finishes, I walk in on her near the copy machine, laughing at something that the IT guy says. His hand drifts to her shoulder and she wraps hers around his back in a half-hug. Anger bursts through my chest. He must sense my gaze, because the IT guy drops his hand. Nicole turns to follow his gaze and frowns at me.

      I march away from them, cursing myself.

      Why the fuck would I care if she wants to fuck what’s-his-name from IT?

      I get back to my office and slam the door behind me, but someone stops it from closing. Nicole stands in the doorway, her long dark hair falling in soft waves around her face. She’s wearing red lipstick today, and I wish those perfect lips were getting messy all over my cock.

      “What do you want?”

      “What the fuck is your problem? You scared Neil half to death! He thinks you’re going to fire him.”

      “I should.”

      “For what?”

      “For touching you inappropriately.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He had his hands all over you.”

      My heart is racing. She takes a step inside and shuts the door with her foot. I stand my ground as she walks toward me until we’re chest to chest.

      “What is wrong with you, Martin?” She’s asking it as if it’s a serious question. As if she wants to know what, in fact, is wrong with me.

      “He shouldn’t be touching you.”

      “He wasn’t.”

      “He had his hand on your shoulder.”

      “What, like this?” She puts her hand on my shoulder and my breath hitches. “Are you going to fire me now?”

      “Stop it.”

      “No, you stop it. You’re a moody fucker, you know that, Martin? Maybe if your head wasn’t stuck so far up your ass, you’d actually be able to form meaningful relationships with people instead of skulking like some bratty teenager.”

      Her hand squeezes my shoulder. It drifts down slightly, and I know she can feel my heartbeat. Her grey eyes look almost silver in this light, and her cheeks are bright red. My hands are itching to brush along her jaw and cup her face, but instead I just turn away.

      “You should leave now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want you here! I have work to do.”

      “Martin.” She takes a step toward me, and I feel her hand on my arm.

      I glance at her, shaking my head. “Just go.”

      “Neil just lost his dog. He’s a mess right now, and he doesn’t need you scaring him half to death.”

      “That’s just a lame excuse to put his hands all over you. I know what men are like, Nicole.”

      Her eyebrows arch and a grin plays over her lips. “Why, Mr. Henderson, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were jealous!”

      “I’ve got work to do.”

      Her hand lingers on my arm until I sigh.

      “I’ll apologize to Neil. I’ll go easy on him.”

      A smile spreads on her lips and she nods. “Good.”

      I watch her walk out the door and let out a frustrated sigh. The thought of another man touching Nicole makes my blood boil. She ignites every possessive, animalistic, jealous bone in my body. She makes my blood run hotter and my entire body feel like it’s on high alert.

      She makes me feel alive.

      

      So, three weeks later, when a pro bono case gets dropped on my desk, my heart goes to my throat. I have to take the case, for Brianne and for myself, but it’ll be the hardest case of my career. I can only see one way of me taking on this case without going crazy. I go to Carmen’s office and ask for Nicole to work on it with me.

      Carmen’s eyebrow arches.

      “You want me to take my most efficient paralegal off paying cases, and put her on this pro bono case? You do realize that we’re in the business of making money, right?”

      “Everyone else is snowed under,” I say. It’s true, but that wouldn’t normally stop me from asking them to do more work. This time, though, it’s different. I need Nicole.

      Carmen sighs, tenting her fingers in front of her chest as she leans back in her chair. She sighs.

      “Fine. But if this interferes with any of her other work, I’m taking her off it.”

      I fight to keep the smile off my face. Instead, I just nod. “Understood.”

      When I head back to Nicole’s desk, my heart is thumping. I haven’t spoken to her in a couple days, and it’s like I’m fiending for her. I need a hit of my favorite drug. I need that sweet, floral perfume-wearing, peach-assed, sassy-mouthed drug.

      When she’s not at her desk, I frown. I turn to Clarissa, another paralegal.

      “Any idea where Nicole is?”

      “She left at lunch, said she had a doctor’s appointment.”

      “Is she coming back?”

      Clarissa shrugs at me. “Do you want her phone number? You can call her and ask.”

      I sigh, running my hands through my hair. I wasn’t expecting this. I’d wanted to brief her on the case and get started right away. I nod to Clarissa.

      “Sure.”

      She gives me the number, and I take it back to my office, closing the door behind me. Why am I nervous right now? I’m calling a coworker about a work-related matter. Nothing to be nervous about.

      Still, my palms feel clammy and my mouth has gone dry. I take a sip of water and then sigh in frustration.

      “Nicole,” I say when she answers. “How are you?”

      “I’m okay,” she says. “What’s up?”

      “Carmen’s just given me a pro bono case and wants you on it with me.” A little white lie never hurt anyone.

      “Okay,” she answers. I hear her shuffling something and then she makes a noise. “I should be done here in an hour, and I can come to your office as soon as I’m back. I’m at the doctor.”

      “No problem.”

      The hour crawls by. Finally, a light rap on the door tells me that Nicole is here.

      “Hey, Big Shot,” she says, poking her head through.

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Isn’t that what you are?” She says, closing the door behind her. The room gets a couple degrees warmer.

      Nicole takes a step toward the bookcases lining the wall, running her long, slender fingers along the spines of leather-bound books.

      “You’ve got your fancy law books, your fancy degrees, your fancy car. Youngest partner in the firm’s history.” She glances at me, grinning. “If that isn’t a big shot, I don’t know what is.”

      I grin. “Fine. I’m a big deal.”

      She laughs and comes to sit down across the desk from me. We stare at each other for a few moments until she spreads her palms.

      “You rang?”

      I nod. “New case. Pro bono.”

      “I didn’t know big shot lawyers took cases for free.”

      I grin. “I don’t, usually. This one matters.”

      I slide the file to her and watch as she flicks it open. Her eyebrows shoot up. “Medical misconduct in relation to an expecting mother. She lost the baby. Isn’t this a bit close to home?”

      “That’s why I can’t turn it down. And you’re the only one who will understand that.”

      She glances at the papers again and nods solemnly. “I do.”

      “Good.”

      I launch into a brief of the case as Nicole takes notes. She sits up straight, listening closely. I watch her pen move across the page as she writes, and my eyes drift up to her chest. Her shirt dips down to show her collarbone and I imagine what it would feel like to run my fingers across it—or my tongue. I stumble over my words, and Nicole looks up.

      “Sorry,” I say.

      “S’okay,” she says, sticking the end of her pen into her mouth. “So what’s your defense strategy?”

      “Establish a pattern of behavior. Discredit witnesses. The usual.”

      She nods. A strand of hair falls from her bun to the side of her face, and all I want to do is tuck it back behind her ear. Instead, I clear my throat and stand up.

      “I’ll help you with these boxes,” I say. “You can get started with these two.”

      “Sure.”

      I come around the desk and stand next to her as I grab one of the file boxes. She leans over at the same time, and I catch a whiff of her perfume. She smells womanly, sweet, delicate. My cock throbs against my leg as her scent envelops me. I clear my throat and pick up the box, taking a step away from her.

      My head is spinning. Nicole opens the door and holds it with her leg as I walk through. Neither of us speaks until we’re at her desk. Her eyes flick to me, and she nods.

      “I’ll get you the first motion drafted by this evening.”

      “Good.” I clear my throat, and then drum my knuckles on her desk. I inhale, and then nod. Turning back toward the hallway, I walk with as much purpose as I can muster. I can feel her eyes on my back, and I force myself not to turn around to check.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Nicole

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s going on there?” Clarissa says, leaning toward me. She pokes her head above the cubicle partition to see Martin walking away.

      “What do you mean?”

      She looks at me with an arched eyebrow.

      “I’ve never seen Martin Henderson help anyone with boxes of files, ever. Even when he was a junior lawyer.”

      I frown. “What? Really?”

      Clarissa nods. “Either he likes you, or he’s worried about something else. I know which one I think it is,” she grins.

      “It’s probably just the case,” I reply. My heart thumps and I glance down the hallway after him. What if it isn’t just the case? I shake my head and take a deep breath. He told me when I first started that this is work, and work needs to be respected. I agree with that. We haven’t crossed any lines.

      Besides, he’s so hot and cold that I can’t keep up. He definitely doesn’t seem to like me. In any case, we’ve been able to work together for nearly two months, so why would this be any different?

      

      It is different, though. I learn that over the next two weeks. Martin and I work more closely together than we have before, and I realize why he was made partner. Even with the rest of his paying caseload, he puts his heart and soul into the pro bono case.

      On Thursday night, the two of us stay late to finish up some work that needs to be submitted to the court Friday morning. I’m sitting on the sofa in his office, and I glance up at him. His fingers are threaded through his hair as he leans over the files. He’s writing furiously, and the light of his desk lamp is illuminating all the angles of his face.

      He’s terribly handsome. He’s terribly handsome and terribly, heartbreakingly unavailable.

      Then again—what am I? I’m the definition of unavailable.

      Sensing me looking at him, he glances up. His tongue slides out to lick his lips, and then he stretches his arms up over his head and cracks his neck.

      “How do you feel about Chinese food?”

      “I feel pretty good about Chinese food.”

      He picks up his phone. “I’m getting some. My stomach is rumbling.”

      “I think my stomach has developed an entire language in the past thirty minutes.” I drop a file back on the coffee table and lean back on the sofa. “It hasn’t stopped making noise. I’m surprised you haven’t heard it from over there.”

      Martin grins. “I didn’t want to say anything, but...”

      “Why, Mr. Henderson! Did you just make a joke?”

      I put my hand to my chest and drop my jaw in mock surprise. He grins wide enough for his dimples to appear, and then balls up a piece of paper and throws it at me. It falls to the floor a couple feet short and I shake my head.

      “Good thing you went into law and not basketball.”

      “Watch your mouth, Martinez. I could have you fired.”

      I snort, arching an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to impress me?”

      “It’s supposed to scare you.”

      “Try harder.”

      His eyes blaze through me, leaving me breathless from across the room. My panties are suddenly soaked, as they so often are when Martin turns his eyes on me. I shift in my seat and turn back to my work.

      I smell the food before I see it. My ears perk up at the sound of footsteps in the hallway. When the delivery driver gives us the food, it takes all my self-control not to descend on it like a wild dog.

      Martin hands me a container and I tuck in. He comes to sit next to me on the couch, and we both groan in contentment.

      “Good call.”

      “Sometimes being a big shot is a good thing.” He sticks his chopsticks into a container of noodles.

      I laugh. We both lean back on the couch and eat in silence. Finally, I turn to him.

      “What happened with your wife? You think it was medical misconduct?”

      He sighs, shaking his head. “I don’t know. It’s a blur. I don’t really remember that week at all. Doctors were constantly asking me to make decisions and to sign things and consent to this procedure and that procedure. We lost the baby right away, and I think I was just in shock.”

      I nod, poking at my food.

      “She was fine,” he says. “She was fine, and then the next thing I know, she’s in the hospital. I wasn’t even there when she passed out—I was at work.” His voice tightens, and the muscles in his jaw twitch. He sighs, shaking his head. “I guess with this case, I feel like at least I can make a difference in one person’s life. It won’t bring Brianne back, but she’d have liked me taking the case.”

      We eat in silence for a few minutes.

      “I think the shock makes it worse,” I hear myself saying. “Jack and I were up in Aspen skiing for the weekend. We were driving back on Sunday evening and then got side swiped by a car. We spun into a tree. Jack died, and I broke my back.”

      “You broke your back?”

      I grimace. “Yeah. I had to learn to walk again, and I only got cleared for work a couple months ago after begging my doctor to clear me. Thank fuck, because the medical bills were starting to become a problem.”

      “Did Jack not have life insurance?”

      I snort bitterly.

      Martin shakes his head. “Sorry. I don’t mean to pry.”

      “No, we did. That’s what makes this whole thing so messed up. The insurance company keeps stalling. They’ve asked me for Jack’s medical records about four times so far, and they keep asking me about the ski trip. It’s like they’re gearing up to deny the claim. I think they might try to say that skiing isn’t covered in the policy, even though we were driving. I’m getting to the point where I don’t really care. Why would I care about money when everything else has gone to shit?”

      “Fucking insurance companies,” Martin spits. “They just prey on vulnerable people.”

      I chuckle and take another bite of noodles. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this stuff. I didn’t mean to hijack the conversation. We were talking about you.”

      “It’s all the same,” Martin says, putting his hand on my knee. The touch sends my head spinning. My heart bounces off my ribcage and I glance at him. Without realizing what I’m doing, I put my hand over his.

      “Life just sucks sometimes.” His hand tightens on my knee, sending another flutter of heartbeats through my chest.

      “It does.”

      “Sometimes I feel like I’m just trying to make it suck a little bit less.”

      I tighten my fingers around his and smile. His eyes drop to my lips, and heat burns through my body. I squeeze my thighs together. My breath is shallow, and I don’t want to move.

      Then, Martin pulls his hand away. I straighten up, biting back my disappointment.

      What did I expect? That he would ravage me right here in his office?

      I clear my throat, stacking the takeout containers and wiping my lips on a napkin.

      “Thanks for the food… And the chat.”

      “Let’s get this done and get out of here,” he says. “I know it’s time to call it a night when I’m rambling about my status as a widower.”

      “You weren’t rambling.” I put the takeout containers in a neat stack on the table and then turn to him. His eyes linger on mine, and then he nods.

      “You’re not as bad as I thought you were that day at the pool.”

      I burst out laughing. “Gee, thanks. You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

      A grin spreads across his lips and he shrugs. “Just being honest.”

      “Well, if we’re being honest, you’re not as insufferable as I thought you were either.”

      “Insufferable! That’s rich, coming from you.” He shifts on the couch and his thigh brushes against mine. I bite my lip.

      “I think you like me talking back to you. You like the fact that I don’t put up with your shit.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But the fact that you’re strong-willed does have a certain… appeal.” His voice is a low growl. It sends primal desire tingling through my body, from my fingertips to my toes. My whole body screams at me to touch him, grab him, kiss him, never let him go.

      I sit, unmoving.

      My breath catches in my throat. His thigh is still touching mine, and it feels like all the blood in my body is rushing between my legs. I swallow.

      I can’t think straight. The heat coming from his body is making my head spin. Why does he have to smell so freaking good all the time? His eyes are staring into mine and I could get lost in them. His chest rises and falls with every breath, and I inhale. The fresh, manly scent of his cologne fills my nostrils and another wave of desire washes over me.

      He leans closer to me, sliding his arm across the back of the couch. My heart hammers. My eyes flick to his lips, and my tongue slides out to lick my own. He follows the movement, moving his other hand to my thigh. It slides up the inside of my leg as he moves closer. I lean into him and—

      His phone rings.

      He freezes, dropping his chin to his chest. He pulls the phone out of his pocket and clears his throat, glancing at me.

      I shift away from him, picking up the empty takeout containers. I stand up as he answers the phone, busying myself with tidying up. He stands up and I walk out of the office to get rid of the containers. By the time I come back, he’s sitting behind his desk.

      He keeps his head down as I walk in. “If you make copies of the exhibits, I’ll be able to put this together now. You can get out of here, then. Get some rest.”

      “Sure,” I say, gathering the documents. I steal a glance toward him, but I already know the moment is gone.
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      Nicole and I wave awkwardly to each other in the parking lot and go our separate ways. I take my time getting in my car, giving her enough time to drive away.

      With a deep sigh, I put my hands on the steering wheel and lean my forehead against it. That was too far. I almost kissed her. Fuck knows I wanted to kiss her.

      I don’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed that I didn’t. I take a deep breath and sit back in my seat.

      Then, I put my car in gear and drive out after her. Instead of turning toward home, I head in the opposite direction. I can’t be alone right now, I need to take the edge off.

      I park the car outside the bar. ‘Jaime’s Bar’ shines back at me in bright lights—he’s had the sign redone. The front of the building has also been repainted, and the place isn’t looking half bad. The last time I visited my best friend—when was it, exactly? Six months ago? —his bar was looking run down. I get out and lock my car, heading for the entrance.

      As soon as I walk in, I hear my name being called. Jaime’s behind the bar, arms extended toward me.

      “Marty!” A smile spreads across his face. “Buddy!”

      I grin and my shoulders relax a bit. I slide onto a stool at the end of the bar. Jaime shakes my hand, and then leans on the bar between us.

      “To what do I owe the honor?” He grins. “You haven’t been out on a school night since our undergrad years.”

      “And you haven’t been in on a school night since then.”

      Jaime laughs, grabs a rag and starts wiping the bar down. “That’s the life of a bar owner.”

      “Sometimes I think you were the smart one.”

      “You think?” His eyes twinkle as he grins. They’re still as bright blue as when we were in college, even if his hairline has receded a few inches. I’m sure I don’t look like the bright-eyed, bushy-tailed young man I was then, either.

      I grin. “Yeah. I thought you were crazy for dropping out and buying this place, but now look. You’re happier and healthier than I am.”

      “You work too much, man.”

      “Yeah. I have no choice, man. I’m like a shark—if I stop swimming, I die.”

      “Is that true, about sharks? I always thought that was a myth.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, I’m not a biologist.”

      Jaime grins, shaking his head. “I thought you were gone forever. Haven’t seen you much since…” He trails off.

      “Since Brianne died.”

      His eyebrows arch. “Yeah. Since Brianne died. I’ve also never heard you say those words out loud.”

      “No?” I clear my throat. Jaime reaches up to the top shelf and pulls down a bottle. Then, he pours me a big drink and slides it toward me. I nod. “I’ve thought about it a lot. I figured I would have mentioned it once or twice.”

      “Grief is a funny thing.”

      I take a deep breath and stare at the glass. It’s his finest scotch, a bottle I bought him for his wedding. He usually only lets me or his wife drink it.

      One of the other bar patrons yells across the bar at him, and Jaime just waves him away. He nods to the waitress, and she moves behind the bar to start pouring drinks. Jaime pours himself a drink and comes around to sit next to me.

      “You’re staring at that drink like it’s going to tell you all the secrets of the universe.” He laughs at his own joke, just like he always does. “I can tell you from experience, and from watching lots of people try that tactic… that drink won’t tell you anything.”

      I grin and take a sip. It’s smokier than I remember, but otherwise takes me back to happier days. I close my eyes and sigh until the flavor has settled on my tongue.

      “I took a pro bono case,” I say.

      “Oh yeah?” Jaime sits beside me, staring at his drink, pretending like his ears didn’t just perk up.

      “It’s a medical misconduct case, for a miscarriage.”

      “Jesus fucking—Marty, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      I laugh, shrugging. “Yeah, actually. It’s the best I’ve felt in a long time. It feels like I might actually make a difference in my client’s life. I can’t bring back her baby—or mine, or Brianne—but, I don’t know. It feels like I’m atoning.”

      “Atoning for what, Marty?” He glances at me, his eyes sharp.

      I shrug. My heart squeezes. I never told him about the accident, or why I was late to the hospital. I never told him how guilty I felt for being an hour away from Brianne when she lost consciousness.

      Jaime shakes his head, snorting softly. “You scare me when you start saying that kind of shit, you know that?”

      “Why would that scare you?”

      “Because it sounds to me like you blame yourself for Brianne’s passing.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      We both take a slow drink, and I stare at the liquid again.

      “There’s a new woman at work,” I blurt out.

      Jaime stiffens beside me, but his voice stays casual when he speaks. “Oh yeah?”

      “I don’t know what to think of her. She reminds me of Brianne, but different. She has that same kind of attitude, but she’s…” I sigh. “I don’t know. She’s been through a lot. She doesn’t have the carefree sort of spirit that Brianne had.”

      “Brianne was special.”

      I nod. A lump forms in my throat. “The thing is…” I sigh, shaking my head. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this.”

      “Because we’re friends. Because you were my best man. Because you can.”

      I swallow and continue where I left off. “The thing is, I don’t know if I’d be able to deal with Brianne’s carefree positivity. This girl—this woman—that I work with, she’s… real. She gets it.” I chuckle, shaking my head. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Forget it.”

      “It’s okay to move on, Marty. Brianne would have wanted it.”

      My eyes prickle and the lump in my throat gets bigger. “Yeah,” I croak. “It feels wrong.”

      Jaime is silent for a while. He nods to the girl behind the bar, and she passes over the bottle of scotch. He refills our glasses without a word, and then takes a sip.

      “You know, Marty.” He takes a deep breath, letting the light catch his drink. He doesn’t look at me, and I’m grateful for it. “There’s something I haven’t told you before.”

      The back of my neck prickles. I turn toward him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The first time Brianne went to the hospital, when I drove her—”

      “And I was in the fucking mountains.”

      “You were at work,” he corrects me, his face crumpling. “She—ah, fuck, Marty. I don’t know if I should be telling you this.”

      “Well it’s too late now.” I comb my fingers through my hair in frustration. “Spit it out.”

      He takes a deep breath. “I think she knew something was wrong. She was white as a sheet, lying in that hospital bed. Her hand was shaking and it was so cold. I was holding it, like this.” He turns his hand on the bar, palm facing up.

      His voice chokes up, and he clears it with a sip of scotch.

      “She told me that if anything happened to her, I had to make sure you moved on. She said—” he inhales and shakes his head. “She said that she didn’t want you turning into one of the lawyers that you hate just because she was gone.”

      I can’t look at him. My hand tightens on the glass of scotch, and I nod my head a few times.

      “That’s easier said than done,” I finally manage to croak.

      Jaime sighs. “I know. It didn’t seem right to tell you before. You… you just disappeared. This is the first time I’ve heard you mention any other woman.”

      I laugh bitterly, tilting my glass back and forth to catch the light. “And I haven’t even done anything. I work with her. I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m an arrogant asshole.”

      “Smart woman.”

      “Shut the fuck up.” I laugh, shaking my head. Jaime grins at me, and the tension in my body dissolves a tiny bit. I take a deep, shuddering breath.

      “You’re not a bad person for looking at another woman.” Jaime’s eyes are sharp and clear, and his voice is steady. I nod, and the guilt in my heart twists. I might not be a bad man for looking at Nicole, but I’ve done plenty of bad things.

      I shake my head when Jaime offers to pour me another drink, lifting my car keys. “Maybe just a glass of water.”

      “Sure thing, buddy.” He puts his hand on my shoulder and smiles at me. “It’s good to see you, Marty.”

      “It’s good to see you too. Give my best to Lauren.”

      Jaime nods. I have a glass of water and hang around for a few more minutes. Then, I go back to my luxurious, well-decorated, very empty house.
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      The emotion is overwhelming when we meet with our client in the medical misconduct case. Usually I wouldn’t be part of those meetings, but Martin insists that I join.

      “This is as much because of you as it is because of me.” He squeezes my hand as we walk toward the conference room, and velvety butterfly wings tickle my heart.

      When we tell our client that not only will she get the full settlement amount, but that it will cover all her medical bills and make sure she’s comfortable for many years to come, tears cloud her eyes. When I reach my hand across the table and put it on top of hers and tell her that the doctor will admit guilt, she breaks down.

      My cheeks are wet, too, and I wrap her in a hug. She throws her arms around Martin, and I hold back my laughter at how awkward he looks.

      When she leaves, I let out a big sigh.

      “That felt good.” For the first time since I’ve started working at Sanders & Perry, I feel like what I’m doing makes a difference. I stare after her and Martin’s shoulder brushes against mine.

      “It did feel good.”

      I turn to see Martin looking at me. He smiles, dimples and all.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      “Just doing my job.” A blush creeps over my cheeks.

      “No, I mean, thank you for understanding how important this was. You put in a lot of hours.” His eyes flash with pain, and I nod.

      “Of course.”

      “You want to…” He takes a deep breath. “You want to grab dinner tonight? Assuming Carmen doesn’t have you working late on other stuff.”

      My heart leaps in my chest.

      “Well, tonight was a swim night,” I grin. “But I can make an exception.”

      He nods. “Good.” His movements are stiff as he walks out of the conference room. I hold back my laughter, instead taking a deep breath and gathering my things.

      Did my boss just ask me out on a date?

      Well, he’s not really my boss. He’s sort of diagonal up the food chain from me. But still. There’s nothing wrong with a little celebratory meal with my sort-of boss, right?

      

      I don’t see Martin for the rest of the day, and by the time the office starts to empty out, I wonder if he’s forgotten about me.

      I go to the bathroom, even though I don’t have to. I’m stalling. The office is mostly empty, and I’m done with my work for the day, but when I walked by Martin’s office, it was empty.

      I could text him, I guess, but that just seems a bit… desperate? Or maybe I’m just nervous and too chicken to actually do it. Maybe he changed his mind. Maybe he doesn’t want to go out with me at all.

      Checking my makeup in the mirror, I take a deep breath and head for the door. If he hasn’t contacted me by the time I’ve made it to my desk, I’ll go home. It’s nearly seven o’clock, and that’s long enough for him to make contact with me. If he doesn’t want to go out to dinner with me, he should just man up and say so.

      I push the door open and yelp when I see Martin leaning against the wall. He grins at me, arching his eyebrow. His suit jacket is slung over his arm, and his tie is loosened. He runs his fingers through his hair in that casual, confident, sexy movement that never fails to make me soak my underwear.

      He nods. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” My heart is racing and I swallow back my blush. “I’ll just grab my bag.”

      He waits for me by the elevator, and we go down in silence. “So, where are we going?” I ask as the elevator whirrs downward. He glances at me, grinning.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You wouldn’t just ask me out to a normal dinner, would you? It would have to be some big shot dinner.”

      He laughs, and my heart melts. I wish he laughed more often; his smile is staggering.

      “What’s a big shot dinner?”

      “You know, a big surprise, and something with the words ‘degustation’ in it, with like, two peas and a little lump of liver or something.”

      “You don’t like liver?”

      I roll my eyes. “Come on, Big Shot. Where are we going?”

      “What if I was actually taking you to McDonalds? Then how would you feel?”

      “I’d be waiting for my stomach ache and McHangover from eating fast food,” I laugh. The elevator opens and he gestures to let me go ahead of him.

      “Wow,” I grin. “What a gentleman. Didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “I’m not that bad, am I?”

      “The first time I met you, you confronted me about taking a parking space that was rightfully mine.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “You’re never going to let that go, are you?”

      A smile plays on his lips and I nudge him with my shoulder. “I’ll admit, I did see a new side of you during the pro bono case.”

      “Yeah?” He pulls his car keys out of his pocket. Glancing at me, he nods toward his car. “What side is that?”

      “A human side.”

      Martin chuckles and his car beeps as he unlocks it. “You don’t think I’m human?”

      “You’re like a buff, swim team, robo-lawyer.”

      I open the passenger’s side door as he glances at me over the roof of the car. His eyes glimmer. “You think I’m buff?”

      My cheeks flush and I roll my eyes to hide it. “Please. Like you don’t already know. I bet your house is just one big mirror so you can check yourself out all the time.”

      He laughs, and the butterflies tickle my heart again. We get in the car and he grins at me.

      “I’m guessing you missed the robo-lawyer part of that.” I click my seatbelt, glancing at him sideways. “Figures you’d focus on the compliments.”

      “I didn’t miss any of it.”

      We drive in silence for a few minutes. The sun has gone down, as it usually has when I leave work. Being driven through the city in a BMW is a different experience than fighting with traffic in my old beater, though. We drive in silence until Martin pulls in beside a little restaurant.

      “You like sushi?”

      I grin. “That’s a bit of a risk, isn’t it? What if I said no?”

      “Who doesn’t like sushi?”

      “Some people don’t like the idea of eating raw fish.”

      He frowns, genuinely confused, and I laugh.

      “You’re lucky, though. I love sushi. Good choice.”

      We walk into the restaurant, and Martin threads his fingers through mine. Heat zips down my spine and my cheeks flush again. His hand feels warm and strong, and I lean slightly into his body. It’s natural to hold his hand like this, like it’s us against the world.

      We’re brought to a table in the back corner and Martin releases my hand to sit down. A spark of disappointment goes through me and I shake my head to dispel it. I sit down across from him. His angular face is lit up by the flickering candle on the table, and he smiles at me.

      “Well, I haven’t done this in a long time.” He rubs his jaw, chuckling. A thin layer of stubble covers his face, and I wonder what it would feel like to run my fingers over it.

      “Right there with you,” I laugh. “I’m not sure whether I’m loving it or supremely uncomfortable.”

      “You sure do know how to stroke a man’s ego.” His eyes flash as he grins at me. “Just throwing out compliments all over the place.”

      “Your ego doesn’t need any stroking.”

      His lips drop open and he holds my gaze for a few moments. An immature joke about ‘stroking’ goes through my head, but I resist the urge to say it. It doesn’t feel like the right time. It feels like if I said it, it wouldn’t come out as a joke at all.

      The waiter comes back with menus and a little piece of paper to mark down our choices. Martin takes it with a nod and I look at him over my menu.

      “If you’re intending on ordering for me, you better think again.” I take the little slip of paper from his hands. “No man orders for me, ever.”

      “I ordered Chinese for you the other night.”

      My cheeks flush when my thoughts flick to that moment in his office. I shrug. “First time for everything.”

      “There certainly is.” His eyes drop to my lips, and my heart beats harder. I try to focus on the menu, but the heat flooding through my body is making it hard to think about anything except his lips, his eyes, and his broad, strong hands.
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      I could lie to myself and say that this is just a business dinner. I could say that it’s a celebratory meal after a hard-won case with lots of emotional baggage.

      That’s not true, though.

      I’m here because of Nicole. I’m here to be with her. Being alone with her is exhilarating. I shift in my seat, stealing a glance at her. She’s grabbed the little pencil and is marking down what she wants on our strip of paper.

      “You feeding the entire city with that order?”

      She pauses, glancing at me with her eyes wide. “Wait… you’re paying, right?”

      I’m still trying to work out whether she’s joking or not when she bursts out laughing. I shake my head.

      “You never cease to surprise me.” I arch an eyebrow at her.

      “With my wit and charm?”

      “With your impertinence.”

      “Impertinence!” The pencil hovers above the sheet as she stares at me, wide-eyed. A grin twitches at her lips and she shakes her head. “You are something else, Mr. Big Shot.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You would.”

      She marks down another item on the sheet, and then glances up at me. “Wouldn’t want to go hungry.”

      I grin, taking the sheet from her and looking over her choices. My eyebrows arch and I nod.

      “There are some good choices here.”

      “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      “I’ll just add the dragon roll,” I say, taking the pencil from her hands. “It’s the best one on the menu.”

      The waiter collects our order and brings us a pot of tea. I lift my cup up and touch it to Nicole’s. “Cheers.”

      She smiles at me, and a bolt of lightning goes down my spine. How does she do that? With one look, she makes me forget about everything except how badly I want to fuck her senseless. Resisting that is wearing me down.

      Nicole puts her teacup down and folds her hands on the table, leaning toward me. “So, Martin.” She leans in. “What’s this all about?”

      “What’s what all about?”

      She waves her hand. “This. This dinner. This… date?” Her eyebrows lift. “Last time I checked, you were standing in front of my car telling me that we had to keep it professional.”

      “This is professional.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I grin. “Totally professional. We’re just having a celebratory meal after a tough case.”

      “Right.”

      “Right.”

      She sighs, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you have the nerve to call me impertinent.”

      I laugh and lean back in my chair. “Can’t I just take you out for a nice meal? Why does it have to mean anything?”

      “Because I haven’t been out with a man since Jack died,” she blurts out. Her cheeks flush and she looks down at her hands. I watch her chest rise and fall, and she finally lifts her eyes back to me.

      She smiles shyly. “Pathetic, isn’t it?”

      “How is that pathetic?” My voice is soft. I reach across the table and put my hands on top of hers. She threads her fingers through mine and I take a deep breath. “To tell you the truth, this is the first time I’ve been out with a woman since Brianne died, too.”

      “Really?”

      I sigh, nodding. “Yeah.”

      “That surprises me,” she admits.

      “Why?”

      Her hands tighten in mine, and she stares at them. She grins, shaking her head. “I guess I just thought you were some fancy lawyer, with more money than you knew what to do with and more women than you could keep track of.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “You’ve been at the office with me most evenings until eight or nine. When would I have time to lose track of all these women?”

      A blush stains her cheeks. Her eyes flick up to mine, and she tucks a strand of dark hair behind her ear. The waiter appears with our first round of sushi, and Nicole’s eyes brighten. She smiles at the waiter and then grabs her chopsticks.

      “You’re not so bad, you know.” She plucks a roll from the plate.

      “Gee, thanks,” I grin. “Please, don’t flatter me too much. It might go to my head.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m being very diplomatic about it. You can never be too careful.”

      I laugh and shake my head. We eat in silence for a few minutes. Every time Nicole opens her mouth to eat a piece of sushi, I practically lose control. Images flood my brain of all the other things that would make Nicole open her mouth like that. I clear my throat and shift in my seat, then grab my cup of tea and take a sip.

      We fall into easy conversation. Nicole tells me that she has a sister, and I tell her I’m an only child.

      “That explains a lot.”

      I decide to let that slide.

      We talk about our childhood and various cases at work. We avoid the big elephant in the room, which is the fact that we’ve both been widowed. It doesn’t feel like the right time to bring it up.

      We walk hand-in-hand back to the car, and I drive us back to Nicole’s car at the office. I park next to her and get out, opening her door for her. She smiles at me, her eyebrows arching.

      “Wow, you are a gentleman. This is a new side of you.”

      “I’m not that bad.” I grin, taking a step toward her.

      “No, you’re not.”

      We stand in front of each other in the deserted parking lot. Her eyes sparkle. Her chest moves with every breath, and my heartbeat rushes in my ears. I put my hand on her hip, and she closes her eyes for a second. She places her hands on my chest, inching them up toward my neck.

      We move slowly, tentatively. Her scent fills my nostrils and desire floods through my veins. I use my other hand to tilt her chin up, and then I lower my lips to hers. It happens slowly, as if neither of us is quite sure what to do.

      Her lips are soft; her kiss is tender. She wraps her arms around my neck and deepens the kiss. My hands drift to her lower back and I pull her closer. My lips explore hers. My tongue teases her mouth open, and I nip her lower lip with my teeth.

      She moans into my mouth and then kisses me harder. I back her up against her car, pressing the length of my body against hers. She crushes her lips against mine, moaning softly as her hands tangle into my hair. Her shirt is tucked into her skirt, and I pull it up to run my hands on her bare skin.

      She moans again, rolling her hips toward me. We’re panting, touching, kissing. My movements become faster as my hands claw at her body. I cup her breast, moaning as I run my teeth along her lower lip. I press my hard cock against her stomach and she gasps, throwing her head back.

      I kiss her jaw, her neck, her collarbone. It’s frantic. It’s intense. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted. And then, as soon as it started, Nicole’s hands are on my chest and she’s pushing me away.

      “Stop, stop.” She pants, turning her head away from me. “Please.”

      “Sorry.” I stop immediately. Her breaths are short and she squeezes her eyes shut. Worry worms itself into my heart and I take a step back. I frown. “Sorry, Nicole. I didn’t… are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she says, finally looking at me. “Sorry. That’s the first….” She takes a deep breath, shaking her head. “It was just so intense. I freaked out. I haven’t…”

      “I get it.”

      She looks at me, her eyebrows arched in concern. She bites her lip and I take her hand in mine.

      We say nothing for a few seconds. She squeezes my hand and takes a deep breath.

      “I should probably head home. Early morning tomorrow.”

      My throat tightens. I nod. “Of course. Me too.”

      “Thank you for dinner. It was lovely, and you’re… you’re alright.”

      “I’m alright?” I grin, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear.

      “Yeah.”

      “That might be the best compliment anyone’s ever given me.”

      She laughs, leaning into my hand as I cup her cheek. Then, she takes a deep breath and nods to her car. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      She puts a hand on my shoulder and brushes her lips against my cheek.

      I watch her drive away and then blow all the air out of my lungs. I slide into the driver’s seat and stare out the windshield, seeing nothing. My body is still buzzing, but my mind is spinning in the opposite direction. I feel like I crossed a line.

      We got carried away. We shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have done that.
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      I flop down in my bed and groan. My palms fly to my face and I roll over onto my side, groaning louder. The whole drive home was a blur, and now I’m just replaying the kiss in my head over and over.

      And over.

      And over.

      My whole body is still buzzing. Every time I think about his hands on my skin, the way he ripped my shirt out from my skirt, I groan again.

      Why did I stop him?

      Maybe he would have bent me over the hood of his car right then and there. I squeeze my eyes shut. I could feel his hard length pressing into my stomach when he pushed me up against the car. I take a deep breath and groan again.

      I was so turned on. I’m still turned on! I want him—I know I do. So why did I freak out? That was the craziest kiss and I ruined it.

      I have to go back into work tomorrow knowing that we did that. Knowing that I stopped it!

      Pushing myself off the bed, I go to the kitchen to get a glass of water. I gulp it down and then grab my phone. Should I text him?

      I snort at the thought. What would I even say?

      My phone ringing startles me. I take a deep breath when my sister’s name pops up on the screen.

      “Hey, Jenna.”

      “Nic! I haven’t heard from you all week. How is work going?”

      “Work is good.” I run my finger along the edge of my glass. “You know, busy. The usual.”

      I cringe. I shouldn’t have kissed him, but I liked it.

      Jenna makes a noise. “Look, I wanted to talk to you because Gabby’s birthday is coming up. I was thinking of having a family dinner on Saturday if you’re free? Nothing too crazy, just us and you and a birthday cake.

      “Sure, sounds good,” I say as I walk back toward the bedroom. “What time?”

      “Five o’clock?”

      I chuckle. “I ate dinner at almost nine tonight. Five is practically lunchtime.”

      “Try having kids,” she laughs. A jolt passes through my heart. I was supposed to have a baby by now, but then the accident happened.

      Jenna sense my mood. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “I’ll see you Saturday.”

      “Get some sleep.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      She laughs. “Someone needs to take care of you.”

      We hang up the phone and I lie back down in bed. Someone does need to take care of me. Today, it felt like Martin was the one to do it. He could have taken care of me, right there in the parking lot. My hand drifts down to my mound and I take a deep breath.

      But… it’s wrong. He’s practically my boss. If anyone were to find out, I could lose my job. He certainly wouldn’t, he’s a partner at the firm. But me?

      I’d be right back where I started, with no money, no job, no insurance payment, and a whole heap of medical bills.

      On cue, my side starts to ache. I rummage through the medicine cabinet and find some painkillers, and then get ready for bed.

      Alone, as usual.

      

      When I get to work in the morning, the nervousness inside me is still there. I glance down the hallway toward Martin’s office and then sit down at my desk. I think I slept funny because my back is aching—but maybe it’s just nerves. My pain seems to get worse when I’m stressed.

      I glance at the clock—just after 7 a.m. With a deep breath, I turn on my computer and open the files for one of Carmen’s cases. She needs me to do a lot of filing today, which is mindless and tedious, and gives me a lot of time to think about last night on repeat.

      I know I’ll be imagining the kiss over, and over, and over…

      After only a few minutes, I blow the air out of my lungs and stand up. I need a coffee.

      I take the long way around to the kitchen, just to walk by Martin’s office. The light is on—of course it is, he’s always one of the first ones here.

      My hands tremble as I make a coffee. I hesitate, then say ‘fuck it’ under my breath and make another one. The two mugs steam, and coffee sloshes back and forth as I walk toward Martin’s office.

      Call it a peace offering—or maybe just an excuse to see him. I wonder if he knows how good he looks in a suit.

      Of course he does. He’s Martin Henderson. He wouldn’t be buying expensive, perfectly-tailored suits if he didn’t know how good he looked in them… and how much it makes me want to rip them off.

      The door is closed, so I set one of the mugs on the ground and knock.

      “Come in,” his deep growl comes through the door. Heat pools between my legs. I turn the knob and pick up the cup of coffee, kicking the door closed behind me.

      I lift the cups. “Coffee?”

      He’s going over a big stack of files. He glances up and his face softens. He nods.

      “Thanks.”

      I walk forward and put the mug down on his desk. He thanks me again and takes a sip. We look at each other for a few moments. I shift from foot to foot, running my finger along the edge of my mug.

      “Look, Martin, about last night—”

      “Don’t mention it. It was inappropriate.”

      My mouth is still open so I close it. I nod.

      “Yeah.”

      His eyes are burning a hole through me. We stare at each other for a long moment, and then he stands up from his chair. My heart starts beating faster as he comes around toward me. He takes the mug out of my hands and places it next to his on the desk.

      I watch him, immobile. He takes a deep breath, looking at my pencil skirt, and my shirt. His hand drifts up the buttons that line the front and he touches my jaw with the backs of his fingers. He runs his hand back to my hair, tilting my chin up toward him.

      “Why are you here?”

      I falter. “I brought you coffee.”

      “Is that all?” He brings his other hand up and runs his thumb across my lower lip. I part my lips and my breath hitches at the touch. My legs are shaking. He slides his thumb between my lips and I close my eyes, sucking it gently. He exhales, pulling it out again. When he slides it back in again, I roll my tongue over the tip of it. He groans. His fingers curl into the nape of my neck and he slides his thumb in and out of my mouth once more.

      “I don’t think you’re here to bring me coffee,” he growls.

      I whimper.

      “I think you’re here because you haven’t been able to stop thinking about last night.” He backs me up so that my ass presses up against his desk. His hand is still holding my head tilted up toward him, and he trails his thumb from my lips down to my chin.

      “I think you went home and thought of me,” he says in a low voice. His thigh nestles between mine, and I know he can feel the heat emanating from my core.

      He parts my lips with his thumb. Slowly, torturously, he slides his thumb between my lips again. He dips his head down so his breath tickles my ear. His big, muscular body cages me against the desk.

      “I think you masturbated to the thought of me.” Thumb in, and out, and in. “I think you wish that was my cock.”

      I moan.

      He drops his hand from my chin and moves it to my thigh, tugging my pencil skirt up around my hips.

      “See, I think you want something else,” he growls, his lips close to mine. His foot kicks my legs apart and he presses me up against the desk. With his hand behind my neck and his body pinning me against his desk, I can’t move. Not that I’d want to.

      My whole body is on fire. My heart is hammering in my chest and I whimper when he moves his hand between my legs. He runs his fingers over the thin fabric of my panties. My breath is ragged and I roll my hips toward him.

      “See?” He grins. “I know what you want.”

      His lips brush against mine as gently as his fingers touch my underwear. He kisses me harder, sliding his fingers along the edge of my panties. My legs tremble. His grip on the nape of my neck tightens.

      His fingers slide underneath my panties and he growls when he feels my slit.

      “You’re soaking wet.”

      “I know.”

      His thick, strong fingers start sliding back and forth, teasing my opening and just brushing my bud. I’m panting now. His body presses into mine, making me lean back against the desk. His fingers move a little harder as he keeps his face close to mine. I can feel his hot breath washing over me as his hand sends waves of pleasure through my whole body.

      “Anyone could walk in,” I pant, not really caring about it at all.

      “Well, you’d better hurry up and come, then.” He lifts his hand up to his lips and tastes my honey. He closes his eyes and groans. “I’ve been wanting to taste you since the moment I laid eyes on you.”

      I exhale at his words, and he pulls my head back. He kisses my neck, returning his fingers back to my sopping wet slit. When he slides his fingers inside me, I gasp. He curls them just the right way, driving them in and out of me as his thumb brushes against my clit.

      My head is spinning. My whole body is on fire. He growls next to my ear, running his tongue up the side of my neck. It might be the fact that a man hasn’t touched me in a very long time, but it feels like more than that.

      He’s got total control over me right now. I’m his, completely. He tilts my head back and crushes his lips against mine as his fingers find that spot on the front of my walls. He grins as my body jumps in his hands. I moan again, burying my face in his neck. I bite down on his suit jacket, moaning louder.

      His hand moves faster and I’m getting closer to the edge. He drops his hand from the back of my neck and leans me back, popping open the buttons of my blouse in a swift movement. With his fingers buried deep inside me and his thumb twirling around my clit, he rips my bra down and cups my breasts. I lean back on the desk and hear papers falling to the ground, but I don’t care.

      His head dips down and he takes my breast in his mouth.

      My back arches, my legs shake, and my mouth drops open in a silent scream.

      “That’s it, angel,” he growls, teasing my nipples. “Come for me. Come right here on my desk like that bad girl you are.”

      He drives his fingers deeper and they make a wet, slurping sound that vaguely registers in my mind. I can’t think straight, because all I can focus on is the heat between my legs and my inability to hold myself up.

      I fly over the edge as Martin’s deep growl urges me onward. “Come all over my hands, angel. Soak through those dirty little panties of yours.”

      He pulls me to him and crushes his lips against mine, and I’m done. I shake in his arms, holding onto him for dear life as I come over and over and over onto his fingers.

      When it’s over, I stare at him, panting. He looks at me, with my blouse ripped open and my bra pulled off my breasts. He stares at my skirt bunched up around my hips and shakes his head.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous,” he says. “Do you know that?”
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      I gently replace Nicole’s underwear and pull her skirt down over her legs. She leans into me, laying a soft kiss on my lips. Her hands drift downward and she feels the rock-hard erection tenting my pants. I pull her hands away, shaking my head.

      “Uh-uh,” I sigh. “Not yet.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Greedy girl,” I grin, smacking her ass. I kiss her, and the feeling of her breasts pressed up against me sends another rush of blood between my legs.

      “I want you to feel like I do,” she says, reaching for my pants again. “I… I don’t know why I stopped yesterday.”

      I grab her wrists with one hand and spin her around. I use my other arm to pull her body into mine and press my erection into her ass.

      “You’ll get it soon enough,” I growl. “But I’m going to make you wait.”

      “Why?” Nicole’s eyes are closed as she leans her head back into me. Her blouse is still open, and I let my fingers drift over her breasts. She shivers.

      “I want to enjoy every second of this,” I say. “First, I’ll make you come again with my hands.” I tighten my hold on her wrists and run my other hand up toward her neck. “And then my mouth.” I kiss the sensitive skin below her ear. “And then my cock.” She whimpers when I press my length against her ass. “And I want to take my time. I’m not going to bend you over and fuck you on this desk. Not yet.”

      “What if I want you to?”

      “Well, you’re just going to have to be patient.” I let go of her wrists and turn her back around toward me. I kiss her softly, and then start buttoning her blouse again. “Better get dressed, people will be arriving at the office soon.”

      Nicole stares at me, wide-eyed, as she buttons her blouse. I watch her straighten her clothes and tie her hair back. She looks at my desk and grabs her cup of coffee, grimacing when she takes a sip.

      “Cold.”

      “Wonder why that is.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “You know, I did just come in here to bring you a cup of coffee as a peace offering. I didn’t think…”

      I run my fingers along her jaw and kiss her again. “I dreamt of you all night,” I growl. “I knew that I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off you when I saw you again.”

      She sighs, closing her eyes and leaning her forehead against mine.

      “What happened to being inappropriate? This hardly constitutes professional conduct.” She grins at me.

      I shrug. “I’m only human.”

      “I liked…” She blushes. My cock throbs. “I liked it. You… What you did.”

      “I know you did.” Her pupils dilate and my cock throbs. She fucking loved every second of it. “I know what you like, Nicole. I’m sick of holding back.”

      She nods, and her eyes linger on mine. Then she turns and straightens her shoulders before walking out the door. I hear Kelly’s surprised greeting and Nicole’s over-enthusiastic response. I grin and turn to the mess of papers on my desk and the floor.

      

      I don’t see Nicole for the rest of the day, and I do my best to focus on work. Once in a while, though, I think of the way she looked with her skirt up near her waist. I think of the face she made when she came, and how she bit into my shoulder to stifle her scream.

      I never knew working late was a perk until Nicole slips into my office around nine o’clock.

      “Hey.” She leans against the door as a blush creeps up her cheeks. “You miss me?”

      “Terribly.”

      I stand up, and she locks the door. There’s no preamble, no wasting any time. The instant the door is locked, my arms are around her and I’m devouring her. She reaches for my belt buckle and I tsk.

      “What did I tell you this morning?”

      “Martin—”

      I put my fingers to her lips and she pouts. I guide her toward the couch.

      “I told you I was going to take my time,” I growl. She bites her lip, and I wonder if I’ll even be able to hold back. I sit down on the couch in front of her.

      “Take off your clothes. Let me see you.”

      Her eyes widen and a flush creeps over her cheeks. Then, without a word, she starts unbuttoning her blouse, one button at a time. I groan and my eyes lower with her fingers. She slips the blouse off her shoulders and lays it on a chair. Then, she unzips her skirt and slips it off. She starts taking off her shoes but I stop her.

      “Keep them on,” I growl. She bites her lip and nods.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I groan. “I like when you talk to me like that.”

      She takes a step toward me and I lean forward, running my hands up her legs. Her panties are the same color as her bra—white with delicate lace on the edges.

      “You like when I call you ‘sir’?”

      I nod and she turns around for me. I run my hands over her ass and she looks at me over her shoulder.

      “Mr. Big Shot likes to be in control.”

      I smack her ass. “Maybe I do.”

      “Well, what do you want me to do?”

      My cock throbs. She looks at me, fluttering those long lashes at me. Her hands run up her arms and she lets her bra straps fall off her shoulders. I watch, entranced, as she un-clasps her bra and tosses it toward the chair with her other clothing.

      “Show me your pussy.”

      She bites her lip again, and I exhale slowly. I’ve hardly touched her and I feel like I’m going to explode. She hooks her fingers into her panties and drops them to the ground, kicking them aside with her tall black stilettos.

      I can’t resist any more. I growl, pulling her toward me. I drag my fingers through her slit and gasp at her wetness. She straddles me on the couch, grinding her naked body on top of mine. My hands run over her body, touching and tugging and feeling and grabbing. I reach between her legs and she gasps when I slide two fingers deep inside her.

      Then, she rocks her hips back and forth and fucks my hand. She lets out little moans as I curl my fingers inside her, reaching deep for her most sensitive spot.

      “Come all over my hand, baby girl,” I growl. “Make a mess of my pants. I want you to come all over me.”

      She gasps, moaning again as she rides me. With one hand still inside her, I reach back and smack her ass with a loud clap. She yelps, falling into me and pressing her breasts into my face. She rides my hand harder as I suck her tits until I feel her come all over me.

      I moan with her, loving the way her body is contracting and convulsing on top of me. When she lets out a long moan and falls quiet, I groan and slip my fingers out of her.

      “Martin—” she gasps. Before she can speak, I hook my arms under her thighs and lift her up. She gasps.

      “Sit on my fucking face, angel,” I growl. She lets out a loud moan when my mouth connects with her clit.
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      I didn’t think Martin was serious when he said he’d make me wait. But when a second orgasm washes over me as I quiver on his face, I know he meant it.

      He growls, lowering me down and holding me close to his chest.

      “Mmm,” he says, licking his lips. “You taste so fucking good.”

      I blush. “You think so?”

      “Fucking right I do.”

      There’s a primal, animalistic look in his eyes that turns me on like never before. He runs his hands down my body. He cups my ass and gives it a squeeze. I straddle him, toying with the buttons of his shirt.

      “You’re still wearing all your clothes. That hardly seems fair.”

      “You’re still wearing your shoes,” he grins.

      “Only because you told me to.”

      He reaches up and starts unbuttoning his shirt. My hands push the shirt open, and I sigh as I run my fingers across his chest. He’s got a swimmer’s body—broad in the shoulders and back, tapering down to a slim waist. I pull his shirt out of his pants and open it, running my hands all over his stomach.

      “I like your body.”

      “Me too,” he replies, giving my ass a light smack.

      “You like my body or your own?” I grin, and he flips me over onto my back beside him.

      “Why not both?”

      I laugh, and he crushes his lips to mine. In a flash, he’s taking his shirt off and unbuckling his pants. I bite my lip, watching him.

      Something inside me starts to wake up. This desire, deep in the pit of my stomach—it feels unfamiliar. It feels good. I thought it died with Jack, but seeing Martin here—in all his manly, muscled glory—makes me remember what it feels like to be a woman. His eyes roam all over my body and he shakes his head.

      “You look incredible.”

      “You look okay.”

      He grins. “Still impertinent.”

      “Still an asshole.”

      With one movement, he flips me over and smacks my ass.

      “Bad girl.”

      “For calling you an asshole?”

      He smacks my ass again, harder. I gasp as the pain dissolves into pleasure. Wetness gathers between my legs. I glance over my shoulder at him.

      He turns me around so I’m on my back again. I run my fingers over his biceps, his shoulders, and down toward his cock.

      He spreads my legs and lets out a sigh. His cock is straining against his underwear, and he slides it down his muscular legs. A look crosses his face and he glances toward his desk. He frowns.

      “You, uh… you got any condoms?”

      My eyebrows arch and I bite my lip. I shake my head.

      “I haven’t carried condoms with me in… jeez. Since before Jack.”

      Martin sits down on the couch at my feet, chuckling. “Me neither.”

      I prop myself up onto my elbows and sigh. “We’re amateurs.”

      “Rookies.”

      His cock is still rock hard, resting against his stomach. I sit up and run my fingers up his shaft. He groans, closing his eyes.

      “You don’t have to do that, Nicole.”

      “Do what?” I wrap my fingers around his shaft and he exhales slowly.

      “I mean, if you don’t want to.”

      “I want to.”

      He sighs again, leaning back on the sofa. He puts one arm around me as I stroke him. His skin feels soft and warm to the touch, and his cock jumps in my hand every few seconds. I watch it get harder as I touch it. I move my hand faster and he groans louder. It feels so—I don’t know, powerful? —to be here like this. It’s my touch that’s making him feel this way, and it’s my touch that will send him over the edge.

      He opens his eyes and stares at me. He runs his fingers through my hair and I press my body close to his. In a way, this feels more intimate than if he was inside me. He stares into my eyes as I stroke his cock, and then he closes them and moans.

      When he comes, it sends a thrill shivering all the way down my spine. His whole body tenses. The muscles in his neck bulge and his jaw clenches until he lets out a long, low growl. His cock gets harder, its head a deep shade of purple.

      I watch, fascinated. It’s like I’d forgotten what it was like, to be with a man. He shoots ropes of white seed as he groans, trembling and convulsing on the couch. We make a mess all over his stomach, his chest, my hand, my breasts. It goes everywhere. He keeps his arm around me, panting. Neither of us moves for a few moments as he catches his breath.

      “Messy,” I say, trailing my fingers through the sticky seed on his stomach.

      “Look what you did to me.”

      “What you did to yourself,” I grin. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and sighs again.

      “That felt so fucking good.”

      “Yeah.”

      We sit there for a few seconds, and then the mess starts to drip down the sides of his abdomen. He peels himself off the couch and grabs some tissues. I giggle and Martin shakes his head.

      “It’s everywhere.”

      “When was the last time you masturbated? There’s so much of it.”

      “This morning,” he says, glancing at me. He grins. A blush creeps over my cheeks and I bite my lip.

      When we’re cleaned up and clothed again, we sit down on the couch. I lay my head on his shoulder and sigh in contentment.

      “We probably shouldn’t leave together every evening,” he says slowly.

      I sigh and nod. “I know.”

      “I don’t think Carmen would be too happy about this.”

      “I can’t lose this job.”

      Martin tightens his arm around my shoulders and kisses the top of my head. “You won’t get fired.”

      “No, you won’t get fired,” I laugh. “I’m just a lowly paralegal who started here a couple months ago. I know where I stand.”

      He runs his fingers along my cheek and stares into my eyes. He smiles and shakes his head.

      “I don’t think you do.”

      My heart thumps, and I don’t know how to respond.

      He opens his mouth and then closes it again, and finally smiles at me. “You hungry? We could grab some dinner.”

      I laugh. “I thought we weren’t supposed to leave the office together.”

      “Fuck it.” He stands and helps me up off the couch. I put my hand on his arm and look up at him, my eyebrows drawing together.

      “Martin, I meant what I said before. I can’t lose this job. I have so much medical debt it makes my head spin.”

      “Still no payout from the life insurance?”

      I sigh and shake my head. “They keep just telling me they’re reviewing it, but it’s been over a year.”

      He wraps his arms around me and kisses my forehead.

      “I’ll make sure you don’t lose your job, Nicole. Do you want me to ask a friend of mine that specializes in insurance cases? He’s at another firm—we went to law school together. He owes me a favor.”

      “You’d do that?”

      His eyes soften and he kisses me gently. “Yes, I would.”

      My knees go weak. When I look at Martin, it’s a weird mix of excitement, lust, and guilt that fills me. I’m not sure if I’m ready to jump into anything serious… but I think it might be too late.

      So, I just nod my head. “Okay.”

      He smiles. “Let’s get some dinner.”

      For the second night in the row, we leave the office together. I’ll be honest, though, I don’t care one bit if anyone sees us. I’m too busy falling for my very attractive, very emotionally unavailable boss.
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      April runs into May, and I run into Nicole. Full speed, without reserve, I crash into her like a runaway train. Once I taste her, there’s no stopping me. We have sex in my office, at her house, at my house, in the office bathrooms—wherever we can get our hands on each other. In between sweaty, intense sex, we lay quietly and let our broken hearts feel the balm of human company.

      As the weather starts to warm up, so does my heart. Day by day, the armor I’ve put up starts to crumble. It happens in small moments, almost imperceptibly. When Nicole slips her hand into mine as we walk on the street, a piece of my anger falls away. When she calls me Big Shot, when she kisses the tip of my nose. Her warmth softens my edges and wakes up a piece of me that I thought died with Brianne.

      There are whispers about Nicole and me, but no one confronts me. I see the way people look at us whenever we talk at work, and I know that people have seen us spend more and more time together. I think they might be more surprised to see me laughing and smiling than anything. My smiles have been few and far between lately.

      It feels like I’m finally crawling out of a dark hole that has engulfed me for the past year. When I’m with Nicole, I feel good, and I start craving that feeling. I start craving her.

      She’s like a drug to me, and I’m nothing but a junkie.

      After a couple weeks, on a Friday, I send her a text to meet me at our favorite sushi restaurant after work. I count down the minutes until then. I can’t keep the smile off my face. Finally, I finish my work for the day and head for the elevator.

      I get to the restaurant before her, but I don’t have to wait long. She’s changed out of her work clothes and is dressed exactly how I like her—tight jeans and a simple white tee shirt. Her hair is down, falling just past her shoulders. When she sees me, a big smile breaks across her face.

      She puts her arm around my neck and kisses me, and she smells just as good as ever. I motion to sit down. She grabs the pencil and paper to mark down our order, grinning at me.

      “I see you left this blank, for once.”

      “I trust you to choose.”

      “Finally.” She lets out an exaggerated sigh, rolling her eyes. The walls around my heart crumble a little bit more. “It only took a month and a half.”

      “Hey, so, I was wondering—since we both just finished up a couple big cases and we have the weekend off, how do you feel about going away?”

      Her eyes widen. She smiles, and a bolt of lightning goes through my chest.

      “You want to have a weekend away?”

      “Just you and me.”

      She bites her lip, smiling. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      “Good.”

      Her eyes linger on mine and her smile widens.

      “What?”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “You just… I was wrong about you, Marty.”

      “I’m not an arrogant ass?”

      “Well, not all the time.” She winks at me. “No, you’re okay. You’re actually pretty romantic.”

      “Maybe you make me that way.”

      She doesn’t answer, but her eyes soften and her smile widens. My heart thumps, and I wonder how it’s possible that I got so lucky. This feels like not only did I get blessed with Brianne, but I’ve been blessed a second time. Nicole gets me in a way that no one else has been able to. She understands both the darkness and the light inside me, and she accepts me for it. She might even love me for it.

      We eat more food than we should, and Nicole pushes her plate away, rubbing her belly.

      “Are you trying to fatten me up?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” I say, plucking the last piece of nigiri off the plate.

      We walk out of the restaurant and I squeeze her hand. “How do you feel about meeting one of my good friends? He owns a bar not far from here.”

      Her eyebrows arch. “You have friends?”

      I grin and nudge her with my elbow. “Don’t be so smart, it doesn’t suit you.”

      “It was an honest question.” She squeezes my hand, laughing. Her grey eyes have little flecks of green on the edges, and right now her eyes look like they’re studded with emeralds.

      “He and I went to college together.”

      She leans her head against my shoulder and I put my arm around her. We walk to my car and she sighs.

      “What’s that big sigh about?” I open the passenger’s side door for her, and she puts her hand on top of it, staring at me.

      “I’m just… happy.” Her smile is more tentative this time, and a blush warms her cheeks. I lean over the door and kiss her.

      “So am I.”

      

      I can tell right away that Jaime likes Nicole. They laugh together, give me shit for being a hotshot lawyer, and we spend the evening hanging out. When Nicole goes to the bathroom, Jaime raises his eyebrows at me.

      “Is this the girl you were talking about before? The one you work with?”

      I nod.

      He whistles and shakes his head. “You have some fucking luck with women, buddy,” he laughs. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I grin.

      “No one wins the lottery twice.”

      Nicole comes back toward us and warmth radiates through my chest. She slides her hand over my thigh when she sits down, and suddenly it feels like it’s time to go home. When she looks at me, I can tell she’s thinking the same thing. The air between us crackles with heat, and I nod to Jaime.

      “See you next week.”

      “Alright.”

      Then, I take Nicole home and we get tangled in the bedsheets together.

      

      The next morning, we stop at her place to get a change of clothes. I’ve rented a cabin near Bighorn Park, about an hour and a half west of Denver. The thought of escaping the city and being in the wilderness with Nicole sounds like heaven. Getting there, on the other hand, is more of a struggle.

      We’ll have to pass right by the spot where I had an accident on my way back to see Brianne in the hospital. I smashed the front of my car into someone, but I was in such a panic to be by her side that I drove off. My wife was unconscious, miscarrying our first child, and I was reckless with worry.

      By the time I got to her in the hospital, she was already in surgery. I never got to say goodbye. If I hadn’t gotten into that accident, if I hadn’t been in the mountains for a case…

      I sigh. I’m going to have to get over this at some point. With Nicole by my side, it finally feels like I might be able to.

      When we get on the highway, Nicole falls silent. Her grip tightens on the car door, and I see tension rippling in her jaw.

      “You okay?”

      She nods but says nothing. Her neck pulses with every heartbeat. She turns her head and looks out the window, her breath shallow.

      Maybe she’s just sensing what I feel. We’re about ten minutes away from the spot where I crashed. Guilt gnaws at my stomach when I think of the other car. I remember looking in my rear-view mirror and seeing them sliding toward the ditch on the opposite side of the road.

      Knowing what I know now, that I was too late for Brianne, I would have stopped. I should have stopped either way. It’s the single most awful thing I’ve ever done, not to mention completely illegal.

      I take a deep breath and tighten my grip on the steering wheel.

      I drove back past the spot the next day, and the car was gone. That means they were okay, doesn’t it? They must have driven off or been towed. My mind relives that moment a thousand times as we get closer to the accident.

      I should have stopped.

      In a few minutes, we’ll be past the scene of my accident. Past the scene of my crime. Past my shame, and my guilt, and the single worst deed of my miserable existence. I’ll drive past it, and I’ll be able to enjoy the weekend with the beautiful woman sitting beside me.

      But then, Nicole takes a deep breath.

      “Do you mind pulling over just up here?”

      “What? Why?” My heart thunders. My jaw ticks as I try to control the uncontrollable beating in my chest. My vision starts to tunnel, and I take slow, quiet breaths through my nose.

      “Just… please? I’ll show you the spot.”

      I frown, and the blood drains from my face. Nicole shifts in her seat. She points to a spot on the side of the road, and my mouth goes dry.

      “Pull over up here.”

      I can’t speak. The awful, horrible, earth-shattering truth dawns on me. Nicole stares out the window for a few excruciating seconds, and then she takes a deep breath.

      “This is where Jack died.” The truth hits me in the face like a sledgehammer. The world tilts on its axis and I feel like I’m going to throw up. “We were side-swiped by a speeding car and spun twice. We hit that tree.” She points to a huge pine tree by the side of the road. She unbuckles her seatbelt and opens the door, finally glancing at me.

      “I know it’s morbid, but do you mind if we just have a moment here?”

      I clear my throat, forcing myself to meet her eye.

      “Sure. Of course.”
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      I haven’t been back here since the day of the accident. It’s been almost a year and a half, but it feels as raw as if it happened yesterday. For the first time in a couple months, my side throbs and my back aches. Emotion swirls inside me, thick and black and confusing. I step outside. Fresh mountain air whips around me, stinging my eyes and drawing out the tears that I’ve been trying to hold back.

      I wasn’t going to say anything. I was going to let Martin drive by, but as we got closer, I knew I had to pay my respects. My feet crunch on a thin layer of gravel on the side of the road. The ditch is shallow, but I’m still careful as I make my way down toward the tree.

      The tree. The tree that featured in my nightmares for weeks.

      Jenna didn’t want to show me pictures of the crash, but I forced her to. The image of this tree is burned in my memory now, with its gnarled branches and thick, twisted trunk. Hesitantly, I extend my hand and touch the rough bark.

      My breath hitches, and a sob rakes through me. I lean against the tree and try to stop the tears, but they just start flowing down my face. Hot, fat tears fall down my chin as I lean my head against the massive trunk.

      I hear Martin’s feet on the gravel and turn to see him on the side of the road. His face is impassable as he looks down at me. I know I look like a mess, but I can’t stop the tears. I take a deep breath and look back toward the tree.

      “I love you, Jack,” I whisper to its branches. Wind rustles through the trees and more tears fall down my cheeks. I pull my jacket tighter and turn back toward Martin.

      He’s still standing by the side of the road. His face is completely blank, and he’s staring at the tree. I wrap my arms around his waist, and it takes him a few seconds to hug me back.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      He takes a deep breath and looks at me as if he’s seeing me for the first time. He nods. “Yeah. I should be asking you that, not the other way around.”

      I lean my cheek against his chest and take a deep breath.

      “I haven’t been back here since the accident.”

      “Me neither.”

      I frown, and then look up at him. He shakes his head. “I mean… I don’t know. If I’d have known, I would have booked a place somewhere else…”

      “No, it’s okay,” I say. I glance at the tree once more and take a deep breath. “It’s good to come back here. It’s…” I inhale sharply. “It’s good to come back with you.” I glance at Martin. “It doesn’t feel like a coincidence, does it? It’s like Jack wanted to meet you and make sure he approved.”

      Martin’s face goes white, and he swallows thickly. I squeeze my arms around his waist. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. Do you believe in ghosts?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “… but…?”

      “I don’t, I mean.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine.” He untangles himself from my arms and turns his face away from me. “Just cold. You okay to keep driving?”

      I frown and try to catch his eye, but he’s already walking toward the car. It stings. Surely he would realize how significant this is for me?

      Maybe it’s just reminding him of Brianne, and he’s not ready to face it. I glance back at the tree and take a deep breath. I say a silent goodbye to Jack and head back to the car.

      When I get back in, Martin says nothing. His hands are gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles are turning white. His jaw twitches as he puts his indicator on, and we drive off without wasting any time.

      I stare at his profile and wonder if I should say anything. He doesn’t look at me, or put his hand on my thigh, or say anything. He’s just… there.

      I didn’t mean to hurt him or be awkward by stopping there. It just felt like the right time to say goodbye to Jack. To do it with Martin felt right, but maybe he’s not at that point yet. His spouse died, too, and I need to remember that. Grief creeps up in unexpected ways.

      I slide my hand over his thigh and he inhales. His shoulders relax slightly and he gives me a tight-lipped smile.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “You didn’t.” He opens his mouth as if he’s going to keep talking, but he just puts his hand over mine and squeezes. He keeps his eyes on the road, and I turn to look out the windshield. I watch the forest go by and lean my head against the headrest.

      A smile stretches over my lips. I finally feel at peace with Jack’s death. Stopping by the tree—touching it, and actually saying goodbye—it felt good. It feels like I’m honoring Jack’s memory and allowing myself to move on.

      I glance at Martin once more and I worry about him. I have to be patient, though. Grief comes in waves, and just because I’m starting to make peace with Jack’s death doesn’t mean he’s there, too. We’ve found each other, and that’s the important thing.

      I turn on the radio and settle into my seat. Martin takes a deep breath, and the tension in his jaw eases.

      

      It only takes forty-five more minutes for us to get to the cabin. My eyebrows arch when we drive up. It’s a mansion nestled into the trees, with big windows under an A-line roof. We pull up and Martin turns off the car. He gets out without a word and stretches his arms up over his head. I walk around toward him and put my arm around his waist, but he pulls away.

      I frown as he avoids my gaze. He grabs our bags from the trunk and heads for the front door without a word. I watch his broad back as he stalks toward the front door.

      It stings.

      It feels like right when I feel closer than I’ve ever felt to him, he’s pulling away. He’s hardly said two words since we stopped at the scene of my accident.

      I watch him check his phone and then key in a code to a lock box. He pulls out a set of keys and opens the front door. He glances back at me, raising an eyebrow.

      “You coming in?”

      His eyes are hard, and there’s no hint of a smile in his features. Lines on his forehead have appeared, and the color hasn’t returned to his face yet. He looks like the Martin I met at the pool, back in January. Tortured and angry and bitter.

      I swallow and nod.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’m coming.”
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      Nicole keeps glancing at me, and I know she can tell that something is wrong. I unpack my bag in silence, and then head to the main room to start a fire. Maybe if I keep moving, I can give myself enough time to recover. If I just keep doing things, I won’t have to face the truth.

      I killed her husband.

      I injured her—I broke her back!

      I’m the reason she has medical bills, and I’m the reason the insurance company is stalling. It’s a hit and run, and they don’t have anyone to sue. They want to reject her claim and leave her in debt, in pain, grieving for her husband.

      And it’s because of me.

      Me.

      That car wasn’t okay when I hit them. They didn’t drive away. He died.

      My heart starts palpitating and my hands tremble as I try to light a match. I snap the match in half and then take a deep breath.

      I jump when Nicole’s hands slide over my shoulders.

      “Are you okay, Marty?”

      “I’m fine!” The sound of my voice bounces off the high ceilings and echoes around us. Her eyes widen and she drops her hands off my shoulders. I take a deep breath, rubbing my temples.

      “I’m sorry, babe,” I say. “I just… when we stopped… I’m just sorry. About Jack. About you. About everything.”

      She takes a deep breath, chuckling softly. “Marty, it’s not your fault. You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      My heart squeezes, and I can’t breathe. If only she knew.

      My God, what would happen if she knew? She’d never talk to me again! I’d never see her. I’d lose her, just like I lost Brianne.

      I thought Brianne’s death was the worst moment of my life, but I was wrong. What’s worse than that is knowing that I am so close to having it all again—all the love, happiness, partnership—and it could all be snatched away from me. This, right now… this is the worst moment of my life.

      I knew Nicole was too good to be true. I knew I didn’t deserve her. I never should have let her in.

      My hands shake as I try to light another match, and Nicole gently takes it from me. She lights the fire and I take a few moments to compose myself. I walk to the huge windows that give a perfect view of the mountains and lakes at our feet.

      Maybe this is karma. It’s not me getting a second chance at love. I scoff. A second chance? Me? No, this is punishment for my crime. This is God, or the Universe, or whatever other force there is showing me what a shitty fucking person I am. Tears prickle at my eyes and I fight to keep my composure.

      Nicole appears by my side and hands me a beer.

      “Fridge is stocked,” she says. “This place is amazing.”

      I nod, taking a sip. She looks at me funny but says nothing. How will I get through this weekend?

      Maybe I should just tell her. I could sit her down right now and tell her the truth. If I face this head-on, like a man, I can take responsibility for my actions. I can do what I was too fucked up to do last January.

      But then, Nicole slides her arm around my waist and lays her head on my chest. Her hair smells so fucking good, and I know that I’m too weak.

      I don’t want to lose her. I can’t let her go. If I tell her, she’ll never forgive me. I won’t be anything to her except the guy who killed her husband.

      My heart starts to thump and Nicole looks at me again.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? Your heart is beating so fast. I can hear it.”

      I nod, taking another gulp of beer. “I’m good,” I clear my throat. “We probably only have a few more hours of daylight. You want to go for a hike? There’s some nice trails nearby.”

      “Fresh air would be good.” She smiles at me, and her whole face beams. She’s so fucking good. So kind and loving and generous. And I’m…

      … I’m me. A killer. A coward.

      I take a deep breath and kiss her temple. I try to smile at Nicole, but it feels like my face is creaking and cracking as my lips curl upward as if I’ve forgotten how to do it. I feel like I’m acting—faking it. I’m pretending to be someone I’m not.

      Maybe that’s all I’ve been doing for the past eighteen months.

      Why didn’t I just stop when I hit that car? Nicole told me herself that they sat there for half an hour without anyone driving by, and then they waited ten more minutes for the ambulance. I could have helped them! Instead, selfishly, I drove off.

      I’m a lawyer for Christ’s sake! I knew it was wrong, and I still did it.

      I remember the tears running down my face, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, and the knowledge, deep in my heart, that I was too late for Brianne.

      But still, I didn’t stop for them. I let her husband die on the side of the road. I let her sit there with a broken back while I drove away like a monster.

      Moving mechanically, I follow Nicole to the front door. I put my bottle of beer on the counter and slip my jacket on. She puts a hat on her head and smiles at me.

      “Thank you for taking me here.” She reaches over to squeeze my hand. Her touch is gentle, and I hate her for it.

      I try to smile at her again. “It’s my pleasure.”

      

      When we get back, the sun is just touching the horizon. The sky is ablaze with colors, and Nicole’s face is beaming. The beauty of the mountains disgusts me. I can’t look at the sunset, or at Nicole, or at anything except the darkness in my soul.

      I take a deep breath to steady myself. There are a couple of burger patties in the fridge, so I throw them on the barbeque. I overplay how tired I am whenever Nicole tries to make advances toward me. It feels wrong to be close to her, knowing what I know—knowing what I did.

      After dinner, we sit on the couch together. She leans her head on my lap and I stroke her hair. I watch her eyes close as she falls asleep, and I trail my fingers down her arm and back up again.

      Her breath is slow and steady, and emotion starts to build up inside me. I brush hot tears off my face, trying my best not to move her.

      I don’t want to wake her up. If I do, I’ll have to explain myself, and I don’t want to lie. I’m already lying to her every minute that I don’t tell her the truth.

      She stirs awake, and I wipe my face.

      “Let’s go to bed.” I brush the hair off her face. She smiles at me, and we head back toward the big king bed at the back of the cabin. When she strips down and gets under the covers, guilt pierces my heart again.

      I shouldn’t be allowed to be next to her perfect body, her perfect soul.

      She presses her body next to mine, and the heat of her curves makes my body respond, even though I try to stop it. Her hand runs down my stomach and grips my cock. My breath hitches and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      My body is betraying me. I shouldn’t be hard right now. I shouldn’t want this, but the ways she’s moving and moaning next to me is making my head spin.

      When she kneels down and puts her lips over my cock, I inhale. Fuck, it feels good. She takes my shaft in her mouth and I exhale, squeezing my eyes shut. With one hand on my shaft, and her mouth over my head, I feel like I’m going to explode. She moves faster and faster, knowing exactly what I like. She bobs up and down as the tension inside me builds.

      I’m going to come. I don’t want to. It’s wrong.

      If I wait any longer, I’m going to—

      “Stop, stop,” I say, pulling her off. “Stop. You’re going to make me come.”

      “That’s the point,” she grins. Her hand slides down, gripping my cock again and I sigh.

      I can’t fight it. I can’t deny it. I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anyone before. My heart thumps, and I shake my head.

      “You’re irresistible, Nicole.”

      The voice in my head that’s screaming at me not to do it gets quieter as my desire for her grows. She bites her lip, reaching for my cock again. Darkness grips my heart and I let it take over. She looks into my eyes, and her lust makes me boil over.

      I grip her by the waist and flip her over onto her back. Grabbing her arms, I pin them over her head. She yelps, and then stares at me with fire in her eyes.

      “There you are,” she says. “You’re back. I was afraid you were gone.”

      “I’m right here,” I growl, tightening my grip on her wrists. I spread her legs apart in one rough motion and she gasps, smiling. I growl again, rubbing my shaft along her wet slit. She sighs, closing her eyes and wriggling her body toward me.

      “I want you.” Her voice is soft, and I watch her perfect face relax as pleasure washes over her.

      “I know you do.” Back and forth, I rub my shaft along her slit. Her wetness drips out of her opening and coats me. My cock throbs.

      “I’m on the pill.”

      My eyes widen, and the darkness inside me is all-consuming. We’ve never had sex without a condom. Nicole nods.

      “Fuck me, Martin. I want to feel you. All of you.”

      It’s wrong, but I don’t care. My hand tightens around her wrists and I run my other hand down her side. I pinch her nipple, loving her little gasp. I run my hand between her legs and she moans.

      Then, without waiting another second, I bury my cock inside her. From the tip to the hilt, I drive myself deep inside her. She gasps, rolling her hips toward me. She stretches to accept me, and I drag my cock out of her again.

      “Is that what you want?” I growl in her ear, driving my cock deeper inside her. She screams. Her face is a mask of pleasure. I feel nothing except need. Need for her, need for release, need for my cock to be so deep inside her she forgets what day of the week it is.

      “Answer me,” I growl in her ear. My breath is hot on her shoulder and I punish her pussy again, fucking her harder and faster. “Is this what you want?”

      “Yes,” she pants. Her fingernails dig into my back, and the pain feels so fucking good. I thrust again and again until she comes all over my cock, quivering and trembling and screaming my name.

      I hook my arms on her shoulders as her walls clamp down around my cock. Fuck, she feels so good. This is wrong, but my body is out of my control. She’s arching and scratching and screaming and I just fuck her again and again and again. I throw her legs onto my shoulders and bury my pain deep inside her pussy.

      I don’t deserve her, and I don’t care. I’m taking her.

      With that thought gnawing at my heart, I fuck her harder than ever before, and I fill her sweet little pussy with my seed until it dribbles out of her.

      Mine.

      The thought crosses my mind without warning. I watch my orgasm drip out of her swollen, red lips, and then I lay down beside her. She interlaces her fingers in mine and lets out a sigh.

      “That was incredible.”

      I close my eyes and grunt in response.
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      Something is off. At first, I think it’s only in my head. As the weekend goes on, though, I know I’m not imagining it. Martin is distant. Most of the time, he won’t even look me in the eye. By the time Sunday afternoon comes around, it feels like we’re both looking forward to the weekend being over.

      He only really looks at me when we have sex. And my goodness… the sex. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. It’s angry and intense and it makes me come harder than ever before. My whole body is sore, swollen, raw, and thoroughly exhausted.

      But it’s good. We bite and claw at each other, as if we’re unleashing something from the deep, dark recesses of our hearts. When we finish, we don’t speak. Usually, Martin rolls away from me and I go to the bathroom to clean up.

      I’ve never had so many intense orgasms, and I don’t know how I feel about it. I’m almost embarrassed at how turned on I get when he looks at me with that pain in his eyes. When he comes, his whole body shudders and I relish the feeling of him emptying himself inside me. I want his pain. I want his hurt. I want everything he has to give me.

      Something has changed.

      We drive back in relative silence. When we pass the site of my car accident, I say nothing. I try to act casual, because I think that’s what set this whole thing off. When we stopped here on the way to the cabin, that’s when things shifted between us.

      I give him a kiss goodbye when he drops me off at my apartment. I don’t invite him in, and he doesn’t ask to come up. When I get inside, I take a deep breath and pull out my phone. I stare at the blank screen for a few seconds, and then I look around my apartment.

      It feels cold and lonely. I think about my weekend—about our sex. My mind starts to spiral and I know I can’t be alone. I call my sister Jenna, but she doesn’t pick up.

      Hesitating, I scroll through my phone and dial my friend Stella. I haven’t put any effort into friendships for the past few months. Before I got a job, it was too depressing to see other people happy. After I got the job, I guess I got caught up with Martin.

      But now, I feel very much alone.

      “Nic!” Stella exclaims as she picks up the phone. “I haven’t heard from you in forever!”

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I’ve been all over the place. Did I tell you I bought a house?”

      “Yeah, you did. A few months ago, right?”

      “Yes, well, it’s been an absolute nightmare. The inspection missed so many things, and I had to get the roof patched in the middle of winter. Then, I found out there were structural problems in the basement, and—gosh, I’m babbling. I’m sorry. How are you? Are you free? You want to meet up for a glass of wine? I’m so sick of staring at this house. It just stresses me out.”

      I lean against the back of my couch and relief spreads through me. I shouldn’t have let so many friendships fall away.

      “That sounds great, actually. You want to go to The Blue Room?”

      “I’ll meet you there in twenty.”

      

      When she walks into the bar, I’ve already sat down and ordered us two glasses of Pinot Grigio. She spreads her arms and hugs me so hard I wince.

      “Oh, geez,” she says. “Sorry. Is your back still sore?”

      “Not so much anymore, swimming helps.”

      “And it helps the figure as well,” she says, wiggling her eyebrows. “You are looking fantastic. You’re glowing!”

      I laugh, shaking my head. Our wine arrives, and I ask Stella about her house. She tells me about nightmare renovations, pipes bursting, leaky roofs. She’s got bags under her eyes, and she finishes her wine in four big gulps.

      She picks up her empty glass. “This is empty!”

      I laugh. “Yep.”

      “I must be drinking faster than I thought. It’s that darn house.”

      “Well, at least you have the cash to buy a house,” I grin.

      “How are you? Did Jack’s insurance come through?”

      I shake my head. “Still waiting. I think they’re delaying because it was a hit and run. They’ve been asking me all kinds of questions. Either that or they’re trying to say it was related to skiing, which isn’t covered since it’s a ‘high risk activity’, or whatever.”

      “It was a car accident!” She shakes her head and motions to the bartender for more wine. “Insurance companies are scumbags.”

      I sigh, and Stella glances at me.

      “Something else is up.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “It’s nothing.”

      “You call me, out of the blue, on a Sunday night. I don’t think you did that to hear me complaining about my new house.”

      “You’re right,” I grin. “I, uh… I’ve gotten myself into a situation.”

      Her eyebrow arches. I’ve known Stella for about seven years—we used to be paralegals together. She left to go to law school and is now a full-fledged lawyer. Her eyes have always been sharp, but now it seems like she misses nothing.

      “What kind of situation?”

      I clear my throat. “I may have slept with a coworker.”

      Her lips twitch. “I’m listening.”

      “Well, he’s more of a boss, really. Not directly, but he could be.”

      “A partner at the firm?”

      I nod.

      “Oh, Nicole,” she sighs.

      “No, everything was great! He… he lost his wife last year, too. We…” I sigh. Our wine arrives and I take a big sip. “We get along really well. I mean really well.”

      “And the sex is good?”

      “Very good.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “Well,” I start. I take a deep breath. The words just don’t seem to want to come out. Finally, with Stella still watching me, I explain. “He took me on this weekend getaway to the mountains—to this gorgeous log cabin.”

      “Very romantic.”

      “It was! Except on the way there, we passed the site of the accident.”

      “Oh gosh.”

      “I asked to stop. It felt… significant. I went to the spot where we hit the tree, and it felt like Jack’s presence was there. I just… it was nice. And it was nice to be there with Martin. It felt like I was ready to move on from it all, insurance money or not.”

      Stella nods and tilts her head. “So what’s the problem?”

      “Well, Martin kind of… changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s not himself. He barely looked at me after that, barely touched me. The sex was… I don’t know, angry. Or just intense, I guess. It was good, don’t get me wrong. But…” I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe it all reminded him of his wife. You said he lost his spouse?”

      “That’s what I thought. But anytime I tried to ask him anything he just shut down.”

      “He probably just needs more time. Not everyone grieves the same way.”

      I nod. Now it’s my turn to look at my near-empty wine glass in surprise. Stella laughs.

      “I think there’s a hole in our glasses, because there’s no way we’re drinking this quickly.”

      I smile. I need to change the subject. Worry is starting to weigh me down, so I turn to Stella. “How’s work, anyway?”

      “It’s good. Busy—I’m sure you’re the same. It seems like it never stops.”

      We move on from the conversation, and the burden on my shoulders seems a little bit lighter. When we finish our third glass of wine, we both stand up and waver.

      “That wine went straight to my head.” Stella grabs onto the back of a chair to steady herself.

      “Just like the old days.”

      We lean on each other and walk out. We share a taxi, since my place is on the way to hers. Before I get out, I wrap my arms around her and squeeze her tight.

      “It was really good to see you.”

      “You too.” Her voice is muffled in my coat. “We need to hang out more often.”

      “Maybe I can help you with the house renovations.”

      “Be careful,” she laughs. “I might just take you up on that.”

      “I’m pretty good with a hammer.”

      “That’s terrifying.”

      I laugh and bid her goodbye. This time, when I get inside, I let out a deep breath. I’m a little tipsy, but that’s not why I feel better. I think I’ve gotten too caught up in the whirlwind with Martin. I need to take a step back, to think about what is best for me.

      It feels like I’ve moved on from Jack, but that doesn’t mean I need to go all-in with Martin. He’s got just as much baggage as I do, and how can we support each other if we’re both struggling?

      I get ready for bed, checking my phone one last time before snuggling into the covers. There’s no message from Martin, and as much as I try to tell myself I don’t care, I know that I’m disappointed.
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      This time, when I wake up for work, I’m not excited. I’m dreading it. I drag my feet out of bed and stand under the shower, unmoving. I open my mouth and drink a bit of shower water, and then finally start washing myself. By the time I’ve made myself a coffee and had some breakfast, I’m leaving for work a full half hour later than usual.

      I avoid Nicole’s desk on the way in, but I can’t avoid Carmen’s. She calls out to me when I walk past her office.

      “Martin, so good of you to show up today!”

      I poke my head in and see her with one of our biggest clients. Julian is a chart-topping musician, and in his ripped jeans and casual tee-shirt, he looks very out of place in Carmen’s sleek, modern office.

      “Julian,” I say, extending my hand. “Good to see you.”

      “Not sure I can say the same,” he grimaces. “I’d rather not be in here at all.”

      Carmen gives me a look, and gestures to a chair. I take a seat beside Julian, and Carmen explains.

      “Julian has gotten himself in a bit of trouble. It shouldn’t be too hard to fight—it’s a DUI.”

      “Who’s the judge?”

      “Judge Harkin.”

      “Fuck,” I say under my breath.

      Julian shakes his head. “This guy has it out for me. I didn’t even do anything to him!”

      “He has it out for everyone who he thinks could be a bad influence on the ‘youths’, as he calls them,” I explain. “Since you’re in the public eye, and your audience includes lots of young people, I would expect he wants to make an example out of you.”

      “He said exactly that,” Carmen answers. “Martin, I’d like you to take the case.”

      I nod. “No problem.” Carmen glances at Julian and then back at me. I frown. “Anything I should know?”

      Julian sighs. His chin falls to his chest and he runs his fingers through his hair. “I hit someone.”

      The wind gets knocked out of me. No. I can’t take this. I can’t have anything to do with this. No, no, no. Nicole would never forgive me. I can’t do that to her.

      But I sit there, and don’t say anything. What possible reason could I give to refuse this case? Julian is one of our most famous and richest clients. He pays us a huge retainer to deal with these exact types of situations.

      So I just clear my throat. “And this person you hit… are they alive?”

      “Yes!” Julian says, whipping his head toward me. “Fuck man, I’m not a killer!”

      A knife goes straight through my heart, and I do my best to keep my face blank. “Of course.”

      Carmen interjects. “The woman he hit is in the hospital. Her injuries are relatively minor, but her husband is pushing her to press charges.”

      “I see.”

      “So can you help me out?” Julian stares at me, his eyebrows arched. I can see a hint of desperation in his eyes.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      Julian blows the air out of his mouth and nods. “Alright.”

      “Until then,” Carmen says, “you do as the judge says and you do not drive. Not even once. Not in a deserted parking lot. Not out on country roads. You don’t have a license, and if you’re caught again, you will go to jail.”

      Julian grins. “Got it.”

      “This is serious.”

      “I know.”

      By the time I leave Carmen’s office, my head is spinning. I know that I have to take Julian’s case. He’s a huge client for the firm, and Carmen asked me specifically. That’s not the kind of thing I can refuse. Plus, it’s not like I can explain why I don’t want to work on the case.

      Judge Harkin is tough, but I think we can settle this with no jail time, and hopefully not much press. Carmen is an expert at making these kinds of things go away, and I expect she’ll be pulling as many strings as possible. Maybe Nicole doesn’t even have to find out. I could try to keep her out of it.

      It doesn’t feel right. That’s just lying to her… again.

      I slump down on my office chair and stare at my blank computer screen. I sigh, and finally turn on my computer. Might as well get to work.

      It’s almost eleven in the morning when my office door flies open. I hear my assistant Kelly protesting, but Nicole comes storming through the door anyways.

      “A DUI case? With a woman in the hospital?”

      I stare at her without speaking. My cock throbs under my desk at the sight of her, marching in here guns blazing. It’s wrong, but her anger is so fucking hot. Her dark hair is falling out of her bun, and her cheeks have a spot of red on them.

      But it’s her eyes that are striking. They’re blazing, burning through me as she leans her knuckles on my desk. I’d love to bend her over this desk and fuck the anger right out of her.

      “You don’t have anything to say for yourself?” Her voice is calm, steady, but it has an undercurrent of tension. I hold her gaze for a few moments and then shrug.

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “You always have a choice, Martin!”

      “That’s not how life works.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “This is my job, Nicole.”

      “Yes, and you’ve been fucking me for weeks, making me feel like I mean something to you. I just showed you where my husband died, for Christ’s sake! Probably exactly like this poor woman—hit by a drunkard on her way home.”

      “You weren’t hit by a drunk driver.”

      She frowns. “How the fuck would you know?”

      “I… there’s no evidence,” I stammer. I sigh, waving her away. “Look, Carmen gave me the case. Julian is one of the firm’s biggest clients.”

      Her face crumples and she shakes her head. She opens her mouth, but just keeps shaking her head. When she finally does speak, her voice is nothing more than a strained whisper.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      My heart hardens and my blood turns to ice. All the places where Nicole has softened me start to harden again. I shake my head.

      “I have to do my job.”

      “You’ve always chosen your cases. What about the medical misconduct case?”

      “Nicole, grow up!” I explode. “These cases—Julian’s DUI—these are the cases that allow me to take on the ones that actually make a difference. This is about more than justice. It’s about money.”

      She snorts, nodding her head. “It’s always about money, isn’t it? That’s what it all comes down to, in the end.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, and then turns around and walks out. Kelly is standing just outside the door, wide-eyed. I wave to the door.

      “Close that fucking door, will you?”

      She nods without a word and closes me into my office. I exhale loudly, dropping my forehead into my hands. I’ve fucked up.

      Who am I kidding? Taking the case isn’t fucking up. Doing a hit and run was a fuck up! Lying to Nicole by not telling her right away was a fuck up!

      Now what am I supposed to do? If I come clean, I’ll lose everything. I’ll lose my job—I won’t be the youngest partner at the firm anymore, I’ll be the youngest partner to ever get fired. I’ll lose my reputation. I might even get disbarred.

      I’ll lose Nicole.

      What difference would that make? I’m pretty sure I’ve already lost her.
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      I’m fuming when I sit back down at my desk. Clarissa, the other paralegal, slides her chair over toward me.

      “You okay?”

      “No.”

      She puts her hand on my shoulder. “Want to go out for a coffee and a talk?”

      I look at her and take a deep, shuddering breath. “No, thanks Clarissa. I… I don’t know what I need right now.”

      She nods. “Okay, well, let me know.”

      I turn back to my computer to try to hide the tears in my eyes. She gets the hint and backs away toward her desk. I sniffle, wiping my eyes. The screen blurs, and I take a deep breath. This is torture. I head for the bathrooms and lock the door. Then, I splash water on my face and take deep, gulping breaths.

      Staring at myself in the mirror for a few seconds, I prepare myself for what I’m about to do. A thousand thoughts fly around my head.

      I need this job—it’s the only reason I can still afford physio. I’m pain-free most days now, and if I give up the job, I might have to give up physio, too.

      I won’t be able to make payments on my bills. I’ll struggle to make rent again. I’ll go back to how life was before, when I was in a deep, dark hole with no way out.

      Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders. I can find a new job. I turn away from the mirror and lean against the counter. I stare at the tiles on the floor, my eyes travelling up and down the lines of grout.

      If I get angry about Martin taking this case but I keep working here, then I’m a hypocrite.

      There’s no other choice.

      I have to quit.

      I can’t reasonably keep working here, when I’ll be working for the people who defend the scumbag that killed Jack. Well, not the exact scumbag, but it might as well be the same thing. People shouldn’t be able to get away with these things.

      A woman is in hospital, and my husband is dead. All because of people like Julian, who thinks he’s above the law.

      My hands shake as I pull out my phone. I dial Jenna and breathe a sigh of relief when she answers.

      “Jenna, I think I need to quit.”

      She’s silent for a beat, and then takes a deep breath. “Okay. Are you sure?”

      “One of their famous clients—Julian, the singer. You know him?”

      “Doesn’t he sing ‘If You Want Me’? I didn’t know he was your client”

      “Yeah, that one. He hit a woman in a DUI. They’re going to defend him and try to get the charges dropped. I just…” My voice cracks. “I can’t be a part of that.”

      “Oh, Nicole,” Jenna sighs. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I just keep thinking about Jack, you know? I drove by the place where he died on Saturday, and I don’t know, maybe it’s just all fresh in my mind. But this Julian prick could have killed the woman! He could have done exactly what happened to me. And he could get away with it! Just like the guy who killed Jack got away with it.”

      “Oh, Nicole,” Jenna says again. “Oh, babe.”

      I sniffle, covering my eyes with my hand.

      Jenna sighs. “But Nic, if you quit, it doesn’t stop them from defending him. It’ll only hurt you.”

      “I know.”

      “This job has been the best thing that’s happened to you in a year.”

      “I’m not so sure about that anymore.”

      “What are you going to do after? Would you find another job? It’s not like law firms aren’t going to take questionable cases.”

      I sigh. “I know, I know. It’s just… Jenna, I’ve been seeing one of the partners. Dating. Or… sleeping with him. I don’t know what it’s been.”

      “Oh, gosh.”

      “Yeah. And I told him about Jack. I showed him the spot where he died, and he still took the case! How am I supposed to work alongside him now? I just…” I sob.

      Jenna sighs over the phone. “Just do what you have to do, Nicole. I’ll always be here for you.”

      I sniffle, nodding. “Yeah. Thanks, Jen.”

      “I’m not asking you right now, because I’m aware of how upset you are, but I’m expecting more details later.”

      I snort-laugh and shake my head. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s too embarrassing. God, I was so stupid! I actually thought that he cared about me. He reminded me of Jack, and…”

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it, Nicole.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “I hope you gave him shit for taking the case.”

      “I marched into his office and yelled at him. I was so close to slapping him across the face.”

      “Good. Take the rest of the day off and come over here. I’ll make you some chocolate chip cookies.”

      “You’re such a mom,” I say, shaking my head. “You used to hate baking.”

      “Well, having two kids does, in fact, turn you into a mom.”

      I chew my lip and sigh. “Cookies sound nice.”

      “Come on. I hate hearing you like this. Just leave that horrible place and come here. We can write your letter of resignation together, and then you can give it to your boss tomorrow. Everything will work out.”

      “That sounds good.”

      We hang up the phone and I take a deep breath. Jenna is right. I just need to get out of here today, and then I can sort my head out. I glance at myself in the mirror and smooth my hair, and then I take a deep breath. I walk back to my desk and nod to Clarissa.

      “I’m taking the afternoon off.”

      Her eyebrows lift up. “Yeah?”

      I nod. “Not feeling well. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow.” She smiles at me and gives me a small nod. It almost feels like she’s saying good for you. I gather my things and walk out of the office with my head held high.

      When I get to Jenna’s house, she already has a batch of chocolate chip cookies in the oven, and water boiled for tea. I sit down on one of her creaky kitchen chairs and she puts a steaming mug of tea in front of me. She pours one for herself and takes a deep breath, shaking her head as she looks at me.

      “You sure do know how to get yourself into trouble.”

      I grin. “Those cookies smell good.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” she laughs. “Even when you and Jack started dating. Do you remember how angry Dad was when you moved in together?”

      “He didn’t speak to me for five months,” I laugh. “But he got over it.”

      “I think he met Jack properly and figured out he was the best thing for you.”

      My chest tightens and I nod. “He kept me grounded. I wasn’t so impulsive when he was around.”

      Jenna takes a deep breath and smiles at me. “I don’t know, I think it’s good to see a bit of the old you again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were still impulsive and a bit reckless with Jack. But then, when he died, that all went away. You were so… empty. It’s like you lost your personality.” Her eyes mist up, and she shakes her head. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      A lump forms in my throat, and then Jenna laughs through her tears.

      “But now, I mean, sleeping with a coworker and causing a scene at the office… that’s the Nicole I know and love. That’s my shit-head little sister.”

      We laugh until the buzzer on the oven goes off, and then we eat warm chocolate chip cookies and talk and talk until her kids come home from school.

      This time, I stay over for dinner. The pain I used to feel being around her happy family is gone. This is my family, and they’ve always been here for me.
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      After an hour or so, I work up the courage to walk over to Nicole’s desk. I need to make her understand that I get how she’s feeling, but I have no choice.

      You always have a choice, she said.

      It’s easy to say that, but how much choice do I really have? Maybe if I just explain that this is my job—she should know that already! She’s worked in law long enough.

      I take a deep breath and turn the corner, but I frown when I see her desk empty. Her computer is off, too, which means…

      “Is Nicole gone?”

      Clarissa glances at me and nods. Her stare is cold. “Yep.”

      “Is she coming back?”

      “She wasn’t feeling well, so no, I don’t think so.”

      “She was fine this morning.”

      Clarissa’s eyebrow rises in a slow arch, and she stares at me for a few seconds. I try not to squirm where I stand, and anger flares up inside me.

      “Fine. If she comes back, can you tell her I want to talk to her?”

      “Mmm,” Clarissa says, turning back to her screen. “I’ll get right on that.”

      I stare at the paralegal, slack-jawed. Three months ago, she would have been afraid to talk to me. She would have jumped when I told her to.

      Now?

      She’s been spending too much fucking time with Nicole.

      I stomp out of the office and head downstairs. I need some air. As soon as the fresh air hits my face, I take a deep breath. The sun is shining and a warm breeze washes over me, and I hate the weather for being nice. Pulling out my phone, I dial Nicole’s number.

      It goes straight to voicemail—she’s turned her phone off. I groan, staring up at the sky above me. The clouds passing by start to make me nauseous when Carmen’s voice appears by my ear.

      “Looking for a defense to bring to Judge Harkin?” She asks. “Don’t know if you’ll find it up there.” I look at her and snort, shaking my head.

      “Just needed some air.”

      “What from?”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “Nothing.”

      “Wouldn’t be from our young, sassy, smart-mouthed paralegal, would it?”

      I take a deep breath. There’s no point denying it, everyone knows that Nicole and I have been involved. We haven’t exactly been discreet about it.

      “Didn’t anybody ever tell you not to shit where you eat?”

      I glance at Carmen and snort. “What about that intern you were always working late with last year?”

      “Fuck off, Marty,” she grins. She looks at me, putting her hand on my shoulder. It’s weird to have actual physical contact with her.

      “You’re just doing your job, Martin,” she says. “Your job is to defend that little shit, Julian, to the best of your abilities. That’s why you get a paycheck. That’s why your parking spot is right next to the door. That’s why you can afford that fancy house you live in.”

      “I know, Carmen.”

      “So start acting like it.”

      I sigh and I stare at the clouds. Why did it have to be now, though? With that exact case? Right after I found out what I’ve done to Nicole?

      “I never thought you were so sentimental,” Carmen says. She grins at me, shaking her head. “You’re smitten.”

      “I’m not a teenage girl with a crush on a boy band.”

      “No, you’re a grown man who’s smitten with his employee.”

      “She’s not my employee.”

      “Another astute observation, Henderson. She’s not your employee. She’s my employee. And so are you.”

      I glance at her, nodding. “Yeah, yeah. I get it.”

      “I don’t think you do.” She squares her shoulders, looking me dead in the eye. Her eyes darken and I resist the urge to take a step back.

      “Carmen, I get it,” I say. My voice sounds stronger than I feel, and that pisses me off. I’m sick of feeling like this. Ever since Nicole walked into my life, everything has been off-balance. I can’t think straight, I can’t do my job.

      “Martin, you need to do your fucking job,” she says, her voice steady and cold. “I made you a partner at this firm. Don’t let that be a mistake.”

      She stares at me for a few moments and I sigh as she walks away. Her back is straight as an arrow, and she has her chin held high. Her hips sway with a purposeful, powerful movement with every stride. I stare after her as my face twists and the taste in my mouth turns to ash.

      I want to kick something, or punch something. I look at the cars parked in front of me and I wish I had the strength to flip them over. I’d take a baseball bat and smash every single fucking window.

      Instead, I just stand there, fuming. I curl my fists into balls as the steam blows out of my ears and nose.

      Yes, it’s my job. Yes, I’m going to do it. That doesn’t change the fact that I betrayed Nicole. I feel the walls around my heart start to build, brick by brick, until the warmth that Nicole brought into my life is all but snuffed out.

      No, Carmen is right. I can’t get sentimental. I can’t get distracted. If Nicole doesn’t like it, she can leave. I’ve made it this far without her—I made partner, I climbed the ladder, I became one of the most successful lawyers in Colorado.

      And I’m going to fuck that up for a woman? I’m going to throw that all away because the light in Nicole’s eyes reminds me of my dead wife?

      Get a fucking grip, Martin. Pull yourself together and remember what’s important here.

      Me. That’s what’s important. My career. My life. My salary.

      I’ll lose it all if I tell Nicole the truth. I’ll lose it all if I don’t take the case.

      If I don’t just Do. My. Job.

      My heart hardens as I take a deep breath. I glance up and down the road at the people walking by, oblivious to the torture going on in my mind.

      Turning back toward the office, my mind is made up.

      I choose my life. I choose my career. I choose Julian’s case.

      As I’m sucked through the building’s revolving door, a part of me stays outside, watching myself walk away. Another piece of my doomed heart dies, and I’m glad for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Nicole

          

        

      

    

    
      I pat my purse with my hand, knowing that my letter of resignation is sitting in there like an atomic bomb. I’m giving up my salary, my health insurance… and Martin.

      But is it really giving him up if I never had him to begin with? Maybe he was just using me. I wasn’t special, or different. I was convenient.

      Cracks spider over my heart and I take a deep breath. When I walk into the firm, I head straight for Carmen’s office. She’s already here, as usual. She’s always here. The woman works like no one I’ve ever met before. She’s strong and powerful and I respect her, but I just can’t work for her anymore.

      I pause before going in, taking a deep breath to steel myself. I remember Jenna’s calming words last night as she helped me compose my letter.

      “Do it for Jack, Nic,” she’d said. “Be true to yourself and honor his memory.”

      I take a deep breath and knock on Carmen’s door.

      “Come in,” she says. When I push the door open, she doesn’t look up. She’s scratching something down on her huge stack of papers, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose.

      I clear my throat.  She looks up, sliding the glasses off her face and arching her eyebrows in surprise.

      “Nicole.”

      “Carmen, hi.” I clear my throat again, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot. She gestures to one of the chairs across her desk. I sit down, holding my purse over my thighs. I take a deep breath, and Carmen folds her hands on her desk. Her gaze is unflinching, and she just waits for me to start.

      “First of all, I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done for me. Working here has been a great opportunity, and I’ve learned so much.”

      Start with something nice to soften the blow.

      Carmen leans back in her chair, still pointing those laser beam eyes at me.

      I take a deep breath and reach into my purse. “I’d like to hand in my resignation. I’ve put my last day as two weeks from today. I want you to know that it’s nothing personal, I’ve just decided that I need to focus on healing from the accident.”

      I slide the letter across the desk and Carmen looks at it for a brief moment. She tents her hands in front of her, tapping the pads of her fingers against each other.

      “What brought this on, Nicole?”

      She doesn’t make a move to touch the letter.

      I take a deep breath. Does she know about me and Martin? Probably. There have been enough whispers around the office, she’d have to be seriously out of touch not to know.

      “It’s not because of Martin, is it? That would be a real shame.”

      So she does know.

      I shrug and shake my head. I’m not really sure how to answer.

      Carmen takes a deep breath. “It would be a shame to lose such a valuable employee because of a… personal matter.”

      She thinks I’m a valuable employee? I stare at a spot on her desk and try to gather my thoughts. I didn’t think this would be so difficult. I thought I was sure, but now, with Carmen’s eyes stripping me bare, I’m not so sure.

      The door opens behind us.

      “I think I found a way to get Julian’s case thrown out,” Martin’s deep, husky voice starts. He stops when he sees me, his mouth hanging open. He glances at my face, and then Carmen’s. “I’ll come back.”

      He doesn’t look at me again before turning around and walking out of her office, and I know it’s over. If I didn’t know it before, I know it now. He chose the case. He chose himself. He chose to disregard everything I’ve told him about my husband and my accident.

      He’s never cared about me.

      I straighten my back and turn toward Carmen, sliding the letter of resignation toward her with my fingers.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      She sighs, reaching for the letter. She doesn’t open the envelope, she just taps it on her desk. She lays it aside and goes back to the stack of files beside her. She doesn’t look up when she speaks.

      “I’ll call security. You can empty your desk and they’ll escort you out.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “I thought… two weeks… I didn’t…”

      “You’ll get two weeks’ pay from today. We have lots of confidential, sensitive case information. When someone quits or is fired, they need to be off the premises the same day. It’s protocol.”

      “Protocol, right,” I stammer. I clear my throat. “Well, alright.”

      Carmen looks up at me and I try to straighten my face. My eyes are misting, and I hate myself for it. I try to keep my chin up and hold her gaze. I bite my lip to keep it from trembling.

      I hate how weak I feel. I hate how I’m second-guessing myself, how I’m not sure, how I’ve let Martin worm his way into my life and ruin everything for me.

      Yet, here I am. Trying to stop myself from spilling tears in my boss’s office right after quitting. Carmen takes a deep breath, pushing herself up to stand. She extends a hand toward me. I take a tentative step toward her, and then shake her hand.

      Her handshake is firm, strong, unwavering. She looks me in the eye and dips her chin down.

      “If you need a recommendation, let me know. You are very good at your job.”

      “Thanks, Carmen,” I say. She nods, and then looks back at her work. I let myself out, closing the door softly behind me.

      By the time I get to my desk, there’s a security guard waiting for me. I nod to him. I take my favorite pen, and a picture of me, Jenna, and her family. I open my drawers and see bits and pieces of stationary, closing them back up one by one.

      In the bottom drawer, I pull out my workout bag with my swim cap and bathing suit. I sling it over my shoulder and then nod to the security guard.

      “All set?”

      “All set,” I answer.

      Clarissa comes around the corner with a coffee cup in her hand and her eyes widen.

      “What’s…?”

      “I handed in my resignation,” I explain. “This is protocol, apparently,” I motion to the security guard. He grunts.

      Clarissa sets her mug down and puts her hands on her hips. She sighs, shaking her head.

      “I was just starting to enjoy having you around,” she says, smiling. “What happened?”

      “Personal differences, I guess.”

      “Is this because of that bastard, Martin?”

      I snort, shaking my head. “I don’t even know anymore. Take care of yourself.”

      She wraps me in a hug, squeezing me close. With her arms around me, I feel like I’ve made the right decision. She nods to me.

      “Good luck.”

      I walk out with the security guard. I don’t stop him when he walks in the direction of Martin’s office. I don’t turn my head, and my steps don’t falter. I just keep walking, even though I can feel everyone’s eyes on me.

      The security guard escorts me to my car, and then I nod to him.

      “I’ll take it from here,” I say sarcastically. “You’ve been quite the gentleman.” His furry eyebrows draw together in confusion and I shake my head. “Never mind.”

      I get in my car and take a deep breath. When I exit the building, it simultaneously feels like a weight is lifted off my shoulders, and like my heart is being ground to a fine dust.

      I don’t know whether to laugh or throw up.

      Instead, I just head to the pool and try to swim my misery away.
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      She doesn’t look at me when she walks by my office. I watch her walk by through the open doorway. Without realizing what I’m doing, I get up and stand in my doorway. I watch her walk proudly toward the elevators, with the oaf of a security guard standing next to her.

      He puts his hand on her mid back as they step into the elevator and a flash of jealousy courses through me. I want to rip his head clean off his neck for touching her perfect body. The elevator doors close and she’s gone, and my stomach turns. I feel sick.

      This is my fault.

      When the shock wears off, the agony sets in. My chest aches as I curl my fists into my hair. I double over at the waist, squeezing my eyes shut.

      When I straighten myself up again, agony is replaced with anger. It starts in my heart and spreads like venom through my veins. Soon, my anger carries me toward Carmen’s office.

      I rip the door open, letting it bang against the wall as I step through. It swings back behind me and I march toward her desk.

      “You fucking fired her? What did she do to you?” I lean over her desk. Carmen removes her glasses and stares at me placidly.

      “Answer me!” My voice is strained. My vocal cords feel like they’ve been rubbed with sandpaper. My pulse is quick and my blood feels hot and thick. Anger clouds my vision and Carmen’s silence only intensifies it.

      She stares at me for a few more moments. When she speaks, her voice is calm.

      “You’re out of line, Henderson.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “You’re out of line!” She shouts. My chest heaves as we stare at each other, and I try to register the shock of her yelling. I let out a sigh and kick one of her chairs, wincing as pain explodes through my toe.

      “This fucking DUI case! We shouldn’t even be defending that little shit bag!”

      “That little shit bag pays for your mortgage, Martin,” she replies icily. My breath rakes through my body, rattling my bones with every inhalation. I curl and uncurl my fists, staring at a blank place on the wall.

      “If you must know, not that I need to explain myself to you, ever,” Carmen says coolly, “Nicole quit.”

      I whip my head toward her, frowning.

      “What?”

      She lifts up a sealed envelope and waves it at me.

      “Seems to me like I should be asking you what the fucking problem is,” she says. She puts the letter down on her desk and I stare at it numbly.

      She quit.

      She’s gone.

      It’s over.

      If it wasn’t clear before, it’s crystal clear now. Nicole doesn’t want anything to do with me. She’ll put herself in financial hardship just to stay away from me.

      Pain pierces through me and I take a deep breath. I stand up taller.

      Good riddance. She was a distraction anyway. She got under my skin, and she didn’t deserve my attention. She was just a fucking paralegal. A fling.

      I nod to Carmen, stalking out without a word. I walk back to my office, but I can’t face working right now. Instead, I turn toward the elevators and I make my way to my car. My feet carry me without me knowing where I’m headed. The anger blazes through me, mingling with the strange, unfamiliar pain throbbing through my heart.

      Putting the car in gear, I race out of the lot. I let my instincts take me through the streets, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel when a red light dares to stop me. Gritting my teeth, I press on the accelerator as soon as it turns green.

      Before I know it, I’m outside Nicole’s apartment. There’s no time to analyze what’s going on. No time to think about what I’m doing, or why I’m here. I mash on the buzzer over and over, but there’s no response. An old woman shuffles out of the door, giving me a suspicious glare.

      “I’m one of Nicole’s friends,” I say, forcing a smile. She frowns at me but lets me pass. I take the stairs two by two, heading for her door. I bang on her apartment, yelling her name. I listen, but all I can hear is my own ragged breath and the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears.

      I lean my forehead against the door, sighing.

      “Nicole,” I say once more to the impassive door.

      “What are you doing here?” I jump when I hear her voice behind me. Her hair is wet, and her eyes are rimmed with the red imprint from her swimming goggles. She has a towel slung over her arm, with her work bag hanging off her shoulder.

      Her eyes are dark—almost black. They’re so far from the sparkling grey that I’ve learned to love. She stares at me until I speak.

      “Why did you quit?”

      “Why did you take the DUI case?”

      “Nicole…”

      “Can you please move out of the way?”

      I take a step aside as the anger flares inside me. Why won’t she just listen? Why can’t she just understand that this is my job, and I have to take whatever case Carmen gives me? I’m not doing this just to spite her. She shouldn’t have quit.

      She walks into her apartment leaving the door open, and I take that as an invitation inside. I step inside, closing the door behind me. She glances over her shoulder and takes a deep breath. Tossing her bag and towel over the back of a chair, she rakes her fingers through her wet hair and turns toward me.

      Nicole plants her hands on her hips, facing me with all the force of her righteous anger.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Don’t quit.” It’s not a request. She shouldn’t be quitting over something so trivial. Bullshit cases go through the firm all the time, and it’s our job to take them. She should know that by now. Why would she quit over this?

      “That isn’t your decision.” Her defiance makes my blood boil. Lust ignites in my core and my cock hardens to steel in an instant. Her eyes flash at me, and I’d like nothing more than to teach her swollen lips a lesson.

      I take a step toward her, and she stands her ground.

      “Nicole.”

      Her chin juts upward. She sets her jaw, staring me straight in the eye. Why does she have to be so damn irresistible?

      “I don’t want you to quit,” I say quietly, taking another step toward her. There’s only a foot of space between us, and I close it with another step. She hasn’t moved. Her chest brushes against mine, and my whole body zips with heat when I feel her nipples harden against me.

      Her body leans into me and she forces herself backward, turning her face away from me.

      “It doesn’t matter what you want, Martin,” she says. “It’s done now.”

      “This isn’t done.”

      “It’s not your decision.”

      She takes a step away from me, but I catch her wrist with my hand. I pull her to me, sliding my other hand to the back of her neck and tilting her head up. I crush my lips against hers and kiss her more fiercely than ever before. Her mouth opens, inviting me in. She moans softly into my mouth as I let my tongue dance over hers, and then I kiss her harder. Our lips, tongues, teeth crash together as my hand on her neck tightens and her fist curls into my chest.

      She smells like chlorine, and she tastes sweeter than honey. I groan, grinding my hard cock against her stomach as I pull her closer.

      Then, as suddenly as it started, she pushes me back. Before I know what’s happening, she lifts her arm and brings her hand across my face—hard.

      “How dare you?”

      Her eyes are blazing, her whole body trembling. I bring my hand up to my cheek in shock, arching my eyebrows.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t want that, princess.”

      “Get. Out.” Her voice is low. I don’t move, and her body vibrates. “Out!”

      Her yell pierces straight through the center of my chest, and I take a step back. Lust and anger and guilt and rage boil inside me until I just turn around and rip the door open. I stand in the open doorway with my back to her for a moment, and finally turn my head to look over my shoulder.

      “I thought you were different.”

      “Fuck you, Martin.”

      I leave the door open as I walk out the door and out of her life.
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      I’m still shaking when I pick up the phone and call Stella.

      “Hey,” she says, answering the phone. “Let me guess, you’re wondering how my renovations are going.”

      “Indirectly, yes. You got time for a glass of wine?” I choke back a sob.

      “Are you okay?” Concern seeps into her voice and I bite my lip to stop myself from crying.

      “Yeah.” I sniffle. “No.”

      “I think by ‘glass’ you meant ‘bottle’, right? Are you at home?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m just finishing up at the office. I’ll be over in half an hour.”

      I let out a sigh after I hang up the phone and stare blankly through the window. After a few minutes, I realize it’s raining and I don’t know how long I’ve been staring at the rain.

      With a sigh, I peel myself off the couch and head to the bathroom. I take a long, hot shower and I curl up on the couch to wait for my friend. I feel numb. This morning, I was empowered. I was making the right decision.

      But now? Now I don’t know what to think. Martin came here—that must mean he cares about me, right? But then he just demanded I not quit like he owned me. He kissed me like I was his fucking property. Ever since the cabin, it feels like something between us has shifted. The intimacy is gone, but the intensity has remained. It leaves me alone and vulnerable and dirty.

      When she rings the buzzer, I breathe a sigh of relief. I can’t be alone right now. If I’m alone, I’m thinking about him, and if I’m thinking about him, I’m missing him. If I’m missing him, I’m hurting.

      I open the door and Stella lifts up a bag. Bottles clank inside it and I try to smile.

      “How many bottles did you bring?”

      “Enough to make you forget about that bastard.”

      My eyebrows arch. “How did you know?”

      Stella laughs, shaking her head. “Because it’s always a bastard that makes us feel this way. Tell me everything. Wait, first—”

      She twists off the top of a bottle and takes a swig. I crack a smile, and she hands it to me, nodding. I take a big gulp, wiping my lips and shaking my head.

      “Feels like college all over again.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      She goes to the kitchen and comes back with two glasses. “I guess we can pretend to be civilized.” She grins and fills the glasses up to the brim.

      Sensing that I’m not ready to talk, Stella tells me about her leaky roof and the sexy carpenter that came by to fix it.

      “I can set you up with him, if you want.” She swirls her wine and winks at me. “He’s got all those great muscles that just scream ‘manual labor’. Rough hands and a dirty mouth.” She wiggles her eyebrows and I laugh. It feels like my face is cracking from the strain of smiling, but the pain in my heart eases.

      “Sounds like you’ve already been there, done that.”

      “I wish,” she says, snorting. “I’m working so many hours these days that I hardly even have the energy to pleasure myself, never mind someone else.”

      I snort sadly. My cheeks flush when I think of Martin in here, an hour ago, and how his touch made my panties soak through immediately. As much as I hated kissing him, my whole body responded to his touch as if he held the controls to my pleasure. My nipples hardened, and heat flooded my veins as soon as his hands were on me.

      My mind and body were thrown into beautiful, irresistible chaos the second I saw him at my door.

      But it was wrong. He is wrong!

      “How about you, Nic? How’s work? Did that bastard of a lawyer make it awful for you?”

      “Pretty much… I quit this morning.”

      “What!” Her eyes widen. “Why?”

      My throat gets tight and my eyes prickle. I bite my lip, taking a long, shuddering breath to steady myself. Stella puts a hand on my knee and I close my eyes.

      “Remember how I told you that Martin and I stopped at the scene of the accident?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Well, I told him all about it. I told him about the hit and run, and how it was probably some drunk driver afraid of getting in trouble.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she says, a bit more slowly. Her eyes are glued to me.

      “Yesterday, he took a DUI case. The guy hit a woman and she’s in the hospital now.” I close my eyes, squeezing my wine glass so hard I’m afraid it might break.

      “Oh, gosh. Oh, Nicole,” Stella says, shaking her head. “Oh Nic, I’m sorry.”

      “I just don’t know why he would do that. He said he didn’t have a choice, but…”

      “But you always have a choice.”

      “Exactly!”

      “And you feel like he completely disregarded your feelings about this massive life event that you’re just starting to process.”

      “Yes!”

      “And you feel betrayed that he would let you open up to him and then stomp on your feelings.”

      “Yes! Is that so hard to understand?”

      “Men are dense,” she scoffs. “But even that I would expect them to get. Who is this guy anyway?”

      “Martin Henderson. He’s the youngest lawyer to ever make partner at Sanders & Perry, apparently.”

      “So he thinks he can walk on water,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Figures.”

      I take a deep breath. “He showed up here today.”

      “No!” Her eyes widen. She takes a sip of wine without blinking or taking her eyes off me. I nod.

      “Mm-hmm. Tried to kiss me.”

      “That bastard! Did you let him?”

      “I was in shock, so yes.” I blush. “Then I slapped him.”

      “No!” Stella says again, laughing. “You didn’t!”

      “I did.”

      Stella lets out a burst of laughter and throws her head back. She touches her glass to mine and arches her eyebrows. “Go you,” she grins.

      I laugh and then shake my head. “You know what the fucked-up thing is though? I actually liked it. I was turned on. I felt like my body was betraying me, like I should feel disgusted and violated, and I should never want his hands on me again. But I fucking liked it.”

      Stella takes a deep breath and shakes her head. “Been there. Maybe you should just hate-fuck him and get him out of your system.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “It isn’t. It will most definitely make things worse,” she laughs. “But I haven’t had sex in over six months, and a hate-fuck sounds pretty good to me right now.”

      We laugh, and I lean my head on Stella’s shoulder. She fills up my wine glass again. I’ve missed this—actual human connection. What I have with Martin… it’s hard to describe. It felt so deep and so real when we first started sneaking around, but then it just fell apart. I don’t even know if I was imagining it from the start. Maybe he’s just been a beautiful, empty shell of a human the whole time.

      “What are you thinking about?” Stella pulls me out of my head, and I smile.

      “I was just thinking that the one good thing to come out of all this was reconnecting with you. I’m getting along better with my sister, too. I’m starting to feel like myself again.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” Stella’s eyebrows draw together and she sighs. “I tried, but then… I guess I just stopped trying.”

      “I pushed everyone away.” I stare at my wine. “You could have tried and tried and tried but it wouldn’t have worked.”

      “I’m so sorry you went through all that. Jack was… he was great.”

      Grief starts raising its ugly head inside me and I shove it down. I’m sick of it. Sick of feeling weak and powerless. Sick of letting these feelings knock me down for days. Sick of it all.

      I swallow past a lump in my throat and nod. “Yeah, he was.”

      “Hey!” Stella’s eyes brighten. “How about I ask around at the office for a job for you? Maybe we could get you working at my firm. That would help ease the whole ‘quitting because you fucked your boss’ thing.”

      “I didn’t quit because I fucked him,” I grin.

      “No, right. You quit because he’s an ass, which only became a problem after you started fucking him.” She arches an eyebrow and I laugh. “I’d say fucking him is one of the root causes. If we’re being honest, that is.”

      I shake my head, grinning. “You know, one of the things I like most about you is also what I like the least about you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your ability to hold up a mirror to me and make me see what I don’t want to see.”

      “Right now the mirror is saying your glass is empty,” she grins, picking up the bottle again. “So what do you say? You want me to ask if they have a job for you?”

      I take a deep breath and nod. “Sure. Yeah… that would be good, actually. That would make this whole thing a lot easier.”

      “As a bonus, it’ll be that much easier to enlist you for my renovations.”

      “Or set me up with your sexy carpenter.”

      “I’ve decided he’s mine,” she laughs, shaking her head. “I’m calling dibs.”

      Stella refills our glasses, emptying the last drops of wine into her glass and cracking another bottle open. She leans back on my sofa and stares out the window.

      “So… in all honesty, do you think it would be a really bad idea for me to sleep with my contractor?”

      “No worse than me sleeping with my boss,” I laugh. “So, I mean, go for it.”

      She nods and sips her wine. “Okay. I’ll do it. Are you going to hate-fuck your bastard lawyer boss?”

      I take a deep breath and stare out the window with her. I shrug. “If the opportunity presents itself… maybe, yeah.” As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I know I wouldn’t have the heart to do it. Being that close to Martin would rip the heart clean out of my chest, but it feels good to pretend that it wouldn’t.

      “Atta girl,” she chuckles. “Wouldn’t expect any less of you.”
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      I pace up and down my apartment like a caged animal. My fists open and close constantly, and I run my fingers through my hair until it’s sticking up in all directions. I stare out the floor-to-ceiling windows, seeing nothing.

      Slumping down in an overstuffed armchair, I put my head in my hands.

      I’m not sure what’s worse—the guilt of knowing what I did to Nicole and her husband last January, or the thought of going to work when Nicole isn’t there.

      She made herself clear: she doesn’t want to see me. She wants nothing to do with me.

      I look down and realize my knee is bouncing up and down. My heel is hitting the hardwood floors, making a light tapping sound over and over and over. I haven’t even taken my shoes off yet, and it sounds loud in my empty apartment.

      The refrigerator suddenly stops making noise and I’m hit with the crushing realization that I’m alone.

      Alone.

      Again.

      I let out a sigh and slump further down in the chair. My shirt crumples underneath me and I know it’ll crease, but I don’t care. I don’t care about anything except the look of hurt and betrayal in Nicole’s eyes when I tried to kiss her.

      If only she knew the truth—the whole truth—she’d be more hurt and betrayed than ever before.

      My hand drifts to my chest and I clutch my heart. Every breath hurts. A crushing weight has installed itself on top of my chest and it isn’t leaving.

      How could I be so stupid? I let myself get vulnerable, something I’d promised I would never do. My eye catches a photo frame above the fireplace, and anger flares up inside me again. Jumping out of the chair, I take three long strides toward the photo frame. That’s when it started. That photo is the exact moment where everything went wrong.

      The moment when my life exploded into a million little pieces happened a week after that photo was taken. I can’t handle it. I can’t handle the hurt of what I’ve lost. I can’t handle the guilt of what I’ve done. I can’t handle the thought that I’ve hurt Nicole.

      I grab the photo. The frame creaks under the force of my fingers and the need to just break something crashes into me. Starting in the pit of my stomach, it builds and builds until my thumb cracks the thin glass in front of the photo. Rage clouds my vision and a roar rumbles in my chest. With all my might, all my rage and hurt and guilt, I fling that fucking photo across the room. I don’t flinch when it smashes against the wall, sprinkling glass all over my expensive hardwood floors.

      My chest is heaving. My blood is thick and hot in my veins.

      I stare at the broken photo. My shoes crunch on broken glass as I walk toward it. When I pick it up, I feel my heart harden a little bit more. It’s turning to stone in my chest, and I welcome the emptiness that it leaves. I stare at the photo of Brianne and me. Her pregnant stomach was round and smooth and perfect. I was smiling in that picture. I was completely happy.

      It feels like a stranger is staring back at me. That person doesn’t exist anymore.

      My breath slows back down to normal, and the pulse thundering in my ears dulls to a gentle thrum.

      Sighing, I set the broken frame on the table. I crunch on more broken glass on my way to the cupboard to get the broom. As I clean up the broken glass, I’m embarrassed. Sweeping up the evidence of my rage makes me realize I lost control. I was weak.

      Just like I have been with Nicole.

      Weak and scared and pathetic.

      Needy.

      No, I need to get back to the real me. Back to the darkness that kept me warm when Brianne died. Back to the successful, uncompromising lawyer that her death created.

      Back to myself.

      I dump the broken glass in the garbage and slip the photo out of the broken frame. When I look at it, grief threatens to fill my heart again, so I slip the photo between the pages of a book and slide it on the bookshelf. Out of sight, and hopefully, never to be found again.

      

      A month later, when I get Julian’s DUI case thrown out, Carmen shakes my hand. She’s beaming, and I see something almost like admiration in her eyes.

      I would be proud of myself, if I felt anything. Ever since that night, when I knew it was over between Nicole and me, I’ve retreated back to the cold, empty loneliness inside myself.

      “Good work, Marty,” Carmen nods. “I’ll be honest, I’m surprised you were able to pull it off.”

      “You shouldn’t be.”

      “I guess I underestimated you.”

      “Another thing you shouldn’t do.”

      She grins at me, and I walk out of the office with my head held high. When I get in my car, I glance in the back seat and see my duffle bag full of swimming gear. It’s Tuesday, which is technically Nicole’s day at the pool, but does she even still go?

      I’m itching to let off some steam.

      When Brianne died, I started working, and that was enough to fill the void. But now, even work doesn’t make me forget. My muscles feel underused, and the pent-up energy inside me threatens to explode. No matter how much I work, and swim, and run, and lift weights, sleep has started to evade me. I’m lucky if I get two or three hours a night.

      I know tonight will be no different. Unless I bring myself to the brink of exhaustion, I won’t sleep.

      So even though it’s not my day at the pool, I shake my head.

      “Fuck it,” I say under my breath. Why am I still following that stupid schedule anyway? The pool doesn’t belong to her. She probably doesn’t even go anymore.

      When I get there, my eyes scan the parking lot for her beat-up Honda. I don’t see it, and I’m not sure if I’m relieved or disappointed. I grab my duffle bag and head inside.

      It’s not until I’m changed, showered, and swim capped that I see her. I’ve only seen her swimming a couple times, but I’d recognize her anywhere. She’s in the slow lane, even though she’s more than capable of being one of the faster ones. I stop walking, frozen in place as I watch her. When she nears the wall, I start walking again and slip into the lane next to hers.

      I start swimming, and my muscles start burning. Every breath, every stroke, every kick—it all releases the tension in my body a little bit at a time.

      But there’s still a niggling feeling at the back of my neck. After a few lengths, I stop at the wall and poke my head out of the water.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” Nicole says beside me.

      I turn to see her hanging on to the wall beside me. She’s so close it makes my breath catch. Her goggles are propped up on her swim cap, and her face and shoulders are dotted with droplets of water. Her eyes, grey and steely, are trying their best to turn me to ice.

      “Last time I checked, you don’t own this place.”

      “We agreed on days.”

      “That was months ago, Nic.”

      “Don’t call me Nic.”

      “What would you like me to call you?”

      The lane rope bobs up and down between us as another swimmer does a turn behind me. He kicks and splashes both of us, but neither of us flinch.

      She adjusts the strap of her bathing suit, and my body zings with heat. My cock throbs in my Speedos. Even the cold pool water can’t stop the way I feel about her.

      “I heard you got that singer off for the DUI.”

      “They didn’t have a case against him.”

      “He hit a woman! She was in the hospital! Do you even know if she lived? Do you even care?” Her cheeks blush red and her eyes flash. The little specks of green around the edges sparkle with anger.

      “She’s fine,” I lie. Both her legs were broken, and she’s not in good shape. Guilt needles at my heart and I huff. I pull my goggles back down over my face. “It was great to see you, Nic. Always a pleasure.”

      I kick off the wall and swim away from her. It’s all I can do to get away from those eyes, those lips, those hands. Another second beside her and I would have tried to kiss her again.

      If I was trying to prove to myself that she no longer holds any power over me, I failed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            Nicole

          

        

      

    

    
      I watch him swim away as the anger boils in the pit of my stomach. My whole body tingles with heat and anger and desire, and I hate myself for it.

      I shouldn’t want him. I should despise him!

      Pulling myself out of the pool, I stomp toward the change rooms. I can’t be near him. I can’t believe he thought it was okay to share the pool with me. Of course he would. Arrogant, no-good, cocky asshole!

      Tears sting my eyes and I brush them away. I wish I could run to the changing room and hide in a shower stall, but my wet feet and the tiles around the pool are slippery, so all I can manage is an awkward waddle. As soon as I make it around the corner, I grab my bag and go to a shower.

      I turn the water on as hot as it’ll go and stand under the stream. I won’t let myself cry. I’m done crying.

      Why would I let him have that much power over me? It was a silly fling, and it’s over. I have a new job, new coworkers, and hopefully at some point, I’ll meet someone new. I’m not crying over him. I refuse.

      I wash my swim cap, my goggles, and I rinse my bathing suit as I wear it. Then, I take it off and take a long, hot shower. By the time I’m done, I feel almost normal again.

      Taking my time getting dressed, I pull out my makeup bag and swipe some mascara over my lashes. I brush my hair and then take a deep breath.

      Even after everything, I still want him to think I’m pretty.

      Pathetic.

      Gathering my things, I take a deep breath and step out of the changing room.

      My timing could not have been worse. Martin pulls himself out of the pool just as I step out. Water runs down his chiseled body—a body that I used to worship. It drops off him, carving every valley of muscle along his arms, his chest, his abs. I watch as a droplet of water speeds down his obliques toward his tiny Speedos.

      Toward his bulge.

      My eyes dart back up to see him pull off his goggles and swim cap. He shakes his head like a dog, and then starts walking toward his towel.

      That’s when he spots me. My eyes widen and I put my head down, speeding toward the exit.

      “Nicole!” He says, jogging after me. “Nic, wait!”

      The lifeguard’s whistle rings out. “No running!” She yells. Martin ignores her. I look over my shoulder to see him slip and lose his balance. He wobbles but is able to right himself.

      “You’re going to break your neck,” I say, turning toward him. “Not that I would care.”

      “I don’t care. Just… slow down. Please talk to me.”

      Water drips from his wet hair onto his muscular shoulders. I force myself not to drop my gaze. Instead, I stare at the wall and bite my lip. He takes a step toward me, and my heart speeds up.

      “Nicole,” he says softly.

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      His voice is so gentle that it makes me look at him again. His deep, ocean-blue eyes stare into mine. His palms turn toward me and he shakes his head.

      “I shouldn’t have taken the case.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have. Especially not right after I opened up to you about Jack.”

      His face twists and he looks away from me. “I have to tell you something.”

      I frown as the air between us thickens. He’s still staring at a spot on the floor, and I let my eyes drift over his body. I miss it. I miss the way he smelled and tasted. I miss the way his chest would rumble when I did something to turn him on. I miss him. I haven’t been with anyone—or even flirted with anyone, really—since we split up. There are a couple men who have made advances toward me once I started working at Stella’s firm, but I’ve just ignored it.

      I’m not ready.

      But now, as I stare at this perfect man—the man that I thought I almost loved—I know that I still want him.

      I take a step toward him and raise my hand toward his chest, then hesitate. My hand hovers an inch from his skin and I drop it.

      I’m not going to make the same mistakes over and over. I clench my jaw and force myself to look him in the eye.

      “What do you need to tell me?”

      His eyes turn back toward me and the pain I see in them is staggering. My heart breaks for him, and all I want to do is throw my arms around his neck and tell him that whatever it is, it’s okay.

      He opens his mouth, but no words come out. His eyebrows draw together on his forehead, and the intensity of his gaze increases. He closes his eyes for a moment, and all the breath leaves his body. His shoulders fall, and he shakes his head. When he opens his eyes again, they’re clearer, but the sadness remains.

      “I miss you,” he finally says. “I’ve missed you every day since the day you quit.”

      Velvety, soft butterfly wings tickle the corners of my heart. My legs shake.

      I hate it. I hate the power he has over me.

      I don’t know what to say. I want to scream that I’ve missed him too. I want to tell him that I hate him, and I love him, and everything in between. I want to say that it hurts to look at him, but the thought of never seeing him again makes me feel even worse.

      I don’t say anything, though. I just lift my fingers up and brush them along his jaw. He closes his eyes and exhales softly, leaning into my touch.

      “I miss you too,” I whisper.

      His eyes darken with desire, and a current of electricity zips down my spine. He cups my cheek in his hand.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

      “I know.”

      Then, he brings his lips to mine.

      The last time we kissed, it was intense and angry and wrong. This time, it feels like the rightest thing in the world. His lips are soft, and they taste like chlorine. When he parts my lips and slips his tongue between them, he tastes like himself. Like heaven and earth and love and hate and everything that’s ever meant anything to me.

      He kisses me gently, his hand tilting my face up toward him. He’s trembling, holding me like I’m a china doll that he might break if he’s too rough.

      Maybe that’s exactly what I am.

      His tongue swipes across my lower lip. I deepen the kiss, standing up on my tiptoes to kiss him harder. I wrap my arms around his neck as the water on his body soaks into my clothes. I shiver, melting into him and I know that he’s the man for me.

      Even with a month apart, even as I hated every fiber of his being, even as I thought the worst of him, he’s the only one that I wanted.

      When he pulls away, his eyes are cloudy. He rests his forehead against mine and lets out a breath.

      “I’m going to go get dressed. Will you wait for me?”

      I nod, because my voice is gone. I walk out of the pool area, suddenly aware of how many people must have seen us. Who cares? My heart is beating again and I feel alive. I shuffle away from it all, heading toward the lobby. I lean against the wall and wait.

      When he comes back out, my breath catches in my throat. His broad shoulders stretch the fabric of his white tee-shirt, and his dark jeans hang off his slim hips. His beauty is breathtaking and my heart shatters all over again. He smiles at me, extending his hand.

      “Will you come to my place?”

      “Sure.” I slip my fingers into his.

      “Where’s your car?”

      I chew my lip, shaking my head. “It broke down. I’m saving up to have it fixed, but…” I trail off. “I took the bus.”

      His eyebrows draw together and he nods. He pulls his keys out and presses a button to unlock the doors. Opening my door for me, he helps me into his car. His hand presses on the small of my back and happiness floods through me.

      Is it happiness? Right now, happiness and desire feel very similar.

      He jogs around the back of the car and gets in the driver’s seat. Before turning on the keyless ignition, he turns toward me and pulls me in for a kiss. He groans into my mouth, scraping his teeth over my lower lip and kissing me harder. His hand drifts down my neck and over my chest. My nipples harden under my shirt as his hand brushes across them. I moan, kissing him harder.

      “You’re irresistible, Nicole,” he breathes, and my heart thunders.
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      I open my front door for Nicole. She steps through, smiling shyly.

      “Haven’t been here in a while,” she says, glancing around. “It looks the same.” She has her back to me, staring out the windows at the Denver skyline.

      I snake my arms around her waist and bury my face in her dark hair. I inhale the fresh, fruity scent of her shampoo and groan.

      “You always smell so good.”

      She laughs, turning her head toward me. “You clearly haven’t spent enough time with me. I promise you I get stinky.”

      My heart thuds and I look her in the eye. “No, I haven’t spent enough time with you. Eternity wouldn’t be long enough.”

      Somewhere in the deep recesses of my mind, I know I need to tell her the truth about the accident. I need to come clean. But right now, with my arms around her, and her perky little ass pressing back into my cock… now is not the time.

      My hand moves up to cup her breast, and she exhales. She turns her head toward me and I catch her lips in mine. Moving her hips back and forth, she makes my already-hard cock throb. She moans into my mouth, and I kiss her harder.

      I claw at her shirt, bringing it up to her chin so I can feel her silky soft skin. I groan again.

      “I’ve missed the feel of your skin,” I growl.

      “That’s what someone with a taxidermy fetish would say.”

      “Only you could come out with a line like that at a moment like this.”

      She spins in my arms, grinning. “What’s a moment like this?”

      “It’s the moment where I remind you that you’re mine. You always were, and you always will be.”

      Her eyes widen, and her legs quiver. I drop my hand between them, feeling the heat of her desire. I sigh as I imagine how wet her panties must be right now.

      Stroking my hand back and forth, I run my lips over her neck. “You hear me, Nicole? You’re mine. Mine to touch, mine to hold, mine to fuck.”

      She exhales, rolling her hips toward me. “I’m yours.”

      “Don’t you ever forget it again,” I growl. Nicole hooks her arms around my neck, staring me straight in the eye. She kisses me gently, just barely brushing her lips against mine. I curl my hand over her pants as she presses her center toward me.

      “I missed you,” she breathes. “I missed you so much.”

      “I know.”

      I can’t wait any longer. I unbutton her jeans and rip them down her legs. She gasps, kicking off her shoes and helping me take her pants off all the way. I pick her up, kissing her hard. She wraps her legs around my waist and I feel her soaked panties resting against my crotch. I groan as the pressure in the pit of my stomach builds.

      “I want you,” she breathes between kisses.

      “Not yet,” I growl. Carrying her to the bedroom, I toss her down on the bed. With a flick of my wrist, I tear her panties off and dive head-first into her pussy.

      The gasps and moans that she emits almost make me cream my pants. Her hips buck and her back arches toward me, and I just lick, and suck, and taste her until her whole body vibrates.

      Her orgasm tastes better than I remembered. I moan into her slit, driving my tongue in and out of her as she comes. She curls her fingers into my hair, screaming my name over and over.

      I don’t give her a chance to recover. I’ve waited too long and dreamt of her too many times. I need her. I stand up and kick my pants off before ripping my shirt off over my head. Nicole scrambles to take the rest of her clothes off, and then our eyes meet for a brief moment.

      Her dark hair is wild. Her eyes glint with desire and she sucks her bottom lip into her mouth. My eyes travel down her body and I exhale slowly.

      “You’re so beautiful, Nic.”

      Instead of responding, she just opens her arms toward me. I reach for the nightstand where I keep my condoms and pull one out. I have it out of the wrapper and in front of my cock when her hand reaches out and stops me. I look at her, frowning.

      “I…” She takes a sharp breath in. “I want to feel you. All of you.”

      My eyes widen, and I nod. “Okay.”

      I drop the condom as all my blood rushes to my cock. I can’t think of anything else, only sheathing myself inside her. My lips meet hers as I spread her thighs with my knees. She hooks her ankles around my back, tilting her hips toward me.

      The tip of my cock brushes against her slit, and I groan. I move back and forth, leaning my forehead against hers. I close my eyes and exhale.

      “That feels so fucking good.”

      “I know,” she says.

      Her velvety smoothness feels better than I could have imagined. I can’t hold back any longer. Entering her slowly, I feel her walls stretch to accept me. Inch by inch, I plunge my cock deep inside her. We both exhale, and I groan.

      “Nicole…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Fuck,” I manage to say. “You feel so fucking good. You’re so tight.”

      She smiles, biting her lip. “Well there hasn’t been anything up there in a while…”

      My heart thumps. For the past month, the thought of Nicole with other men has been driving me wild. On sleepless nights, when I’ve stared at the ceiling and it’s stared right back at me, I’ve imagined Nicole tangled in the bedsheets with someone else. The rage that those thoughts ignited in me is almost indescribable.

      But now I know that she’s mine. I know that my cock is the only cock that will ever be inside her, and I know that she’s the only one that I want. Warmth explodes in my chest. She curls her fingers into my hair, rolling her hips toward me once more.

      “I think I’m in love with you,” I blurt out, and I drive my cock inside her.

      Nicole laughs, and then gasps when my cock plunges deeper. “You did not just say that for the first time while we’re having sex.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” I say, thrusting again. She gasps, closing her eyes. Her hands dig into my hair and I drive my cock even deeper.

      Watching the pleasure wash over her is more erotic than anything I can explain. Her walls grip my shaft tighter, and I know that I won’t last long.

      As our motions become faster, and more frantic, Nicole opens her eyes.

      “I think I love you too.”

      I explode.

      I fill her up completely with my seed, groaning as my orgasm takes over my entire body. I shake, tense, contract, and finally relax as she gasps underneath me. Her hands drift up and down my back and I finally collapse on top of her.

      When I slide off her, I roll onto my back and exhale. She turns toward me, putting her hand on my chest.

      “Your heart is racing.”

      “Yeah,” I reply.

      She bites her lip. “Did you mean it? What you said?”

      I turn my head to look at her beautiful face. “Yes. Did you?”

      She nods. “I think so.”

      I grin. “You think so?”

      “Take what you can get, buddy,” she laughs, and then I pull her in for a kiss.
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      Sometime later, when sleep starts to creep up on me, Martin shifts beside me. The mattress dips as he turns, and he lets out a big sigh.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      I open my eyes and see him staring at the ceiling. A vein in his jaw is twitching, and he swallows thickly. I prop myself up on my elbow and put a hand on his chest.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I need to tell you something.”

      Right away, I know something’s wrong. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle, and my chest is suddenly hollow. I swallow, trying to bring back a bit of moisture to my suddenly dry mouth.

      “Okay,” I say. I rub my eyes and sit up.

      Martin’s face twists, and he shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry. I just want you to know that from the bottom of my heart, I’m sorry.”

      My heart hammers, and panic starts to claw at my throat. An hour ago, he was telling me he loved me. And now…? I blink, pulling my hand away from his chest. He turns toward me and I see the same pain in his eyes that I saw the day he tried to kiss me at my apartment.

      “Did you sleep with someone else or something? I mean, we weren’t together, so…”

      He shakes his head, snorting.

      “Sleep with someone else? God, I tried. Many times. I could never go through with it. Ever since you stole my parking space, it’s always been you. Only you.”

      I consider making a comment about it not being his parking space to lighten the mood, but I bite my tongue. It’s not the time. This feels significant. It feels scary.

      He takes a deep, rattling breath.

      “Do you remember how I told you my wife died?”

      “She had to have an emergency C-section, right?”

      He nods, turning back toward the ceiling. His eyes go hazy, as if he’s being transported back to that time. “We’d been trying to have a kid for years,” he says. His voice sounds hollow. “She was going through IVF treatments, and finally, finally, we had a baby.”

      He inhales again, squeezing his eyes shut. A tear rolls down the side of his face, and I wipe it away with the backs of my fingers.

      “It was the happiest time of my life. And then, when I was over in Golden for a case, she started bleeding. A lot. I couldn’t get back fast enough, because Carmen had sent me to the fucking mountains, so Jaime took her to the hospital. They couldn’t save the baby, and—” he sobs. My heart shatters for him. I put my hand on his shoulder, stroking him softly. A lump forms in my throat as I see this man—this beautiful, stoic man—break down.

      I wish I could take some of his pain away and shoulder it myself. I wish I could mend his heart, soothe him and love him until he was whole again.

      “By the time they took the baby out, she’d lost so much blood. She was unconscious, and they tried to revive her. They gave her blood. They tried, and she hung on for a long time—almost a week.”

      He stops talking, and I squeeze his shoulder. This is the most he’s told me about his wife’s death. Tears run down my cheeks and I let them fall off my chin onto the blanket.

      Martin takes a deep breath. “On the day that it happened, I was in Golden.”

      “For work.”

      He nods. “Jaime called me from the hospital, and I started panicking. I got back as quickly as I could but I…” He takes a deep breath. “I got in an accident on the way home.”

      My heart starts beating. I think I know what he’s going to say, but I don’t want to hear it. My mind starts heading for the abyss, and the darkness begins sucking me in.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      It’s not true.

      “I was driving on the I-70,” he says, turning his head toward me. In his eyes, I see pain, and something else. I see guilt. “I hit a car. I side-swiped it. I saw it spin into the other lane, and I thought they would be okay. I needed to get back to Brianne. I…”

      His face crumples and he starts to cry.

      “I’m so sorry, Nicole. I’m so fucking sorry. I should have stopped.”

      I shake my head. “No.” I back away from him, shaking my head faster. “No, no, no, no, no.”

      Scrambling up from the bed, I back up until I hit the far wall. My fingernails scratch on the wall behind me as I try to make sense of what he’s just told me. He stares at me, his eyes hollow. He extends his hands toward me and I wrap my own arms around my naked body.

      “I’m so sorry, Nicole. I thought someone would see you. I was a mess. I knew Brianne was in trouble, I—”

      “Do not try to garner sympathy by using your fucking dead wife,” I spit. The darkness swallows me whole. “You liar. You monster. You murderer!”

      He’s crying, but I don’t care. I feel dirty and foolish. My heart implodes, and shards of it embed themselves in my flesh. My whole body hurts. I’m in agony. I scramble to pick up my clothes, shaking. Martin stands up, and I just point my trembling finger at him.

      “Take one step toward me and I’m calling the police.”

      “Nic—”

      “Get away from me!” My voice is guttural and animalistic. It’s not my voice, it’s all my pain and my grief and my horror ripping through my vocal cords. I grab my throat, struggling for a breath.

      His face twists some more, and he sits down on the bed with his head in his hands. I get dressed as I hyperventilate. By the time I’ve gathered my things, my whole world has tilted on its axis. I pause in the doorway to the bedroom and turn around.

      Martin is still sitting on his bed—the bed where we just had sex—with his head in his hands. He’s naked, and pathetic, and weak.

      “How long have you known?”

      He turns to look at me, and I don’t recognize the shell of a man that meets my eye. I stand up straighter, willing my lower lip not to tremble.

      “Since you showed me the scene of the accident.”

      I stare at the ceiling to try to stop my tears, but they pour out of my eyes. “And you still had sex with me? You still took that DUI case? You told me you loved me?”

      “Nicole, I—”

      I put up my hand, shaking my head. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear the voice that I’ve been missing for the past month. I don’t want to hear his story of heartbreak and grief. I don’t want to think that the man that I thought I was falling in love with is the man who killed my husband.

      I look at him once more. He opens his mouth to speak, but we just stare at each other in silence. Tears flow down my cheeks, but I hold my chin up high.

      I may be emotional, but I am not weak. I turn my back to him and walk out of his apartment.

      I walk for ten, fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. I’m not sure how long. There are no taxis in sight, and the crushing weight of Martin’s confession hits me like a speeding train. I sit down on the curb and I cry.

      When a cab finally comes into view, I stand up and wave it down. I wipe my eyes and nose on my sleeve and take a deep breath before getting in and giving him my address.

      “Everything okay?” The cabbie asks as he glances at me through the rear-view mirror.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Everything’s fine.”
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      I don’t know how long I sit there. I hear the door close and it rattles my bones. Then, I just sit on the edge of my bed with my head in my hands and let all the emotion drain from my body until I’m empty. Finally, when my body starts shivering, I realize that I’m cold.

      My skin is covered in goosebumps, and my cock has shriveled up to the size of my thumb. My muscles creak as I stand up, and I shuffle to the shower. The water hits my body and warms it up, and I just stand there, unfeeling.

      Mechanically, I turn the water off and dry myself. I slip into some sweat pants and lie on my bed, but then I turn to the side and realize that Nicole was there. The imprint of her body is still on the sheets, and I can smell the scent of her shampoo on the pillow.

      My chest squeezes. I grab my pillow and head for the couch. I take a couple sleeping pills and collapse on the cushions.

      Dawn is breaking when I wake up. The sun is shining on a beautiful summer’s day. I groan. The fact that the world is still turning is a slap in the face.

      Just like when Brianne died, I feel like the world is spinning around me. My world is falling to pieces, but somehow, unaware, life for everyone else goes on.

      Everything aches when I sit up on the couch. I stare at the pillow, and then at the rug, and finally push myself up to get a cup of coffee. I groan as I stand, as if my body’s aged fifty years overnight. Even the soles of my feet hurt. I hobble to the kitchen and make a cup of coffee, and then I stand at the counter and drink it.

      Somehow, I make it to work. I head for my office and close the door, sitting behind my desk and staring at my blank screen. My eyes drift to the edge of my desk, where I made Nicole orgasm the very first time. My chest feels like it has a bloody axe embedded in it, and the ugly truth starts to creep up on me.

      She’s right. I’m a piece of shit. I lied to her—lied by omission. I should have told her when we stopped at that damn tree. I should have broken down and begged for her forgiveness. I should have turned myself in, and then gotten down on my knees and begged her not to hate me.

      But I didn’t.

      I said nothing. I let her believe that the loss of her husband reminded me of my wife, when all it did was remind me of my guilt.

      Kelly pokes her head in the door with a list of messages. Her eyes widen when she sees my face, and I wonder how bad I really look. It’s not like I looked at myself in the mirror this morning. I can’t face myself.

      She slides through the doorway and pads toward me. She places the messages on my desk, along with an envelope with our firm’s name emblazoned on it.

      I nod. “Thanks, Kelly.”

      She hesitates. “Martin… Are you okay?”

      I must look pretty fucking bad.

      “I’m fine. Cancel my appointments this morning and don’t bother me with anything.”

      She nods and walks out without saying anything. As soon as the door closes, I exhale. I stare at my blank screen again, and the stack of papers on the edge of my desk. I can’t bring myself to even turn on my computer right now.

      Instead, I reach for the envelope. The page inside is made with thick, expensive-feeling paper. I already know what the letter says—I’ve gotten a number of them in the past year. I read it, and my heart sinks.

      It’s a bonus for winning the DUI case. For our high-profile clients, the firm reserves part of the fees as incentives if we win the cases. Usually, a letter like this would fill me with pride, and I’d buy myself something nice. The first time, it was a new car. The second time, I bought a new entertainment system for my apartment.

      But now?

      Now I toss the letter aside and drop my head in my hands. I feel dirty. That letter just reinforces that I’m a liar, and a piece of shit. I don’t deserve a bonus. I should be in jail.

      A tear drops onto the letter, and that’s when I realize I’m crying. Once I start, I can’t stop. Tears keep coming and coming and coming and I sob. My shoulders shake and I rock back and forth. I’m not sure how long I cry, but eventually the tears slow down. My throat feels raw, and my body feels like an empty husk.

      I stare at the letter. My eyes drift down to Carmen’s signature at the bottom, and my heart hardens. I know what I need to do.

      I pick up the letter with the tips of my fingers as I stand up. Running my fingers through my hair, I take a deep breath and head for the door. I ignore the shocked looks and whispers as I walk across the office. I just keep my eyes on my destination.

      When I open Carmen’s door, she looks up. Her eyebrows arch, and she slides her glasses off her face. She stands up, walking around her desk.

      “Marty,” she says. “What’s going on?”

      I close the door and look her in the eye. She takes a tentative step toward me. She looks concerned—she probably should. I’m on the verge of a fucking mental breakdown. She’s my boss, my mentor, the woman who gave me all my opportunities in this career. She’s a tough, strong woman, but now, she takes another step toward me and slides her hand over my arm.

      “Marty,” she says. Her voice is softer than I’ve ever heard it. She leads me to a chair, her eyes not leaving my face.

      I hand her the letter and struggle to swallow. I take a deep breath. Her eyes don’t leave my face.

      “Carmen, I need to tell you something.”

      “Okay,” she says evenly.

      I thought telling the story a second time would be easier. It’s not. With another deep breath, I straighten my shoulders and for the first time, I face my past and my future head-on.

      “A year and a half ago, I was involved in a hit and run.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh my God,” she sighs. “Did they ever find the guy?”

      I shake my head. “I’m the guy. I hit a car, and I didn’t stop. Brianne had just been taken to the hospital, and—” My voice cracks, and I take a deep breath to steady it. “I found out that the driver of the other car died.”

      “Fuck,” she breathes, dropping her head. “Fuck, Marty.”

      “I’m going to turn myself in.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t handle it anymore. I can’t do it.”

      “Marty…”

      “I need to do it, Carmen.”

      She puts a hand on my knee. “Just take a deep breath, Martin.”

      Frustration flares up inside me. She’s not listening to me! I didn’t come here to be placated, or to be convinced otherwise. I just came here to confess. I came here to come clean.

      “Look at me.” Her voice is hard, and I find myself doing as she says. “We are going to deal with this. You have a bright future ahead of you, and I don’t want you to throw it all away.”

      “It was wrong, Carmen. I killed someone.”

      “Your wife was dying.”

      “And I killed a man.”

      “Stop it.”

      My lip trembles, and I hate the fact that I’m falling to pieces in front of my boss.

      “Just give me a week, Marty,” she says. I don’t want to, but I feel weak. I want to relinquish control of the situation. I want someone else to tell me what the right thing to do is. I don’t want to wrestle with my conscience anymore.

      I’m tired.

      I’m weak.

      I’m alone.

      Carmen squeezes my knee and stares me straight in the eye. “Don’t do anything stupid, Henderson. You hear me?”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “Take the rest of the day off.”

      “I don’t need to—”

      “Do it.” She puts up a hand to stop my protest. “I’ll come up with a plan.”

      “Carmen, you’re not listening. I don’t want a plan. I want to turn myself in.”

      “Don’t let one mistake ruin your life, Martin.”

      My chest heaves. I look at my boss, shaking my head. The guilt and sadness open up inside me like a bottomless void. I stand on the edge of the abyss, and I hear myself chuckle bitterly.

      “It already has.”
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      One month later…

      Stella was right, having a routine helped. I took a day off after that awful night at Martin’s house. That evening, Stella nearly knocked down my door to find out what was wrong. She got me into the shower and made me dinner. She picked me up the next morning and stayed with me for the first couple nights.

      She said she needed somewhere to stay because of the renovations at her house, but I know it was because she was afraid to leave me alone.

      It took me ten days to tell her what happened. She was so angry her whole face went red, and she started shaking. She crumpled a bunch of papers and shouted about suing the bastard, but that only made me cry.

      The rest of the time has been a blur. I’ve gotten up, gone to work, eaten, and slept. Last week, I even started swimming again.

      Martin tried calling me a couple times, but I blocked his number and redirected all his emails to my spam folder. I deleted him on social media, but I was still reminded of him everywhere I went. My heart still skips a beat every time a black BMW passes me in the street.

      The days are okay. The worst time is nighttime. I try to tire myself out enough that I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow, but it doesn’t always work.

      Tonight, I’m staring at the ceiling again as my thoughts swirl around me. It’s almost too easy to give in to the anger, the outrage, the deep, unending sadness.

      So, I try to fight it. I close my eyes and take deep breaths. I count my inhales up to five, and then exhale up to five. I do this over and over until my mind clears.

      I open my eyes when my phone dings. I turn to my nightstand and check my phone, frowning at the notification. It’s an app I use to track my menstrual cycle.

      Your period is 7 days late, it says.

      I frown. It’s been giving me these notifications every day. For some reason, tonight’s notification makes me pause. My period hasn’t been late since I was in my teens. I put my hand on my stomach and take a deep breath.

      I won’t let my mind go there. I won’t let myself think about what it means for my period to be late.

      I’m on the pill! I get up and check my pill package. I’m on the sugar pills, so I should be bleeding by now. My period week is nearly over. I flip the package over and frown.

      Then, my eyes widen. Stamped in the bottom corner of the packaging is a faint expiration date… from two years ago. I take three quick, staggered breaths. Maybe it’s some weird European date format that’s all out of order—but the year is still two years ago. Maybe it’s wrong. Maybe…

      I pull up the internet on my phone and search for an explanation. With every new search result, my heart sinks further and further down. Pregnant, pregnant, pregnant.

      Shaking, panting, with panic rising inside me, I throw my phone aside.

      It’s not true.

      It can’t be.

      It’s impossible.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and count my breaths again until my heart slows down. Then, I stare at the expired package of pills again and try not to cry.

      

      The next morning, the first thing I do is go to the bathroom. My eyes prickle when there’s still no sign of Aunt Flo. I sit on the toilet, taking deep breaths and staring at the ceiling.

      When I get dressed, I wince as I put my bra on. My breasts feel swollen and sensitive, just like they have been for the past two weeks. How did I not notice that before? I poke them and cup them, frowning. They feel heavier than usual, and my nipples are so sensitive even the soft fabric of my bra feels rough.

      I shake my head, ignoring the voice in the back of my head that’s screaming the obvious to me.

      I delete the period tracking app and try to ignore it, but anxiety starts mounting inside me. Stella notices something’s wrong, and she pulls me aside at work. I make up some excuse about sleeping poorly. She frowns but says nothing.

      It takes me three days to work up the courage to buy a pregnancy test. When I’m in the pharmacy, I feel strangely ashamed. I’m a grown woman, and pregnancy should be a joyous, natural thing. Instead, I’m buying a bunch of stuff I don’t need to cover up the fact that I’m really here to see if there’s a baby growing inside me.

      The pregnancy test feels like a ticking time bomb. As soon as I unwrap it and pee on the end of it, it might blow my whole world apart.

      The test says to wait until morning, and I toss and turn all night. When I finally wake up, bleary-eyed and tired, I stumble to the bathroom and frown at the box. My heart hammers as I unwrap it and sit down on the toilet, and I bite my lip to keep myself from crying.

      I start the timer on my phone and turn the test around. I brush my teeth and start getting ready for work to ignore the explosion that’s about to rock my world to pieces.

      When the timer goes off and I turn the test around, I’m not even surprised. It doesn’t feel like an explosion. Two little blue lines stare back at me, clear and strong.

      I’m pregnant.

      I sit down on the floor and stare at the test. Then, I get up, throw the test in the garbage and keep getting ready for work.

      Around lunchtime, Stella comes to my desk and invites me out for some food. I follow her mechanically, putting one step in front of the other. She’s talking about something, but I don’t hear a word. I don’t even know if I’ve gotten any work done.

      Finally, when we sit down to eat, she looks at me for the first time.

      “Honey, what’s wrong? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      I stare at my sandwich. “I’m pregnant.”

      Her jaw drops and her eyes widen. “Are you sure?”

      I nod.

      “How? I thought you were on the pill.”

      “They’re expired.”

      “What?” I look up to see her wide-eyed. “What do you mean? How long have you had them?”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “I don’t know. I had an old pack from back before Jack and I were trying for a baby, but I thought I was using the new one I just got. Maybe they got mixed up in my medicine cabinet. I don’t know. I don’t know… I just… I don’t know.”

      “Okay, honey. That’s okay.” She puts her hand over mine and I take deep, calming breaths. “Are you… How do you feel? Are you… happy?”

      That makes me laugh. I laugh and laugh and laugh, and Stella looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have. Finally, I wipe my eyes and shake my head.

      “No, Stella. I’m not happy. The man who killed my husband impregnated me right before he told me what he did. I’m alone, I’m depressed, I’m broke, and I have no prospects at happiness or financial stability.”

      Stella stares at the table between us. Her body is vibrating and she shakes her head. “Fuck, Nic.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to keep it?”

      She looks up at me, her eyebrows drawing together.

      I chuckle bitterly, shaking my head. “That’s the thing that’s fucking with my head, Stella. I want it. I want to keep it. I want to have a baby, and I want to love it and be the best mom ever.” I put my hand to my stomach as tears start welling in my eyes. “And the most fucked up part of me wants to have a piece of Martin with me. I know he’s horrible, and awful, but… I don’t even know. I can’t explain it.”

      Stella reaches across the table and takes my other hand in hers. “That’s not fucked up, Nic. That’s beautiful.”

      “I feel like I should hate this baby, but I don’t. I’m so confused.”

      “You shouldn’t hate the baby,” she says, grinning. “The baby did nothing wrong.”

      “I just… When Jack died, I thought my chances at a family died with him. And then when Martin and I imploded, I…” I look at her, begging her with my eyes to understand. “But now…”

      “You have another chance.”

      I nod. “I’m terrified.”

      She squeezes my hand. “Are you going to tell him?”

      I take a deep breath, staring at my stomach. If I tell him, he’d probably help me out financially. I’d have a bit of support and logistically, it would be easier. He’s the father, and he probably has a right to know. But if I tell him, it means I have to talk to him. It means he’ll be in my life forever, and I don’t know if I can handle that.

      Stella squeezes my hand again and I look up at her. I shrug. “I don’t know.”
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      “You’re a hard man to get a hold of,” the woman says when I walk into the conference room. She extends her hand to shake mine, but her eyes remain hard.

      She’s got deep, red hair and piercing green eyes. Her face is angular and quite beautiful, but it lacks the softness of Nicole’s features. I take a deep breath, mentally smacking myself. I shouldn’t be thinking of Nicole.

      “What can I help you with? I don’t think we’ve met, Mrs...?”

      “King. Stella King.”

      “What can I do for you, Ms. King?”

      She takes a seat, straightening her silk blouse. She folds her manicured hands on the table in front of her and looks me up and down.

      “I’m here unofficially,” she starts. My eyebrows arch, and she holds my gaze. “My dear friend and coworker is a former, uh, acquaintance of yours.”

      “Oh?”

      She clears her throat. “Nicole Martinez.”

      Years of training allow me to keep my face steady. A lump forms in my throat, and I try to swallow. Stella’s eyes narrow, and she shakes her head.

      “I thought you’d be taller.”

      “I’m six-three.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I just expected… I don’t know what I expected.” She waves her hands in my direction. “I expected more.”

      “Why exactly are you here?”

      “Why exactly aren’t you in jail?”

      My pulse quickens and I stand up. My chair rolls back behind me and I clear my throat. “I’ve had enough of this. If you’re just here to waste my time and make idle threats—”

      “She’s pregnant.”

      I waver. I lean on the table to support myself, because the ground has suddenly turned to jelly. My heart falls out my ass and my vision starts to blur at the edges. I focus on the woman across from me, blinking rapidly as the words sink in.

      “She’s p… she’s preg…”

      “Pregnant, yes.” Stella arches her eyebrow. She shakes her head, putting her hand to her forehead. “I shouldn’t be here. I’ve overstepped. Fuck,” she breathes. “She’s going to kill me.”

      “No, wait,” I say as she stands up. “Wait, I just…”

      We stare at each other for a few moments. I’m afraid to move from the table in case I fall over. The ground is heaving underneath me, and my vision isn’t exactly clear. I take a deep breath, focusing on Stella’s green eyes until I regain my balance.

      “She told me she was on the pill,” I finally manage to say. “We used a condom all the other times… just… how?”

      Stella sighs. She shakes her head and looks at me with something new in her eyes—is it pity?

      “I thought you had a right to know, but I don’t know anymore. What you did to her is inexcusable. I shouldn’t have come here. I’ve made a mistake.”

      “I’m ashamed of myself,” I blurt out as she reaches the conference room door. She turns her head toward me and stares me down with those green orbs of hers.

      Finally she nods. “You should be.”

      When the door closes behind her, I collapse onto a chair. I groan as my stomach twists. Leaning my head back on the chair, I close my eyes and try to take deep, calming breaths. My heart isn’t getting the memo, because it’s still bouncing around my ribcage like I just injected adrenaline.

      Carmen appears in the doorway. She steps inside and closes the door behind her. Standing in front of me, she stares at me with her arms crossed.

      “What was that about?”

      “Nothing,” I say. I’m not ready to talk about it.

      “You remember the plan, right? I’ve seen that look on your face before. This is about the accident, isn’t it?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s about Nicole.”

      “Carmen…”

      Her eyes narrow. For the past month, she’s been working on burying the hit and run. She’s manufactured an alibi for me, complete with falsified documents and plane tickets. My stomach turns again, and I shake my head.

      “I can’t do it, Carmen.”

      “I’ve put everything on the line for you, Martin,” she says, her voice tense. “Everything. I’ve bent my morals so far I’m surprised they haven’t snapped in half.”

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I’ve done too much wrong. I can’t keep running. I can’t hide. Not anymore. I can’t put you in this position; I could ruin everything for you.”

      She stares at me for a few moments. I watch her swallow and then turn away from me without a word. I pull out my phone and try to call Nicole for the thousandth time. For the thousandth time, it beeps and tells me the phone number is disconnected. I try every social media outlet I can think of, but I can’t find her anywhere. I send her yet another email that I know she probably won’t see.

      I need to talk to her.

      The need grows and grows inside me until I find myself jogging to my car. By the time I pull up outside Nicole’s building, my pulse is thundering in my ears and my palms are sweaty. I go to the buzzer, mashing it over and over. I imagine the buzzer ringing in an empty apartment, and my shoulders slump.

      The door opens behind me and an old woman steps out.

      “Do you know Nicole Martinez?” I pounce on her, breathless. “Does she still live here?”

      The woman looks at me suspiciously. My eyes dart from her to the door, and I run my fingers through my hair. My tie is undone and I probably look like I’m on the verge of insanity.

      “She moved out last week,” the woman finally says through tight lips. She holds her jacket closed at the neck, looking down her nose at me.

      “Did she leave a forwarding address?”

      She snorts. “Not with me.” She waddles away, and I sink down on the steps.

      She’s pregnant with my child, and I can’t even speak to her. The pain that rips through my heart is unbearable. What I’ve wanted most, what I’ve dreamt about for the past five years—it’s painfully out of reach. Every time I think I might be happy, every time I think I might have a wife, a child, a meaning to this miserable existence, it’s snatched away from me. I look up at the sky and start laughing as tears roll down my eyes.

      Karma is beautifully vicious, isn’t it?

      I’m paying for my crime a thousand times over. When Brianne was taken away from me, I made the biggest mistake of my life, and someone lost their life because of it.

      Then, Nicole was dangled in front of me like an irresistible lure, and I fell for her, hard. I fell so hard I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get up again. She was everything that I lost, and more. She was my second chance at love, at a family, at everything that I’d lost. She was more than that. She understood me in ways I thought weren’t possible. She fit into me so perfectly that it felt like we were made from the same mold.

      And I lost her, too.

      I laugh until my chest hurts, and I lie back on the steps. Puffy white clouds pass across the sky, oblivious to my pain.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head.

      I don’t want to go to jail. Tears prickle at my eyelids when I think of turning myself in to the police. I’d be disbarred, convicted, charged, and I’d lose everything.

      What help would that be?

      Nicole would have my child, and I’d be behind bars. Our kid wouldn’t stand a chance.

      No, I can’t do that. I might have turned myself in to the police before, but the baby changes everything. I have to make sure that Nicole is taken care of.

      There has to be another way. I take a deep breath and try to organize my thoughts.

      I committed a crime. I’m guilty. I treated Nicole like shit, and I didn’t come clean to her when I should have. Now, she’s no closer to getting closure and she’s carrying my child.

      Pain radiates from my heart and I groan. Money was tight enough for her before, and now there’s a baby in the mix? Paralegal salaries aren’t exactly amazing. How can she think she can do it on her own? Why didn’t she tell me?

      But I know why she didn’t tell me. It’s because she wants nothing to do with me, and I don’t blame her. In a way, I admire her. Even with the shock of a pregnancy, she still won’t sacrifice her morals. I imagine her back straight, her chin high, and that defiant glare in her eyes that I loved from the first day I saw her.

      That’s Nicole.

      My Nicole.

      I stare at my phone, and I know I can’t do anything. She shut me out a month ago.

      An idea springs into my mind as I think of Nicole’s life insurance policy. Knowing what I know about insurance companies, they’re still stalling.

      She’d sent me the information to pass on to my friend who specializes in insurance law, so I look up the email. My heart thumps when I see her name in my inbox, and I take a deep breath.

      This is my chance.

      Maybe not for her to take me back, but for me to make things right. This is my chance to atone.

      I can’t help Nicole and the baby by being in jail, but I may be able to provide for them in another way. Even if she never speaks to me again, the least I can do is make sure the mother of my child is safe.
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      I toss the stack of mail onto the counter, along with my purse, keys, and phone. I’m starving. I don’t know if it’s the pregnancy, or work, or the fact that I went swimming tonight, but I feel like my stomach is a bottomless pit.

      I have some leftover spaghetti sauce, so I set a pot of water to boil and grab some hummus and carrots to munch on while I wait. I inhale a few carrots and my stomach groans happily. With some food in my belly, I’m functional again. I turn to the stack of mail and sigh. At least most of it is making it to my new address, so the mail forwarding service is working properly.

      Bills, bills, and more bills. That’s all it is. How depressing. Oh, and another delay letter from my insurance company. Great. My life is just so joyous. I moved into this shoebox apartment three weeks ago, when I realized that I could no longer afford my slightly-bigger-shoebox apartment.

      Like I said, joyous.

      I consider throwing the insurance envelope directly in the trash, but then I sigh.

      I work in the legal field. I know that I need to keep all the records that the insurance company sends to me. If I ever get enough money to put together a claim against them, it’ll make it easier to argue my case.

      So, popping another carrot in my mouth, I tear the envelope open. I unfold the letter with a sigh, already knowing exactly what it’s going to say.

      Except… it doesn’t say what I think it’s going to say.

      I stumble backward, clutching my chest. I inhale a piece of half-chewed carrot and start choking on it. I cough and splutter, turning toward the sink and hacking until the half-masticated carrot comes up. My eyes are streaming with tears and my heart is racing. I lean against the sink, breathing heavily.

      “Sorry, baby,” I say, whispering to my stomach. “That was scary, wasn’t it?”

      I rub my belly, soothing my unborn child. Yesterday, the OB-GYN told me it was as big as a raspberry. I take a deep breath and see the offending letter on the ground where I dropped it.

      Gingerly, I pick it up with the tips of my fingers. There’s nothing in my mouth to choke on, but I sit down on a chair just to be safe. I read the letter again.

      
        
        Dear Ms. Nicole Martinez,

        

        We are pleased to inform you that your claim on Policy Number 6579326 with regards to the Deceased Jack Martinez has been approved. Payment in the amount of $1,000,000.00 will be deposited into the account nominated below within five to ten business days.

        

      

      My eyes skim over the bank details and I read the letter over again. My heart beats faster and I close my eyes. I clutch the letter to my heart, putting a hand to my stomach. A million dollars! I knew that was the amount I was entitled to for Jack’s life insurance, but as the months dragged on, I didn’t believe I would actually get it.

      I’d started feeling ridiculous for even thinking that I’d get that kind of money.

      But now…

      “Hey, little Raspberry,” I say to my baby. “We’re going to be okay.” I smile, and then laugh, and then read the letter again.

      My medical debt will be paid off. My baby will have a college fund. I won’t have to stay in this shitty one-bedroom apartment. I can get a new car. A new car! I’ve never in my life had a brand-new car!

      I have a chance.

      I cry, and laugh, and read the letter until I hear the pot of water boiling. I’m too excited to eat, so I just take the pot of water off the stove and grab my phone.

      “Jenna,” I say, breathless. “You’ll never guess what just happened. The insurance came through!”

      My sister squeals over the phone. I can imagine her jumping up and down. Her kids laugh in the background.

      “You hear that, kids? Auntie Nicole just got some very good news! And you’re going to have a very healthy, happy little cousin!”

      I laugh, reading the letter one more time just to be sure.

      “How?” Jenna breathes. “How did this finally happen?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they finally realized they had to.”

      “Did you ever get a lawyer to pressure them?”

      “I can hardly afford my membership at the YMCA,” I laugh. “He-who-shall-not-be-named was supposed to get his lawyer friend on it, but that all went out the window, obviously. I may work with lawyers but I can’t afford them.”

      “Surely you get an employee discount or something.”

      I laugh. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Oh my gosh, Jenna, I didn’t think it would actually happen! I was starting to panic. You know, the baby, and being alone, and…”

      “Well, this will take a load off your mind.”

      “I think I’ll still keep working until the baby comes.” I stare at the peeling wallpaper in the kitchen, smiling. “I don’t know what I’d do with myself otherwise.”

      “Do whatever you need to do, little sister,” she says. I can hear her smiling over the phone. “Any chance you want to come over for dinner?”

      “I’d love to.” My heart does a backflip and I start laughing again. “I’m having trouble focusing right now. I can’t even manage to boil some water for pasta.”

      “Well, the kids are eating now, but I’ll keep your plate in the oven.”

      “Be over in ten minutes.”

      I hang up the phone and I can’t keep the smile off my face. It’s not just the money that’s making me feel this way, it’s the relief. All the stress of providing for myself and my baby. All the bills and debts that have been adding up over the past year and a half. All the things that I’ve had to give up—my car, my apartment, my special lattes on the way to work—I won’t have to worry about that anymore. My baby will be able to go to college! I’ll be out of debt! I’ll be able to buy a house!

      Like a crazy person, I laugh and laugh by myself. I rub my stomach and do a little dance in my kitchen.

      It’s just money, but it’s life-changing. They say money can’t buy you happiness, but right now, I feel pretty darn happy. Life just got a whole lot less stressful.

      It’s September, and the weather is starting to get colder, so I wrap myself in a jacket and head for the bus stop. Then I smile and shake my head. I can afford a cab now. I go back up to my warm apartment and call a taxi. While I wait, I sit back on my couch with my hands over my stomach.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I tell my baby. “It’s all going to work out.”

      For the first time in months, I see that light at the end of the tunnel that Jenna told me about. There’s a glimmer of hope for me, a chance for me to be stable and happy.

      My thoughts drift to Martin, but I stop myself. I won’t let his memory tarnish what otherwise has been a happy evening.

      Maybe, when the payment comes through, I’ll work up the courage to tell him about the baby. Then I won’t feel like I’m asking him for money or begging him to support me. I can go to him with my head held high, and then he can choose whether or not he wants to be a part of the baby’s life.

      My heart squeezes at the thought of seeing him, and I take a deep breath. I owe it to my child to have its father in our lives. As painful as it may be for me to see him and talk to him, I need to think about what’s best for my baby.

      But that’s something for Future Nicole to deal with. Right now, I’m going to go be with my sister—with my family—and I’m going to be happy.
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      It’s been a week since the insurance company accepted my offer. They’ve given me thirty days to honor my end of the deal, which means my life is about to change drastically. The sun has just gone down, and I flick the lights on in my living room. Most of this stuff will have to be sold before I get rid of the apartment.

      I frown when I hear a knock on the door. I’m not expecting anyone, and I don’t like surprises. When I open the door, Carmen gives me a smile and holds up a bottle of whiskey.

      “Drink?”

      “I, uh… sure.”

      I let her in, confused. She’s not exactly one to make house calls.

      “You miss me already, Carmen?” I ask, grinning as I lead her to the kitchen. She slides onto one of the bar stools at the island, pushing the bottle of whiskey to the middle.

      “Maybe I do.”

      “It’s only been a few days since I left the firm. It’s not like you to drink on a Tuesday night.”

      “How do you know how often I drink?”

      “Fair point,” I chuckle. I put two tumblers on the countertop and drop an ice cube in each. “So… what’s up?”

      Carmen nods as I pour her drink. She takes a sip, staring at the amber liquid and sighing.

      “Are you sure about your decision?”

      “To quit? Yes. Carmen, you can’t protect me. If this whole mess were to get out, imagine what it would do to the firm. It’s better for me to leave quietly.”

      “I just don’t understand why you had to do it like that. Why wouldn’t you just let me help you?”

      I sigh, staring out into the starry night. “I’ve been running from my problems for long enough. It’s time for me to face them.”

      “Is this you trying to get back together with Nicole? You make sure she gets her insurance payout and then she’ll love you again?”

      I laugh, knocking back the whiskey. It burns as it travels down my throat, and I pour myself another glass. I shake my head.

      “No, I’m not trying to win her back. I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense, Marty. You’re such a bright lawyer. You’re throwing everything away.”

      “Not my integrity. And I’m still a lawyer.”

      My former boss stares at me, shaking her head.

      “What changed?”

      I lean against the counter and stare at a spot on the floor. I haven’t told anyone about the baby—it seems wrong. That should be Nicole’s news to share, not mine. She probably doesn’t even want me to know.

      So, instead of telling Carmen the truth, I just shrug.

      “It just became too hard to keep it a secret anymore. I killed a man, Carmen. And I can defend it with all the excuses in the world. I can talk about Brianne, and the baby, and the icy roads, but at the end of the day, I did it. I hit them, and I didn’t stop. I could have been the difference between him living and dying. I’m the reason she’s been in physical therapy for a year and a half.” I poke my chest. “Me. I need to face that.”

      “You could go to prison, Martin,” she says quietly.

      I shrug. “I think I’ve prevented that.”

      “How? Even you’re not that good a lawyer.”

      I laugh, arching my eyebrows. “You don’t think so?”

      She narrows her eyes and takes a sip of whiskey. “What are you up to?”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Nothing. I haven’t done anything wrong. I called Nicole’s insurance company and struck a deal.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “Why are you so interested in this, Carmen?”

      She sighs, staring at me and shaking her head. She takes another sip and stares out the window and after a few moments, she finally speaks.

      “I’m interested because I don’t think you’re thinking straight. You’re not fit to be making these kinds of decisions.”

      “I disagree, this is the clearest my mind has been in over a year and a half, maybe even longer.”

      She stares at me, and I know she doesn’t believe me. Why would she? A few weeks ago, she was breaking the law to protect me. Then, I did a one-eighty and decided to quit. I know Carmen, and I know that she’s not going to let this go unless I tell her the truth.

      Plus, that’s kind of my new thing—telling the truth.

      I take a deep breath.

      “I knew Nicole’s insurance company from when we were together. I’d seen the forms. So, I called them, and I struck a deal.”

      “You said that.” She narrows her eyes. Her lips form a thin line and she shakes her head. “What kind of deal, Marty?”

      “I told them I’d pay the full amount of the life insurance policy if they agreed not to press charges or pursue me in any way. I had them sign an NDA. It’s watertight.”

      Carmen’s eyes widen. “You’re paying out of pocket?”

      I nod.

      “How much was the policy?”

      “It was enough,” I shrug. I glance around my apartment, knowing that I’ll have to sell it in the next few weeks. Paying a million dollars out of pocket will nearly wipe me out completely. All my assets, my cars, my savings, most of my stock portfolio.

      I’m going broke, but I’m doing the right thing.

      “Jesus Christ, Marty. And you quit, too? How are you going to support yourself? I mean, I get this whole noble gentleman thing you’ve got going on, but you have to think about yourself, too!”

      “I’ve done enough of that lately.”

      Carmen sighs. She drains her glass and stares at me. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you don’t want to keep your job?”

      “Look, Carmen, I’m flattered. Working for you has been the best experience of my life. I care about the firm more than I can say, and that’s why I can’t keep working for you. No matter how watertight the NDA is, I can’t risk this coming back on you.”

      “I never knew you were so selfless.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      Carmen looks me in the eye, and finally extends her hand toward me. “Well, if I can’t convince you to come back to work, I guess I have to let you go. Good luck, Martin.”

      “And good luck to you, Carmen.”

      She shakes my hand, and then gathers her bag.

      “You want your whiskey?” I say, picking up the bottle.

      Carmen laughs. “I think you need it more than I do.”

      I grin and walk her to the door. With a sigh, she puts her arms around me and gives me a hug. It’s the most intimate thing that Carmen has ever done. It’s weird, but nice. My eyes start to prickle with emotion and I pull away, clearing my throat and blinking rapidly.

      “Alright, you idiot,” she says. “Don’t come begging me for a job in six months’ time.”

      “I won’t.” I grin, but I’m not exactly sure it’s true.

      “If you did, I might actually have to take you back.” She smiles sadly, and then nods. I turn the doorknob and open the door, and then take a step back in shock.

      “Nicole!”

      She’s standing in front of my door with her arm raised, ready to knock. Her eyes flick from me to Carmen and back again.

      “Hi, sorry,” she stammers. “Is this a bad time? I’m sorry, I’ll go.”

      She turns to leave and I reach out to catch her hand. “No, wait! Stay. Carmen was just—”

      “I was just leaving. Good luck, Martin. My door is always open.”

      I nod to Carmen, who slips past us and walks away without looking back. Nicole pulls her hand out of mine and my heart sinks.

      “I… you want to come in?”

      She swallows. Her big, dark eyes look terrified. She straightens her shoulders and nods.

      “Sure.”
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      As soon as the door closes behind me, my heart starts to beat harder. I think I’ve made a mistake by coming here. This is where he told me that he was the one who hit Jack and me. This is where my world shattered. This is where he put this baby in my belly.

      Sensing my nervousness, Martin tries to smile.

      “Tea? Coffee? Water? Whisk—no, I guess you can’t drink.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “Because you’re—” His eyes widen. Martin bites his lip and clears his throat. “So, tea? I was just going to have some.”

      I glance at the bottle of whiskey on the counter, and I wonder what Carmen was doing here. Then, my mind circles back to his comment.

      “What did you mean, I can’t drink?”

      He fills the kettle with water and then sighs. His back is to me, and I see his shoulders sink. When he turns around, his eyes are deep, blue wells of sadness.

      “Stella told me about the baby.”

      My jaw drops, and anger floods my veins. “What?”

      “I tried to call you and email you and I even went to your house, but—”

      “I moved. When did she tell you?”

      “Maybe two weeks ago?”

      “Wow. Seems like I can’t trust anyone.” Bitterness leaves a bad taste in my mouth, and I walk over to the couch. I sit down, suddenly exhausted. “So, I guess there’s no reason for me to be here, then. You already know.”

      “Don’t be mad at Stella, please,” Martin says. “She was doing it for you.”

      “Yeah,” I say, staring out the window. He really does have a gorgeous view. I shake my head. “It’s just hard to trust people when they do things like that.”

      Martin turns on the kettle and comes to sit across from me. He clasps his hands in front of him, resting his elbows on his knees. He takes a deep breath.

      “So…”

      “I’m not here to ask for money,” I blurt out. His eyebrows shoot up, and his surprise makes me angry. Is that the only reason he thinks I’m here? I take a deep breath and continue. I had a whole speech planned out, but now that he already knows that I’m pregnant, I have to come up with something else. My heart is hammering, and my palms feel sweaty, and Martin is just as good-looking as ever, and I hate myself for thinking that.

      “I want to do what’s best for the baby, and I think having its father in the picture is the best thing. Now, if you don’t want to—”

      “I do. I want to.” He leans forward, and my heart skips a beat. His eyes look so earnest it’s hard not to believe him. But the walls I’ve built around my heart hold strong, and I swallow back the hope and desire and love that I once felt for him.

      “Okay. Well, I moved, but I can unblock your number, and—”

      “You blocked my number?”

      “Can you blame me?”

      He chews his lip, shaking his head. “No, I guess not.” He looks like he wants to say something, but he holds back.

      I take a deep breath and keep talking. My prepared speech is in shambles.

      “Anyways, I’ll unblock your number. Then, once the baby is born, we can arrange visitations. You’ve already met Stella, obviously, but she’ll be representing me.”

      His face twists, but he nods. “Okay.”

      “Okay.” I put my hands on my knees and get up. I nod to him and start heading for the front door. The kettle starts boiling as I pass the kitchen and I hold back tears.

      “Nicole,” Martin says behind me. I turn to look at him and see him run his fingers through his hair. He shifts his weight from foot to foot and finally takes a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      My eyebrows arch. I was expecting profuse apologies that I would be able to disdainfully reject. I was expecting my bitterness to grow, but with two little words, he’s softened my heart.

      Damn him.

      I nod. “Yeah. Okay.”

      “I’m going to be moving, so I’ll send you my new address.”

      “Oh, upgrading from this dump, huh?” I say, sweeping my arm around his luxury apartment. “Is that what you and Carmen were celebrating?”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “No. Nothing like that. Pretty much the opposite. I quit, and she was trying to convince me to change my mind.”

      “You quit?” I frown. That’s not like him. His job was everything to him. “Did you get a better offer somewhere?”

      He laughs again. “No. I…” He takes a deep breath, and once again I feel him holding back from me. “It was just time to go.”

      “Oh.”

      He stares at me with those pain-filled eyes of his and purses his lips. He swallows and then nods, and steps forward to open the door for me.

      “I’ll send you my new address when I have it,” he says.

      “And I’ll unblock your phone number.”

      He nods. We stand awkwardly until I finally clear my throat and walk through the door. Everything in my being screams at me to stop and turn back toward him, but I don’t let myself. I put one foot in front of the other and walk down the hallway until I’m out of sight. Then, I hear his door close, and I break down in tears.

      Jenna is waiting for me outside. She gets out of her car and wraps her arms around me, saying sweet, motherly things into my ear as I sob.

      “I’m proud of you, Nic,” she whispers. “You did the right thing. You set boundaries. You’re so strong, little sister.”

      “I don’t feel strong right now,” I sob. I snort and wipe my nose on my sleeve, sighing.

      “You are. You’re going to be the best mother in the world.”

      I nod and let her guide me to the car. When we drive away, I steal one last glance at Martin’s building before hardening my heart against him a little bit more.

      That was infinitely harder than I thought it would be, even with all the mental preparation I’d done. He’s just so… him. He’s so handsome, and sexy, even when I hate him. And today, he was so kind. I was expecting him to be shocked about the baby, and maybe to tell me he wanted nothing to do with me. I thought he’d tell me to get rid of it. I thought I’d have a fight on my hands.

      Instead, he wanted it. He wanted me!

      I cry silent tears as Jenna takes me home, finally pulling myself together as we drive onto my street. I look at the little run-down building and sigh, shaking my head.

      “Thank goodness for that insurance pay out.”

      “What a blessing,” Jenna says with a sigh. She squeezes my hand and smiles at me. “I’m proud of you, Nic. Everything is going to work out just fine.”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding. “Okay.”
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      By the time my thirty days are up, I’ve sold my apartment and my car, and I’ve paid the insurance company. All those bonuses were good for something, in the end. I move into a small apartment in the city, and I start looking for a job.

      My communication with Nicole is minimal, but at least she answers my texts now. I try to give her some space. When she came to see me, I saw how difficult it was for her.

      I’m still coming to terms with how deeply I hurt her. The hope that I have of ever winning her trust is slowly dying, but I know that all I can do is show her that I’m a different man.

      

      A couple weeks later, I take a job as a public defender. The offices are cramped and understaffed, and the budget is tight. I have six times as many cases as I had at Sanders & Perry, and less resources to fight them with. Still, there’s a buzz in the office that didn’t exist before. Clients aren’t ranked based on the size of their retainer. I’m surprised to say that I actually enjoy it.

      The void inside me starts to slowly heal. My work becomes purposeful. I’m not chasing dollars, or wins, or reputation anymore. I’m chasing justice. I’m working myself to the bone and it feels good.

      The first time I see Nicole since that night at my apartment is when we decide to have lunch together. When I ask her out, I don’t expect her to say yes. When she does, I end up smiling like an idiot for the rest of the day.

      A few days later, she walks into the Public Defender’s offices and takes my breath away. Her hair is thick and shiny, tumbling around her shoulders. Her baby bump is starting to show and my heart skips a beat.

      Fear curls in my heart when I see her. My thoughts jump to Brianne, and all the trauma and heartache that surrounded her pregnancy. But Nicole just smiles at me and hitches her purse higher on her shoulder.

      “You ready?”

      “Yep,” I say, shuffling a few papers and locking my office door. She looks around and smiles at me.

      “This is different. I never would have imagined you working in an office that wasn’t entirely made of glass and pretentiousness.”

      I laugh, putting my hand on her back to guide her down the steps to the sidewalk. I pull my hand away, clearing my throat. It still feels so natural to be beside her.

      “I’m actually really enjoying it. There’s a lot more energy in the office than there was at Sanders & Perry. Maybe everyone is just overworked,” I grin.

      “Maybe. I’m happy for you.” She smiles at me, and a bolt of lightning passes through my chest. How does she do that? All these weeks, I thought I was getting over her. I focused on work, and on moving, and on rebuilding myself from the ground up.

      I thought that my feelings for her would fade, but they’ve only gotten stronger. I open the door to the cafe for her, and we find a table near the window. I get us a couple menus and sit down, smiling at her.

      “So how far along are you now?”

      “Twenty weeks. I’m getting so big!”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      She blushes, burying her face in the menu. My heart skips a beat, and I look down at the menu without reading it. My whole body is buzzing. I haven’t been this close to her in weeks, and I don’t know how to act. I steal another glance at her, and in that moment, I know.

      I know that she’s the one for me. She’s the only one I’ll ever love, no matter how I try to get over her. She’s the mother of my child, and the love of my life. No matter what I do, from now on, it’ll be for her and for our baby. She may never accept me, she may never trust me, but I’ll be there for her.

      Maybe this is my penance for all the wrong that I’ve done. It’ll be my lifelong torture, to know that the woman I love is painfully out of reach.

      Still, it’s the sweetest torture of all. She tucks a strand of dark hair behind her ear and I know that there’s nowhere I’d rather be.

      I’ll spend my life trying to win back her trust. Even if I never do, I’ll be here. I need to be. There’s no other way that my life can go on.

      Nicole catches me looking at her, and I glance back down at the menu.

      “The Cajun chicken sandwich looks good,” she says.

      “Yeah,” I reply. I still haven’t been able to actually read any of the words on the menu. My heart thumps, and I watch as Nicole bites her lower lip.

      I would kill to kiss her right now. My hands are itching to run through her hair, and to pull her body next to mine. I glance at her bump, and I wish I could run my hand over it. What would it be like to feel our baby kicking?

      The waitress comes to take our order, and I just tell her I’ll have the same thing as Nicole. I can’t focus. Nicole smiles at me.

      “You look good,” she says. “Like… clearer. I don’t know. Your eyes aren’t so sad.”

      I smile. “I have sad eyes?”

      “You used to.”

      “I was living a lie.”

      Her face falls, and I regret saying it. She clears her throat, and her tone changes. It’s all business now, and she discusses the arrangements for the baby. When I’ll be able to visit, how much time I’ll have with the baby, where she wants to send it to school when it’s older, that kind of thing.

      “Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      She shakes her head. “I think I’m going to wait to find out.”

      “That’s very old-school of you. How will you know what color to paint the nursery?”

      “I don’t believe in gendered colors.” Her eyebrow arches. “I’ll paint it like a rainbow.”

      “Is it safe for you to be breathing in paint fumes? Maybe I could paint it for you.”

      “I’ll hire someone,” she says, glancing out the window. Her hands twist into each other, and I know I’ve overstepped a boundary. I take a deep breath. I don’t want to mess this up. This is the first time I’ve seen her, and she’s still fragile. I need to be here for her, and for the baby.

      If that means being patient with her, then I can do that. If that means being celibate forever, then I guess I can do that too.

      When I see her eyes light up as our food hits the table, I know I’ll never be able to be with another woman. I just hope that she’ll forgive me one day. When we walk back to the office, the tension between us has eased the tiniest bit. When we say goodbye, Nicole smiles and kisses my cheek.

      I watch her walk away with a big, dumb grin plastered across my face.
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      “It just kicked!’ My eyes widen, and I put my hand on my stomach. I reach for Stella’s hand and put it on my stomach. “Can you feel it?”

      “That’s amazing,” she laughs. She puts her other hand on my belly and giggles. “That feels so weird!”

      “She’s strong!”

      “Is it a girl? I thought you were waiting to find out.”

      “I am. I just think it’s a little girl,” I laugh. “I could be wrong.”

      Just then, the conference door opens. Carmen and a young lawyer from Sanders & Perry walk through the door. Her eyebrows raise in recognition and she nods to me.

      “Nicole.”

      “Carmen,” I say. “Hi. I didn’t know you’d be here today.”

      “This is an important case. Should we get to work?”

      All business, all the time. That’s Carmen. I take notes throughout the meeting, trying not to stare at her. She looks exactly the same. She’s just as intimidating as she was when I worked for her.

      When the meeting is over, I chase Carmen toward the elevators.

      “Carmen!” I say. “Carmen!”

      She turns around, her eyebrows arched in surprise. “Is everything okay?’

      “Yeah, everything is fine,” I say. I glance at the lawyer with her and nod to pull her aside. The little jog from the conference room to the elevators has rendered me out of breath. I inhale, finally able to speak. Her eyes flick to the hand on my stomach, and her eyebrow arches.

      “I just wanted to say thank you for everything. I was such a mess when I left Sanders & Perry, I don’t think I properly thanked you for the opportunities you gave me.”

      Carmen’s eyes soften and she puts her hand on my forearm. “You were a great employee, and I was sad to see you go. The firm has changed a lot, since you and Martin left.” She shakes her head, sighing. “I understand why he did what he did, with the insurance company, but I still don’t think he had to leave.”

      I frown. “The insurance company?”

      Carmen’s eyes widen. “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “I thought that’s why you were at his place, that evening.”

      “Tell me what, Carmen?” My voice is harder, and my whole body starts to shake.  Carmen looks away from me. She clears her throat.

      “I should go.”

      “Carmen!”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything. Fuck,” she breathes. “Martin has always been my weakness, ever since he came to me as an arrogant young lawyer fresh out of law school. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry, Nicole. You’re going to have to ask him.”

      “What did he do? Is that why he quit?”

      She nods. “He said he wanted to protect the firm, but I’ve always thought he wanted to protect you, you know, in case anything came out in the press. He didn’t want you to be at the center of any controversy.” She shakes her head. “He’d never admit that, obviously. But that’s just what I think.”

      My breath is ragged. My head is spinning. I don’t know what to think. Carmen smiles at me sadly, shaking her head.

      “He’s crazy about you, Nicole.”

      “He’s not. He doesn’t care about me.” My voice is shaking and weak, and Carmen just sighs. She nods to her coworker, who’s staring at his phone by the elevators.

      “I should go.”

      I want to stop her and force her to tell me what’s going on. I want to pull her back and make her tell me the whole story, but my feet stay rooted to the ground and my voice stays silent. I watch her get into the elevator and disappear, and then I lean against the wall and sigh.

      The insurance? What did Martin have to do with the insurance? I put my hand to my head and try to take deep, calming breaths. Panicking won’t be good for the baby.

      Her words swirl around my head, knocking loose all the things that I’ve tried to ignore. All the feelings that I have for Martin come surging back up inside me, and my defenses weaken. I turn to see Stella watching me, and she nods.

      “Go.”

      My lip trembles, and I nod back. I speed-walk to the elevator and mash the button until the door opens. Then it’s a blur of waddling, taxis, and heavy breathing until I get to Martin’s offices.

      “I’m here to see Martin Henderson.” I’m breathless, and sweaty, and I probably look like a crazy person.

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No, but—”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, you’re going to need an appointment.”

      “Listen, just call him and tell him Nicole is here to see him.”

      “He’s asked not to be disturbed.”

      I put my knuckles on the desk and take a deep breath. “I guarantee you, he’ll want to talk to me.”

      I tap my fingers on the reception desk as the lady phones his extensions. I listen to her say my name, and I pace up and down until she tells me I can go through. Her eyebrow arches and she watches me walk by. I ignore her.

      Martin is waiting for me at the door to his office. His eyebrows are drawn together and he looks at my face, and then my stomach.

      “What’s wrong? Is everything okay? Is the baby okay? Nicole?”

      “The baby’s fine,” I say, brushing past him into his office. I plant my hands on my hips and spin toward him. He closes the door, watching me.

      His arms hang by his sides and his face is blank. The air between us is thick with everything we’ve left unsaid. I want to scream. I want to hurl his stapler at his head and I want to melt into his arms and kiss him. I can’t think straight.

      Finally, I take a deep breath.

      “What happened with Jack’s life insurance?”

      His eyebrows arch and he looks away from me. “I don’t know.” His shoulder hitches up slightly. “What do you mean?”

      “Martin.” My voice is hard. I take a step toward him.

      He glances at me and takes a deep breath. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Nicole.”

      “Carmen told me.”

      His eyes widen and then he lets out a deep sigh. “Fuck. She told you?”

      I nod. He stares at me, frowning.

      “What did she tell you?”

      I sigh. “Martin! Just tell me the truth! Isn’t that your new ‘thing’? The truth? Tell me what happened. Don’t I have a right to know?”

      My legs tremble. I hate pleading with him. I hate the fact that once again, he’s holding all the cards. He rakes his fingers through his hair and makes it stand on end. He motions to a chair and sits in the one across from it.

      I lower myself down, putting a protective hand over my stomach. Martin takes a deep breath.

      “I made a deal with the insurance company. I confessed to them, and told them I would cover the policy if they agreed not to press charges and signed a non-disclosure agreement.”

      My jaw drops. I stare at him, unmoving.

      “I didn’t want to tell you, Nicole. I didn’t want you to think… I don’t know what I was thinking. I didn’t want you to think it was charity, or me trying to get back in your good graces. I just wanted to do the right thing. The fewer people that know, the better. This would be exactly the type of thing that the press would pounce on. When Stella told me about the baby…” He sighs and shake his head.

      “You did this for the baby?”

      His eyes flick up to mine. They look like crushed velvet—full of pleading and pain and something softer. “And you.”

      “You gave up your whole life for us?”

      Laughing, he shakes his head. “I didn’t give anything up, Nicole—only money. I thought I gave up a lot, but working here… it’s good. And I’ve gotten to see you.” He stares out the window and shakes his head. “I just needed to know that you’d be okay. I just wanted to do the right thing for once in my miserable life.”

      Tears start streaming down my face as I stare at him. He wrings his hands together, staring at the floor between us. His hair is standing on end, and his tie is crooked. His shirt is partially untucked and he has big, purple bags under his eyes.

      He looks like a mess, and he’s never looked better.

      He’s a mess because he cares about me. He’s a mess because he cares about the baby. He changed his whole life, gave up everything he cared about, just to make sure our baby was okay.

      He didn’t even tell me.

      I push myself up and close the distance between us. I run my fingers through his hair and pull him toward me. He exhales slowly, resting his head against my stomach. His hands come up to my bump, and we both start quietly crying.

      My tears fall onto his thick brown hair as I hold him close to me. His hands stroke my stomach, my waist, my back, and a flame of desire ignites inside me. My heart flutters, and the defenses I’ve built around it dissolve into nothing.

      Martin looks up at me as tears stream down his face. He wraps his arms around my waist and kisses my belly before looking back up.

      “Nicole, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry for everything. I never want to hurt you again, and if you don’t want me in your life, I understand. I’ll always be here for you. I still love you with everything I have, which isn’t much, but—”

      “Shut up, you big idiot,” I say, sobbing and laughing. I lean down and press my lips to his. He pulls me closer, running his strong, broad hands up under my shirt. He moans as he deepens the kiss.

      I yelp and laugh as he picks me up and lays me across his lap. Tangling his fingers into my hair, he presses his forehead to mine.

      “You’re the love of my life, Nicole. I hope you’ll forgive me one day.”

      “I just did.” I kiss the tip of his nose and let out a long sigh. “I’ve missed you.”

      “You have no idea.” He shakes his head, staring deep in my eyes. I hook my arms around his neck and take a deep, cleansing breath.

      When he kisses me again, his lips are soft, and his touch is tender. He lays a hand on my stomach and sighs. We hold each other for a few long, quiet moments. For the first time in months, I’m truly, completely content.
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      Holding Nicole in my arms is making my heart palpitate in dangerous ways. I run my hands through her hair and pull her close to me. We sit in my office for a long moment, together.

      She came back to me. She wants me.

      She forgives me.

      I didn’t think it would feel like this. I’d resigned myself to seeing her from a distance, to being satisfied with the minimal contact that she allowed.

      But now…

      Now there’s real hope! I have a chance!

      I run my hand up and down her spine and she groans. I kiss her again, softly, and then she pulls away.

      “Martin…”

      My heart falls. I try to keep my face steady.

      “Yeah?”

      “I just…” Her breath hitches. “I want to take it slow.”

      “Of course.”

      “I feel like I can’t trust you.”

      “You can.”

      She sighs. The sadness in her eyes is unbearable. She cups her hand on my cheek and stares deep in my eyes. Her eyes are shining silver today, and the green specs are bright.

      “It’s a lot to take in.”

      She disentangles herself from me and stands up, smoothing her pencil skirt. Her baby bump is showing more and more every day, and all I want to do is put my hands on it and kiss it and talk to it.

      But I don’t.

      I watch her smooth her hair and take a deep breath.

      “Have you gotten a new car yet?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Not yet. I’m trying to be responsible and do lots of research. The insurance money seems like a lot right now but I have to be smart or it’ll be gone in a flash.”

      Hope takes hold in my heart. “At least let me drive you back to work.”

      Her lips twitch, and she dips her chin down. “Okay.”

      Sitting next to her in the car is torture, and I love every minute of it. We don’t speak. After a few minutes, Nicole turns on the radio. Adele comes on over the speakers and Nicole quickly switches the channel. I glance at her, grinning.

      “I’ve been crying to that song for weeks.” She sucks her bottom lip between her teeth, then starts laughing. “I’m sick of it now.”

      My heart squeezes. I did that to her.

      We drive the rest of the way in silence. When I drop her outside the office, every muscle in my body is screaming at me to lean over and kiss her, but I know I can’t. I watch her gather her things and give me that little half-smile.

      “See you later, I guess.” She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “I can drive you home,” I blurt. I don’t want this to end. “It’ll be more comfortable than the subway, in your condition.”

      “In my condition?” Her eyebrow arches.

      My lips drop open. “No, I… I didn’t mean…. I just…”

      She laughs, then, and an arrow goes through my heart. That’s the laugh I fell in love with. Her eyes glimmer. She grins at me, shaking her head.

      “I’ll text you when I’m finishing up.”

      My heart does another cartwheel. I nod.

      “See you tonight.” I watch her walk into the building. When she gets inside, she glances over her shoulder at me. Her lips twitch, and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier in my life.

      She wants me. I know she does. She wants to love me, to be with me, to let me hold her in my arms.

      She wants the same things I do.

      I take a deep breath and start driving back toward my office. No matter how long it takes, I’ll wait for her. I’ll show her that I’m not the same man I was before. I’ll drive her home every single day if that’s what it takes. I’ll paint the nursery and help her carry her shopping bags.

      I’ll be there.

      I’ll show her what she means to me. I’ll show her that no one else matters except her and the baby.

      With renewed resolve, and hope burning a little bit hotter in my heart, I let myself smile. I smile all afternoon and smile harder when she texts me. I smile when she gets in my car and try to keep a straight face as we drive in silence.

      I walk her to her door, and she nods at me.

      “Thank you, Martin.”

      “Same time tomorrow?”

      Her lips quirk and her eyes search my face. “What’s your angle, here?”

      “My angle is making sure you’re comfortable and safe and home every evening.”

      She stares at me for a few moments and finally chuckles. “Okay.” And then she disappears through the front door. I stare at the door for a few seconds and put my palm against it. It stays well and truly closed, but I don’t care.

      I’ll come here every day for as long as it takes.

      Nicole is mine, and I’m hers. I don’t want anyone else, or anything else, except her and our child and our life together.

      For the past couple months, I’ve been in a deep, dark hole. I’ve come to terms with my mistakes and punished myself a thousand times. I’ve given up my career, the one thing that has kept me going. I’ve gone bankrupt.

      It means nothing, though, compared to Nicole’s smile. I’d give up my career a thousand times, go bankrupt over and over and over again just to see that glimmer in her eye.

      I turn around and walk back to my car. I glance once more at the building, at the closed door, and I take a deep breath.

      Every. Single. Day.

      I’ll be here as long as she lets me. I’ll get her home safe, and make sure she’s comfortable. I’ll drive her to her doctor’s appointments if she lets me.

      Whatever it takes, and as long as it takes, I’ll be here.

      I get back in my car and glance at the apartment building one more time. The curtains on the second floor move, and a smile twitches at my lips. She’s there. She kissed me. She’s given me hope.

      From the moment I saw her in that parking lot, she was meant to be mine.

      Now, I’m going to prove it to her.
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      Two months later…

      The elevator door dings open and I step out, smiling. Martin stands up from the benches in the lobby and extends an arm toward me.

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      “Hey, Big Shot.”

      He grins. “How was work?”

      I tell him about my day as he leads me to his car. Ever since that day in his office, he’s picked me up from work every day. He said he didn’t like me taking the bus home, and I haven’t gotten around to buying a new car.

      I haven’t admitted it to him, but I’ve been stalling on the new car. These moments with him are the best part of my day.

      We’ve taken things slow. My heart is still fragile, and I haven’t wanted to jump into anything. When I told him that, after we kissed in his office, I thought he’d be angry. I thought he’d be mad or try to convince me. Instead, he just nodded. He respected my wishes. He listened to me.

      Now, when I slip my hand into his, I know I’m ready. I’m ready to be with him. I’m ready to end his torture. I’m ready to wrap my arms and legs around him and tell him that I’m his. I’m ready to run my fingers through his hair and see the joy in his eyes when he feels our baby kicking.

      I’m ready—so ready it makes my heart want to explode.

      He opens his car door for me and I get in, watching him jog around the front to get in the driver’s seat.

      My heart thumps as he drives me home. When we pull up outside, he smiles at me.

      “You look beautiful.”

      “Do you want to come up?”

      His eyebrows shoot up toward his hairline. “Yeah. Fuck yeah! Yes.” He clears his throat. “I mean, yeah, you know, whatever.”

      I laugh, smacking his arm. “Come on, you goon.”

      He puts his hand on my lower back when I fumble with my keys. I’m still in my shoebox apartment, but not for long. Soon, the baby and I will have our very own house.

      When we walk in, I nod to the boxes I’ve started packing.

      “I’m moving to the new place next week. I’ve never owned a house before.” I smile, looking at the boxes. Martin slips his hand around my waist and kisses my temple.

      “You deserve it.”

      I spin in his arms, putting my hand on his chest.

      “Thank you for waiting for me. I know I’ve been distant. I just...” I sigh. “Just… Thanks.”

      He shakes his head, laughing softly. “Nicole, I would wait my entire life for you. I would drive you home every single day, rain or shine. I would do anything.”

      He rests his forehead against mine. “You have to understand that nothing else even comes close to the way I feel about you.”

      My heart does a backflip and butterflies explode in my stomach. Sensing my excitement, our baby starts to kick. I grab his hand and put it on my stomach. His eyes light up and a delighted smile breaks over his face.

      “Wow.”

      It’s the first time I’ve let him do that. I’ve seen the way he looks at my stomach, and how his hands twitch when I touch my bump. It’s been too intimate to let him touch it.

      Now, it feels right.

      With his hand on my stomach, and my chest so close to his, desire starts to flame inside me. I drag my eyes up to his face, licking my lips. Martin watches me, letting his hand drift up my stomach. He brushes his hand over my breast and I sigh.

      “Nicole,” he growls.

      “Yes?”

      I run my fingers up his chest, hooking them around his neck. He groans as I press my body against his. His hands run to my back and down to my ass. He squeezes it, resting his forehead against mine.

      “I want you,” he breathes.

      “Even when I’m a giant pregnant whale?”

      “You’re not a whale,” he laughs. “But yes. Pregnant, not pregnant, it doesn’t matter. Always. Everywhere.” He squeezes my ass again and desire sparks in my veins. Instead of answering, I tilt my chin up and press my lips to his.

      At first, it’s tentative. As soon as I part my lips and feel his tongue diving into me, I’m done. I moan, curling my fingers into his hair. My nipples harden and I press my whole body against his. His hands slide down my thighs, and without warning, he picks me up. I wrap my legs around his waist, giggling.

      “You sure you can carry me? I’m heavier than before.”

      “I’m sure,” he laughs. We kiss and I squeeze my legs around his waist. My skirt rides up and I grind my center toward him. The space between my legs grows hotter, and my need for him grows.

      Because that’s what it is—a need. I don’t want him. I need him. I need his kiss, and his hands, and his cock. I need his mouth on my body and I need his voice in my ear. I need his breath to wash over my skin and I need his scent all over me.

      I need him.

      “Bedroom,” he says between kisses, his hands cupping my ass. He spreads my ass cheeks apart and I moan. I can feel his cock, rock hard between us.

      I nod toward the bedroom and he carries me toward it. When he lays me down on the bed, he sighs. I watch as he unbuttons my shirt and slides it off my shoulders. He slips my skirt off and groans. I’m not exactly wearing sexy underwear, but he looks at me like I’m a Victoria’s Secret model. Caging me against the bed, he kisses me hard. His hand drifts to my breast, my side, my ass.

      Unhooking my bra, he tosses it aside. When his lips connect with my breast, I gasp. It’s like my nipple has a direct line to my center. He licks and nips and kisses my breast, toying with my other nipple with his hand. I’m panting, curling my fingers into his hair. I feel like I’m going to come just from that. He kicks my legs apart and slips his fingers under my panties.

      “So fucking wet,” he groans as he slides his hand up and down my slit.

      “For you,” I pant.

      He slides two fingers inside me and I moan. I arch my back, letting my legs fall open. He curls his fingers just right, kissing my neck and whispering everything and anything into my ear. I don’t hear him. I don’t understand. All I can focus on is the pleasure burning between my legs.

      Just when I think my orgasm will crash into me, he slips his fingers out of me. He tears my underwear down my legs and groans.

      When he flips me over, I yelp.

      “On all fours,” he commands. I do as he says, my breasts and belly hanging down as I prop myself up on my elbows and knees. He spreads my legs apart, his hands drifting from my knees to the backs of my thighs. He spreads my ass apart and sighs.

      When his tongue connects with my slit, I gasp. His hand twirls around my clit as his tongue finds my opening. He doesn’t just lick me, he fucks me with his tongue. In and out, he fucks me with his mouth, his tongue, his fingers. His hands drift to my ass and he spreads it wide, sliding his tongue up to my ass.

      I gasp, feeling dirty and bad and so fucking good. His tongue slides around my ass and then gently inside. My legs shake and I grip the blanket. My whole body is on fire. The pads of his fingers find my clit again, and his tongue keeps working my ass. When he slips his thumb inside my opening, I scream.

      I scream his name, I scream oh god, I scream yes, I scream wordless moans as my whole body shakes. Martin moans with me, fucking my ass and my pussy and my clit until my orgasm is dripping out of me.

      He licks up every drop, groaning.

      “I’ve been dreaming of that for months.” I look over my shoulder at him with hooded eyes. I can’t even speak. I watch him tear off his shirt and unbuckle his pants.

      He kicks them off in an instant, and I just stay there, recovering. I’m still on my elbows and knees, with my forehead resting on the pillow. I just need a breath. Just a second to recover. Just—

      He drives his cock inside my quivering pussy and I gasp. He’s so hard, so hot, so fucking good. My fingers curl into the covers as my back arches for him. I push myself back onto his cock and moan.

      When he smacks my ass, I sigh. The pleasure he gives me is indescribable. He drives his cock deep inside me until another orgasm washes over me, and then a third.

      I collapse. My legs can’t support me anymore. He lifts my ass up and fucks me harder, pushing my hair off my back. He leans down, his face near my ear.

      “I’m going to come,” he grunts.

      “Come, Martin,” I gasp. “Come inside me.”

      He grunts, moans, and explodes inside me. I feel every pump, every drop, every throb, and I love every second of it.

      When we fall apart, I watch him catch his breath. His hand falls toward me and I interlace my fingers in his. He turns his head toward me and sighs.

      “I love you so fucking much, Nicole.”

      My heart explodes. I nod. “I know.”

      “I’m never going to let you go.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      He smiles, turning toward me. He drapes his arm over my body and pulls me in for a deep, tender kiss. We intertwine our arms and legs and lay in a sweaty, happy, post-orgasmic heap.

      I run my fingers through his hair and smile.

      “I love you too, Martin.”

      He grins, his eyes sparkling. “I know.”
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      Five months later…

      Our baby girl’s cries are the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard in my life. Nicole is crying, laying back in the hospital bed as a nurse drops our baby on her bare chest.

      “Skin to skin contact is important,” she says. “Hold your baby for a few minutes. Congratulations, you two.”

      Nicole’s hands stroke our baby’s tiny back as tears stream down her face. She glances at me, smiling through her tears. I put my hand on our baby’s head and my eyes mist with tears.

      This is the happiest day of my life.

      There have been so many happy days that it’s hard to rank them, but seeing our baby for the first time makes my whole world just a little bit brighter.

      Nicole strokes the baby and kisses its head. The baby is wrinkly with a big bald patch on the side of her head, but she’s perfect.

      “I love you,” I say, kissing Nicole’s forehead. I stroke her hair, pushing it off her sweaty forehead. She smiles at me. “You were incredible. I’m glad I’m not a woman.”

      Her eyes are hooded with happiness and tiredness and the incredible glow of a mother. I wrap my arms around my two girls and my heart beats for them.

      “Martin,” Nicole says softly.

      “Hmm?”

      “I have a name in mind for her.”

      I lift my head up and stare at Nicole. Her eyebrows are arched, and she bites her lip.

      “I’m not sure you’ll like it.”

      “What is it?”

      We haven’t talked about names. I just moved into the house last month, and we’ve been busy getting things ready. With both of us working, and a new house to get organized, there hasn’t been much down time. It feels like this moment right now is the first time we’ve been able to catch our breath.

      Nicole looks at the baby girl and joy shines on her face.

      “Jacqueline Brianne Henderson.”

      My heart thumps. My eyes mist. I find Nicole’s hand and interlace my fingers in hers. I squeeze her hand as a tear rolls down my cheek.

      “You would be okay with that?” My voice is choked with emotion. Nicole is so beautiful, inside and out. So many women wouldn’t want to be reminded of Brianne.

      Not Nicole.

      Nicole runs head-first into the memories, into the grief, and she shines her beautiful light on all the sadness. She obliterates all the badness around her. She’s completely, utterly good. Her goodness heals me, strengthens me, teaches me what it means to be compassionate and caring.

      “It’s perfect,” I say. “Jacqueline Brianne Henderson.”

      “I was worried you wouldn’t like it.”

      “I love it.” I kiss Jacqueline’s head and my chest feels so good it almost hurts. “And I love you.”

      She smiles at me, and I fumble in my pocket. When my fingers touch the little velvet box, I suddenly feel nervous. What if she says no?

      This is a ridiculous time to propose to her. I should have done something more romantic—something big. A grand gesture to show her what she means to me.

      But then, Nicole slides her hand over my cheek and I know that this is perfect. She wouldn’t want something big. She just wants honest, true love.

      So, I pull the ring box out of my pocket and flip it open.

      “Make me the happiest man in the world, Nic,” I breathe. My voice is choked with emotion.

      Her eyes widen and tears start falling again. Her breath hitches and a laugh tumbles out of her. She nods, closing her mouth and nodding harder as the tears spill down her cheeks.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “It’s a yes, Martin. It’s a yes,” she laughs. I take the ring and slip it over her finger. She watches it catch the light and then nuzzles against our baby girl’s head.

      “You hear that, Jacquie? You daddy’s going to make an honest woman out of me.”

      The nurse comes to swaddle the baby and take her away to be cleaned up and checked. I watch her go and then wrap my arms around Nicole. She shifts in bed, and I climb onto the tiny single hospital bed beside her. With my arms around her, and her head resting against my chest, I feel like the luckiest man alive.

      She looks at the ring and I kiss the top of her head.

      “You’re wrong, you know.” I rub my hands up and down her arm.

      “About what?”

      “I didn’t make an honest woman out of you. You’re the one who made an honest man out of me.”

      She turns to me, smiling. Her hand slides up my cheek and I kiss the woman of my dreams, the mother of my child, the love of my life.
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      I wasn’t expecting Police Chief White to knock on my door. I try to keep my face steady as a cold current crawls down my spine. He’s gained a bit of weight since last year—the stress of the job, no doubt. His wobbling jowls dip down in greeting.

      “Mrs. Thompson,” he says, taking his hat off and smoothing his hair.

      “It’s King,” I answer automatically. I never took my husband’s name, but that didn’t prevent anyone from calling me Ashley Thompson from the moment we said our vows. Randy never corrected anyone. I think he resented me not taking his name.

      Police Chief White opens his mouth and closes it again. “Ms. King,” he mumbles. He shifts his weight from foot to foot as I tighten my grip on the doorknob.

      Last time I saw him, he was handing me a folded American flag and the Denver Police Department Medal of Valor. I was in a haze of grief, relief and confusion after my husband had been shot in the line of duty.

      Now, the Chief stands before me again in full uniform, and the memories of that day start to flood my brain.

      “May I come in?”

      My hand squeezes on the doorknob as I try to steady myself. I swallow past the lump in my throat and nod, opening the door wider to let him in.

      Police Chief White’s boots thump on my old wooden floors as he makes his way inside. He’s at least six inches taller than me, towering over everything in my cramped old house. His eyes glance around the room as he stands stiffly.

      “Please,” I say. My voice is strangled as I motion to the couch. He nods and takes a seat. “Coffee? Tea?”

      “No, thank you,” he says. “I just came here to give you my condolences. Today is one year since—”

      “I know what today is.”

      “Right.” He clears his throat. He won’t meet my eye as he thumbs the edge of his hat. “I wanted you to know that you still have the full support of the DPD behind you. Losing Superintendent Thompson is still something the department feels every day. And I’m sure the past year has been… difficult for you.”

      I sit down across from him and smooth my hands over my legs. “Thank you.”

      I can’t look at him. I can’t look him in the eye and keep pretending I’m sad that the man who abused me for years is now dead. I pretended enough last year. I went through the wake and the funeral, through the awards ceremonies and the newspaper articles about how brave and valiant and good my late husband was.

      He wasn’t.

      He was a violent, jealous, angry man. He was vengeful, and he had a short fuse.

      And somehow, he hid it from everyone. Even me. It wasn’t until we were married that the mask started to crack. The first time he hit me was our one year anniversary. When that happened, I was ready to leave him. I had my bags packed and one foot out the door.

      Then the tears started, and the apologies, and the promises that he’d never do it again. He was ashamed of himself, he said. He’d never do it again, he promised. He was tender and loving; he was the man that I’d married.

      And then he did it again, and he apologized again.

      He did it over and over, until he broke me. I was a shell of my former self.

      Then, Randy Thompson was shot and killed. He was a hero, but I was still the same battered woman.

      White shifts in his seat, and I drag my eyes up to meet his. He’s staring at me with the detached suspicion that police officers always seem to have.

      He clears his throat. “Your husband was a good man, Mrs. Th—Ms. King. His loss is felt in the department every day. I just wanted to personally come here and make sure that you have everything you need. I know today may be tough for you.”

      The big man wrings his hands. He clears his throat, and I finally take mercy on him and end his torture by responding.

      “That was very thoughtful of you, Police Chief Wh—

      “Please, call me Charlie.”

      I smile. “Charlie. Thank you very much. It’s been a tough year, but I’m getting through it. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me since Randy died.”

      “Of course.” He heaves himself off the sofa and stands awkwardly in front of me, as if he’s not sure whether to hug me.

      Please don’t hug me.

      “Well,” he huffs, nodding. He puts his hat back on his head. “Have a great day, Ms. King. And let me know if you need anything.”

      We both breathe a sigh of relief as he turns toward the front door. His duty is done, and I won’t have to pretend anymore. The sooner he’s out of my house, the better.

      It’s not that I don’t appreciate the visit—I do. He doesn’t have to come visit me. A lesser man would forget about the wives of their fallen men. The police chief is a good person.

      I know that, but I’m just sick of pretending.

      Every time I meet someone who knew Randy, I have to keep up appearances. Even from the grave, Randy is controlling me.

      I’m sick of it.

      The police chief’s boots thud on the creaky floors, and he finally reaches the front door. This will be over soon, and I’ll be able to focus on my work. I’ll be able to forget about Charlie White, about Randy, and about that horrible day one year ago.

      But when he opens it up, another man is standing there with his finger heading for the doorbell.

      “Oh!” The man’s dark eyebrows arch upward. “Police Chief White! I wasn’t expecting—”

      “Councilor Maguire.” The chief’s face darkens, and he brushes past the man without another word. The man stares after him, jaw hanging open.

      I take the few seconds to look him up and down. He’s a good-looking man, with a well-tailored suit. His hair is parted on the side and perfectly styled. His fingernails are clean, and his shoes are polished. When he turns back toward me, he smiles genially. He has a dimple on his left cheek.

      “Good afternoon, Ma’am. My name is Adrian Maguire.” The name rings a bell. I nod. His teeth are perfect. “I’ve been a city councilor in our fine city for the past six years, and I’m running for mayor in the upcoming elections. I wanted to take the opportunity to introduce myself.”

      He smiles a bit wider, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. He extends his hand toward me and we shake firmly.

      “I’m Ashley King.”

      “Ashley.” He hasn’t stopped smiling, and I wonder if his cheeks hurt. “Can I ask, how do you know the police chief?”

      Adrian Maguire has a way of making you feel comfortable—he’s mayoral. I’m not sure he’s sincere, but then again, he’s in politics. Sincerity isn’t part of the job description.

      “Well,” I say, considering not answering his question. More talk of Randy’s death means accepting more unnecessary condolences.

      But in a way, I want to know how Councilor Maguire will handle it. I want to see how good his poker face really is.

      I smile sadly. “My husband died a year ago today—he was on duty at the time. The police chief was offering his condolences.”

      “Well, let me offer mine as well,” Mr. Maguire says without missing a beat. “Is it safe to say that safer streets would be high on your list of priorities?”

      I smile inwardly. Smooth.

      “Why, are you going to be ‘tough on crime’?” I ask, arching an eyebrow. I’ve heard that one before—what politician hasn’t used that line?

      Mr. Maguire smiles. “I won’t feed you bullshit lines, Ms. King. You probably know more than most about the inner workings of law enforcement. I can promise you that I’ll do everything in my power to make sure that police officers are safe. We want to make sure that what happened to your husband doesn’t happen to any other serving police officer.”

      “That’s all anyone can ask for.”

      I try to smile. I’m growing tired of this conversation. It’s the same as the conversation I had with Police Chief White—it’s all platitudes and fluff. There’s no substance, no truth. I want to close the door and retreat to my living room where I won’t have to pretend.

      “May I ask if you’d be willing to vote for me in the upcoming election?”

      “It’ll take more than one conversation to secure this vote, Councilor Maguire,” I grin. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got dinner on the stove, and…”

      “Of course. Here.” He hands me some pamphlets, and I watch him leave before closing the door.

      I don’t actually have any dinner on the stove. I’ve been thinking of getting comfortable with a spoon and a jar of Nutella tonight. The jar of Nutella sounds even more appealing right now than it did fifteen minutes ago.

      My phone dings from the coffee table, and I walk over to look at it

      
        
        Reminder: Denver Construction Awards

        Tomorrow, 7pm

        

      

      I work as the Media Relations Manager for one of the largest construction companies in Denver. We’re up for a couple of awards, so tomorrow night will be important. Hansen Constructions is trying to bid on some major projects in Denver, so upping our image is very important right now.

      That’s why they hired me.

      But right now, thoughts of the police, of Randy, of the election are swirling in my mind. I had a hard week at work, and the last thing I want to think about is the unpaid overtime I’ll be doing at this awards ceremony. I swipe the reminder away and head for the Nutella before collapsing on the couch. I flick on the TV and try to stop my whirling brain.

      One year.

      It’s been one year since Randy was shot. One year since it happened. One year since the nightmare that was my marriage ended.

      One year since I got out.

      And frustratingly, it’s taken me almost a year to forgive myself. Not for what happened the day he died—I’m not sorry about that—but to forgive myself for letting him do those things to me. I’m just starting to feel like myself again, to open my eyes and realize that my life isn’t over.

      With every threat, every insult, every slap, every punch, every burn, Randy tore at the fibers of my identity. He unraveled me, thread by thread, until I was nothing but a tangled heap on the floor. And then he stood over me and laughed.

      Everything that I thought I was—strong, independent, loveable—he took it away from me.

      Maybe naively, I thought his death would give that back to me. I thought I’d be myself again.

      It didn’t. I’m not.

      A part of me grieved. It surprised me and confused me when I felt sad. He was my husband, and we’d been married for seven years. But a bigger part of me wanted to close that chapter of my life and move on. The sadness was more confusing than the anger or the relief.

      I stare into the jar of Nutella and take a deep breath. Something shakes loose in my chest and I stare vacantly at the TV screen.

      It’s time for me to move on. I can’t pretend anymore.

      I want to be free. Free from him, and free from the memories of what happened, free from the past.

      One year later, I’m stronger. I’ve landed on my feet. I’m alone, but I’m surviving. I’m more than surviving! I’m thriving. I have a good job, something that Randy never allowed me to pursue. I’m reconnecting with my friends, and I’ve even started playing music again.

      For the first time since I married Randy Thompson, I feel hopeful about the future.

      Maybe I’ll even be able to date again. Anytime a man has tried to come near me, I retreat into myself again. But now… I think I’m ready. Some men are good—I just happened to be fooled by one of the bad ones.

      I dig another spoonful of chocolatey hazelnut spread out of the jar and eat it slowly, sighing.

      The police chief’s visit rattled me. Just when I think I’m done with Randy, someone shows up on my doorstep to remind me of all the mistakes I’ve made.

      There’s one mistake that I’ll never admit to. I’ll take it to the grave with me—no matter what. I did what I did, and Randy got what he deserved.

      And now, it’s time to move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameras flash as I put on my brightest smile. I adjust my athletic shorts and jump from one foot to the other. Music is blasting at the start line, with the announcer calling out the beginning of the race. It’s only a matter of seconds before the first annual Heart Start Race begins.

      I never thought it would get this big. We have over twenty thousand entrants for our first year, and we’ve been able to raise close to half a million dollars from the race alone. As long as today goes well, it’ll be a huge success for the foundation.

      It’ll be a huge success for me.

      At least it would be, if I cared. I’m just doing this until my brother wins the election, and then I’ll be done with this bullshit charity work.

      As another camera flashes in my face and I do my best to look happy and confident, the worry knots in my stomach.

      Ten miles.

      It’s not a huge run. Six years ago, I would have been able to manage it easily. But now, six years and one heart surgery later, and ten miles feels like a run to the end of the earth.

      I used to run ten miles multiple times a month. My longer runs were a compliment to the intense training I did for my main event: the 800m run. Middle distances had always been my favorite, even as a child. It is, in my humble opinion, the most challenging distance in any track meet—it’s too long for an all-out sprint, like the 100m, but too short to settle into an endurance pace.

      It’s two minutes of hell. Or if you’re like me and you’ve made it to the Olympics, it’s just shy of two minutes of hell. But after those two minutes, I got to stand on that podium with a solid gold medal between my teeth, and I was on top of the world.

      Click, flash, smile. Another photo.

      The announcer’s voice booms over the speakers and he starts to count down.

      “Three… two… one…”

      A gunshot sounds and the mass of humanity around me starts to move. Men and women in bright spandex start to run along the designated route. I watch people pass me with their running belts strapped with water bottles, energy gels, and snacks.

      Others have nothing, just old running shoes and the race bib pinned to their free t-shirt.

      I’m trying to take it easy. Ever since I had my operation, my heart hasn’t felt the same. If I push myself too hard, I get light-headed and my pulse goes through the roof.

      I’ve been cleared to run for months now, and I’ve worked up from short walks to now being able to participate in this race.

      It should be a celebration. I should be happy. Running in my own foundation’s race is a milestone I wasn’t sure I’d be able to achieve.

      I’m an Olympic medalist who was told he might never run again, but here I am.

      I won.

      I’m a champion.

      I beat the heart defect. I beat the surgery. I beat the odds.

      But as mothers with their strollers, children, and even toddlers start to surround me, I don’t feel like I’m winning at all.

      I’m slow.

      Victory isn’t the point of this race, but I still feel like a failure. I was an Olympic champion! Now, I feel old and useless. I’m only thirty years old, but I feel closer to death than when I was on the operating table.

      I know there are cameras everywhere, so I do my best to smile and talk to the runners around me. One young mother jogs beside me, pushing a stroller. She’s wearing a tight purple running top and a matching hat.

      “Beautiful day,” I say to her, smiling.

      She blushes, and I grin.

      Maybe being at the back of the pack isn’t so bad. I’d rather be surrounded by young, fit MILFs than the serious lanky runners at the front of the pack. At least back here, I have something nice to look at.

      That’s what I keep telling myself, anyway.

      My heart trembles and my smile fades. I nod to her and slow down, running on my own again. A tremor in my chest always sends fear pumping through my entire body. I put one foot in front of the other, trying to keep the worry from creasing my forehead.

      Nobody wants a picture of Liam Maguire collapsing at his own fucking race—especially not me or my family. This is supposed to boost my brother’s campaign. We’re presenting a united front, as my mother keeps reminding me. Then she usually says something about the cost of my heart surgery to remind me how much I owe her and my father.

      I had an atrial septal defect—a hole in my heart.

      But I could have told anyone that a long time ago. I used to think I had a hole where my heart should have been. I’ve never cared about love or relationships or matters of the heart. I’ve never cared about anything except running and winning.

      And then that was taken away from me.

      So, here I am. Running a ten miler for the first time in six years, gracing the back of the pack with a big, dumb fucking smile on my face.

      When I’m sure that I won’t drop dead in the middle of the race, I pick up the pace again.

      There are bands playing on the side of the road, and big banners from our sponsors. My name is plastered everywhere. People are lining up on the side of the street, and I stop for a minute to take a picture with them. A woman thrusts her baby into my arms, and I smile for the selfie.

      This is what I’ve been reduced to.

      I’m not winning anything. I’m just a poster boy for heart defects.

      A teenage boy with tears in his eyes sticks out his hand. I shake it.

      “What’s your name, buddy?”

      “Nolan,” he beams. His face is pale and he’s leaning against a man who looks like his father. “I wanted to say—” he wheezes. “I have a septal defect, too. I hope I can run in this race next year.” He wavers on his feet, and his father catches him.

      A lump forms in my throat, and once again I feel like a fraud.

      Who am I to give hope to these people? This poor kid might be dead next week, and he’s looking at me like I’m some kind of hero.

      I’m not a fucking hero. All I did was survive. I was just lucky that my family is filthy rich, and I could afford the best medical care this country has to offer. I’m a product of my upbringing, through and through. This kid is, too, but he’s on the other end of the spectrum.

      He doesn’t have billionaire parents and a trust fund to pay for a team of world-class doctors. I pat him on the shoulder. “You’ll beat it,” I lie.

      I give Nolan my card and tell him to email me, and then I keep running.

      After a torturous hour and a bit, I finally make it to the finish line. There are more cameras, more sponsors, more cheers and celebrations of my wonderful achievement of putting one foot in front of the other. This race wasn’t my idea. My mother and father put me in charge of this foundation, and my brother has leaned on it ever since the start of his mayoral campaign.

      We’re one, happy, big-hearted family. We give back. We’re pillars of the community.

      … We’re frauds.

      And the biggest fraud of them all is me.

      I don’t care about these people. I don’t care about fundraising or running this foundation. I don’t care about the thousands of babies that die of congenital heart defects.

      I don’t even care about this race.

      All I care about is the fact that I’ll never get the chance to win another medal in my life. If I could trade all this fundraising, all the praise and the accolades for one more shot at an Olympic medal, I would.

      All the good that this foundation is doing for people like Nolan—I’d trade that in a heartbeat.

      Maybe that makes me selfish. Maybe that makes me the asshole who’s still hanging onto the past. Maybe it makes me a heartless bastard.

      Like I said, I always knew I had a hole in my heart. I don’t think the surgery fixed me up completely. It patched up the heart in my chest, but it couldn’t change who I am.

      My brother greets me at the finish line with his posse of campaign staffers. They’re carrying his placards, wearing wide smiles and pins that say ‘Adrian Maguire: My Mayor’.

      Adrian claps me on the back and turns me toward the cameras. He always knows where to find the photo opportunity. And once again, I look like the sick, weak brother as he props me up.

      Once again, they’ll talk about my heart defect instead of talking about me.

      Tragic. A waste of talent. So brave.

      I can see the headlines already.

      My brother squeezes my shoulder and leans in toward me. “Well done, little brother.”

      “You owe me one.”

      “The press is lapping this up.”

      “You’d better win this election, Aido.”

      He squeezes my shoulder again and turns us toward another mass of reporters. His smile is unwavering, and his stupid little dimple is angled perfectly toward the cameras. I take a deep breath and do my best to smile with him.

      Yes, he definitely owes me one. This whole thing—the foundation, the run, the fucking holier-than-thou Good Samaritan Mother Theresa bullshit that he has me doing—it better help him win this election.

      And once it does, I’m going to bury myself in drugs, alcohol, and pussy until I forget the word ‘Olympics’ even exists.
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      “Thank God you’re here,” Becky breathes as soon as I walk into the fundraiser venue. She grips my arm and makes an exaggerated sigh, dragging me toward the drinks table. “If I have to hear one more middle-aged white man tell me about ‘high level projections’ and ‘KPIs for this quarter’, I think I’m going to explode.”

      “Remind me again why you’re in this industry?”

      “The paycheck.” She hands me a tall glass of white wine and takes one for herself. “And I naively thought that a male-dominated industry would be a great place to meet men.”

      We look around the room at the swaths of overweight, balding, sun- and wind-damaged faces and I grin into my wine glass.

      “Quality over quantity might be a better strategy.”

      Becky grunts, sipping her drink. “I walked onto site this morning—me, the senior engineer on the fucking multi-million dollar high-rise project—and the demolition contractor called me cutie.”

      “Ew,” I laugh.

      “I know. I just stared at him until he walked away.” Becky smiles at me and shakes her head. “I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m insane, but I don’t even care. ‘Cutie’? Are you fucking kidding me?” I laugh and Becky shrugs. “What am I supposed to do? If I cause a scene, I’m the unreasonable one. You don’t see him calling any of these guys ‘cutie’.”

      We both stare out at the mass of men in ill-fitting suits and Becky sighs. “At least we have each other. You’re the best work-wife a girl could ask for.”

      “Same to you,” I say, elbowing her gently.

      My boss, John, walks over with his arms spread. Wine sloshes in his glass as he makes his way toward us. “How are my favorite two girls tonight!”

      “Women,” Becky corrects.

      John clears his throat. Judging by the redness of his nose, that isn’t his first glass of wine. “Of course. Of course. Now, Becky, you’re up for a big award tonight.”

      I can tell she’s trying to not roll her eyes. “Yes, Woman Engineer of the Year,” she says. “I don’t know if I should be insulted at how patronizing it is, or flattered that people have noticed I’m actually an engineer as well as a woman… Or should I say despite being a woman?”

      John just nods stupidly. “Right, well, if she wins, make sure you let the world know, Ash. You don’t get paid the big bucks for nothing!”

      The big bucks… yeah, right. I nod. “Will do.”

      He waddles away and Becky lets out a sigh.

      “I might barf if I have to accept an award called ‘Woman Engineer of the Year’. The grammar isn’t even right! It should be ‘Female Engineer of the Year’.”

      “Just don’t barf on stage.”

      She giggles and drags me toward the main room. “They sat us together, at least.”

      “If you hate your job so much, maybe you should change?”

      We slide into our seats, and Becky sighs. “Maybe. I don’t know…” She smiles sadly and I understand how she feels.

      “It’s hard to start over,” I say. She makes a noise in acknowledgement. I play with the stem of my wine glass and find myself opening up to her about my past for the first time. “You know, after my husband died, I pretty much had to start over. I’d been out of the industry for five years, and in PR terms, that’s a lifetime. None of the companies that I’d worked for even wanted to talk to me—I used to work with celebrities and fashion labels.”

      “Well, lucky for you, the construction industry is only about twenty years behind the times, so you are a forward-thinking, cutting edge genius as far as they’re concerned.”

      We both laugh, glancing around the dining room as people start to filter to their seats. Having a friend at these networking dinners helps so much. We’re always the ‘token females’ in a sea of men.

      We settle into our seats as the dinner service and ceremony start. Through the first course and first awards presentations, Becky and I distract ourselves with sarcastic quips to each other, and polite conversation with the rest of the table.

      Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see him.

      Him.

      I’ve never seen him before, but as soon as I lay my eyes on him, my body electrifies. It melts and freezes and burns all at once. He’s standing in the shadows beside the stage but even from here, I know he’s blindingly beautiful. He’s the kind of attractive that you only see in the pages of a Hollywood magazine. He’s walking around 24/7 with an Instagram filter on, and the rest of us mere mortals can’t even compete.

      He runs his fingers through his dark hair and then adjusts his tie. His suit fits perfectly over his muscular body, and my gaze runs from head to toe and back up again.

      I take it all in—the shiny black shoes, the deep blue suit, the skinny tie. He’s GQ, he’s Men’s Fitness, he’s Leonardo-DiBrad-Pitt and I am here for it.

      I’m staring and I don’t care. For once, there’s some eye candy for me in the room.

      He licks his lips and I die. I mean, I literally die and go to heaven. The drone of the man on the microphone doesn’t even register on my radar, because all I can hear are angels singing and Saint Peter at the pearly gates beckoning me inside.

      Maybe it’s because I’m on my third glass of wine. Maybe his Instagram filter is actually just plain old alcohol.

      Becky follows my gaze and I hear her exhale, and I know it’s definitely not just alcohol. This man is next-level gorgeous.

      Then, the Adonis looks right at me.

      Caught. Red. Handed.

      From across the crowded room, over the dozens of heads and tables that separates us, he looks at me. He stares long enough to see my entire head turn beet-red as I bury my face in my wine. My heart thumps and I take a big gulp, gripping the edge of my seat to steady myself.

      I take a deep breath, and peek through my lashes toward him.

      When I see that he’s still staring at me, my whole body bursts into flames. Desire soaks my underwear as his eyes sizzle over my skin. Despite my blush, despite my ruined panties, despite the crowded room, I lift my head and hold his gaze.

      Seconds tick by as we stare at each other, until his head snaps toward the stage and the crowd erupts into excited applause. He walks his perfect body up the steps toward the podium.

      When he gets there, his eyes drift out toward the audience—toward me.

      I almost don’t want him to speak. What if his voice is nasally, or what if he turns out to be an idiot? What if he’s one of those men that’s great to look at, but his attractiveness plummets as soon as he opens his mouth?

      It’s better to simply admire him from a distance. Why ruin the illusion?

      Then, he opens his mouth, and all my fears melt away.

      “Good evening, and congratulations to all of you,” he starts. His voice is like a raging fire, burning me up from the inside out. It’s hot, gravelly, with a hint of wildness in it. His lips flick up at the corners and I swoon.

      I literally swoon. I nearly fall off my chair.

      I think there’s something wrong with me.

      “Who is this guy?” I ask, leaning over toward Becky.

      “Liam Maguire. His brother is running for mayor.”

      “Ah,” I respond, leaning back in my chair and admiring the specimen on stage. So this is Adrian Maguire’s brother?

      Now, I can see it. He doesn’t have the dimples, but he has the chiseled jaw and perfectly tailored suit. His hair is redder than his brother’s—dark auburn. It’s tousled, unlike the perfectly gelled hair that Adrian had. He looks like the bad boy version of the clean-cut man who was at my door yesterday.

      I’m still gawking at him when I feel a tap on my shoulder.

      “John,” I frown. “What’s wrong?”

      It’s not just his nose that’s red now, it’s his whole head. He nods toward the door, and then turns around and stalks toward it. I glance at Becky, whose eyes are wide. She shrugs one shoulder, and I take a deep breath.

      The man on stage—Liam—is starting his speech now, but I don’t hear a word of it. I follow my boss toward the exit as my heart starts to thump.

      I’ve worked with this man for a year now, and I’ve seen the temper he has. The level of temper tantrum he throws is usually directly proportional to the redness of his face.

      And right now, his face is very, very red. As we get to the door, he glances over at a man in the corner. His thick, grey moustache hides his lips, and he stares at us with black eyes. I shiver.

      As soon as we’re through the doors and in the lobby, John whirls on me.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “E-excuse me?” I frown. I’ve seen him mad, but it’s never been directed at me.

      “The multi-story building project.”

      “What about it?” The company’s biggest project this year has been on every pamphlet, every pitch deck, every brochure that we’ve put out. This project is a gateway to a multitude of others that we’re planning on bidding on in the next year. Depending on who wins the election, there might be a whole host of public works that go to tender.

      But before that happens, we need a proven track record, and that means a successful multi-story building completion.

      “When were you going to tell me about the noise complaints?”

      “The what?”

      John huffs, running his fingers through his thinning hair. Even his scalp is red.

      This is bad.

      “Are you telling me you don’t know about the noise complaints from the Denver Philharmonic orchestra? In all your canvassing of the neighborhood, you failed to mention that their main practice space is located directly beside our active demolition site?”

      “I didn’t canvas—”

      He puts up his hand and shakes his head. “They’re shutting us down, Ashley.”

      “What?”

      “You should have seen this coming.”

      “I only started working here after we did the initial noise assessm—”

      “This is on you.”

      My mouth hangs open as his eyes darken. This is on me?! I’m not the environmental manager. I’m not the community relations manager. I’m only as good as the information that comes to me! I wasn’t even here when they did the initial community meetings.

      How could this possibly be on me?

      I try to get the words out, to protest, to say anything, but the words stay stuck in my throat. John huffs again and shakes his head.

      “Luckily, Martha has put together an action plan, and…”

      I don’t hear another word. Martha. From the first day I started at the company, she resented me. She thought I took her job, and it looks like now she’s making her move. She’s throwing me under the bus and covering up her fuckup by blaming me.

      And somehow, John believes her.

      “… it doesn’t seem like you’re able to handle the workload.”

      Anger flares inside me. “Not able to handle the workload? John, with all due respect, I’ve raised the profile of your company measurably since I started. From the website to the social media, you’ve told me yourself that you’ve seen a difference in how clients view us.”

      He sighs and shakes his head, and my blood boils.

      “Maybe it’s just not a good fit, Ashley.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “If you handed in your resignation, I wouldn’t refuse it.”

      His eyes harden, and my heart drops to my stomach. I feel like throwing up. Is this a joke? After all the work I’ve done—all the unpaid overtime, the weekends, everything—he’s asking me to resign?

      “I… what?”

      “I think it’s time we part ways. You can pick up your things on Monday. If you don’t want to resign, I’ll have to terminate your contract and you won’t get paid out all your vacation days.”

      Tears start to fill my eyes. “I…”

      “Are we understood?”

      I nod my head. John sighs and walks back into the auditorium. I flinch as the door slams after him, and then I stare at the closed door wordlessly.

      Did I just get fired?

      Someone clears their throat beside me, and I see one of the waitresses with a glass of red wine. She hands it to me, nodding to the table of glasses that they’re clearing out.

      “That was rough,” she says. I can see the pity in her eyes, and I take the wine with a nod.

      “I’m not even sure what just happened.”

      “As soon as we’re done cleaning up, me and the rest of the team are going to polish off all these open wine bottles. You want to join?”

      I glance behind her at the other staff. One blonde girl smiles at me tentatively.

      The girl beside me extends her hand. “I’m Red.” She flicks her braid in explanation, and I nod.

      “Thanks… yeah. That sounds pretty good, actually,” I snort. “I’m sorry, I’m just in shock. I’ll just go grab my purse.”

      Red smiles at me, and I nod before letting my feet take me back toward the auditorium. I don’t usually drink very much, and I haven’t had a real friend besides my sister since I married Randy.

      But right now, nothing makes sense. Polishing off a bunch of cheap wine sounds pretty good.
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      My feet take me up the steps to the stage, and before I know it, I’m staring at bright lights and human silhouettes. I glance toward the table where the woman was sitting.

      With the stage lights shining toward me, all I see are amorphous human forms, waiting patiently for me to speak. I pull my eyes away from her, even though I can still sense her presence.

      I’ve been with lots of women. Recently, more than usual. Losing my ability to run made me want to fill the void with something else.

      But she was different. She wasn’t looking at me with that hungry, horny, greedy look that a lot of women have. There was something in her eyes that I’ve never seen before. Fire. Passion. Life.

      My cock is still rock hard and I am silently grateful for the podium in front of me.

      I clear my throat and flash a smile at the room. This is yet another speaking engagement that my PR-obsessed brother scheduled for me. Being the good brother that I am—and of course, with the ever-constant threat of my parents cutting off my funding—I agreed.

      So here I am, staring at a sea of people who have nothing to do with running, or heart defects, or mayoral campaigns.

      The best and the brightest of the construction industry are here—engineers and project managers and supervisors celebrating their successes.

      And then there’s me.

      “Good evening, and congratulations to all of you.” I smile, and the whole room applauds. God, this is going to be easy. “When my brother told me that he wanted me to speak at the Denver Construction Awards, I wasn’t sure if I would have the right footwear. It’s been a long time since I’ve worn steel-toed boots.”

      I pause for a laugh, and my eyes are pulled toward the woman’s table.

      Is she laughing?

      Maybe she actually enjoys these things.

      Or maybe, like me, she thinks ‘networking’ is a twenty-first century form of torture. I deliver my speech with all the typical jokes, clichés, and sayings that Adrian’s speech writer put together for me. The crowd eats that shit up. Or at least, it sounds like they do. Maybe they’ve just been conditioned to enjoy these types of things.

      Mercifully, my speech ends and I’m able to walk off the stage. My eyes immediately drift to the woman’s table, but all I see is an empty seat.

      Looks like she falls into the ‘networking=torture’ camp. I frown, a part of my ego bruised that she couldn’t even sit through my speech.

      I shake a couple hands and duck past a few more, making a bee line toward the exit. My duty is done, and it’s time for me to get the fuck out of here. I get to the exit at the back of the room and glance once more toward the woman’s table.

      She’s still not there, and a sliver of disappointment pierces my chest. I push open the door and step out—

      Thud.

      Straight into a warm body. She makes a noise, and we both tumble to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. I hear the crunch of plastic and feel something wet soaking into my chest. The woman groans under me, and I prop myself up on my elbows.

      It’s her.

      Our faces are inches apart on the ground. Her chest is pressed against mine, and my thigh is nestled between hers. Her golden hair is splayed out around her head like a halo. In about four milliseconds, she’s going to feel just how much I’m enjoying this position.

      Before that happens, I peel myself off her, and give her a hand up. She huffs, brushing her hair out of her face.

      “Thanks,” she sighs. Her eyes flick up to mine, and I see tears gathering on her lashes. “And sorry.”

      “My fault.” I’m still holding her hand, and she nods to my shirt.

      “No, I mean I’m sorry about your shirt.”

      I glance down at myself, and then at her. Both of us are covered in massive purple splotches—red wine. I see the shards of the crushed plastic glass on the floor at our feet, along with more droplets of wine.

      “Fuck,” I breathe. My $700 shirt is ruined, and a flash of annoyance passes through me. I was planning on going straight out to the club after this obligation was done, but it looks like I’m going to have to change first. Then, I glance up at her and see her biting those sexy, lush lips of hers as misty tears cling to her eyelashes.

      Annoyance is quickly replaced with lust. She’s even more gorgeous up close.

      I shrug, brushing my chest as if it’ll help the stain. “At least we saved the carpet.”

      Her lips twitch and she nods. “Yeah. Silver lining.”

      “Are you okay?” Damn, I want to fuck this woman.

      She squares her shoulders and adjusts her slim-fitting navy dress. “Yeah,” she says, forcing a smile. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? You look—”

      “Girl just got fired, bro,” a voice says behind her. I glance over the woman’s shoulder to see a red-haired waitress stacking dishes. She flicks her thick braid over her shoulder and looks at me with an arched eyebrow. “Give her a break. Or a new dress, or something. Damn.”

      I look back at the woman. “I, uh… sorry to hear that.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. Then she sighs, staring at the ceiling, and laughs some more.

      “It’s fine. It’s just a dress. The job—that one hurts a bit more.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m the Media Relations Manager—well, I was. PR, basically.” She smiles sadly, shaking her head.

      “I’m Liam.” I blurt.

      “Ashley.” Her eyes drop to my lips. Her tongue darts out to moisten her pink lips and my whole body vibrates.

      “You want to grab a drink?” I want to reach out and grab her hand, pull her in close to my body. She felt perfect, pinned underneath me. Hopefully, in an hour or two, we’ll be right back in that position. I’ll tangle my fingers in her long blonde hair and make her scream my name, over and over and over.

      Her eyes widen and her lips part. They’re so fucking kissable it hurts. She takes a deep breath and I watch her chest heave, and then she deflates like an old balloon.

      She shakes her head. “Thanks, but maybe another time. I’ve got plans.”

      “Plans? You’re not going to stay at this lame-ass event after you got fired, are you? What could be better than having a drink with me?”

      She smiles sadly. “I liked you better from a distance. Sorry about your shirt.”

      And then, Ashley brushes past me and walks straight back into the auditorium. The door closes behind her and I stand frozen until I hear someone laughing behind me.

      It’s the red-headed waitress. She shrugs at me. “Sorry, bro.”

      “I’m not your bro.”

      She scoffs, and I stalk out the door and into the street. The cool night air hits me and I fill my lungs, glancing back toward the building in annoyance.

      I can’t believe she actually turned me down! Plans? What plans could she possibly have? I’d already been imagining all the positions that I’d bend her into as soon as I was alone with her. I’d make up for her getting fired all fucking night long.

      But no. She had ‘plans’.

      I’m not used to getting rejected, and this time it stings more than usual. I’m not even sure why.

      I stomp out of the venue, angry at her and angry at myself for being angry at her. I’m a fucking mess, and I know it. I just need to go out and find some other hot blonde to get my dick wet.

      I jump in the back of the waiting black sedan and tell my driver to take me home. Once I’m changed, I’ll go to the club and forget I ever met her.
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      Becky frowns at me when I grab my purse.

      “What was all that about?”

      “The multi-story building demolition.”

      “What about it?”

      “Apparently there have been some serious noise complaints, and I’m the one who has to take the fall.”

      “What?” She hisses. The MC is on stage, droning on about something that has suddenly become unbearable to me. I never wanted to work in this industry. I used to work with artists, athletes, celebrities—not construction workers.

      Tears prickle at my eyes and I shake my head. “John fired me.”

      “He what?” Becky’s eyes widen and she leans toward me.

      Then, her name is called out over the speakers. A spotlight swings to her and the whole room starts applauding. The big screen flashes with Woman Engineer of the Year. Becky glances at the screen and back at me. Her mouth opens and closes.

      I squeeze her hand. “Congrats, Becky. Don’t barf on stage.”

      A laugh falls out of her and she stands up. “This conversation isn’t over.” Then, I watch her put on her best smile and stride toward the stage. All eyes are on her, and I take the opportunity to slip away.

      The conversation with her might not be over, but that doesn’t mean it has to happen tonight. Right now, I just need to get out of here.

      I slip out the door and breathe a sigh of relief. Red pokes her head out from another door across the lobby and nods to me.

      “Yo, Goldilocks!” She grins. “Through here.”

      I’m not quite sure exactly what I’m doing, but I let my feet carry me toward her. She swings the door open wider and I step through to a long hallway. Red walks beside me, pointing her chin toward a door at the other end.

      “Everyone is through there.”

      “Thanks for inviting me,” I breathe, trotting to keep up with her long, purposeful strides. “I feel like I need a drink.”

      “It’s tradition.” She glances at me, letting her eyes travel up and down me before turning forward again. It feels like she’s sizing me up, and I don’t know if I pass her test or not.

      “What’s tradition? Drinking cheap wine after getting wrongfully fired?”

      Red laughs and her eyes gleam. “That too,” she grins. “No, I meant drinking all the leftover wine after one of these events. You guys sure do know how to over-order. Either that, or the catering company knows how to overcharge.”

      We get to the door. Without breaking stride, Red kicks it open. It swings inward to reveal a group of waiters in various states of relaxation. One guy—I noticed him passing out canapés—has his feet up on a chair and is casually smoking a joint. He has an eyebrow ring and tattoos on his knuckles. Two girls have stripped off their work uniforms and are wearing regular clothes now. They’re all a bit younger than I am, but right now, I don’t mind. Being in the company of strangers is weirdly comforting.

      Red hands me a glass of wine and turns to the crowd.

      “This is the chick I was talking about. Motherfucker fired her on the spot for something she didn’t do!”

      “Fuck,” the two girls say in unison, shaking their heads.

      The joint-smoker glances my way with an appraising eye, and then holds the spliff toward me. I blush and shake my head.

      “No, thanks.”

      He shrugs and takes a drag. I feel out of place, and yet I still feel comfortable. Everything in my life is going wrong, but I’ve lost the energy to care about it. Last night, I decided that it was time for me to move on and become myself again—maybe this is just my first opportunity to do exactly that.

      Red drags me toward the group and introduces me to everyone in quick succession. I don’t remember anyone’s name, except one girl with straight blonde hair, Claire. She’s got multi-colored makeup on her eyelids, with a dramatic black eyeliner. She looks ethereal and gorgeous and completely out of place amidst off-duty waiters.

      “So, the catering company doesn’t mind you guys drinking the leftover wine?”

      “What they don’t know won’t hurt them,” Red winks. She flops down onto a chair and puts her combat-booted feet up on a table.

      “Cheers to that,” Claire laughs. “What’d you get fired for?”

      “Noise complaints.”

      “Really?”

      I nod.

      “You should sue them,” Red says, shaking her head. She drains her glass and then points it at me. “For real. That’s wrongful termination.”

      “Probably,” I sigh. “If I could afford a lawyer, maybe I would.” Randy had life insurance, but after a year, it’s not going to last much longer. My sister is a lawyer, but I’ve been leaning on her far too much lately. I’ve only been at Hansen Constructions for three months—still in the probationary period. I’m pretty sure John can fire me without warning.

      And plus, I’m not even sure I want to pursue this. It just sounds… tiring.

      I stare at the wine in my glass, and then catch a glimpse of the stain on my dress. Claire sees me touch the stain and puts up a finger. She digs around in her purse and pulls out a top. It’s a dark blue top, almost the same color as my dress.

      “You could wear that over your dress,” she smiles. “Here.” She takes the shirt and pulls it over my head and then ties it at the side. She fluffs my hair up and then takes a step back, biting her lip. Reaching into her purse, she takes out a makeup compact and starts patting my face.

      “You got any mascara?” She asks. “I would share, but…” she makes a face. “You know, bacteria.”

      I chuckle. “I wouldn’t want to share mascara anyway. In my purse, in the side pocket.” She rummages through my purse and finds the mascara. Usually, I would feel uncomfortable with someone looking through my things, but not today.

      Maybe it’s the shock of losing my job, or maybe it’s being in the company of people who seem to have accepted me into their fold without so much as asking my name. Whatever it is, my shoulders start to relax and I take a deep breath.

      Claire finishes my makeup and smiles. “Good.” She motions to a mirror on the wall.

      My eyebrows shoot up. Somehow, in a matter of seconds, she’s transformed my face. My blue eyes are popping, and my cheekbones look razor-sharp.

      “How did you do that?”

      Red grins. “Claire’s a master.”

      Claire shrugs. “I watch a lot of YouTube tutorials.”

      Red snorts. “This girl has over three hundred thousand followers on Instagram. She gets paid fucking crazy money by sponsors to post random photos of herself wearing their makeup.”

      I laugh. “What? Really?! Why are you doing this?” I sweep my hand around the room.

      Claire smiles shyly. “I want to start my own makeup line. This pays the bills, and my sponsorship money goes toward the business.”

      “She’s a fucking genius,” Red grins, grabbing a bottle of wine. She tips it toward her glass and then stops to reconsider. She takes a slug straight out of the bottle instead.

      Claire shakes her head. “You’re the computer science nerd. I just get paid to look pretty.”

      My eyebrows shoot up, and a pang of guilt shoots through me. I misjudged her—all of them. By the sounds of it, everyone in this room is hustling to get what they want. When I first walked into the awards ceremony, I didn’t even give them a second look.

      I follow Red’s lead and grab another bottle of wine. There are at least two dozen opened bottles sitting on the table. I drain my glass and plop myself down on a chair.

      “Atta girl,” Red grins.

      The joint-smoker gets up off his chair and drags it toward me. He sits down beside me, leaning back in the chair and staring at me.

      He’s got dark, messy hair and hooded grey eyes. His face is angular, and I see hints of tattoos poking out from under his shirt. He’s good-looking. Even from my dark, celibate, post-Randy haze, I can see that he’s attractive.

      The way he’s looking at me makes something stir inside me—or maybe that’s the wine. I’m not used to men looking at me like that.

      For the second time tonight, it’s like something is waking up inside me. Desire. When I look at the guy beside me, I don’t feel that spark in the pit of my stomach that I had in the lobby with Liam. I don’t have that irresistible pull dragging me toward him, or that voice in my head screaming that it’s a bad idea.

      But this guy—he’s got bad boy written all over him. His ink, his attitude, his eyes… maybe I just need to finally get over Randy and sleep with someone.

      Why not him?

      “So, what’s a pretty girl like you doing hanging out with a bunch of deadbeats like us?”

      “I wouldn’t call them deadbeats at all,” I say, nodding toward Red and Claire. They’re both staring at the guy with raised eyebrows. Red rolls her eyes.

      “Benji, give me a break. And also, give her a break. Girl just got fired, she doesn’t need your lame-ass pick-up lines.”

      I laugh and fill up my glass again. Benji flashes a smile at me, and the side of my lips twitch upward.

      Yes, I think it’s time I got over Randy. It’s time I let men back in my life.

      I’ve been broken, and I’ve picked myself back up. I’ve found a job, and then been fired over nothing. I won’t let that break me, either.

      Tonight is just a test, I decide. It’s the first bad thing to happen to me since the night that Randy died. It’s the first time that my strength is tested.

      Yes, I was fired, but I’ll survive.

      No, I’ll thrive.

      I glance at Benji again, watching the way his Adam’s apple bobs up and down when he takes a slug of beer. He doesn’t excite me the way that Liam Maguire did earlier, but he could definitely scratch an itch.

      It’s time I let loose.

      Red is watching me, and I see the edges of her lips curl upward. She raises her bottle of wine at me, and I raise my glass at her. It’s as if she’s been reading my mind. We both take a sip, and I smile.

      Tonight, I’m not a prisoner of my past. I’m whatever I want to be.
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      By the time I’m in a fresh shirt and ready to go out, my phone is blowing up.

      “I’m coming!” I answer as it rings for the millionth time. I can hear loud music thumping through the phone.

      Aaron, my best friend, laughs on the other end of the line. “Thought you’d chickened out.”

      “I’ll be there in half an hour. You got the VIP section closed off?”

      “All sectioned off and ready for Sir Liam Maguire to arrive, fashionably late as usual.”

      “Fuck you,” I grin. “I had to go home and change, some chick spilled her glass of wine all over me at the construction thing.”

      “And how did that happen?” I can hear the laugh in his voice.

      I grin. “See you in a few.”

      I glance at myself one last time and give my hair a little tousle, and then I head for the door. Aaron will have the VIP area reserved, and no doubt a gaggle of women clawing for a piece of him—and me.

      Just the way I like it.

      I jump in a taxi and head for the club. My mind drifts back to the awards ceremony—what was that girl’s name… Ashley?

      Her cheeks had flushed when she saw the mess on our clothes, and my cock throbbed. Then, she turned her nose up at me and shot me down.

      Her fucking loss.

      I give myself an hour, and I’ll be balls-deep in random pussy, and Ashley-whatever-her-face will be out of my mind and out of my life forever.

      I won’t think about my body on top of hers, her tits pressed up against my chest as I lay on top of her. I won’t think about her long lashes, or the way she bit her lip.

      My pulse starts to thrum at the thought of her ass swaying side-to-side as she walked away from me, and then the cab lurches to a stop. I chuck some cash onto the center console.

      “Keep the change.”

      The bouncers already know me, and they unhook the velvet rope to let me through. I hear a mix of gasps and protests from the long line of people waiting to get in.

      Some of them are outraged that I’ve skipped the line, and I don’t give a fuck. Some of them recognize me—one of them might even be the lucky girl who gets to fuck me tonight. I glance over my shoulder at the lineup of scantily-clad and over-perfumed peasants.

      My eyes pause on one particular navy-clad ass, whose owner is currently bending over to fix her shoe.

      Maybe she’ll be the one.

      I grin, and nod to the second bouncer who opens the door for me. A curtain of darkness and sound engulfs me. I stalk through the club, my feet taking the familiar path toward the VIP section at the back of the room.

      “About fucking time!” Aaron exclaims when I hop up the three steps to the reserved area. He wraps one arm around me, leaving his other arm draped across the shoulders of a pretty brunette with big tits. “How was the awards thing?”

      “About as much fun as I expected,” I grin. “What’s a guy got to do to get a drink around here?”

      Aaron nods to the bartender, and within seconds there’s a fresh drink in my hand. I grin. “Business is good, I see.”

      Aaron shrugs. “Opening Club Nine next week, so I’ll tell you how things are going after that. I have a surprise for you, as a congratulatory present for finishing your race without dropping dead in the street.”

      “Fuck you,” I grin. Aaron nods behind him, and I see two blondes in tight white dresses sitting on a sofa. One of them waves her long, manicured nails at me. My eyebrows raise, and Aaron laughs.

      Aaron comes from a wealthy family—one of Colorado’s elite. We grew up together, going to all the same private schools all the way to college. He went to business school, and I did the easiest bachelor’s degree I could do so that I could keep running.

      Somehow, Aaron convinced his conservative father to give him enough money to open a bar a few years ago, and things have been flying since then. He owns half of the hottest bars in the city and has cemented himself as Denver’s Golden Boy.

      These chicks are a dime a dozen, and they basically attach themselves to him—and me—for a bit of free liquor and a chance to sit three steps higher than everybody else in the club.

      It’s pathetic, but I’m not going to turn down an easy lay.

      “Ladies,” I grin, walking over to the blondes. “You guys need a drink?”

      “Grey goose and water,” one of them says, batting her eyelashes and lifting her near-empty glass. I nod.

      “Coming up. I’ll be right back,” I add, realizing that I’d better take a leak before I sit down with these bombshells. The one design flaw in this club is that the restrooms are on the opposite side of the club as the VIP area.

      So, I make my way across the crowded dance floor toward the restrooms. I don’t have to weave through people very much, because the crowd parts for me naturally. I see eyes lingering on me, and I know that most of these people know who I am.

      When I’m about halfway to the restrooms, I see her.

      Here.

      In my club. Well—Aaron’s club, technically, but it might as well be mine.

      Ashley, and a group of people that she does not look like she belongs to. There’s that snarky redhead and a couple other chicks. Two guys, too. Their group turns toward the bar, and I see one of the guys’ hand resting gently on Ashley’s lower back.

      Fuck no.

      Rage ignites inside me. I stand still, staring at the hand until he drops it. Ashley turns toward the redhead and laughs, and I just stand there and stare. I just fucking stare at her, like a mouth-breathing Neanderthal. I look at her lips, her neck, her shoulders. I take in every curve of her body as she leans against the bar.

      Then, I shake myself out of my stupor and head for the restrooms. I need to get a fucking grip. There are two other blondes ready and waiting for me in the VIP area. Hell, they’re probably wet already. And here I am lusting after this chick? The one who turned me down already?

      No. Not me. Not Liam Maguire.

      I don’t give a fuck about anyone, especially not some random chick from a shitty awards ceremony. The doctors may have patched up my heart, but they sure as hell haven’t fixed it.

      I storm to the bathrooms, cutting in front of a line of people. I vaguely hear their protests, but I ignore them. The entire time I’m in the restroom, I’m just thinking about her.

      Ashley.

      With the wavy blonde hair and the fiery eyes. With that quick tongue and sassy attitude.

      With another man’s hand on her fucking back.

      By the time I’ve washed my hands and pushed the washroom door open to leave, my heart is thumping. I could avoid them and focus on the girls that are waiting for me. I don’t have to walk right by the bar where they’re ordering drinks.

      My body has other ideas, though. Before I know it, I’m heading straight for her. I can see her from the other side of the room. She’s laughing and dancing to the music. Her face is flushed—I wonder how much she’s been drinking. Her eyes are closed as she sings along to the song, and then that asshole puts his arm around her shoulders.

      That tattooed son of a bitch pulls her in and she laughs as she catches herself against his chest. I’m practically running now. My steps are jerky, hurried, and I push bodies out of the way as I bee-line toward them.

      Toward her.

      I don’t even know why. I’m not sure what I’ll do when I get there. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is him getting his grubby fucking hands off her perfect body.

      I’m ten feet away from them. Eight feet away. Five, four, three…

      “Liam!” Ashley exclaims. She peels herself off Dickhead and my pulse slows down a tick.

      Suddenly, I’m stopped, and they’re all staring at me. Dickhead is staring at me very closely, with his thick fucking eyebrows drawn together.

      “Hey,” I say, clearing my throat.

      “Well, well, well,” the redhead says with her stupid arrogant smirk. She looks me up and down and shakes her head. “If it isn’t Mr. Can’t-Take-Rejection. Back for more?”

      I ignore her.

      “What are you doing here?” It comes out more aggressively than I meant.

      Ashley frowns, and her smooth forehead creases ever so slightly. She lifts her glass. “Drinking. Dancing. Forgetting that I just got fired.” She laughs then, and shrugs at me. “What are you doing here?”

      The tension between my shoulder blades eases at the sight of her smile.

      “The same, more or less. Minus the getting fired part.”

      Her eyes linger on mine, and the air between us crackles. She sucks her bottom lip between her teeth. In that instant, I would pay anything to be that lip she’s sucking. She brings her drink up to her mouth and slides the straw between her pink lips, and the whole room falls away.

      The music, the lights, the drunken people grinding against each other… none of it exists. All I see are those big, blue eyes and those perfect lips wrapped around her straw.

      “Well, that is a fascinating conversation,” the redhead says as she rolls her eyes. “Almost as fascinating as the first one you two had.”

      “You want to dance?” The guy says to Ashley, and rage starts to rise inside me. She glances at him and smiles—but it’s not how she smiled at me. Her face doesn’t light up, and her eyes don’t sparkle. She smiles at him like she would smile at her fucking grandmother.

      Still, she smiles. I watch her nod, and I know I’m losing her. She’ll walk away, and I’ll never see her again.

      And for some reason—maybe it’s just my ego, and the fact that Dickhead is just a tattooed asshole who doesn’t appreciate how fucking beautiful this woman is—but whatever the reason, I don’t want to lose her. I don’t want the last time I see her to be half-drunk at some dirty club.

      “Work for me,” I yell over the music. Her head whips toward me and a laugh tumbles out of her lips.

      “What?”

      “You do PR, right?”

      She nods, frowning and smiling at me like I’m a lunatic. Maybe I am.

      “I need a PR manager, and as of tonight, sounds like you need a job.”

      “You’re offering me a job? You don’t even know me.”

      “I’m good at reading people.” And I want to read you over and over. “I’ll pay double whatever you were making at the construction company.”

      Her eyes widen, and then narrow again. “Triple.”

      “Two and a half times your current salary, final offer,” I grin. Every time she opens those lips of hers, I like her more and more. I just wish she was opening them for something other than talking.

      She chews her bottom lip for a second, and then reaches her hand toward me to shake. “Deal.”

      I slide my palm against hers, and my body stiffens at the touch. Her skin is soft, but her handshake is firm. She looks me in the eye and finally flashes a smile at me.

      “Nice doing business with you, Mr. Maguire.”

      “Call me that again, and you’ll be fired on the spot.” I’m not Mr. Maguire—that’s my father, and now my older brother. It’s not me.

      Her big blue eyes spark and she nods. I slip a business card out of my wallet and hand it to her, and something else drops to the floor as I pull it out. She bends down and picks up a little gold package and holds it up toward me. I see the condom I’d stuffed into my wallet on the way out the door between her fingers.

      “Glad to see you take safety seriously, Mr. Maguire,” she says slowly.

      I take the condom from her fingers and slip the business card into her hand. Her eyes stay glued to mine, and her tongue darts out to lick her lips.

      The guy beside her puts his arm around her waist, but I don’t even care, because she’s staring at me. And as I walk away, I can feel her gaze on me all the way back to the VIP area.
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      I stare at the business card in my hand and then again at Liam. He doesn’t look back as he strides across the dance floor toward the VIP area. Drunks part around him like a school of fish around a shark, and I can’t help but feel that I’m one of them. He’s a predator, and I’m his prey.

      … and a part of me likes it.

      Looking back at the card in my hand, my eyebrows draw together and my thoughts rush back to Randy. To the powerlessness and the worthlessness.

      To the fear.

      I was prey then, too. The minute I decide I’m ready to let men back in my life, am I making the same mistake I made ten years ago?

      I take a deep breath and slide the card into my purse, squaring my shoulders and painting a smile on my face. Red is looking at me with one arched eyebrow, her bright eyes gleaming in the club’s low light.

      I shrug. “Whatever.”

      She laughs, and Benji’s hand slides further down my back.

      Suddenly, I don’t like it anymore. I thought I wanted his attention. I thought I wanted to scratch an itch. I thought I wanted to get laid.

      Not like this. I don’t want to get drunk and do something I’ll regret tomorrow.

      Another song comes on and the lights start flashing. I’m dizzy and disoriented. Bile starts rising in my throat and the drink in my hand suddenly seems unbearably disgusting.

      Red’s hand slides over my forearm.

      “You okay?” She says, leaning into my ear.

      I shake my head. “I need to go home.”

      Her eyebrows draw together and her eyes soften. She nods, and I realize that she’s not the rough, boisterous person I thought she was. She cares.

      She looks at Benji and hooks her arm around my elbow. I look over my shoulder and mouth the word sorry before following Red toward the exit.

      We say nothing as we walk out the door—she gets a stamp so she can get back in but I don’t bother. As we walk out, I notice all the things I missed on the way in--the dirt in the corners of the staircase, the gum stuck to the baseboard, the scratches on the fading black paint in the lobby.

      This place is disgusting.

      As soon as we get outside, I fill my lungs with fresh air, gulping it down in deep breaths. Red drags me toward a nearby taxi stand and puts me in the backseat.

      “Take care of yourself, Ash. Here, give me your phone, I’ll give you my number. Not that you need more random people’s numbers in your life tonight.”

      I chuckle despite my rolling stomach and hand her my phone. “You’re not a random person.”

      “Let me know when you get home.”

      Her face softens again and she hands me my phone back before closing the taxi door. The driver looks in the rear view mirror at me.

      “Where to?”

      “Home,” I sigh, and I give him my address. The car lurches forward and I settle into my seat, staring out the window and holding my phone in my lap.

      After a few minutes, I reach into my purse and find Liam’s card.

      

      Liam Maguire, CEO

      Heart Start Foundation

      

      I chew my lip.

      Liam makes me feel out of control, and that’s the last thing I want. I’m just starting to feel like myself again, and I don’t want to spiral. Recovering from Randy—from everything that happened—it took a lot of therapy and a lot of work.

      But then I think of the way Liam’s eyes roamed over me, and how deliciously sexy it made me feel. For the first time in years, I felt like a woman. He made me feel like I deserved to be looked at that way. He made me feel wanted. Randy never made me feel like that.

      Plus, I just lost my job, and he offered me two and a half times the salary.

      I sigh, closing my eyes and leaning back against the headrest. Tomorrow, I’ll call my sister Stella. She’s a lawyer, and she’s been by my side since Day One. She’ll know what I should do. Right now, my head is spinning too fast to make sense of anything.

      Slipping the business card back in my purse, I feel calmer already.

      I’m in control. I can refuse the job or accept it. I get to choose.

      Just because I’m attracted to the man doesn’t mean I’m losing control. It doesn’t mean he’s the same kind of man that Randy was, and it doesn’t mean that I have to turn down a good career opportunity.

      If anything, this is my first real test. If I really am back to myself—strong, confident, secure—then I’ll be able to take this job and work with Liam without a problem.

      Maybe it’s really a good thing. It’s out of my comfort zone, and it’s time for me to move on from my trauma. Liam feels dangerous, but that might be exactly what I need to move on.

      By the time the taxi stops outside my building, my heart is beating more steadily and my stomach has calmed down. I pay the driver and make my way inside, collapsing on my bed and staring at the ceiling for a few minutes.

      In two days, I made it through the one year anniversary of the worst day of my life and met a man that makes my heart thump like never before. I’ve been fired and gotten a new job offer.

      I feel off-balance and disoriented… but I also feel good. It feels like a fresh start is finally happening for me.

      

      I call Stella the next morning once I’ve showered. I grip my cup of coffee and hold my phone to my ear, suddenly nervous about asking her for her opinion. What if she tells me to run from Liam? Would that be better or worse than if she told me to take the job?

      “Hey, sis,” she answers. I can hear the tiredness in her voice and my heart squeezes. She’s juggling a new boyfriend and a stressful job, as well as taking care of my many breakdowns. “How was the thing last night?”

      “I got fired.”

      “You what?”

      I laugh bitterly. “I don’t even know. John just decided that I was to blame for some pretty serious noise complaints and fired me on the spot.”

      “That’s not legal. You should sue.” Anger makes her voice tremble, and I sigh.

      “I got another job offer.”

      “What?” She laughs. “What are you talking about? Ash. Slow down.”

      I snort. “I don’t even know where to start, Stella.”

      “Come over. Nicole and I were going to do brunch and mimosas at my place to celebrate these renovations finally being finished, but she won’t be here for another couple hours. You can tell me what the heck happened last night and then we can all have mimosas together.”

      “Yes, please,” I grin. “Be over in fifteen.”

      

      Stella wraps me in a hug as soon as I walk in the door. She holds me at arm’s length and inspects me, frowning.

      “You okay?”

      “A bit hungover.”

      “Ah,” she grins. “Coffee?”

      “Please.” We walk to the kitchen together and I slump down into one of her creaky chairs. I glance around the room, not ready to talk about my own crazy couple days. “So how’s Mark?”

      “He’s good,” Stella replies, rummaging through her cupboards for coffee filters. “He’s away hiking this weekend.”

      “I thought the trails were still closed.”

      “A few of them opened up a couple days ago. And you know him, he’ll do anything to be in the mountains.” She grins at me, shaking her head. “But don’t try to change the subject. Tell me.”

      She presses a button to start the coffee brewing and comes to sit across from me. I can tell by her face that she won’t be satisfied with anything except every single detail from last night.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m not really sure where to start.”

      “Start with how the heck you got fired. I’m serious, Ash, that sounds illegal.”

      “I know. It probably is, but I don’t know… I just don’t have the energy to fight it.”

      “That’s how these companies get away with it!” She huffs, shaking her head. “It makes me so mad. So what happened, they just fired you for some noise complaints?”

      “Apparently the Denver Philharmonic Orchestra complained.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “I didn’t even know about it. It was Martha who—”

      “Ugh, Martha.”

      “Exactly!” I laugh and Stella rolls her eyes.

      “She’s the worst. So what happened, he fired you and one of his competitors swooped in to grab you because you’re the best PR manager the construction industry has ever seen?”

      I chew my lip. “Not exactly.”

      Haltingly, I start telling her about Liam—I tell her about seeing him before he went on stage and crashing into him in the lobby. Finally, I tell her about the club, and the job offer. She gets up midway through to pour us two mugs of coffee, nodding and listening the whole time.

      I wrap my fingers around the warm mug and shrug. “So yeah, I don’t really know what to make of it.”

      “Wow. That’s… that’s something.”

      I laugh. “I know.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I was hoping you’d tell me that.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and look at my sister. She sighs, shaking her head.

      “I can’t do that, Ash.”

      I sigh.

      Stella grins as she studies my face. “Do you want to take the job? With his brother running for mayor it might be a lot of pressure.”

      I stare at the coffee in my cup for a few moments, and then drag my eyes back up to her. Sucking my lip between my teeth, I nod my chin down.

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “I do want to take the job.”

      Stella’s lips twitch into a smile. “So, there’s your answer.” She shakes her head as a proud gleam flashes in her eyes. “There’s the proud, stubborn girl that I grew up with. I knew you were in there somewhere.”

      “It does feel like I’m turning a corner, like all the stuff with Randy is behind me.”

      The doorbell rings and Stella’s eyebrows jump up. “That must be Nic! Finish that coffee because we are moving on to mimosas.”

      I grin and head toward the front door with her. Stella’s friend opens the door before we get there and holds up a bag with champagne and orange juice.

      “I brought supplies.” She smiles at the two of us and a weight lifts off my shoulders.

      I don’t need Stella to tell me what to do—I already know what I want.

      I want to take the job, and I want to see Liam again. It’ll either be the best or worst decision I’ve made in a long time.
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      After I offer Ashley a job, I force myself to walk away from her without looking back. I steal a glance her way just in time to see her leaving with the redhead.

      I’m more relieved than I want to admit to myself that she’s not leaving with the goth-wannabe-pothead. I watch her walk out the door long enough for Aaron to nudge me.

      “Dude.”

      I glance at him, frowning. “What?”

      He nods toward the sofas, where the two blondes are still waiting for me. I roll my eyes and sigh, shaking my head.

      “Nah, man, I’m not into it.”

      “Not into it?” He looks at me as if I’ve gone insane. Maybe I have. I avoid his stare and shrug away from him.

      “I got to work in the morning, man.”

      “First of all, since when do you work? Second of all, tomorrow is Sunday.”

      “Non-profit life,” I grin. It’s a lie—I don’t need to work. I just need to get away from here, and I know that if I say that, Aaron will pester me with shots and drinks and girls and anything else he can throw at me to get me to stay.

      Instead, I just dodge past him and give him a half-hearted wave. By the time I make it outside, I scan the street for Ashley, but all I see is the redhead. She walks up toward me, arching her eyebrow.

      “Just missed her, douchebag.”

      “Who’s a douchebag?”

      She shakes her head. “What was all that about? Offering her a job and stuff? What are you trying to prove?”

      “What do you care?”

      She must be five foot two, maybe a hair taller. Her curly red hair is wild on top of her head, and it makes it just about to the middle of my chest. That doesn’t seem to faze her, though, because she stands in front of me in combat boots and ripped jeans, puffing her chest out at me defiantly.

      “Look, I just need a new PR person. I have a good feeling about Ashley, so I offered her a job. Nothing more.” Not that I need to explain anything to you, kid.

      “Had a good feeling about her, huh?” She rolls her eyes and walks past me. “Whatever, man.” She pauses on the step above me and turns around. “She seems like a good person. And you… don’t. Just think about that before you ruin her life.”

      I watch her walk back into the club as an uneasy feeling settles into my stomach. I know she’s right, and I know that I only offered Ashley a job to get closer to her. My track record with women isn’t exactly pristine.

      So why does it bother me?

      It’s almost like—and I can’t believe I’m actually thinking this—but it’s almost like I actually want the redhead’s approval. Why the fuck would I care what some chick thinks of me? It’s not like I’m trying to fuck her.

      Just her friend, that’s all.

      The feeling nags at me until I snort and shake my head. I walk toward the taxi line and jump in the first one, leaning my head against the headrest and watching the world go by as I head home.

      

      Waking up on my own on a Sunday morning is an unfamiliar feeling. It’s not unpleasant, exactly, just unusual. I roll over and see the empty space beside me before stretching my arms and legs out.

      There’s no chick to have one last round of morning sex with, no one to kick out, no one to awkwardly exchange numbers with and pretend like I’m going to talk to her again.

      I swing my legs over the side of the bed and stretch my neck from side to side. I’m not hungover, either, which is rare. By the time I’m in the shower, I’ve realized that I actually like this feeling.

      I’ve been spending all my time chasing pussy every weekend thinking it was the best thing to do when I could have just done nothing and felt even better.

      I tip my head back and open my lips, letting the shower water fill my mouth before I spit it all out. I stand under the scalding stream for a few moments to clear my mind.

      What’s the point of it all?

      Ever since the doctors told me I’d never run again, my life has been just barely under control. All the pieces of me are being held together with cheap glue in the form of family expectations and public opinion. I haven’t cared about any of it…

      Until now.

      I’ve done the heart foundation stuff. I organized the run. I’ve become the philanthropic poster-boy that my brother needs for his dumb election, and in my own time, I’ve drank and smoked and fucked myself to oblivion.

      What is the fucking point of it all?

      The foundation doesn’t make me feel like a good person. The partying doesn’t make me feel anything. I don’t know why I’m doing any of it.

      I close my eyes and run my fingers through my hair and then nudge the shower knob down slightly. Steam billows around me in thick, curling clouds and I inhale the heavy air.

      I’ve been doing this Heart Start stuff with the intention of stopping as soon as my brother is mayor, but… then what?

      At least if Ashley takes the job, I’ll have something to entertain me until the election.

      She’d be crazy not to take it, with the salary I’ve offered her—but then again, working with me isn’t exactly a walk in the park. She might be crazier to accept.

      Closing my eyes, I picture her how she was when I first saw her up close—pinned underneath me with her wavy hair splayed out around her head like a blonde halo. I could feel her pulse thundering in her chest, pressed against mine and my leg nestled between hers.

      I’d given her my best smile—the one that makes women weak in the knees—and still, she’d walked away. She knew who I was, who my family was, she knew what I was offering her when I told her to come out with me.

      And she walked away.

      Anger had flared in my chest, but now, as the bright Sunday morning sunlight floods my bathroom, her refusal makes me grin. My cock starts to throb as blood rushes between my legs, and I let my mind drift over her body, her face, her lips.

      I wonder what those lips would look like wrapped around my shaft.

      When I grab my cock, it doesn’t take long for me to finish. I lean against the shower wall, panting.

      The water turns cold and I turn it off, reaching for a towel as I wipe myself down. Standing in front of the mirror, I rub my head to dry my hair and let a smile drift over my lips.

      Something has shifted inside me. I’m done with the girls, the parties, the drinking. Right now, I only know one thing for sure: I want Ashley, and I’ll do anything to make her mine.
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      It’s weird not getting up for work on a Monday. I keep thinking this is some crazy dream that I’ll wake up from, but it’s not. My phone dings with an email from John, telling me that I’ll be able to pick up my things from the office between ten a.m. and two p.m.

      How generous of him.

      I treat myself to a nice breakfast and a coffee, and then I make my way to my former office. Just three days ago, I thought I’d have a job here for the foreseeable future. My palms are sweaty when I park the car and get out, and I take a deep breath before pushing the front door open.

      “Hey, Vicki,” I say to the administrative assistant at the front desk. “Just here to grab some things.”

      She nods, arching her eyebrows in sympathy. “I just heard… I’m so sorry. How are they allowed to do that?”

      “I was on probation, apparently. The first six months of my contract allow termination without warning.”

      “That shouldn’t be allowed.” She shakes her head, glancing down the hallway toward John’s office. “He’s gone power crazy ever since he got promoted.”

      “Maybe I’m getting out at the right time.” I chuckle bitterly and then nod toward the cubicles. She smiles sadly and I walk toward my desk.

      Heads pop up from cubicles like groundhogs out of their burrows. I keep my chin held high and my shoulders thrown back.

      Don’t let them see any weakness, Stella told me yesterday. Easier said than done. After two mimosas and a lot of laughs, I felt like I could take on the world.

      Now? Now, I’m not so sure. I shuffle to my desk and open the drawers one after another, stuffing all my personal effects into my oversized purse.

      Then, a voice makes me pause.

      “So sorry to hear what happened,” the nasally, high-pitched whine of my office nemesis says. I turn around to see Martha smirking at me, barely containing her glee.

      “Are you?” I answer, unaffected.

      Her smirk falters, and then she shrugs. “I thought you were one of the good ones.”

      I stuff my favorite pen into my purse. At least I can say that I got something from this stupid office.

      I smile at Martha. “I wish I could say the same about you. Excuse me.” Gliding past her, I almost make it out alive when I hear John’s voice behind me.

      “Ashley! If you have a minute—”

      Yeah, I’ve got a minute, I want to say. Let me tell you what I think of you, and this company, and that good-for-nothing, holier-than-thou bitch called Martha. I’ve got a minute, John.

      Instead, I just nod and follow him to his office. The groundhogs watch me until the door closes and John motions to a seat.

      Is this about the pen? Is he going to get mad at me for stealing office stationery?

      He flops into his executive chair and tents his fingers over his bulging stomach. He reaches up and smoothes his hair down, and the rings he wears on every finger glint in the fluorescent office lights. I take a deep breath.

      I can do this. In a few minutes, I can walk out of here and put it all behind me. Maybe it’s a blessing in disguise—a door closing and a window opening… or something.

      John sighs and shakes his head. “It pains me to see you going this way, Ashley. We had big things planned for you.”

      Well then maybe you shouldn’t have fired me for no reason, dickhead.

      Deep breaths.

      I nod.

      “But there are some things that I can’t let slide. You were the face of this company, and unfortunately, it just didn’t work out. I want you to know that if you ever need a reference, I’ll still be happy to provide one for you.”

      My eyebrows twitch together and I nod. A reference? Why would he provide me with a reference if he literally just fired me?

      I clear my throat. “Alright. Okay. Well, I’m… I’m going to go.” I push myself off the chair and stand awkwardly for a second, and then finally stick my hand out.

      “All the best, Ash. I’m sure you’ll land on your feet.”

      He pumps my hand up and down once, and then I walk out of his office. I walk past Martha, past the cubicles, past Vicki at the reception desk, until I’m outside and I can take a deep breath.

      My head is spinning. That was the most confusing experience of my life. It didn’t even feel like I got fired. It felt like he almost regretted it, but he’d gone too far and couldn’t take it back. He was acting like he’d been forced to fire me, which is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever experienced.

      I take a step toward my car and the ground isn’t where I thought it was. My foot slides off the curb and the ground lurches up toward me. I stumble forward, forward, forward, until I finally fall flat on my face as my purse crunches underneath me.

      Groaning, I pick myself up and brush the gravel off my clothes.

      Great.

      My cheeks burn, even though no one was there to see it. I look at my hand and see a bright red scrape from the gravel. My skin is split open and I wince as I brush the dirt and gravel out of the cut. For the second time this week, I’ve ended up flat on the ground.

      I pick up my purse and head for my car, trying to stop tears from streaming down my face.

      Life sucks.

      I don’t care what anyone says. Things just… suck. I sniffle, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand as I sit in the driver’s seat. I rummage in my purse for my keys and stick them in the ignition, and then take a deep breath. I need to give Liam my decision.

      This day couldn’t get any worse, so I might as well get this phone call over with. I’ll call Liam and tell him that I’ll take the job.

      With my luck, it’ll be terrible and I’ll be able to quit in a couple weeks. At least I’ll be able to say that I tried. It can’t be any worse than the job I just left.

      I reach into my bag and feel for my phone. I pull it out, gasping. It’s covered in bright blue ink—and so are my fingers now, too. I glance into my purse and tears start streaming down my face.

      My favorite Michael Kors purse is ruined. That stupid pen that I decided to take got smashed in the fall and now everything in there is ruined.

      That’s when I start crying. It’s not pretty, it’s not feminine, or pity-inducing. It’s ugly. I hold my ink-stained fingers in front of me and cry and cry and cry until my face hurts. I glance up at the stupid building where I just got sort-of-fired-but-not-really and I sob some more.

      Finally, I pull some tissues out of the glove compartment and wipe my fingers off as best I can. They’re still covered in blue ink, but at least they won’t stain everything I touch. Still sniffling, I wipe my phone and sigh when I see a crack in the corner of the screen.

      At this point, I don’t even care. I’m all cried out. I’ll get a new phone with my great new paycheck that Liam freaking Maguire, the Patron Saint of Philanthropy and Philandering is going to offer me.

      I snort and shake my head.

      He was probably drunk, and with my luck, he won’t even remember offering me anything. I crumple the ink-stained tissues into a ball and stuff them into the cupholder in the center console. Then, I find Liam’s card in my purse and stare at it for a few minutes.

      My heart settles down as I stare at the card.

      What’s the worst that can happen? If he says no, then I’ll be exactly where I am now—with maybe a slightly bruised ego. But honestly, at this point, it can’t get much worse.

      My heart thumps at the thought of dialing his number. My hands are still shaking from my fall and my ugly-crying so instead of calling, I turn the keys in the ignition and start the car.

      His business card has an address, too. I’ll drive over and check out the building, and hopefully by then I’ll have worked up the courage to pick up the damn phone.
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      I think I’m seeing things. I squint as I stare at a car parked on the street as I walk toward the office. It’s parked across the road from my office with a blonde head sitting in the driver’s seat. She’s looking toward my building, and I can’t quite tell if it’s her.

      Maybe I’ve just thought of Ashley so much this weekend that I’m seeing her everywhere I go. But as I walk toward her car, and I see her tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, I know.

      She’s gripping the steering wheel so tight it’s turning her knuckles… blue? Every step that brings me closer to her makes her features come into focus. She’s staring across the street, squeezing her hands along the steering wheel and chewing her lip as if she’s stressed out of her mind.

      What can I say, I tend to drive women wild.

      I grin to myself and then duck into a cafe near where she’s parked. I order two coffees and leave the change in the tip jar. The barista smiles at me, and within a few minutes she calls out my name. In that time, my eyes stayed glued on Ashley. She hasn’t moved.

      I push the cafe door open with my butt and march toward her car. When I tap on the passenger’s side window, she flinches. Her head leans down toward me and her eyes widen when she sees me standing there. I nod to the door.

      “Want to open that up?” I say it loud so she can hear me through the window.

      She frowns but does as I ask. The door swings open and I kick it wider before sliding into the seat and handing her a coffee.

      “Here,” I grin. “You looked stressed.”

      Her cheeks flush. She puts a hand to her forehead and shakes her head. All I want to do is take her home right now. She takes the coffee and a hint of a smile appears on her lips. I glance at her fingers—stained blue—and I notice a scrape on her wrist.

      “What happened to you?” I nod to her hand.

      “Ugh,” she sighs, shaking her head. She takes a sip of coffee and moans as she swallows. My cock throbs. I watch every movement she makes with full attention, and my body reacts accordingly.

      I shift in my seat to hide my semi-hard cock and grin at her.

      “Bad morning?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Is that why you’re casing my building like a bad undercover cop?”

      My grin widens, and her cheeks flush again. She rolls her eyes and takes a sip of coffee without answering. I reach over and take her hand in mine, turning it over to inspect her cut. Her fingers uncurl in my hand and I hold her gently, glancing up at her face.

      Her bottom lip is sucked between her teeth, and she’s staring at me with gleaming eyes.

      “What’s the prognosis, doc?” She whispers. “Will I live?”

      “We’re going to have to amputate.”

      Her eyes widen in false shock and she shakes her head. “Is there nothing you can do?”

      Oh, there’s lots that I can do.

      A smile stretches over her lips and she giggles, pulling her hand away. “I fell off a curb,” she explains. “Scraped my hand up on the asphalt.”

      “You seem to do that a lot.” I take a sip of coffee and nod toward her. “Fall over.”

      “The first time was not my fault.” She shakes her head, arching her eyebrows at me. “That was all you, buddy.”

      “You wish. I’m not the one that came barreling toward the door.”

      Ash laughs but doesn’t answer. She sips her coffee and then holds it up. “Thanks for this. It’s nice.”

      “See? I’m not as bad as you think.”

      “How do you know I think you’re bad?”

      “Everyone thinks I’m bad. Just most women tend to enjoy it a bit more than you do.”

      She snorts and laughs, shaking her head. “That might be the most arrogant thing I’ve ever heard a man say, and that’s saying a lot.”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t like it.”

      She shoots me a sideways glance and sips her coffee. I’m enjoying this. I nod to her hand.

      “Why are your fingers blue?”

      She blushes again and glances at me, shaking her head. Finally, with a sigh, she admits: “I crushed my purse when I fell over and broke a pen.” She nods to the back seat, where I see a big, crumpled-looking purse. “Ruined my favorite purse.”

      “Wow, you are having a bad time.”

      “Yes, and don’t make it any worse.” She frowns at me, but her lips still curl at the corners. It’s like she can’t stay mad, even when she’s trying to.

      “How would I make it worse?”

      “By making me feel like an idiot for coming here.”

      Her lips fall open and all I want to do is tangle my fingers into her hair and pull her into me. She bites her lip again and my cock throbs. My hands are itching to reach out to her, and my whole body is screaming for her. Instead, I just clear my throat.

      “I got the paperwork ready yesterday. If you come upstairs, I can introduce you to the team and we can talk about the position.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “I wasn’t sure what your salary was at the old place, but we agreed on two and a half times what it was, so we can discuss that upstairs. I have a first-aid kit, too.”

      “You had me at ‘two and a half times the salary of my old job’.” She laughs at her own joke, scrunching her nose and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re serious? You’re offering me the job… even after all this?” She points to her inky, bloody hands.

      “Very.”

      I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life. Maybe it’s just because she rejected me the first time, or maybe it’s the way she laughs, or the way she bites her lip.

      Whatever it is, something about Ashley makes me want to be next to her. I want to be beside her, on top of her, inside her—I want it all. I’ll hire her, pay her whatever she wants, give her whatever job she needs or doesn’t need, just to hear that laugh.

      She wouldn’t hook up with me after the awards ceremony, and she had no interest in being with me at the club. This is an unusual circumstance, but I’m a man who gets what he wants.

      Right now, I want Ashley… and I’m going to make her mine, no matter what I have to do. She takes a deep breath and shrugs. Then, she flashes a smile at me and gets out of the car.

      “Lead the way, boss.”

      “I like the way that sounds,” I grin.

      “You’re a dog.” I walk around the car toward her. The late spring sun is shining today, and it’s making her skin and hair glow. I come to a stop a foot away from her, leaning my hip against her car.

      “You love it, admit it.”

      “I stand by what I said: I liked you better from a distance.”

      I take a step toward her, closing the gap between us. She lifts her eyes toward me and arches an eyebrow. My chest brushes hers. It’s electrifying. It’s like a string connects us at the navel, drawing me toward her and sending heat flooding through my veins.

      Even through clothing, barely touching her, I’m rock hard. Her eyes hold mine as I lower my gaze to her, wishing I could suck those perfect lips between mine.

      “Still prefer the distance?”

      Instead of answering, she lifts a shoulder up in a half shrug and turns toward the building. I let her take a few steps, enjoying the view as she sways her hips from side to side.
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      My heart thumps when I follow Liam into the building. He holds the tall glass door open for me. I smile and nod, trying to hide how nervous I am. I hold my hands by my sides and follow him toward the elevators. My head is still reeling from being so close to him outside.

      It’s like when he’s around, I feel braver, or sassier, or just… more me.

      “We’re on the sixteenth floor.”

      “Ah,” I say. I stare at the numbers above the elevator, shifting my weight from foot to foot.

      I can feel him. His arm is a couple inches from mine, and we’re both staring at the elevator, but I can feel him beside me. I can hear his breath and feel the heat from his body pulling me toward him. He’s taller than me and standing next to him makes me feel… safe. Protected.

      Proud.

      Another woman comes to stand next to us, and she glances at Liam. She gives him a coquettish smile and her eyes linger on his biceps. My whole body stiffens.

      Then, the elevator doors ding open and Liam’s hand drifts to my lower back. He motions to the elevator and flashes me his million-dollar smile.

      A thrill runs down my spine. He doesn’t look at the other woman as she steps into the elevator, and I watch as she glances at him and then stands apart from us.

      I’m embarrassed at how pleased I am about it.

      It’s nothing—it’s a look, a touch on my back—but somehow, it makes me feel like the most special woman in the world. She doesn’t even register on his radar, and he’s made me feel like I’m his.

      I like it… a lot. A lot more than I’d expect to like it. Belonging to a man isn’t something that I ever thought I would crave.

      The other woman gets off on the sixth floor, and for the rest of ten floors up to the sixteenth, it’s just me and Liam in a confined space.

      His presence is everywhere. His smell, his heat, his aura—it’s overwhelming. My mouth goes dry and I take a long, slow breath to try to calm my heartbeat down.

      We say nothing. The silence is comfortable and suffocating at the same time. I wish I could say something clever, or funny… or anything, really. But my mind is completely blank. All I can think about is Liam’s body just a couple inches from mine.

      The elevator doors slide open and I walk out. I glance at Liam, and he gives me a sly wink.

      My heart flutters, and butterflies explode in my stomach.

      He winks, and this is how my body reacts?! What the hell is happening to me?

      My cheeks flush and I take a deep breath.

      “Hi, Linda.” Liam smiles at the receptionist. He leads me to the far end of the office and points to a chair.

      Sitting down, I fold my hands on my lap and try to keep my face steady. I need to get a grip—if I’m going to work here, I can’t be feeling this way every time I’m around my boss. I watch as Liam shuffles through some papers on his desk and finally makes a noise.

      He pulls a manila folder out of a stack of papers and hands it to me.

      “Your contract. Draft, of course. Have a look at it and let me know if there’s anything you want to discuss.”

      I stare at the folder and then look up at him. I still can’t really believe this is happening. Flipping open the folder, I scan the first page of the contract. I skip over a bunch of legal jargon—I’ll have Stella look it over tonight—I find the section that discusses my salary.

      It’s hard to keep my face steady when I see the number. He way overestimated my old salary. This isn’t two and a half times my salary at the construction company, it’s closer to four times as much money. My heart thumps, and I glance at Liam.

      He’s grinning. “I wasn’t sure how much you make, so I googled typical PR salaries.”

      “You were, uh… a little off.” I laugh nervously, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I probably should just sign this and run, but…”

      “But you’re too honest.” He’s looking at me funny. He shakes his head and leans back in his chair, studying my face. “How far off was I?”

      “A bit,” I answer. I glance back at the page.

      Liam makes a noise and waves a hand. “Whatever. The commercial department already approved it.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a logical business decision.” I grin at him. “Shouldn’t you try to pay me as little as possible? Isn’t this a non-profit?”

      “Is that what your old company did? How did that work out?” He arches an eyebrow, and his eyes flick to my lips. Electricity zips down my spine and I shift in my seat.

      “True.”

      “Look, Ash—can I call you Ash?”

      “Sure.”

      “Ash, I want you.” My heart thunders against my ribcage, even though I know he doesn’t mean it that way. Liam spreads his hands wide and shrugs again. “I looked into you—you worked with some big name clients.”

      “That was another life,” I sigh, shaking my head.

      “Just because it was a while ago doesn’t mean it’s worthless.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Look, my brother is running for mayor. This whole foundation was my parents’ brain-child.”

      My eyebrows shoot up and Liam sighs.

      “I wish I could tell you that I’m some saint, and that I want to give back. The truth is, I don’t want this. I want to run. I want to sprint. I want to carry my country’s flag at the Olympics and win another fucking gold medal.” He laughs bitterly. “But that’s not going to happen, is it? So here I am.” His eyes narrow on me. “And that’s the truth.”

      A pregnant pause settles between us. I swallow, trying to absorb that information.

      A part of me thinks that I should get up and walk out. Here is a man who doesn’t care about the non-profit foundation he’s running. He’s selfish, and conceited, and certainly isn’t the philanthropist that the media is portraying.

      But his honesty keeps me glued to my seat. I sweep my eyes over his face—his sharp, green eyes and his high cheekbones. I take in the dusting of stubble and his strong jaw, and finally glance at his full, soft lips.

      His face is open. He’s real. He’s telling me exactly who he is, and what he stands for.

      It just so happens that he stands for himself… but does that really matter?

      I spent so much time kicking myself for being with Randy—for being fooled by him. He made me think he was one person, and then turned into someone else entirely. He stole my will and my independence and my identity in the process.

      Liam is still staring at me, being unashamedly himself.

      Something clicks and I nod my head.

      “I’ll have my lawyer look this over, and if everything is okay then I’ll send it through tomorrow. I can start the day after tomorrow, if you like.”

      His lips twitch, and he dips his chin down.

      We stare at each other for a long moment, and I feel a weight lifting off my shoulders. I feel strong and independent. It feels like a risk to work with this man—with all his power and fierceness and dangerous attitude—but at the same time, it feels right.

      His honesty, his openness, his willingness to be himself is more important than anything else. I can work with a shark, if the shark is honest.

      I can deal with a strong personality in a boss, if I don’t lose myself in the process.

      If anything, working for him might be the best thing that’s ever happened to me. His strength makes me stronger instead of breaking me down. He makes me want to stand up to him and be myself.

      So, I nod to him and extend my hand. The moment our palms slide together, a delicious current of energy flows down my spine.

      It doesn’t make me blush. It doesn’t make me look away.

      It makes me sit up taller. It makes me more me.

      A smile drifts over my lips and I inhale deeply.

      “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow, I guess.”

      “I guess you will.”

      I can feel his eyes on me as I walk out of the office, but they don’t make me shrink down. My smile widens and I throw my shoulders back, all the way back down to my car.
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      I don’t even get to enjoy watching Ashley walk away, because my phone rings the minute she steps out of my office.

      “Hey, Adrian.” I glance through my doorway and catch a glimpse of Ashley at the elevators. My brother starts talking, but I don’t listen until the elevator doors close and take her away.

      “… so I’m going to need you to be there.”

      “Sorry—bad line. Can you say that again?”

      Adrian sighs. “Hungover again?”

      Frustration flares in my chest. “No, actually. I’m at work. Hiring people, being a CEO. Doing everything that’s expected of me and more, so get off my dick, alright?”

      My brother chuckles. “Congratulations. Welcome to adulthood.”

      I take a deep breath, staring at the ceiling. Adrian must be able to sense my frustration, because his tone of voice goes from mocking to businesslike.

      “I’m making a speech at the University of Denver tomorrow, and I need you to come.”

      “Why do you need me?”

      “United front, tight-knit family, all your good work with the foundation. The usual. Plus, the kids love you.”

      “You mean you need someone to remind them that you don’t have a stick jammed up your ass?”

      “Fuck off, Liam. Just be at the University tomorrow. Cheryl will send you the details. Did Mother talk to you about the anniversary party?”

      “What, her and Dad pretending to renew their vows so they can peacock in front of all their jealous friends? Yeah, she told me about it.”

      “We need you to behave, Liam.”

      Frustration builds inside me until I feel like I’m going to explode. Behave? Behave?! What the fuck does my brother think I’m doing? This whole fucking charade is for his benefit!

      “Look, once I win this election, we’ll get someone to run the foundation for you and you can go back to doing… whatever the fuck it was that you were doing before. Your trust fund will be yours to do whatever you want.”

      Right. He gets to dictate what I’m doing because he and my parents hold the keys to my trust fund. I grunt in acknowledgement and hang up the phone, tossing it onto my desk and sighing.

      I bring my hands up to my face and massage my temples. This election is driving me crazy. Adrian thinks he runs the whole fucking world, and from my perspective, he basically does. Ever since my fucking damaged heart killed my dreams of Olympic gold, I’ve been second-best to my older brother.

      And I hate it.

      It’s not until I got out of the hospital and got plopped into the CEO position at the Heart Start Foundation that I realized how few marketable skills I really have. My whole life has been about running. My entire childhood and adolescence were structured around training.

      Now, it’s all gone.

      I have nothing. No prospects, no skills, no job experience.

      All I have is my parents and their money, connections, and fucking trust fund.

      I’d cut myself off if I could, but where would that leave me? On the streets, with the rest of the dregs of society.

      I rest my elbows on my desk and talk myself down from the ledge. If I just do this a little while longer, I’ll be able to start my own business with the trust fund money. I’m not exactly sure what that business will be, but it won’t be a daily reminder of the organ in my chest that ruined my life.

      Once the election is over, I’ll have the money to start distancing myself from my family.

      I just have to make it through the next few weeks and make sure my brother gets elected Mayor.

      

      The event at the University goes well. I deliver a speech that my brother’s assistant, sends through, and I know that I’ve won him a couple votes by the sound of the applause when I walk off stage. The turnout is pretty good—I didn’t realize people actually cared about municipal politics.

      Adrian nods at me before he takes the stage. It’ll be easy to follow my speech—they’ll be eating out of his hand. I take a seat to the side of the stage and glance at my phone. I grin when I see the notification for a new email. Subject line: Ashley King - signed contract

      My heart thuds against my ribcage as I open the email. She’s had her lawyer read over the contract and is satisfied, and she’ll be at the office at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. I open the contract and skim through it, checking that she’s signed and initialed where required. A smile spreads over my face when I see her swooping signature on the last page, dated today.

      I jump when Adrian drops his hand on my shoulder. He grins at me.

      “You warmed them up well, little brother. I had them right where I wanted them.”

      “Congratulations.” I don’t quite succeed in stripping all the sarcasm from my voice, but Adrian doesn’t seem to notice.

      He nods toward the black SUV parked in the street. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      “Who?”

      “Come on.” I have to jog to catch up to him and match his long strides. Cheryl, his assistant, opens the back door for him, and I slide in after him. She closes the door after us and gets in the front seat.

      I notice the way her breasts strain against the sheer fabric of her blouse, but it does nothing for me. She’s an attractive woman, but it’s like I’m noticing it in a detached kind of way. I frown, and then take a deep breath.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To the riverfront.” Adrian looks at his phone, scrolling through emails while Cheryl makes a phone call. I just sit there, staring out the window as we wind our way through the Denver streets toward the South Platte River. We turn down a small lane onto a gravel patch. A white pickup truck waits for us. Its lights flash as we park up next to it.

      Adrian slides out of the back seat with his dimply smile already plastered to his face.

      “John!” He exclaims. “Good to see you. Thanks for meeting me. This is my brother, Liam.”

      The portly man pumps my hand up and down, smiling with a mouthful of yellowing teeth.

      “Liam, hi,” he grins. “We met the other night at the Construction Awards.”

      “Of course,” I respond. I don’t recognize him, but most of my memories from that night are taken up by Ashley King.

      Adrian clears his throat. “John was kind enough to meet us here tonight to talk about our plans for the riverfront.”

      “Big plans,” John says, spreading his palms apart. He waddles to his truck and pulls out two glossy folders. He hands them to us and I notice that every finger has a ring on it. Mr.-fucking-T nods at me as I take the folder from him.

      
        
        South Platte Riverfront Development

        Hansen Construction, Inc.

        

      

      “I’ve incorporated your comments into the proposal. Over here,” he sweeps his arms toward the river, “we’ll have a thirty-story condominium block, with a full commercial area for cafes, restaurants, and a vibrant mall. We have plans for a playground and tennis courts down there.”

      We walk with John as he explains the plans. It’s a three hundred million dollar project to build up a half mile of the riverfront property.

      “So, all we need is the stamp of approval from Council, and we’ll be off to the races.” John sticks his hands in his pockets.

      “And you’ll get it, as soon as I’m in office. This will change Denver forever,” Adrian nods. His eyes are glossy as he looks over the area. A smile floats over his lips and he claps a hand on John’s shoulder. “And thank you very much to Hansen Constructions for your generous campaign donations.”

      John’s lips twitch up and he nods his head quickly. “I’m glad we’ve been able to establish this partnership. Once this project opens up the waterfront, you’ll be in the Governor’s office for sure.”

      “Let’s focus on this election first,” Adrian grins. He shakes the man’s hand and we head back toward our waiting car.

      When we get in, Adrian points to the patch of gravel and undeveloped land. “This is going to be my legacy—our legacy. I wanted to show you what this whole mayoral campaign is about, put it into context. Once I’m Mayor, the Maguire name will be stamped on this city forever. I’ll have a clear shot at the Governor’s office, and after that, who knows?”

      His eyes are shining as he looks at the undeveloped land. Suddenly, it all makes sense. This isn’t about the mayoral campaign. All this—the speeches, the campaign, the foundation that my family forced me to run—it’s about getting my brother into the Governor’s office, and after that… The way his eyes are shining, it sounds like he has his eye on the White House.

      I take a deep breath and watch the white pickup drive away. I nod to it. “I thought there were strict rules for city project tenders. You can’t just promise this guy the job, can you?”

      Adrian waves the question away. “With the amount of money he’s investing into the campaign, he’ll win a lot more than this project. Once I’m mayor, his future is set. I’m the fucking golden goose for that guy, and he’s my ticket out of municipal politics.”

      I frown. “That doesn’t sound legal.”

      “It’s politics, Liam. Legality isn’t relevant.” Adrian looks at me with pity in his eyes. He shakes his head. “You never did get it, did you? All this? What Mother and Father sacrificed for us, what it’s taken to get me in this election, what it’ll take to get me further? All you ever cared about were your little races.”

      Anger flares inside me, burning bright and hot. It sears through my chest like an asteroid burning through the atmosphere. I know that Adrian is just pushing my buttons. He knows how to get me mad. So instead of reacting, I just scoff.

      “No, I guess I didn’t. I’m just in this for the trust fund.”

      My brother arches an eyebrow in disgust, shaking his head. Then, his phone dings and he goes back to his emails. I go back to staring out the window, and I count the seconds until I can get out of this car, this life, this prison.
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      I take special care when doing my hair and makeup before heading into work at the Heart Start Foundation. I’ve got time—it’s not like I could sleep last night, anyway.

      My lipstick leaves a pink mark on my coffee mug and I wipe it off with my thumb. I toss the rest of the coffee in the sink and check my makeup one last time before walking out the door.

      By the time I park my car outside my new workplace, my nerves are out of control. I grip my steering wheel and take a deep breath. Finally, with one last breath, I grab my second-favorite, non-ink-stained purse and head for the front door.

      Surprisingly, when I get in the elevator my nerves seem to calm down. Confidence starts to seep into my body and by the time I make it to the sixteenth floor, I’m smiling.

      I have a new job, at an exciting non-profit organization. I’m making way more money than before, and my boss is drop-dead gorgeous. Any of those things on their own would be cause for celebration, and I’ve got all three.

      Not only that, but I feel more like myself than I have in nearly seven years.

      The receptionist smiles at me when I step out of the elevator.

      “You must be Ash,” she says, standing up and stretching her hand toward me. “I’m Linda. Liam told me you were starting today.”

      “Hi, Linda,” I nod. She has kind eyes.

      “Come on, I’ll show you your desk. We’ve put you in the back over here with the rest of the comms team. This is Tristan, Belinda, and Marcus.”

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Marcus grins. He’s wearing a bright purple jacket with a polka-dot neck scarf and has an impressive moustache. He twirls the end of his moustache between his fingers as he looks me up and down. “Shabby chic, I like it.”

      My eyebrows twitch up and I stare at him for a second, trying to figure out whether he was complimenting me or insulting me. He turns to Belinda.

      “Belle, tell me about your Tinder date last night. Was he every bit as gorgeous as he looked in his pictures?”

      Belinda puts her hands up and makes an exasperated noise. “Don’t even get me started.”

      Marcus winks at me. “Pull up a chair, new girl. This is going to be good.”

      Linda arches her eyebrows and grins at me before walking away. I sit down at my desk. Tristan nods at me, and Marcus crosses his legs in anticipation.

      “He was nothing like his pictures,” Belinda sighs. “Honestly, those pictures must have been from 2001, because the dude was about twenty years older than his profile says.”

      Marcus giggles, and Tristan’s lips curl upward. He’s still typing at his computer, but I can tell he’s listening to every word.

      “First thing he says to me? ‘We’re splitting the bill, right?’ I mean—are you serious?!”

      Marcus laughs and glances at me, pursing his lips.

      “Tinder,” he sighs, shaking his head. “I’m sure you have horror stories of your own. I bet the Tinder boys just eat you up.” He twirls his finger up and down in my direction.

      I scoff, shaking my head. “I’m not exactly a ‘Tinder’ kind of girl.” All three of them tilt their heads as they stare at me. My cheeks flush.

      Marcus makes a squeaking noise and shakes his head. “To each their own, I suppose. Doing it the old fashioned way is more effort than it’s worth, in my opinion.”

      “If by ‘doing it the old fashioned way’ you mean spending the last year trying to forget that men exist, then yeah, that’s what I’ve been doing,” I laugh. My cheeks burn hotter. I’m not used to sharing anything personal. But Belinda just sighs sympathetically.

      “Heartbreak, huh?” Tristan finally speaks.

      I smile sadly. “Something like that.”

      “Well,” a voice says from behind me. “I see you’re making yourself at home, Ash.”

      All the air is sucked out of the room at the sound of Liam’s voice. Warmth floods my womb and my back straightens. My cheeks flush again as I turn to see Liam Maguire in all his sex-god glory. His crisp white shirt is stretched over his perfect body, and his grey slacks fit him perfectly. His dark hair is tousled, as usual, and his eyes are glued on me.

      “Seems like a good team you’ve got here, Mr. Maguire.”

      He takes a step toward me and presses his hand against my desk. His legs brush against mine and he leans toward me.

      “What did I say about calling me Mr. Maguire?” His voice is a low growl, and it sends all kinds of shivers through my body. Flames ignite in my veins and for the first time since Monday, I start to think this job may not have been a good idea after all.

      Having a hot boss seemed great in the elevator, but when his body is inches from mine, it feels more inconvenient than anything.

      I drag my eyes up toward his face and my breath catches in my throat. My lips fall open and his eyes linger on them. I shrug.

      “Oops,” I whisper.

      He stares at me for a moment longer and then straightens up, clearing his throat. He glances at the rest of the communications team and nods. “Show Ash the ropes and get her up to speed. I want to flood our social media with success stories about the race last weekend, and a new PR plan for the next quarter.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Marcus says, saluting Liam. A cheeky grin floats across his lips, but Liam ignores it. He walks away, taking my breath with him.

      It’s not until Marcus stands up and leans toward me that I snap out of my stupor. He puts on a deep voice.

      “What did I say about calling me Mr. Maguire?”

      Belinda and Tristan start laughing and Marcus shakes his head, looking me up and down.

      “Looks like Mr. Maguire has got the hots for our new PR manager,” he grins.

      “No, I don’t think… I’m not…” I trail off, looking at my new coworkers and sighing. I bite my lip and Belinda grins.

      “What were you saying about the ‘old fashioned way’?”

      “Shut up, you guys,” I blush, turning toward my desk. I start laughing and shake my head, and then steal a glance toward Liam’s office. The door is closed and the blinds are drawn, and I’m glad he can’t see how red my face is right now.

      

      Red texts me around lunchtime, asking how I am. I smile when I see her name on my phone. I don’t make friends easily, especially after everything with Randy, so it feels good to have someone check up on me.

      Ashley: Hey! I’m good… I took the job. Just started today.

      Red: You didn’t!

      Ashley: I did.

      Red: Terrible idea, friend.

      Ashley: Probably, yeah.

      Red: Come for a beer with me tonight. I need more details.

      I smile, and my heart grows. I don’t remember the last time a friend invited me out for a drink. It’s been years, probably. Randy didn’t like me going out much.

      Ashley: Sure. I’ll text you when I finish up at work.

      

      By the end of the day, my head is spinning and a nice beer with Red sounds like a dream. I pack up my purse and stand up when Liam appears at his office door.

      “Ashley,” he calls out, nodding for me to come to him.

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach as I walk toward him. They get more and more violent with every step I take. He leans against the doorframe with his arms crossed over his chest and watches me—I can’t explain how much I like it.

      I want him to watch me like that. I want his eyes to be on me. My gaze drifts to his biceps, bulging against his chest until he drops his arms and pushes himself off the door frame.

      “Just saw the resume you sent in with your contract.” He rubs his jaw and nods toward his computer. “You worked with Hansen Constructions?”

      “I did.” My eyebrows draw together.

      Liam studies me. “You know a guy named John? Wears lots of rings?”

      “Yeah, he’s the one who fired me.”

      Liam says nothing. He looks me in the eye for a few moments and then nods. He stares at the ground and frowns, lost in his own thoughts.

      “Is that it? I mean, do you need anything else?”

      Liam looks at me as if he’d forgotten I was there.

      So much for him staring at me like I’m the only thing that exists.

      He nods. “Yeah. Have a good night.”

      His question swirls in my head until I see Red sitting at the bar. When I tell her about it, she just snorts and shakes her head.

      “Who knows why he was asking. He probably wanted to check out his competition.” She takes a big gulp of beer and I laugh.

      “Wouldn’t exactly call John competition. You saw him, didn’t you?”

      “Hey, I don’t know what you’re into, Goldilocks.”

      “Not that,” I laugh. “I have some standards.”

      “Coulda fooled me.” Red grins at me and orders another round. I start protesting and then decide against it. It’s been too long since I had a friend to talk to like this—I might as well enjoy it.
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      By the time I leave the office, the sun has gone down and the air is fresh. Even in summertime, it gets cool at night here. I stuff my hands in my pockets and walk toward my car, mulling over what I’ve learned.

      I can’t figure out if there’s a connection between Ashley getting fired, and the riverfront contract with Hansen Constructions.

      Unease settles in my chest. Something isn’t right. I know politics are politics, but this is straight up corruption. My brother is accepting campaign donations in exchange for a three hundred million dollar construction contract. As far as I can tell, Hansen Constructions has never handled a project that big.

      Based on my research tonight, they’ve had a string of controversies regarding their quality control—controversies that Ashley did well to minimize. I saw her name on press releases and quotes in articles.

      At least I know she’s good at her job—that’s something, I guess.

      What if she knew something was going on, and she chose to ignore it? What happens if my brother finds out I’ve hired her?

      I look up, and I realize I’ve driven home without even noticing. I don’t remember getting in my car or driving at all. The last thing I remember is stepping outside the office. I shake my head and walk toward my house—my mansion, really—and try to dispel the worry from my heart.

      Once Adrian is mayor, everything will be fine. He doesn’t even have to know that Ashley is working for me. Even though it’s only been a day, I don’t want her to leave. I don’t want to be the one who hires her and then fires her for some fucked-up corrupt reason.

      So, I’ll keep it quiet. I’ll pretend I don’t know the connection between Hansen Constructions and Ashley. Hell, I’ll pretend that I don’t know that Adrian’s a corrupt son of a bitch.

      Right now, I need to focus on getting out from my parent’s thumb, and that means making it through this election. Once I have access to funds, I can start my own career.

      That, and Ashley. As much as I try to fight it, I know I want to focus on her. On her lips, and her smile. On the way the rest of the team loved her instantly. I want to focus on her perfect body, squeezed into that sexy little pencil skirt.

      I slump down on my couch and close my eyes. My whole body is tense. I haven’t had sex in over a week, which is some kind of record for me.

      And yet, when I close my eyes, all I see is Ash. When I think of other women, of Aaron’s club chicks, of anyone, they do nothing for me.

      Until I have her, I won’t be satisfied.

      

      I don’t see Ashley for two days, because my family has me running around making speeches and being the good, damaged brother that I am. I stand beside Adrian and make him look good until I feel like I’m going to explode. By the time Friday comes around, I’m actually looking forward to going to the office that used to bore me to tears.

      Well, not the office, exactly. I’m looking forward to seeing that sweet, sexy PR manager I just hired.

      And damn, does she look good. When I walk out of the elevators, I can see her from across the room. She’s laughing with Marcus about something, with her golden hair tumbling around her shoulders. I love when she wears it down. It makes me want to twist my fingers into it and pull her head back—

      “Morning, Liam!” Linda beams. “Good to see you again. We missed you yesterday for the monthly birthdays!”

      “Morning,” I say, forcing a smile. When I look back toward Ashley’s desk, she’s gone. Before I can stop myself, disappointment floods my stomach.

      I hate myself for it. I hate the fact that my eyes immediately went to her desk. I hate that she has this much power over me, and she doesn’t even know it.

      I hate that I can’t think of another woman without wanting to think of her instead.

      She’s breaking me. She’s making me turn into something I’m not.

      I stomp toward my office and then turn down toward the restroom. I need to splash some water on my face or do something to get a grip on myself. No one else speaks to me on my way there—my face must show exactly how furious with myself I feel.

      A woman shouldn’t be making me feel this way. No one should! I’m Liam fucking Maguire. I’m in control. I fuck who I want, when I want, and I party like a fucking animal. I’m an Olympic medalist and the CEO of the biggest heart health foundation in Colorado.

      No one—no one—makes me feel this off-balance.

      So when I tear toward the restroom, I don’t speak to anyone. I march toward the closed door and reach for the handle. I need to get a fucking grip.

      But before I can open the door, it swings inward and there she is: curves, eyes, lips… perfection. Ashley yelps and jumps back a step, and then giggles nervously.

      “Oops! Sorry.”

      I take a step toward her and fill the doorframe. She’s still holding the door open, and I let my hand drift over her hip. A growl rumbles through my chest and Ashley’s eyes widen.

      She bites her lip, and my cock throbs in my pants.

      I want her so fucking bad I don’t even know what to do with myself. Every time I try to jerk off, I imagine her face. I curl my fingers into her hip and she takes a step toward me. Her chest brushes against mine as she tilts her chin up toward me.

      Her tongue slides out and licks her perfect lips. I can feel her pulse thundering against my chest, and the sight of her wet, pink lips makes my whole body hard. My hand slides further back to rest at the cleft of her ass. A whimper falls from her lips.

      I dip my lips down toward hers. She’s so close. I can feel her body trembling, leaning toward me. Her fingers crawl up my chest as our faces angle toward each other.

      I’m finally going to get to taste those perfect, tantalizing lips. Another growl rumbles in my chest, and then she pushes away from me.

      She takes a step back and inhales sharply, shaking her head. “I’m sorry! Sorry! I, um. I’m not sure… excuse me.” She nods behind me and licks her lips again. Her eyes dart from mine, to my chest, to my lips, to the floor, and back up to my eyes. Her cheeks flush red.

      I step aside, and she brushes past me. Once in the hallway, she glances at me once more and sucks her bottom lip between her teeth.

      Then she darts back to her desk.

      I lock the washroom door behind me and lean my head against it, exhaling. I need more than water splashed on my face now. A cold shower wouldn’t even cool me down after that.

      I groan, pushing myself off the door and heading for the sink. I lean against it and let the water run as I look at myself in the mirror, and then sigh and turn the faucet off again.

      This is beyond needing to get a grip. I need to take care of this.

      I need Ashley, and whether she realizes it or not, she needs me too.

      By the time I walk back to my desk, Ashley’s face is glued on her computer screen. I know she senses me, though, because her back straightens and a blush spreads over her cheeks.

      What I want to do is march over to her desk, throw her over my shoulder and bring her to my office. I want to turn her around and fuck her against my desk, on my chair, against the window, again and again and again.

      But I know I need to do this properly. I need to make her come to me. And when she does, I’m going to give her more than she has ever wanted or dreamed of. I’ll make her scream my name until she forgets that other men even exist.
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      For a full fifteen minutes, I can’t concentrate. I stare at my computer screen without seeing anything until Belinda appears at my side.

      “You okay? You look a little out of it.”

      Forcing a smile, I blink a few times and tear my eyes from my screen. “Fine. Didn’t sleep very well last night, that’s all.”

      She nods, and then puts some papers on my desk. “Here’s the press release you asked for. I also put together the presentation for our new social media strategy and made sure to flood everything with photos of the race.”

      “Good, good,” I say, trying to focus on the papers. All I see is Liam’s name right at the top of the page, and my whole body immediately burns hotter.

      His hands on my hip, on my back. His lips inches from mine. His chest pressed against me. My nipples hardening to stone that he must have felt.

      I want him.

      I nod to Belinda.

      “Thanks, I’ll have a look.”

      I throw myself into the work. It’s not until Marcus raps his knuckles on my desk that I realize it’s lunchtime. All three of them are looking at me. Marcus nods to the elevators.

      “You coming? We’re getting Thai.”

      “I’ve brought lunch today,” I smile. “Got lots to do, might just work through lunch.”

      “That’s sad, Ash.” He shakes his head in disappointment. “I expected more from you.”

      “Give her a break,” Tristan grins. “She’s new. See you in an hour.”

      “If you want to bring me back a coffee, I won’t be mad about it.” I pull open my drawer and grab a couple dollars. Belinda waves them away.

      “On us today.”

      “Thanks.” I smile and watch them walk away, and then go back to my work. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to think about the man sitting in the office a few feet from me, or maybe I’m just enjoying this job more than I thought, but my concentration is absolute.

      That is…until I feel him next to me. His warmth, his smell, his energy. Anytime he’s near, my whole body reacts. He’s a puppeteer, pulling all my strings exactly how he wants to and I’m more than happy to oblige.

      I look over to see him standing a few feet away from me.

      “Working through lunch, Ms. King?” He arches an eyebrow. His green eyes sparkle. “You’re very dedicated.”

      “There’s lots to do.”

      “Will you come to my office for a moment?”

      My mouth goes dry. I nod, and Liam spins around, stalking toward his door. I follow him, scurrying in his wake as my heart bounces against my ribcage.

      He’ll probably tell me that what happened was unprofessional. He’ll probably apologize.

      Or maybe, he’ll throw me up against his desk and—

      “Close the door.”

      I gulp and shut the door until the latch gently clicks. Liam motions to a chair. I sit down, and I expect him to sit in his executive chair on the other side of the desk. Instead, he takes the chair beside mine. His knee brushes against mine, and my heart goes wild. I force myself to drag my eyes up to his.

      “Is everything okay?”

      He nods. “Everything is great. I saw the presentation you sent through this morning—good work, Ms. King.”

      Is it wrong that every time he says my name like that, a little thrill runs down my spine? His lips twitch at the corners, and I swallow.

      “Belinda put it together. I just tweaked it a bit. You should be thanking her.”

      “In the three years Belinda has worked here, she’s never done a presentation of that quality. I’m thanking you.”

      He holds my gaze, and I nod. “Okay, well… thanks. Is that everything? I was just—”

      “What do you know about John Hansen?” He stares at his fingernails, as if he doesn’t care what I answer. But I can see his jaw ticking, and the pulse running thick in his neck. His body is tense, and I know he’s waiting for my answer.

      “Uh, he was my boss.”

      “What kind of boss was he?” His eyes meet mine and I try not to squirm. Maybe Red was right, he’s scoping out the ‘competition’.

      He was terrible. Vindictive. A bad communicator.

      “He was okay.”

      “Did you ever see him do anything… unscrupulous?”

      That makes me laugh. I sigh, shaking my head. “It was the construction industry, Liam. The scruples are pretty low to begin with.”

      He grunts.

      I frown. “Why are you asking me this? Is everything okay? If you’re regretting hiring me—”

      “I’m not.” He gets up and moves back behind his desk, finally looking up at me and nodding. “That’s all. Thank you.”

      “Oh,” I say, my eyebrows jumping up. “Okay.”

      I push myself off the chair and head for the door. When I open it, I glance back at Liam, but his eyes are on his computer. He doesn’t say anything when I step through the door and close it behind me.

      I walk back to my desk with my head spinning. It’s like the moment at the washroom didn’t even happen. All he wanted to talk about was my old boss. He didn’t look at me like he did this morning or move toward me like at all. Apart from our knees briefly touching, he didn’t put his hands anywhere near me.

      I’m disappointed.

      Every time I’m near him, desire pumps through my veins like a drug. I let myself imagine his hands on me, his lips on mine, his cock buried deep inside me.

      I haven’t imagined that in years. I haven’t slept with anyone since Randy, and I haven’t enjoyed sleeping with anyone since before I married the bastard.

      But now?

      Now my whole world has tilted on its axis. Before, the only thing driving me was survival. Now, whatever is driving me feels a lot like lust. I glance at his closed door and take a deep breath.

      Liam Maguire is exciting, attractive, and dangerous. He’s woken something up inside me… but he’s no good. I know myself, and I know I’m still fragile. I’ve only just started feeling like myself again. I can’t go and give myself to a man like that.

      Even today, the fact that he’s so hot and cold with me is proof that I should keep my distance. He’ll hold my heart in his hand and enjoy squeezing it dry.

      I take a deep breath and tear my eyes away from his office door.

      I’ve seen the tabloids. Liam Maguire has a new woman warming his bed every night. He’s in the Oxford English Dictionary under the word ‘player’.

      He’s the kind of guy that I should pine over if I want my delicate heart smashed into a million little pieces.

      He’s the exact opposite of the type of guy I should be pursuing. The fact that I’m even thinking about it—and the fact that he’s just shown me that he doesn’t want anything to do with me—should be motivation enough for me to move on.

      If anything, I should thank him. He’s woken up the woman in me again. I’m a sexual, sexy, desirable woman.

      Just not with Liam Maguire.

      I jump when Belinda puts a coffee cup on my desk, and I force a smile.

      “You get much done?” She nods to my screen.

      I laugh. “No. I should have come with you guys.”

      “You’ll learn.” Marcus waves his hand. “They all learn eventually.”

      I laugh. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Next one’s on you,” Marcus says, pointing his finger at me.

      I nod, smiling. “Deal.” I allow myself one last glance toward Liam’s closed door, and then drag my eyes back to my computer screen. I have work to do. I can’t spend all day lusting after a man who is unavailable, unattainable, and 100 percent no good for me.
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      “Darling, how are you?” My mother croons over the phone. I hold back a sigh.

      “I’m good, Mother, how are you?” What I mean is: Why are you calling this time? It’s never just a social call.

      “Never better. Your brother told me how well you did at the University speech. You’re a natural, Liam. I don’t know why you didn’t want to follow in your brother’s footsteps.”

      “Politics just isn’t my thing, I guess.” I lean back in my chair and kick my feet up on my desk. My computer dings with another email and I scan it quickly as my mother talks.

      “… and I just wanted to make sure that you were all set for the anniversary event next weekend.”

      “All set? What do you mean, all set?”

      “Honey, Time Magazine is doing a feature! We need to look impeccable.”

      “I’ll make sure to get a haircut next Friday.”

      “That’s not what I meant, Liam,” she sighs. “But it would be nice.”

      “What did you mean?”

      “It would look better if you had someone with you. Not one of your… casual women. A real lady. It’s for the pictures.”

      She pauses. I say nothing.

      “Liam?”

      “I heard you.”

      “So you have someone in mind?”

      “You want me to just materialize a girlfriend out of thin air for your anniversary party in a week’s time? Mom, seriously? Why does it matter? Why not just be single? What if I bring someone and she’s in these pictures forever, and then we break up the next week?”

      “Oh, Liam. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous? You want me to somehow find a girlfriend that I’m going to bring to your stupid party, and then I’m supposed to keep dating her afterwards, too?”

      “It’s not stupid. And if you can’t find someone, I’m sure your father will be able to—”

      “I’ll bring someone. I got to go.”

      I hang up the phone and blow all the air out of my nostrils. Through the blinds in my office window, I see Ashley get up from her desk. She tucks a long strand of blonde hair behind her ear and smiles at something Marcus says. Then, she waves goodbye and walks toward the elevators.

      I could ask her….

      I shake my head. I can’t. Until I know what is going on between John Hansen and my brother—and if her being fired had anything to do with it—I have to keep her far away from my family. And unfortunately, that means far away from me.

      I pick up my phone again and call Aaron.

      “Yo!” He says as he picks up the phone. There’s loud music in the background, as usual.

      “What are you up to tonight? I need a drink.”

      “Long week, eh?”

      “You have no fucking idea.”

      “I’ll pick you up from your place at eight. I’m checking out a new venue tonight—it’s on sale, and I want to see if it’s worth investing in.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know where I can find a date for my parents’ anniversary party, would you?”

      “What, like an escort?”

      “No! I mean… maybe? I don’t know. My mom wants someone who would look good in pictures.” I glance through the door as Ashley steps into the elevator. She glances up at me and holds my gaze for a second, and then the doors close on her.

      Aaron makes a noise. “There are agencies for this, man. I can hook you up.”

      “Alright. See you in a couple hours.”

      “You better not pussy out like you did last week. We’re going hard tonight.”

      “Yeah, sure. Whatever.”

      I hang up and sigh. No part of me wants to ‘go hard’, and that in itself is worrying. This past week has been all over the place. Usually, I would be dying to get fucked up. I’d probably already have left the office and be two drinks deep with a girl on each arm.

      Instead, I’m here, at the foundation that my parents started for me that reminds me of my failed running career. I used to hate it here, but this week…

      I shake my head and turn my computer off. Grabbing my jacket, I head for the exit.

      When I’m outside, I scan the street for a second. A car engine is sputtering somewhere. The driver tries it again, and again, and again. I frown, looking for the car.

      When I see it, I sigh.

      Ashley Fucking King.

      Even when I try to get away from her, I try to let her leave before me, the universe just puts her right here in front of me. Before I can stop myself, my feet are taking me toward her.

      She jumps when I knock on the window and then rolls it down. I nod to the engine.

      “Car trouble?”

      “This fucking piece of shit, I swear…” Her cheeks are bright red, and the frustration is etched on her forehead. I grin.

      “Didn’t take you for someone who cussed, Ms. King.”

      “Yeah, well, you learn something new every day, don’t you?” The tips of her ears are red, too. She takes a long, deep breath. Finally dragging her eyes back up to me, she sighs. “You got any jumper cables?”

      “I’ve got better.” I take out my phone and scroll through my contacts. “I’ll get your car towed and checked by my mechanic.”

      “I can’t afford—”

      “I’ll take care of it. Come on, I’ll drive you home.” I put my phone to my ear. “James, hi. Liam Maguire here.” Explaining the issue to my mechanic, I watch as Ashley hesitates and finally relents. She slides out of her car and leans against the driver’s side door until I hang up the phone.

      “Tow truck will be here in fifteen minutes. They’ll do a full check of your car and should have it back to you by Monday.”

      “Liam, I—” she sighs. “Thank you.” Her eyes narrow and she crosses her arms. “You got some white knight complex, or something? Love a damsel in distress?”

      “What, I can’t just do a nice thing for my new employee?”

      “From what I’ve read about you, you’re not exactly the type.”

      “So you’ve been reading about me,” I grin.

      “You’ve obviously read up on me. I’m just following your lead.”

      “Ah, but you shouldn’t believe everything you read,” I say, leaning in toward her. A waft of her sweet perfume fills my nose and for a moment, I forget myself.

      Her tongue slides out to lick her lips and for the second time today, an almost undeniable urge to crush my lips against hers takes over.

      “Come to my parents’ anniversary party with me,” I hear myself say. Ashley’s eyes widen.

      “What?”

      “They want me to bring someone that I haven’t met at a nightclub.”

      “Well, technically…”

      “Technically we met at an industry event.”

      Her eyes flash. She sucks her lip between her teeth in that way that drives me wild, and her hand moves to smooth down her hair. She glances at me, frowning.

      “What’s your angle, here?”

      “My angle?”

      “This morning, I thought you wanted to fuck me.” I did. “Then, you wouldn’t even look at me, and you were asking all kinds of weird questions.” I still wanted to fuck you. “And now, you’re being really nice about my car but you want me to, what, pretend to be your girlfriend?”

      “Just my date.”

      “Right. Well, it’s still weird.”

      “So that’s a yes?”

      “Are you sure you’re alright? Like… in the head?”

      That makes me laugh. I shake my head, still chuckling. “No, I don’t think I am. I’m very fucked up in the head.”

      “Well, I can’t hold that against you,” she sighs, pushing herself off the car and staring down the street. She crosses her arms over her chest. “I am, too.”

      I follow her gaze and we stand in silence until the tow truck comes. We watch it take her car away, and then I lead her toward my own car. I resist the urge to put my hand on her lower back and to open the door for her. We drive in silence, interspersed with a few words when she directs me toward her house.

      When I stop outside, she pauses before opening the door. She glances at me curiously.

      “Why do you want me to go with you to your parents’ thing?”

      I grunt and shrug. “I guess I like your company.”

      “You have a funny way of showing it.”

      “So you’ll come?”

      “I’ll think about it. See you on Monday.”

      I wait until she’s inside her building before driving away with a big grin on my face.
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      My head spins all through the weekend. I resist the temptation to text Liam, and instead distract myself with a night out with Red and her friends. Becky comes along, and she tells me how much she misses me in the office. That makes me feel validated, but nothing else. I’m glad I got fired. Benji seems to get the message that I’m not interested, and I’m grateful for it.

      Even though this week has been crazy, in a way it feels like a reward for all the therapy and the work I did to get myself back to normal after Randy died.

      The relationship was traumatic, his death was traumatic, and the loss of my own sense of self was traumatic. Now, I have new friends, a new job… and a new date, I guess.

      I’m hungover on Sunday, but even that is a better feeling than the depth of depression and numbness that I lived with for years with Randy. I roll over and check my phone to see a text from my sister.

      Stella: Coffee today? I want to hear about the new job… and the new boss 😏

      Ashley: Sure… see you at the usual place in an hour?

      I don’t wait for her reply to get up and jump in the shower. I spend some time washing my hair—mostly for the head massage. I thought I’d have a couple glasses of wine yesterday, but that turned into shots of tequila, and I’m definitely feeling it this morning.

      In a way, though, it feels good to be alive. It’s not a debilitating hangover, and there’s a ray of positivity that runs through me that overshadows the dry mouth and slight headache. A few months ago, I wouldn’t have left my bed all weekend, and I would’ve definitely felt worse than I do now.

      Plus, I’ve been thinking about going to the Maguires’ party, and I haven’t been able to convince myself to refuse. I want to go with Liam. I want to spend time with him and be near him.

      By the time I make it to the coffee shop, Stella is already there. She waves at me.

      “Already ordered for you. You still have an almond milk latte?”

      “I’ve been having regular milk lately, but almond milk is fine.” I smile at my sister and notice fine lines around her eyes. Her hair is tied back in a messy ponytail, and she’s wearing an old t-shirt. I frown. She’s usually so put together and polished.

      She forces a smile and the lines around her eyes deepen. “So how’s the new job.”

      “It’s good,” I answer vaguely. “Standard. First week, you know.”

      “You like working there? How’s Liam Maguire for a boss?” She rolls her eyes and I laugh.

      “He’s good. How about you? Is everything okay?”

      Stella sighs, and then tells me about a fight she and her boyfriend had last night. By the time our coffees are ready, there are tears in her eyes, and it sounds like her relationship is on its last legs. When she finally tells me everything and we move back to talking about me, it feels wrong to tell her about Liam.

      She’s going through a heartbreak, and here I am fantasizing about my boss.

      So, for the first time in a long time, I don’t use my sister for moral and emotional support. For the first time in a long time, she leans on me.

      When we finally hug goodbye after two coffees and over two hours of talking, I take a deep breath. I know she’ll be okay, and it felt good to be there for her. For the past year, she’s been at my side, nursing me back to myself. Finally, in a small way—just a coffee and a chat—I’ve been able to return the favor.

      I take a deep breath and throw my shoulders back. I lean my face toward the sun and close my eyes, letting its warmth soak into my skin.

      Ever since Liam came into my life last week, I’ve had new confidence. New strength. New identity.

      Getting fired from Hansen Constructions was the best thing that ever happened to me.

      

      I’m a little nervous to see Liam on Monday, and I don’t end up seeing him at all. He’s travelling with his brother for some event, apparently. The mechanic calls me about my car, and it gets delivered to the office Monday afternoon.

      I’ve never had service like that from a mechanic. When I try the key in the ignition, not only does the car start, but the weird rattling sound is gone. I smile and chew my lip. I’ll have to do something to thank Liam. He’s saved me hundreds, maybe thousands of dollars, and a big, fat headache.

      He doesn’t come into the office until Wednesday. By that time, the communications team and I are so busy with the new fundraising campaign that I hardly have time to say hello.

      I don’t have time to ask him about the event at his parents’ place, and I definitely don’t have time to stare wistfully at his office door and wonder what it would feel like to have him inside me.

      Before I know it, it’s Friday afternoon. Most of the office has taken the afternoon off, but I’m typing at my computer, trying to get a final report finished.

      Liam materializes beside me.

      “First in, last out.”

      “That’s me,” I say, not looking up from my screen. I type the final sentence, save the document with a sigh before finally looking at the gorgeous man beside me.

      He’s grinning, with that cocky arch of the eyebrow that he wears so well. “Will you go to my parents’ event with me tomorrow? I’m not used to asking twice.”

      I snort. “You do have a gift for coming off as an arrogant asshole.”

      He grins.

      My heart thumps. His eyes roam over my body and I soak up the attention as desire snakes through my belly. I take a deep breath. “Well, I’ve been racking my brain for things to do to thank you for my car, so maybe this is the perfect thing. I can do you this favor, and we’ll be even.”

      “I can think of a lot of things you can do to thank me.”

      His voice rattles through my chest, igniting fire in my veins, but Liam doesn’t wait around to see the effect his words have on me.

      “Be ready at 6 p.m.,” he calls out over his shoulder, and walks away.

      

      On Saturday morning, there’s a knock on my door. I wrap a bathrobe around my body and rub the sleep from my eyes. My bare feet pad on the creaky wooden floors as I head toward the door. Through the peephole, I see a delivery man with a long box.

      Frowning, I open the door. “Yes?”

      “Miss King?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Sign here.”

      He thrusts a little machine in my hands and I sign for the package, and then take the long box from him. I kick the door closed and lay the box on my couch.

      When I open it up, my breath catches in my throat. There’s a gorgeous royal blue gown with a little card, and a black velvet box the size of my hand. I take the card and open it.

      
        
        
        Wear this tonight.

        L

      

        

      

      My heart thumps. I feel the silky fabric of the dress and I know that I’ve never worn anything this nice. Taking the velvet box in my hands, I flip it open and gasp when I see two dangling, glittering earrings and a matching necklace. They’re completely studded with diamonds. The jewelry gleams like nothing I’ve ever seen.

      My mouth goes dry as I try to swallow past a lump in my throat. I pull the long dress out of the box and hold it up to my body, biting my lip. My cheeks flush and a smile spreads across my face.

      Whatever tonight is—if it’s just me doing Liam a favor, or if he invited me for a reason—right now, it just feels good to be treated like a princess. I lay the dress down softly on the couch and nibble on the tips of my fingers as I look at it.

      Liam Maguire, you’ve outdone yourself.
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      I rap my knuckles on Ashley’s door at six o’clock sharp. I can hear heels clacking across the floor inside her house and I take a step back from the door. I clasp my hands behind my back to stop myself from fidgeting.

      I’m nervous, which surprises me. It feels like I’m taking a girl to prom.

      Except, this is a much bigger deal than prom. This is prom if Time Magazine was covering it, and my entire family was waiting to see me fuck it up.

      The door opens and my jaw drops. When I told my personal shopper to pick out a dress for Ashley, I didn’t know what to expect. I knew she’d look good, but damn.

      Silky, liquid folds of fabric drape over her body as if the dress was made for her. Thin straps hold up a sweetheart neckline, tapering in at Ashley’s perfect waist. Her hair is gathered up in loose curls at the nape of her neck, with a few tendrils showing off the glittering earrings and necklace that make the whole thing come together. Her eyes meet mine, and I still have no words.

      She smiles shyly and turns slowly for me, showing off the back of the dress. It plunges down to show off her back, and all I can do is exhale.

      “You look… you look…” I shake my head. “Wow.”

      “You clean up alright as well, Mr. Maguire.”

      “Call me that again, and—”

      “And what?” She breathes, tilting her head to the side.

      And that dress won’t last long. And I’ll bend you over that ratty old couch in your living room and I’ll finally give you what you’ve been craving ever since you laid eyes on me.

      Instead of answering, I just extend my hand. “You ready?”

      She smiles, grabs a small clutch and slips her fingers into mine. It’s such a small movement, but it’s so natural. Our hands fit together perfectly, and her body molds into mine as we walk down to the limousine. The driver jumps up and opens the door for us, and we both slide in.

      She sits close to me and our thighs touch. I want to grab her hand again, but instead I nod to the bottle of champagne on the side of the seat.

      “Drink?”

      “Sure. You going to tell me what to expect at this event, or are we just winging it?”

      “I was just planning on winging it,” I grin, handing her a glass of bubbles. She shrugs.

      “Alright. Your funeral.”

      “I expect you to be on your best behavior.” I catch her gaze as the light dances in her eyes. She arches an eyebrow and tilts her head.

      “I don’t think you’d like me on my best behavior.”

      My cock throbs. She trails her fingers across her chest, over the soft skin on top of her breasts. I lick my lips and swallow before pouring myself a glass.

      Touching my flute of champagne to hers, I nod. “To an evening with no disasters.”

      She laughs. “Setting the bar pretty low?”

      “You haven’t met my parents yet.”

      I slide my fingers into hers and she leans into me. Holding her hand tonight is the most physical contact I’ve had with her—with any woman—since the night I met her. Maybe I’m going through withdrawal or something, because even having her hand in mine and her thigh touching me is driving my body fucking insane. My pulse is thudding through me, and my cock is going to be rock hard by the time we get to my parents’ place.

      Ashley asks me a few questions on the way there, but mostly we ride in silence. Our fingers stay interlaced, and our legs stay touching. When the limousine stops, I’m mildly disappointed that the drive is over. I don’t remember the last time I sat in silence with a woman and actually enjoyed it.

      When we get out, I take a deep breath. “You ready?”

      Ashley smiles at me and shrugs. “I have no idea. You haven’t exactly prepared me for anything.”

      “It’s better that way. Let’s go.”

      I put my hand on her lower back, sliding my thumb over her bare skin as we walk toward my childhood home. The mansion is lit up with a thousand twinkling lights, with flowers and banners streaming from every bush and light post.

      As soon as we walk through the door, Ashley gasps. Her mouth drops open as she looks up at the vaulted ceilings, the rich carpets, the priceless artwork. Wide-eyed, she stares at me.

      “This is your house?!”

      “My parents’ house,” I grin. “But yes, I did grow up here.”

      Timothy, the butler, appears through an archway to the left and sweeps his eyes over me and then Ashley. His eyes light up and he gives her a little bow.

      “Welcome, Mr. Liam and Miss…”

      “Ashley,” she says, sticking out her hand toward him. He frowns slightly, and gently takes her fingers in his. A blush stains her cheeks and she pulls her hand away, glancing at me.

      “This is Timothy,” I say. “He looks after the house.”

      “The guests are in the back,” he nods, sweeping his arm down the hallway. “Follow me.”

      Ashley is more tense than she was in the car, but then again, so am I. We walk in silence, the only sound being the clicking of her heels on the marble floors. I take a deep breath to prepare myself for the next few hours. Usually, these events are torture.

      But then, Ashley looks at me and smiles, and it feels like this time might not be so bad.

      She leans toward me and whispers so Timothy can’t hear. “I feel like I’m getting a rare glimpse into your childhood. It’s all making sense now. I can figure you out.”

      “Don’t try too hard,” I grin. “I’m an enigma.”

      “Says you,” she laughs, nudging me with her elbow. “I’m basically Karl Jung, walking through your brain right now.”

      “I hope my brain isn’t as empty as this house,” I mutter. She looks at me curiously but says nothing. Timothy opens the French doors at the back of the house and nods to us.

      We step through into the pages of a garden magazine. There’s a string band playing delicate classical music to the left. My parents have built a gazebo for the occasion, covered entirely in white roses. There are candles and lights everywhere, even twinkling all over the pool. The trees are covered in lights and flowers, with their trunks draped in fabric.

      Ashley gasps and looks at me. “I am so glad you sent me this dress. I definitely would not have had anything to wear.”

      “You would look perfect in anything, Ash,” I say, glancing at her. “And you look perfect tonight.”

      She blushes again and opens her mouth to say something when a voice interrupts her.

      “Yoo-hoo! Liam! Oh, lovely!” My mother calls out, sashaying toward us. She leaves behind a group of socialites and flashes a brilliant smile at us. “And who have we here?” She throws me an approving look, arching her eyebrows and dipping her chin down. I hate that it makes me happy. I wish I didn’t crave her approval.

      “Mother, this is Ashley King. Ash, this is my mother, Geraldine.”

      “Call me Mrs. Maguire, please,” my mother smiles.

      Ashley laughs and then stutters. “Alright, yeah. Okay.” My mother waves us toward a group of people and starts walking. Ashley leans into me. “Don’t people usually say that the other way around? Like, ‘hey, skip the formalities, call me Gerry?’”

      I grin. “Still enjoying walking around my childhood brain?”

      “Poor little Liam,” she grins.

      I introduce her to my father and his business partner, and then the wives of every single member of the golf club—or at least that’s what it feels like. Harriet, the old minx, leans in close and feels my bicep for a bit too long. After a few minutes, I finally manage to pull Ashley away.

      “Come on, I’ll show you the grounds.”

      “Mm, yes, the grounds,” she says, waving her hand across the estate. “I also grew up with grounds.”

      I laugh and catch her hand in mine. We walk slowly, and I take her down the winding path toward the big pond where my parents keep koi fish. Music wafts down toward us, and the moon shines bright. Ashley sighs.

      “It’s so beautiful here.”

      “It is,” I say, turning toward her. I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, trailing my finger along her jaw. Her eyes widen and she blinks a couple times.

      “My parents like you,” I say. I drop my fingers to her neck, trailing them across her shoulder and down her arm. She gasps softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I growl. I tilt her chin up toward me, and she melts toward my body. With one hand on her chin, and the other on her hip, I pull her closer. The silky fabric of her dress crushes under my fingers as our bodies mold to each other.

      She swallows, and then swipes her tongue over her lips. She tilts her head up toward me as her pupils dilate.

      I’m going to kiss her. Finally, after two weeks of torture, I’m going to kiss this beautiful woman under the stars, in the most unlikely of places. Her chest presses against mine and she lets out a soft whimper as my mouth moves closer to hers.

      I close my eyes, waiting to feel her perfect soft, plump lips. I’ll taste that mouth of hers and finally make her mine. I tighten my hold on her waist, pulling her close and—

      Smack!

      She slaps me across the face so hard I stumble backward.

      “Oh, gosh, oh my goodness I’m sorry!” She exclaims, grabbing my arm.

      “What the fuck?”

      “I’m so sorry, Liam.” Her eyes are wide as she looks at me. “Oh, God, that’s going to leave a mark.”

      “What was that for?”

      She turns her palm toward me, and I see a dark smudge with a bit of blood around it. “Mosquito,” she says quietly. “I didn’t mean to hit you so hard. It wasn’t…”

      She trails off, biting her lip to stop it twitching, but it’s too late. I can already see the laughter in her eyes. She starts giggling quietly, and pretty soon the two of us are doubled over with laughter.

      Then, she smacks her own arm, and I feel a mosquito on my neck. I smack myself hard.

      “Fuck,” I say under my breath.

      “I think it’s this pond,” she says. “Do you mind if we…” She nods toward the party.

      “Let’s go, I’m getting eaten alive,” I say. I smack a mosquito off her arm and she giggles again.

      “I’m really sorry about that, Liam. I swear I didn’t mean to hit you that hard.”

      “You don’t look very sorry.”

      She bites her lip to stop herself laughing again and hooks her arm into mine. We walk back toward the lights—and mosquito repellant—of my parents’ anniversary party.
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      I’m still giggling by the time we get back to the party. I know I completely ruined that moment, but I can’t help thinking about it, and I can’t stop laughing.

      Liam’s lips are trembling, and he clears his throat to try to stop himself from smiling. His mother glides toward us and I’m still barely in control of my own laughter.

      Mrs. Maguire comes to a stop in front of us and frowns when she sees Liam’s face.

      “Darling, what…” She reaches up to touch the big red mark that my fingers left on his cheek and I lose it. I start laughing so hard I snort, and then that makes me laugh harder. Liam, who was doing so well to keep a straight face dissolves into a fit and has to sit down on a nearby chair.

      Tears start streaming down my face and I wipe them away… along with my carefully applied makeup. I pat at my face, wiping around my eyes as I continue to laugh. Liam glances at me and then we’re laughing all over again. I snort, and his mother makes a horrified noise which only makes me laugh harder.

      His mother stands in front of us with her hands on her hips, frowning.

      “Did I say something?”

      “No, Mrs. Maguire. It’s not you at all, it’s—” I giggle.

      “Mosquitos,” Liam finishes for me, and we both laugh again. Finally, I take a deep breath and somewhat regain my composure. I’m careful to avoid Liam’s stare, because if I look at him, I might burst out laughing again.

      “My makeup…” I take a deep breath. “Is there a bathroom nearby?”

      “I’ll show you, dear,” his mother says. She glances at Liam once more and shakes her head, and then leads me toward the house. When she points down the hallway, she looks at me curiously.

      “I haven’t seen Liam laugh like that since he was a child.”

      I’m not quite sure what to say to that, so I just nod. “Oh.”

      She stares at me for a few moments, and then nods toward the hallway. I duck into the bathroom and check the damage on my face.

      It’s not so bad. My eyeliner is a bit smudged, but luckily, I brought it with me for touch-ups. I take my time, taking deep breaths and touching up my makeup until I look nearly put together again.

      By the time I head back out to the garden—excuse me, the grounds—a photographer is setting the whole family up to take a picture near the gazebo. I hold my purse in front of me and smile as I watch Liam. I can see the frustration in his face as the photographer moves him to one side and then the other. A smile floats over my lips and I shake my head.

      Mrs. Maguire spots me, and waves at me vigorously. “Come! For the pictures!”

      “Oh, no thank you,” I say, shaking my head. “It such a beautiful family photo, I shouldn’t…”

      “Nonsense,” she says, stomping toward me and dragging me toward the gazebo. That’s when Liam’s brother, Adrian, looks at me.

      Recognition flashes across his face, and then confusion, and then anger. He glances at Liam and then at me again, and my heart starts to thump. He looks furious.

      Why would he be mad that I’m here?

      “Right, over here,” the photographer says, dragging me over to Liam. Liam smiles at me, shaking his head.

      “Should have stayed in there for five more minutes. You almost avoided the pictures.”

      “Rookie mistake. The bathroom was so nice and private.”

      “I should have joined you,” he growls. His breath tickles my ear as he says the words, and a current of heat zips down my spine. My desire soaks my panties and my eyes widen as Liam pulls me close to him. I rest my hand on his chest, feeling the broad, strong muscles beneath his fine shirt. His pulse is strong, and he glances at me with a wink.

      “Say cheese.”

      I catch his brother’s eye right before the flash goes off. He’s glaring at me, his thick eyebrows drawn together. Then, I turn to the camera and put on my best smile.

      When the photos are done, Liam leads me toward the drinks table. He puts a flute of champagne in my hand and grabs one for himself. Then, Adrian appears beside us.

      “Little brother,” he says, his eyes dark and menacing.

      Liam frowns. “Mr. Future Mayor,” he mocks. “This is Ashley. Ash, this is my brother, Adrian.”

      “I need to speak to you.” Adrian doesn’t even look at me as he drags Liam away. My heart thumps, and dread knots my stomach. As inconspicuously as I can, I slide closer to them. They’re frustratingly close to the small string band, but I try to listen as best I can.

      “Police Chief White… The election is in less than a month, and I can’t have anything get in the way of that.”

      “Get in the way of the election? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I duck behind a tree and inch closer.

      “You know how important this is. Get rid of her.”

      “Fuck you, Adrian.”

      “Remember where your paycheck comes from. What are you going to do if mommy and daddy cut you off?”

      I stumble out from behind the tree when Liam comes marching back from the conversation. His face is dark, and his eyes are stormy.

      “Hey,” I say, trotting up to him. He glances at me.

      “Hey.”

      “Is everything okay? What was that about?”

      Liam spins toward me, his face inches from mine. “Everything’s fine.”

      My eyebrows arch. “It doesn’t look fine. What’s going on?”

      “Forget it. Come on, we’re leaving.”

      My jaw drops, and I watch Liam stomp toward the house for a few seconds before scampering after him.

      “What the heck just happened, Liam?”

      He stops in his tracks and grabs my arm. “I don’t know, Ashley, you tell me.” His voice is deeper and more menacing than I’ve ever heard it before. His face is so dark that I hardly even recognize it. His eyes don’t have their usual lightness. His hand is gripping my bicep and I wince.

      “You’re hurting me, Liam,” I whisper.

      He drops his hand and the anger seems to fall from his face. His eyes clear and he looks at me, shaking his head.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Ash. My brother… he was saying… forget it. Let’s get out of here. These people are toxic.”

      I stare at him, and all I can see is Randy. The grabbing, the apology, the blaming other people. Fear creeps into my heart and I feel like I’m on the edge of a precipice.

      Am I about to make the same mistakes all over again? Have I learned nothing from marrying Randy? Have I learned nothing from his death?!

      My breath catches in my throat and my lip trembles. Liam runs his fingers through his hair and looks at me with pain in his eyes.

      “Can we go now? Please?”

      I’ve never heard him ask for anything like that. It’s like he’s begging me, and I’m not sure if my heart is melting or if I hate every minute of it. I just nod my chin and bite my lip and follow him quietly toward the limousine.

      We ride back in silence. When we stop outside my house, I clear my throat.

      “I’ll have the dress dry-cleaned and bring it into the office.”

      “What?” He frowns, looking at me as if I’m crazy. “No… it’s yours. Keep it.”

      I open my mouth and take a breath. “I can’t, it’s too much.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Maybe to you,” I snap. Liam stares at me for a second until I can’t take it anymore. I slip out of the car and rush toward my front door, not taking a breath until I’m safely inside. I lean against the door and try to still my beating heart.

      I have no idea what just happened, but whatever it was, it broke my fragile heart.
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      I know I fucked up. I could see it in Ashley’s eyes. Something changed inside her, and for the first time, I realize she’s a lot more sensitive than I thought.

      When I grabbed her arm, I saw complete betrayal in her eyes. The depth of her pain was so overwhelming that it made me realize what I was doing. What’s wrong with me?

      I trusted my brother’s word against hers… the brother that I know is engaging in some less than ethical negotiations with Ashley’s old boss. The boss that fired her without as much as a second thought!

      And I took their side without even thinking of the beautiful, smart woman in front of me? She’s the only person that has made me laugh. The only person that has made me feel like I’m not a deadbeat jock.

      I sit in the limousine for a few minutes, until the driver looks at me in the rear-view mirror.

      “You ready to go, boss?”

      My heart squeezes, and I take a deep breath. I’m not ready to go. I don’t want to leave things like this. I don’t want Ashley to look at me like that ever again.

      She’s not like other women. Ashley is different. I take a deep breath and open the limousine door.

      “Take the rest of the night off. I’ll find my own way home.”

      The driver frowns. “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” I shut the limo door behind me and watch him drive away. Then, I turn toward Ashley’s building. My mouth goes dry and I wipe my hands on the front of my suit. I fiddle with my hair and take a deep breath.

      I’m more nervous than I was before the Heart Start race. Every step I take toward the doors makes my whole body shake. I find her name next to a buzzer and I ring it.

      The seconds tick by until I hear the receiver click.

      “Hello?”

      “Ash, don’t hang up.” I inhale sharply. “I… I’m not sure what I’m doing here. I think I’m groveling. Can I come up, please?”

      There’s a pause, and I wonder if she’s still there. Then I hear a small sigh.

      “I think that’s one of the only times I’ve heard you say please.” She sighs. “Apartment 307.” And the door buzzes.

      Ashley is already waiting in the doorway when I get there. She’s leaning against the door frame with her arms crossed, a fluffy bathrobe wrapped around her body.

      “Didn’t take you long to get out of that dress.”

      “Why are you here?”

      I inhale. “Can I come in?”

      Her mouth is set in a thin line and she stares at me for a second, and then steps aside to let me through. She locks the door behind me just as I hear a kettle boiling in the kitchen.

      Ashley waves to the couch. “Tea? Coffee?”

      “I’m good,” I say, watching her walk to the kitchen. I take a seat on her armchair and interlace my fingers as I wait for her. A spoon clinks against a mug and then Ashley reappears in the living room. Her face is drawn and her eyes are watery.

      She sits down on her couch as far away from me as she can and sets her tea down on the coffee table. Then, she crosses her legs and lifts her eyes up to mine. Her eyebrow arches and she nods as if to say, speak.

      I take a deep breath. “Ash, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been rude to you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have. But you were. I didn’t have to go to that party with you, you know. You asked me to accompany you. I was doing you a favor.”

      “I know.” I drop my head in my hands and take a deep breath. This is all wrong. This is going all wrong! “Look,” I say, lifting my head back to look at her. “I was an asshole.”

      Her eyes are hard and she scoffs. Anger flares inside me—why am I putting up with this? Why do I care?

      Ashley reaches for her tea and blows on its surface. She puts it down on her knee, playing with the tea bag string as she shakes her head.

      “Men are all the same,” she says, and I don’t know if she’s telling me or telling herself. “You’re angry, impulsive, violent creatures. Then, you apologize. Tears, promises, groveling.” She scoffs again, shaking her head. Her eyes drag up to mine and I see the same pain in them I saw before. “I’m not going to go through that again. I’ve seen what you are.”

      “Ash…” My heart squeezes. I don’t want her to think of me like that. I lean forward in my chair but her face stays hard. “That’s not me. I… I care about you.”

      “Right.” She sips her tea.

      “I would never hurt you, Ashley,” I whisper. “Tonight… I wasn’t myself. My brother—”

      “It’s always someone else’s fault, isn’t it?” The anger is making her shake. “It’s always someone else who provoked you, who was unreasonable, who made you do it. Is that right? Why don’t you try taking responsibility for your actions?”

      She shakes her head. “I was married to a man like you, Liam. And I have no interest in going through that again. I’ll hand in my resignation tomorrow.”

      She gets up and my stomach feels like I’ve just been punched.

      “No!” I exclaim. “You’ve got me all wrong. Let me explain.” She stands on the other side of the couch and waits, and I take a deep breath. “My brother wants to win this election at all costs. Somehow, he found out that you were friendly with the police chief, and he tried to tell me to get rid of you. He’s got people paying into his campaign, and I think the police chief… um… wouldn’t approve. But I don’t want you to leave, Ash! You’re… you’re…”

      “I’m what?”

      “You’re different.”

      She sighs, putting her head in her hand. She shakes her head, and when she speaks, her voice is quieter than it was before. “I’m not friendly with the police chief. If I never saw the man again, it would suit me just fine. All he does is remind me of my late husband, and I have enough scars to remember him by.”

      I stand up and try to moisten my lips. Everything is shaking. It feels like I’m standing on a cliff, and one wrong word will see me tumbling down to the bottom. There’s only a couch between us, but it feels like a chasm. Slowly, I take a step toward her. When I get to the other side of the couch, her lower lip starts to tremble. I take the tea from her hands. There’s nowhere to put it, so I just set it on the floor.

      Tentatively, I put my hands on her arms. She’s not looking at me, and I take a step closer. With the tips of my fingers, I tilt her chin up toward me.

      “Ashley, I’m nothing like your ex-husband.” Her eyes start to mist, and her lip trembles harder. “Whatever he did to you, I will never do. I would never hurt you.”

      “You hurt me today.”

      My breath is shallow, and I wipe a tear away from her cheek. Her hands crawl up my chest and I take a deep breath. Something clicks inside me. It feels like a jigsaw puzzle just dropped into the hole in my heart, and I can take the first full breath of my life. I hold Ashley’s face in my hands and stare into her eyes.

      “I don’t want to say anything that reminds you of your ex-husband. I don’t want to make empty promises, or vows that I can’t keep. All I can say is I’m sorry. I know you’ve probably heard it before, but it’s true.”

      She exhales, closing her eyes. She wraps her fingers around my forearm and lifts her eyes back up to me. Her voice is soft, but strong.

      “Just kiss me, you fool.”

      Finally, I crush my lips against hers. I snake my arms around her back as she wraps hers around my neck and we melt together. Her lips fall open for me, her tongue swiping gently across my lower lip. I taste her for the first time, and I know.

      I know she’s the only one I need. I know that no one else comes close. I know that all my life, I’ve been waiting for her to walk in and tell me that I’m an arrogant asshole.

      I know that I’ll protect her from her past, from her future, from my family, from anything and everything that could hurt her.

      She tangles her fingers into my hair and I deepen our kiss. A moan slips through her lips and my whole body vibrates. My cock is rock hard between my legs, and she rolls her hips toward it. I pull her toward me, sinking my fingers into her bathrobe, wishing it was her skin.

      We pause, breathless, with our foreheads resting against each other.

      “I’ve wanted to do that since the moment I saw you at those stupid awards,” I growl.

      She moves her head back to look at me, and I see the corners of her lips curl up into a shy smile.

      “Me too.” She pulls me toward her and I kiss her again, and again, and again.
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      The turmoil in my heart ends as soon as Liam’s lips touch mine. For the past year, I’ve fought everything. I’ve fought myself, my demons, the memory of Randy. I’ve fought what happened the night he died. I’ve fought the advances of men and everything that makes me a woman.

      But Liam is different.

      When he looks at me, I feel alive for the first time in years. When he touches me, he sets my body on fire. I’ve punished myself for so long for allowing Randy to do what he did to me, but now…

      Now, it feels like there’s hope.

      Liam was angry at the party, and it scared me. But when he apologized, it didn’t feel like he was apologizing for himself. It didn’t feel like he was manipulating me into forgiving him.

      It felt like he was sorry. As simple as it is, it’s enough for me.

      I tilt my chin up toward him and run my fingers along his jaw.

      “You shaved. Your stubble was longer yesterday.” He catches my fingers and kisses the tips of them.

      “You like it?”

      I smile and shrug. “I like you a little scruffy-looking.”

      “Scruffy-looking?” He laughs. His eyebrows jump up and his arm tightens around my waist.

      I tilt my head and stare into his eyes. They’re bright and clear, with light dancing in them. He kisses the tips of my fingers again and I smile.

      “I thought you were a player when I first met you.”

      “I was a player when you first met me.”

      “What, so I changed you?” I scoff, disengaging myself from his arms and shaking my head. “Yeah, right.”

      “What if you did?”

      “I’m not an idiot, Liam.”

      “I know that.” His face is serious, and he catches my hand. We stand there, staring at each other, as if the world is falling away around us. Finally, Liam shakes his head and takes a deep breath.

      “I didn’t care about anything before you came along. I didn’t care about women, or the foundation. I was just angry that I couldn’t run. Being in charge of the foundation was like a slap in the face.”

      “So why did you do it?”

      He snorts. “You met my family. After my operation, I felt like I owed them, in a way. The doctors my parents paid for saved my life. The foundation was started to help my brother in his political ambitions. My parents made a lot of money when they were younger, and I guess now they want power. I know my brother does.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “I want to run.” He says it so quietly I almost miss it. His hand drifts up to his chest and he massages the spot where his heart is. For the first time, I think I understand what he lost.

      “Can you… are you allowed to run?”

      Liam sighs and runs his fingers through his hair. He purses his lips and shrugs one shoulder. “Not like I used to.”

      “You’re an Olympic medalist, and now you run one of the fastest-growing non-profit organizations in the state. You have so much to be proud of, Liam, it’s not even funny. You have no idea how lucky you are.”

      “I could have everything in the world, and it wouldn’t mean anything.” His eyes drift away from me, toward the window. “Running was my life. My heart… my body betrayed me.” He stares into nothing for a few moments, until I gently turn him back toward me.

      “You are strong, and charismatic, and you can make your life into whatever you want, Liam. You’re so smart.”

      “I think you’re confusing me with my brother.” He chuckles bitterly, shaking his head. “I’m just a dumb jock. My college degree doesn’t mean shit. I didn’t even have to sit for any exams—they just gave me a passing grade so long as I won my races. I’ve got nothing. I have no skills, no money of my own, no prospects.”

      His eyebrows draw together and he laughs bitterly, sighing.

      “You’re looking at me like everyone does, Ash. You see the family name, and the medals, and the news headlines. But me? I mean the real me? I’m nobody. I’m nothing.”

      I take a step toward him and put my hand on his chest. I can feel his heart thumping under my hand.

      “Liam,” I say gently. “You won an Olympic Gold Medal with a hole in your heart. You’ve raised more money for septal heart defects than anyone before, and you’ve already saved the lives of hundreds of babies. You survived the operation and you ran a ten-mile race a couple years later. You’re not a dumb jock. You’re not useless. You’re amazing.”

      I can tell he doesn’t believe me, and my heart breaks for him. He’s right—I misjudged him. I thought he had it all, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t know himself, just like I didn’t know myself when I was with Randy. His bravado, his cockiness… it’s all an act.

      When he stopped running, he lost a part of himself. When I met Randy, I lost a part of myself, too. It’s different, but at the end of the day, it’s the same. I understand how empty and directionless he feels. It feels like everyone else got a blueprint for life except for us.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and lay a soft kiss on his lips. He groans, putting his hands on my waist and nuzzling his nose against mine.

      “I guess I am pretty amazing.”

      “You’re okay,” I grin.

      He laughs, and then drops his hands to my thighs. I yelp when he picks me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. His arms circle around me and I press myself against him. Our lips crush together and he holds me closer.

      My center starts to heat up, and I can feel him pulsing underneath me. I nod to the bedroom, and he grunts in acknowledgement. We don’t need words.

      He carries me all the way to the bed, and then lays me down, caging me between his hands.

      “You’re so beautiful, Ashley,” he growls. He nuzzles against my neck, his breath washing over my skin. My head is spinning. He’s big and muscular, powerful… and yet, he’s gentle. His hands work to open my bathrobe and I shiver when they touch my skin. He pulls it open, revealing my nearly naked body.

      He groans, slipping his fingers over my stomach and up my sides. Everywhere he touches feels so sensitive, as if I’ve never been touched by anyone until now. I nip his lip and then kiss him deeper, moaning as he cups my breast.

      Liam teases my nipples, and I exhale. I lean back in the bed and pull my arms out of the bathrobe. I look down at my pajama shorts.

      “Sorry I’m not wearing something sexy for our first time together.”

      Liam’s eyebrows lift up as he takes my body in. He chuckles and shakes his head. “Everything you wear is sexy, Ash.”

      My heart thumps and I bite my lip. I reach up and start unbuttoning his shirt. Button by button, I reveal his perfect chest. It’s broad, and strong, and I run my fingers over every ridge and valley of muscle all the way down to his belt. I trail my fingers down his deep V toward his buckle.

      He pulls his shirt out of his pants and tosses it aside. I run my hands back up and over his shoulders, sighing. He’s pure masculinity in human form. It’s like he’s been chiseled from warm marble, with every muscle rippling and contracting under his skin as he moves toward me.

      He leans down, pressing his chest against mine as I roll my hips toward him. I wrap my arms around his neck. My nipples harden to stones as they drag across his skin, and he reaches up to cup my breast again.

      Then, he kisses me.

      He crushes his lips against mine and drives his tongue inside me. Our teeth crash together, but it doesn’t matter. He moans as he takes my lips, my tongue, tasting every bit of me as I pull him closer. He tangles his fingers into my hair and pushes his hips toward me.

      I gasp.

      I felt it before, in the living room, but now…

      “You feel that?” His eyes are dark as he fists his hand into my hair. “You feel what you do to me?”

      “I thought the gold condom you had in your wallet was just your typical arrogance… maybe I was wrong,” I grin. “Maybe you do need that size after all.”

      I trace his abdominal muscles down to his belt and start to unbuckle it. He tsks, shaking his head.

      “You first.”

      Then, he slips his hand under my faded pajama pants and over my wet, waiting slit.
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      I’ve been with a lot of women in my life, but this feels different. I slip my hand between her legs and watch her mouth fall open. Her eyes close and I exhale.

      She’s wet, and warm, and perfect. I slip my fingers back and forth, watching her writhe and moan underneath me. Her fingers sink into my shoulders and then she slides her hand down my chest. I move off her and lay down on the bed beside her, and she spreads her legs wider.

      I want to see her—all of her—but I don’t want to change this moment. Being here, with her, with my hand down her shorts is everything I want it to be.

      She lets her hand rest on my cheek as her eyes flutter open.

      “That feels so good,” she whispers. I circle her clit with the pads of my fingers and then find her opening. Her mouth falls open when I enter her with my fingers and my cock throbs.

      I wish it was my cock inside her. I want her more than I’ve ever wanted a woman, but at the same time, I want to enjoy this. I want to savor every movement, every sound, every touch, every smell, until she’s imprinted on my memory forever.

      I slide my fingers in and out of her as she moans. Her chest rises and falls with every breath. I move my mouth to her nipples, taking the hard little pebbles between my teeth. Ashley tangles her fingers into my hair and pushes me down.

      I drive my fingers deeper inside her and slide my thumb over her bud. Her back arches, and I know she’s close. Her breath is ragged, and she fists her hands into my hair as her body bucks toward me.

      “Liam,” she pants.

      “Come for me, baby girl. Come all over my fingers.”

      She moans, and I move my hand faster. My own cock is so hard I think I might explode in my pants. I drag my eyes over her body, her curves, her faded pajama shorts, watching the movement of my hand back and forth. With one last twirl around her clit, she comes.

      Her body goes rigid. Her back arches and her head presses into the pillow as her mouth falls open in a silent scream. Her fingers curl into the bedsheets and she rolls her hips toward me.

      Then, just as suddenly as it started, the tension in her body breaks and she goes limp. The only movement is her breath in her lungs. I move my hand inside her once again and ever so slightly brush her clit with my thumb. She bucks and pushes my hand away.

      “Stop, stop.” Her voice is gravelly. “That’s so sensitive.”

      I brush my lips along her breast, her collarbone, her neck. “Did you come?”

      She chuckles and lets out a breath. Then, she lifts her hand up and pats me on the head.

      “You did good,” she sighs. “You did good.”

      I laugh, watching her eyes flutter open. She blinks slowly, as if even doing that requires more energy than she has to spend.

      “Your… your turn,” she sighs. Her eyes close and she forces them back open. She rolls toward me, and I chuckle.

      “Relax, Ashley,” I growl. “We have all the time in the world. Just relax.”

      I wrap my arm around her, and she nestles into the crook of my shoulder. Her hand curls against my chest and in an instant, she’s asleep.

      I look down at her delicate features and run my fingers down her arm. A small, circular scar dots her upper arm, and I touch it with my fingertips. Ashley shivers and curls her fingers against my chest. I kiss the top of her head and sigh.

      I must be a changed man—I don’t remember the last time I gave myself blue balls and was actually happy about it. My cock is still throbbing in my pants, but I just take a deep breath and hold Ashley a little bit closer. I close my eyes for a moment, but I know I won’t sleep.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I whisper to my cock. “You’re going to have to be patient with this one.”

      Ashley lets out a soft moan and shifts against me, throwing her leg over mine. My cock throbs again, and I sigh. That erection is going nowhere.

      I reach into my pocket and grab my phone, balancing it in one hand and opening up a browser window. I need to distract myself. I type in ‘Police Chief White’ and wait for the results to load.

      Within minutes, I’m reading every article I can get my hands on. My boner is starting to subside, and I let my fingers gently massage Ashley’s head as I read.

      He’s been the police chief in Denver for almost a decade. He rose up through the ranks quickly, and has been an upstanding, scandal-free member of society since the day he was born.

      Which is probably the reason my brother wants to get rid of him. I take a deep breath and try to remember everything Adrian said to me at the party.

      He told me that he’d asked for John to fire Ashley as one of the conditions of their deal. John had protested—and I don’t blame him. Somehow, Adrian got the idea that Ashley and the police chief are close, and he wanted her nowhere near his dirty, corrupt construction deal.

      But as far as I can tell, she has no love for the chief. What did she say earlier? If I never saw the man again, it would suit me just fine. That doesn’t sound like someone who is loyal to the man. But then again, if she was faced with blatant corruption, who knows what she would do? Ashley’s a good person.

      I don’t know this woman at all—not really. It feels like I do, but I don’t think I can trust my feelings for her right now. If she were to throw my whole family under the bus, I would never forgive myself. They’re conceited and arrogant and annoying, but they’re my family.

      I glance at her face. It’s completely peaceful as she sleeps. I run my fingers through her hair again and place a kiss on her forehead. I turn my head to stare at the ceiling and I try to think.

      Why did Adrian think that Ashley was close to the police chief? Why did she deny it?

      And maybe most importantly, how far would my brother go to make sure that Ashley was nowhere near his campaign?

      My heart starts to burn when I think of the anger in his eyes. I’ve only seen him like that a few times, but I know that look. This election is everything to him, and he will do whatever it takes to win it.

      Whatever it takes.

      I squeeze my arm around Ashley as I take a deep breath. I can’t let him ruin her life. He already got her fired from another job for no reason, and now he’s trying to get me to fire her, too. I can’t do that.

      But if I don’t listen to him, would he hurt her? Would he hurt me?

      I take a deep breath to try to clear my thoughts. Ashley makes a small noise and takes a deep breath. Her eyes flutter open and she lifts herself up, looking at me in sleepy surprise.

      “I fell asleep.”

      “You did.”

      “Oh gosh… I’m sorry.”

      I chuckle, running my fingers over her cheek. “Don’t be sorry.”

      She sighs, laying her head back down on my chest. “You’re just so comfortable.”

      I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. I don’t know what to do. Everything in my heart is telling me to trust Ashley, to protect her… but betraying my brother is asking for trouble.
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      Liam feels different than he did earlier. I can tell there’s something on his mind by the tension in his body. I run my fingers back and forth over his chest, and finally work up the nerve to say something.

      “Is everything okay?”

      He glances at me, surprised. “Yeah, why?”

      “You seem lost in your own head.”

      He grins, running his hand down my spine. “And you can read me that easily, can you?”

      “I can, actually,” I laugh. I roll over and lean on his chest, propping my chin on my arm. “Tell me.”

      His eyebrows draw together, and his mouth closes. I feel his body tense, and I know he’s resisting with everything he can.

      Then, he takes a deep breath.

      “My brother told me to fire you, but I don’t want to. If he finds out I haven’t done it, I’m not sure how he’ll react.”

      My heart speeds up. Why does Adrian Maguire care? How does he even know who I am? When Liam said that he thought I was in league with the police chief, I almost burst out laughing. Police Chief White was at my house, but that doesn’t mean I wanted him there.

      I meant it when I said that I had no love for the police chief. He wasn’t there when I needed him most, when I begged for help to get away from Randy. The whole police force turned their back on me, including the chief.

      I take a deep breath. “My husband was a cop before I… before he died. Your brother was canvassing my neighborhood a couple weeks ago, and he saw the police chief at my house. It was the one year anniversary of Randy’s death. He was just extending his condolences, but I guess Adrian got the wrong idea.”

      Liam’s eyebrows raise. “Oh.”

      I take a deep breath. “My husband…” My chest squeezes. The only person I’ve talked to about this is Stella, and my therapist. But I run my fingers over Liam’s chest and I focus on the feeling of his skin under mine. “My husband wasn’t a good man. He was…” my breath hitches. I take a deep breath and try to stop my eyes from misting. “He was angry and violent. He hid it well. No one knew, or maybe no one wanted to know. I tried to ask for help, but… he was police.”

      “Ashley…”

      I shake my head. A lump forms in my throat, and I force myself to look Liam in the eye. “It ended when he died. It took me a long time to forgive myself for… everything that happened… but I’m fine now.” I blink and a tear slides down my cheek. I brush it away angrily. I’m sick of crying for Randy. I’m sick of crying for the man that made my life a living hell.

      Even if I’m not crying for him, I’m crying for what he took from me. I don’t want to be weak anymore. I shake my head and laugh mirthlessly.

      “I think the police chief knew. I tried to tell him once. He just walked away from me. He saw some bruises on my arm a few times, and…” I take a deep breath. “But the police are a different breed. They’re loyal to their own.”

      I stare at Liam, pursing my lips. “So no, I’m not friendly with the police chief. I didn’t want him anywhere near me, or my house. I don’t want to think about him, or what he didn’t do when I needed him. I don’t want to be anywhere near anyone who was complicit in… in…” I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “Complicit in my abuse.”

      I frown, keeping my eyes closed as I try to stop my lip from trembling. It took me months to say the word ‘abuse’ out loud, and it still makes my heart burn with shame. But this time, when I say it, it doesn’t feel like a slap in the face. It doesn’t feel like I’m a failure for letting it happen. It feels like it happened, and it’s over. I’m stronger now.

      Liam squeezes his arms around me and makes a noise. I open my tear-filled eyes and look at him, and he pulls me close. He lays my head on his chest and holds me tight as his heart hammers against mine.

      “If he wasn’t dead already, I’d kill the bastard,” he growls.

      “Then you’d be in jail, and I wouldn’t want that. You can’t kill a cop and get away with it.”

      “I can’t believe… I don’t know what to say.”

      I laugh. “You and everyone else in the world. Thank goodness for my sister.”

      His hand drifts to my arm, and he touches my scar. “Is this…?”

      My heart hardens. “He liked to smoke when he drank. That’s when things got really bad.” I can’t look Liam in the face. I don’t want to see the pity in his eyes. I don’t want to see anything in his eyes. I just want to forget it ever happened and move on with my life.

      “Jesus Christ, Ash,” Liam breathes. “You are so strong. So fucking strong.”

      That makes me laugh. “Everyone keeps saying that. I don’t feel strong.”

      He just inhales and cups my cheek with his hand. I lift my eyes to him and my heart thumps when I see his eyes. There’s no pity. There’s no sadness. There’s no confusion or embarrassment or wanting to avoid the situation. There’s genuine admiration in his eyes.

      He strokes my cheek with his thumb. “I won’t let anyone hurt you, Ashley.”

      “I don’t think you have that power, even if you’re an almighty Maguire.”

      “I mean it. If I can help it, I’ll protect you. You’re…” he sighs. “You’re special.”

      “I don’t need a knight in shining armor, Liam. I don’t need to be saved. I just need to be…” my voice breaks before I can say the word.

      I just need to be loved.

      It hangs between us, unsaid. Liam’s eyes soften and his pupils dilate. He tangles his fingers into the hair at the nape of my neck and pulls me in for a kiss. I shift my legs to straddle him, cupping his face with my hands as I kiss him like never before.

      With one hand in my hair, Liam runs his other hand over my breast, down my side, and over my hip to grab my ass. He pulls me toward him, pressing my center against his as he kisses me harder.

      A growl rumbles through his chest and I whimper. I can feel him getting hard under me as my own body reacts to his touch.

      I want him. All of him.

      I reach down between us and unbuckle his belt. In a frenzy, I roll over and kick off my shorts as he tears off his pants and underwear. I watch him reach for his wallet and roll a condom down over his thick, throbbing cock. Then, he turns toward me.

      I put a hand on his chest and bite my lip. I nod to the pillow behind him, and his eyebrows arch upward. Following my lead, he lays down on his back. I slip my legs over him and kiss him gently. I kiss his lips, his jaw, his neck. I put my hand on his chest and reach down to wrap my fingers around his length.

      He’s hard, and hot, and I’m ready. I slide my wetness over his cock and he groans. Then, I place him at my opening and lift my eyes up to his. His fingers sink into my thighs as I slowly, gently sheathe him inside me.

      We both hold our breath.

      It’s the first time I’ve had a man inside me in over a year. It’s the first person that I’ve wanted inside me in many, many years.

      My body resists the unfamiliar feeling at first. I sink down on top of him as my tight opening slowly stretches for him. He lets out a long sigh as I sit down.

      I take a breath, biting my lip.

      “Take it as slow as you need to, baby girl.” His voice is low, and soft, and heavy with desire. His eyes are dark as his hands slip over my thighs and gently squeeze my ass.

      We keep looking at each other as I start to roll my hips. Hesitantly at first, and then deeper and deeper I take him inside me. He exhales, closing his eyes and pumping his hips up to meet mine.

      He fills me up completely. I can feel every inch of him and it feels so right, so good that I could scream. I curl my fingers against his chest and suddenly, my body gives in. Instinct takes over as I bounce on top of him, our wet, wanting flesh colliding as our hands grapple over each other.

      He lifts himself up to a seated position, curling my legs around his waist and wrapping his arms around me. Rolling his hips, he pushes even deeper inside me and I gasp. We’re chest to chest, intertwined, connected, and closer than ever before.

      He pumps his cock inside me as I ride him. I start screaming without realizing it, and then I hold him tight and leave deep, red scratch marks down his back. My body burns up, every inch of me exploding with pleasure. I sink my teeth into his shoulder as he tangles his fingers into my hair and pushes himself deeper inside me.

      When I start to come, he pulls my head back and fucks me hard. My hair is firmly in his grasp and he thrusts inside me with hard, possessive grunts. I gush all over him, riding wave after wave of pleasure as he fucks me into oblivion.

      His cock gets even harder, and I feel it pulse as he grunts, thrusting again as he empties his seed inside me. I milk every drop from him until we both collapse in a messy, sweaty, satisfied heap.
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      We have sex three times that first night, and each time is as frantic as the last. It’s like something has clicked between us, and the walls that kept us distant have started to crumble.

      I watch Ashley sleep for a few, long minutes and I run my fingers through her hair.

      I can’t let Adrian hurt her. I can’t let anyone hurt her.

      When we wake up, I make love to her again, more slowly this time. I hold her close and kiss her as she comes. I fill her with my seed and then groan contentedly. We don’t say much to each other. She leads me to the shower and washes me gently, and I can’t resist making her come with my hand. Then, I wash her beautiful body and we wrap towels around ourselves.

      “Coffee?”

      “Sure.” She leads me to her tiny kitchen and puts on a pot. I watch as she hums to herself, starting the coffee and then opening the fridge.

      “Eggs?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “How do you like them? I like them poached.”

      “Can you poach eggs? Every time I try it turns into a big mess. The eggs literally explode in the water.”

      A smile splits her face. “I’ll show you how. So, first, the temperature of the water is super important.”

      I try to pay attention, but I keep being distracted by her smile, or her eyes, or the way the light reflects on her hair. I don’t remember the last time I had a Sunday morning like this. Ashley puts a pot of water on the stove and then nods toward the bedroom.

      “I’m going to get dressed, can you watch this?”

      “Sure.”

      “Don’t do anything until I get back.”

      “What, you don’t trust me?”

      “I remember the words ‘eggs literally exploding’ being uttered just a couple minutes ago,” she laughs. She gives me a quick kiss and goes to the bedroom. When she comes back, she’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and she’s carrying my phone.

      “You have a message from your brother. I swear I wasn’t trying to read it, it just flashed, and…”

      “It’s fine,” I say, taking my phone from her. “I trust you.” I grin, nodding to the stove. “You should trust me too. No exploded eggs.”

      She laughs, and then bites her lip. I frown, and she nods to my phone. I look down and swipe it open. There’s a message from my brother.

      Adrian: You get rid of the girl yet? Don’t make this a problem, little brother.

      I sigh and toss my phone on the table. I take Ashley’s face in my hands and kiss the tip of her nose. “Don’t worry, Ash. I’m not going to ‘get rid’ of you or do anything to hurt you.” She sighs, leaning her head against my chest. I squeeze my arms around her. “I’m going to get dressed, too.”

      I slip into my clothes from yesterday and come back to the kitchen in time to see Ashley taking out two perfectly poached eggs from the pot. Taking my phone from the table, I slip it into my pocket and wrap my arms around her waist.

      “I thought you were going to show me how to do that,” I grin, nuzzling my face into her neck. The toaster dings and two golden slices pop up.

      “A woman has to have her secrets,” she laughs. She puts the toast and eggs on a plate and hands it to me, then turns back to the stove to make her own.

      I sit down at the table and watch her, smiling.

      Whatever Adrian says, I’m not letting this woman out of my sight. I’m not firing her or getting rid of her. I’m keeping her as close to me as I possibly can.

      For the first time, I feel like I’ve met someone who sees me for who I am. She gets me—flaws and all—and she accepts me. Ashley has been through so much, and yet she still was able to be empathetic when I told her about my running career.

      She takes me seriously, and that means more to me than I can say. I’ve always been the jock, the joke, the fuck-up.

      With her, I feel like I’m worthy. She makes her own plate and then turns toward me, surprised.

      “You haven’t even started!”

      “I was waiting for you.”

      “What a gentleman,” she grins. She sits down across from me and grins. “I’m starving, and I can say with 10 percent certainty that I would not have been so polite.”

      “It’s all those orgasms you’ve been having. You’ve worked up an appetite.”

      She laughs but doesn’t answer because she’s already forking eggs into her mouth.

      

      We spend the day eating and laughing and fucking. We order takeout for dinner and watch movies for as long as we can stand without tearing each other’s clothes off. Lying in bed, Ashley sighs and looks at me.

      “What are you going to tell your brother?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “At least wait until I get my first paycheck before you fire me,” she grins.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not firing you.” I kiss her temple and sigh. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “The election is in three weeks, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, maybe once it’s over, he won’t care so much. I can lay low, put other people’s name on press releases, hide out in the washrooms if he ever comes to the foundation… that kind of thing.”

      “Why, Miss Ashley King,” I grin. “I never took you for a rebel. I thought you were miss goody-two-shoes.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” she says. There’s a hint of something in her voice, but then she laughs and shrugs. “What do you think? Then, once the election is over, you can bring it up with him and explain that the whole thing with the police chief is a misunderstanding. Your brother is free to be as corrupt as he wants to be, and I won’t care. I don’t want anything to do with politics, or the police, or anything. I just want to live my life.”

      My heart thumps and I frown. Even though I want her—I want to be with her—I don’t like to hear her talking about corruption. The less people know about my brother and the construction deal, the better.

      Doubt worms its way into my heart as I watch Ashley get up to grab a glass of water. I bite my lip. Is this a mistake? Should I be loyal to my family? They did pay for my heart surgery and saved my life, after all.

      Am I ruining my brother’s chances at a political career? What if I’ve got her all wrong?

      Ashley could be playing me, and I wouldn’t even know it.

      But then, she glances at me and smiles. Her smile fades slightly when she sees my face. “Everything okay?”

      I force a grin and nod. “Everything’s fine. Just don’t want to go to work tomorrow. Mind if I have a sip of your water?”

      She settles in beside me and I try to calm my nerves.

      I’ve never been wrong about someone’s character. I’m not wrong about Ashley. Adrian’s paranoia is getting to me, that’s all. I put my arm around her shoulder and pull her close.

      “I think your plan is good. We’ll just lay low for the next three weeks and deal with my brother once he’s got what he wants.”

      She smiles at me. “Deal. Only if you promise to fuck me like you did last night as often as you possibly can.”

      My cock throbs, and a grin spreads across my lips. “Your terms are acceptable, Miss King. I’ll fuck you every single night until you forget that other men even exist.”

      She blushes. “I already have.”

      My heart thumps, and I pull her in for a deep kiss.
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      For the next three weeks, Liam and I try to fly under the radar. His brother only visits the office once during the three weeks, and I just take a long lunch. In the evenings, I go to Liam’s house or he comes to mine. We cook, eat, laugh and make love. A lot. The days fly by, and I’m living on much less sleep than ever, but I’m happy.

      I dust off my keyboard and start playing music almost every day. Liam takes me out running with him, and I see his eyes brighten more and more as he does it.

      A couple days before the election, I glance at Liam as he’s chopping some onions for dinner. I don’t remember the last time I was this happy. It was when I first met Randy, probably.

      I had the same overwhelming, out-of-control feelings for him, too. It scares me to think it might be happening again. Liam glances at me and smiles.

      “You okay?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Just the onions.”

      “They’re bad!” He says, wiping his eyes and grinning. I smile with him and try to forget the growing dread in my heart. I don’t know if I’m self-sabotaging, or if there really is something to be worried about. I don’t think my heart can take another betrayal. If Liam turns out to be a different person than I think he is…

      I shake my head and take a deep breath. I can’t think like that. Liam scoops the onions into the waiting pot and wraps his hands around me. He nuzzles his face into my neck and I laugh.

      “You smell like onions.”

      “I wonder why.”

      I laugh, twisting in his arms and planting a kiss on his lips.

      Even if this all comes tumbling down around me, it has to be worth it. I feel so utterly happy, so complete, so… his. I don’t think he’ll break my heart. I hope he won’t. I just need to let go and trust myself, trust my instincts, and trust him.

      

      At work, we try to keep it professional, but Marcus figures it out pretty quickly. The day before the election, when I think that Liam and I have succeeded in keeping things under wrap, Marcus twirls his chair toward my cubicle.

      “So you and the boss, huh? You saucy minx.” He twirls his moustache and arches an eyebrow at me.

      “What?”

      “Oh come on,” he grins, glancing at Tristan and then Belinda. “We’re not blind. And neither is Liam, obviously.”

      A blush creeps over my cheeks and I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Okay, you can play it cool,” he says, tapping the side of his nose. “I won’t pry.”

      I roll my eyes and Belinda laughs. “Give her a break, Marcus. I haven’t seen Liam this happy since… ever.”

      My heart grows in my chest, and I steal a glance toward Liam’s office. Tomorrow, the election will happen and we won’t have to be so careful about going out in public anymore.

      If Adrian wins, Liam and I can come clean to him about our relationship. We can stop sneaking around. I can explain that I have no special connection with the police chief, and Adrian can run his city the way he wants to.

      If Adrian loses, well, it’s even easier. All this nonsense with political conspiracies becomes a non-issue.

      In the evening, I work late finishing a press release. Everyone else leaves, and Liam appears in his office doorway. He nods his head for me to join him, and then disappears in his office. I follow him, closing the door behind me.

      “Yes, boss?”

      He growls. “Don’t call me that. You know how it turns me on.”

      I grin, taking a step toward his desk. “What if I want to turn you on?” My heart thumps as Liam leans back in his chair, his eyes sweeping over my body. No one else has ever made me feel as sexy and fearless as he does. When he’s around, I feel invincible.

      “The election is tomorrow,” Liam says.

      I plop down on a chair and nod. “I know.”

      “The polls are giving my brother a good chance. It’ll be close, but they’re saying he could win.”

      Liam’s tone is neutral, but alarm bells start ringing in my head. It kind of sounds like he’s preparing to break up with me.

      “Okay…”

      Liam swallows, sighing. He runs his fingers through his dark hair and flicks his eyes in my direction. “We need to talk about what’s going to happen after the election.”

      “I thought we already did. We’ll explain that I have nothing to do with the police force. He’ll be mayor, and it won’t matter who I am anymore… right?”

      Liam chews his lip. “It’s… more complicated than that.”

      “Why?” I twist my hands together, forcing myself to keep my eyes steady on Liam. He won’t meet my gaze. He looks at his desk, shuffling some papers, and then taps on his keyboard.

      “Liam.”

      “Yeah?” He finally glances at me, and I arch my eyebrows.

      “Want to explain? Or should we just keep speaking in riddles?”

      Liam takes a deep breath. “I… I can’t say anything right now. Not before the election. I just want you to know that I care about you. I care about you a lot.”

      My heart starts to thump. I swallow. My eyebrows inch closer together and I stare at him. This is sounding more and more like a breakup speech.

      “What are you saying, Liam?”

      “I’m saying I don’t know that we’ll be able to just explain that you don’t like the police chief and this will all go away. I don’t… I don’t know. There are things in the works that my brother wants to build…”

      He sighs, pushing himself off his chair. He turns around, staring out his office window. His arms are crossed, pulling the fabric of his shirt taut against his back muscles.

      I hate that I still find him attractive, even when he’s being like this. After all these weeks! All this time telling me to just wait for the election, telling me that he cares about me, telling me that I’m special.

      It’s all bullshit.

      He’s just like the rest of them. He might not be burning me with cigarettes and smacking me around, but he’s been using me. He’s not different at all. He made me feel special and he got what he wanted, and now he’s doing his best to let me down gently.

      Well, there’s no such thing as being let down gently.

      I take a deep breath to try to slow down my racing heart.

      “Say what you need to say, Liam.”

      He sighs. “I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      Frustration builds inside me. He’s going to make me do it! He’s going to make me ask if we can still be together. He can’t even work up the courage to say the words himself. He doesn’t even have the decency to give me that. No, I have to do the hard work. I have to say the words. I have to be the bad guy.

      Well, I’m not going to. Fuck it! It might be childish, but I’m not going to just bend at his will. If he wants to break up, he’s going to have to man up and do it himself.

      I swallow, take a deep breath, and stand up. “Okay, well, I have work to finish. Good chat.”

      I’m almost at the door when I feel him behind me. His arms snake around my waist and he buries his face in my neck.

      “Ash, wait,” he whispers. He rolls his hips against me and I feel his hard length against me. “I can’t let you go.”

      “But you want to.” I bite back tears.

      “I don’t want to. It’s the last thing I want to do, I’m just afraid that I’ll have to.” His voice is so low, so vulnerable, that I start to feel my heart melting for him. His arms slide under my shirt as he pulls me closer to him. I can feel his shaft pressed against my ass, and my body starts to respond despite myself.

      When he growls into my ear, I exhale. I wish I was stronger. I wish I could just walk away, but I want him.

      I need him.

      I sigh, arching my back toward him. His hands reach higher, cupping my breasts as he pushes his hardness against me.

      I push back with my ass, and it’s all the invitation he needs. Clawing at my skirt, he pushes it up to my waist and kicks my heels apart. I fall forward, leaning my palm against the door. I can hear him fumbling with his belt, and then I feel it.

      His cock, hard and hot and thick, pressed between my ass cheeks. He pushes my panties to the side and slides his swollen head toward my opening.

      “You’re so wet,” he growls.

      “I know.”

      Then, without warning, he plunges himself inside me. I lean against the doorway, arching my back and accepting his length. He thrusts hard, over and over until pleasure overcomes me. I scream, bucking like a rag doll in his arms as he fucks me against his office door.

      He growls wordlessly, reaching up with one hand to tangle his fist into my hair. Pulling back, he drives his cock deeper inside me.

      It’s wild, animalistic, primal. It’s savage. Our bodies collide together as the tension crackles between us. He pulls my hair back, and the pleasure and pain mingle inside me.

      “That’s it, dirty girl, scream my name,” he growls in my ear.

      And I do.

      I scream his name, panting and crying out as wave after wave of pleasure crashes into me. Just as another wave of pleasure crests, I feel him come.

      I feel his seed splash against my womb as he grunts, thrusting into me harder. He empties himself into me. I gasp, loving the feeling of his cock inside me, loving the rawness and the wrongness of it. I love feeling his seed fill me up. When his cock slips out and he slips my underwear back into place, I love feeling his cum soaking the fabric of my panties.

      It’s so deliciously dirty. So deliciously naughty. So deliciously him.

      I turn around, leaning against the door. He plants his palm next to my head and kisses me hard. He growls into my mouth.

      “I’m not letting you go, Ash. You’re mine, no matter what anyone says.”

      I sigh, draping my arms around his neck and I kiss him again.
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      I was supposed to break it off with Ashley, and I ended up having the hottest sex of my life. I lean my forehead against Ashley’s and sigh.

      “We didn’t use a condom.”

      “I know.”

      “Are you on the pill?”

      She shakes her head. “I was just on my period a few days ago.” She frowns. “I think it was a couple days ago. I’ll get the morning after pill just in case.”

      I groan, kissing her velvety lips once more. “I loved it. I loved feeling you like that.”

      She smiles. “So did I.”

      We straighten ourselves up, and Ashley sighs. “I’ll be done with work in about fifteen minutes. You still have that thing at your brother’s office, right?”

      I groan. “Unfortunately. I wish you could come.”

      “I don’t,” she laughs. “I’m not really big on politics.”

      “It’ll just be a lot of schmoozing. I need to go get ready.”

      “So you’ll be great.” She clucks my chin with her fingers and lays a soft kiss on my lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be at the election thing all day tomorrow, but maybe in the evening?”

      “Sure,” Ashley smiles. “Have fun.”

      I groan. “Not expecting to.” I watch her walk back to her desk and I gather my things. She smiles at me as I walk out and my heart squeezes.

      I wish she could come with me. I hate hiding her away like this. She’s not the type of girl that you sneak around with. She’s the type of girl you want to show off everywhere you go. It’s killing me to keep her out of sight, except for the moments we can steal together.

      At least we have nights together.

      I sigh, heading home for a shower and then to my brother’s office. He has one last event before the election tomorrow—a television appearance and then a dinner with Denver’s elite. It would be a lot more pleasant if Ashley could come to this dinner with me, but I’ll have to deal with it on my own.

      By the time I get to the dinner, most of the guests are already there. We’re at an old hotel in downtown Denver, in a huge ballroom. A stage is set up, with thousands of my brother’s pendants and placards all around the room. I spot my mother from across the room and start making my way toward her.

      Before I can get there, I feel a hand on my shoulder.

      “Liam,” Adrian hisses. “We have something to discuss.”

      Tension zips up my spine. I follow my brother wordlessly as he leads me out of the ballroom and down a dark hallway. We get in an elevator and start riding up.

      “What’s going on?”

      “There’s someone I want you to meet.” My brother doesn’t look at me. He keeps his arms loose by his sides, his face staring straight ahead until we reach the twelfth floor. Then, the doors slide open and he gestures for me to step out. Without another word, he turns down the hallway and slides his key into a door. We enter a tidy hotel room with a great view of the city. There’s a desk in the corner and a small seating area, and a bed around the corner.

      A man is sitting on the couch. He’s got curly grey hair and a bit of stubble along his jaw. He’s got a thick, grey moustache. He’s wearing a faded polo shirt and cargo pants with no-nonsense shoes.

      He looks out of place.

      My brother gestures the chair across from the man.

      “Liam, this is Barry Madden. Barry, this is my brother, Liam.”

      “Barry,” I say, nodding my head. I lean my elbows on my knees as I wait for my brother to explain what the fuck is going on.

      Instead, Barry clears his throat. He takes a folder out of the bag at his feet and hands it to me.

      “I’m a private investigator. Your brother asked me to give you this.”

      I frown, taking the folder. I glance at my brother, but his face is unreadable.

      “What’s this?”

      “That, little brother, is everything that you need to know about your little girlfriend.”

      “My g—”

      “Yes, I know about her. Did you really think you could sneak around with her? I told you to get rid of her! Instead, you take her into your bed? What were you thinking?” He snorts, putting his hand up. “Wait, I know the answer to that. You were thinking with your fucking cock, that’s what. She’s a hot little piece, I’ll give you that. But come on, Liam!”

      “Adrian…” A growl rumbles in my chest. “Careful.”

      “What, is that a threat?”

      “Yes!” I raise my voice, squaring my shoulders toward my brother. He paces back and forth along the windows and I take a deep breath to steady my voice. “She’s not a threat to you or your campaign. She has no idea what’s going with Hansen Constructions. She doesn’t even like the police chief!”

      “Why do you think that is?” Adrian whips around toward me. His eyes are blazing, and his chest is heaving up and down with every breath. “Huh? Did you ever find out why? Did you stop to think for a second that maybe the police chief has some dirt on her?”

      “Dirt?” I shake my head. “It’s personal.” Like fuck I’m going to tell my arrogant, power-hungry brother about Ashley’s past. I glance at the folder and toss it back to the private investigator. “Take it back. I don’t want to know.”

      I get up to leave, when Adrian pins my feet to the floor with four words:

      “She’s killed a man.”

      I freeze.

      She what?

      I frown, staring at the carpet as I try to make sense of my brother’s words. Adrian starts laughing.

      “Yeah, she didn’t tell you that when she was done sucking your cock, did she?”

      “Shut the fuck up, Adrian. Don’t talk about her like that.”

      His eyebrows shoot up and a cruel smile stretches across his lips. “Wow, she’s really got you by the balls, hasn’t she? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you defend a woman’s honor before.”

      “Fuck you, Adrian. You’re going to win this election anyways, and then you can fire the police chief and build your stupid river development.”

      “It’s not that simple, idiot,” he sighs. “I can’t just fire the police chief. And he’s so strait-laced that he wouldn’t hesitate to lock me up on charges of corruption for giving that contract to Hansen Constructions.”

      “Well, he wouldn’t be wrong…”

      “Fuck you. You were a fuck-up when you were a kid, and you’re still a fuck-up now. You think because you’re raising money for some sick kids that you’re some kind of saint? If you could trade every one of those kids’ lives for a chance to run again, don’t tell me you wouldn’t do it. You’re not fucking Mother Theresa.”

      My heart burns.

      He’s right.

      I don’t give a fuck about the foundation—or I didn’t, until just over a month ago. Until Ashley came on board and gave me a reason to go to work. She gave me a reason to care, and now… well, now I do care.

      Adrian sighs. His eyes are blazing, and I still can’t move from my spot on the floor. Barry is glancing between the two of us, holding the folder on Ashley King’s past between his thick, hairy-knuckled fingers. I lift my eyes up to Adrian’s and shrug.

      “So who’d she kill? Her husband?”

      “You knew?”

      “Lucky guess.”

      I saw her scar—and I can see the scars that aren’t physical, too. Every time she thinks I’m not serious, every time she thinks I’ll walk away, every time I get too close, I see her scars. That motherfucker ruined her, and I’d kill him myself if I had the chance.

      “He deserved it,” I grunt.

      Adrian chuckles. “I don’t give a fuck about that piece of shit. What I do care about is the fact that the fucking police chief helped cover it up.”

      My jaw drops. I close my mouth, and then it opens again of its own volition. I frown, and then bring my hand up to my forehead, and finally swing my eyes over to my brother.

      “What… how do you know?”

      “It’s all in that file. Evidence went missing, the timeline of the crime scene investigation, the chain of custody for the murder weapon. There’s not enough to bring charges against her and the chief—probably not even enough to get anybody to take a second look. But judging by the expression on your face, you know it’s true.”

      “I don’t…”

      I frown. Suddenly, I realize how cagey Ashley has been. She never told me what happened to her husband, except that he died in the line of fire. What if she…?

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Well, then you’re a bigger fool than I thought you were.” Adrian grabs the folder from Barry’s hands and pushes it against my chest. “Take that, read it. Then come tell me she didn’t do it and White didn’t cover it up.”

      My brother stares at me for a few moments, and then dips his chin down.

      “Get rid of her. She’s poison. She’ll ruin me, and she’ll ruin you, too.”
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      Red is having a party at her place tonight, and I ask my sister to come with me. Stella broke it off with her carpenter boyfriend, and she’s been sulking for a week. When she shows up at my door, she’s dressed to kill.

      “I see you’re past the depressed stage of the breakup,” I grin. “Looks like you’ve moved to ‘revenge hookup’.”

      “I need a drink.” I hand her a glass of wine that I’d already prepared and she sighs. “You know I’m going through some shit when I agree to go to a house party with people half my age.”

      “Half your age! Red is only what, six or seven years younger than you?”

      “The difference between twenty-four and thirty feels like a lot more than six years,” she grins. She takes a big gulp of her wine and nods to the couch. Liam’s hoody is draped over the back of it. “How’s lover-boy?”

      “He’s good,” I say, shrugging. Whenever I talk about Liam, it feels like I’m just rubbing my happiness in her face.

      She tilts her head, grinning. “You’re allowed to be happy, Ash. Is he good to you?”

      A grin twitches at my lips and I nod. “Yeah. His brother is still weird about us, but I think that’ll blow over after the election tomorrow.”

      Stella drapes her arm over my shoulder and kisses my temple. “I’m happy for you. You’re going to have to introduce me to him at some point.”

      “I know, I want you to meet him! We’re just taking it slow until his brother comes around.”

      “I’m not his brother, you’re allowed to bring him around me,” she grins, staring at me above the rim of her wine glass as she sips.

      I bite my lip. “I guess, in a way, it feels like until he meets you, it’s still not serious. Like I can still back out.”

      “Are you still feeling nervous about having a relationship?”

      “It’s just weird to recalibrate my brain. After everything with Randy…”

      “You don’t want to jump into anything.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You don’t trust your instincts anymore.”

      “Yes!”

      “Well, what do your instincts say about Liam?”

      “That he’s a good guy. That he cares about me. That I… that I could be happy.”

      Stella’s eyes soften and she smiles. “Oh, Ash. It’s good to see you like this again. You deserve to be happy. You deserve to find a man who treats you right. You deserve a guy who makes you feel as special as you are.”

      “Liam makes me feel special.”

      “Well, I think it’s time I meet him.”

      I smile and give my sister a nod. “Okay.”

      “Good. Now, let’s go find me a nice, hunky rebound. I can be a cougar, can’t I? Find a nice, young man to warm my bed.”

      I laugh, frowning. “Please don’t say that. You’re my sister.”

      “And I’m a hot-blooded woman with needs, Ash.”

      I finish my drink and laugh, shaking my head. “Let’s go.”

      

      By the time we get there, it’s only Red, Benji, and Claire at Red’s house. Red opens the door and welcomes us in.

      “You guys are early!”

      “It’s 9:30,” I say, glancing at Stella.

      Red just stares at me. “Yeah. It’s early.”

      “Right. Sorry.” Maybe Stella was right about the age thing.

      She grins. “Nah, it’s all good. Come in! You guys want a drink?”

      I introduce my sister to Benji and Claire. Claire has a full rainbow on her eyelids, and her hair is curled to perfection. She looks like a wood nymph.

      Stella points to her eyes. “How did you get your eyeliner so sharp?”

      They fall into easy conversation and the doorbell rings. Pretty soon, more and more people are filtering into Red’s old apartment and I’m drinking, laughing, and socializing.

      It feels good to be out. It feels good to be talking to people normally, and not having the weight of my past on my shoulders. Here, with Red and my sister and the rest of them, I can just be myself. I’m not a widow, I’m not a police officer’s wife, I’m nothing except me.

      After a couple hours, I check my phone and see four missed calls from Liam. There are a few text messages as well, so I quickly type out a response.

      Ashley: Is everything okay?

      My phone buzzes right away.

      Liam: Where are you?

      Ashley: At Red’s party. What’s up?

      Liam: We need to talk.

      I frown. This doesn’t sound like him. He doesn’t text very much, but even these texts are shorter and more abrupt than usual. Worry curls in my stomach, and I tap on my phone to send him my location. I slip my phone into my pocket and take a deep breath.

      Red slides beside me, arching her eyebrows. Her curly red mane is wild tonight, almost as big as her torso. “Everything okay?”

      I grin. “You’re very perceptive.”

      “You broadcast your emotions on your face, Goldilocks. You’d be terrible at poker.”

      I laugh. “I invited Liam over, I hope that’s okay.”

      “As long as he doesn’t cause a scene,” she grins. “Or spill anything on my carpet.” Someone calls out to her and she squeezes my arm, leaving me standing on my own.

      Suddenly, my wine tastes warm and disgusting. The music feels too loud and I’m starting to feel dizzy. My mind keeps circling back to Liam, and those text messages.

      I need some air.

      I head for the front door and take a big gulp of fresh air as soon as I’m outside. I sit on the front stoop, putting my wine glass down near my foot and closing my eyes.

      It only takes a few deep breaths to calm me down. I’m panicking. Everything is probably fine—maybe he just had a bad time at the event with his brother. Maybe he just wants to see me.

      I hear his footsteps before anything else, and I look up to see him walking away from a cab about half a block away. The cab stays there, its brake lights shining in the dark street. I stand up, walking down the two steps to the sidewalk.

      “Hey,” I say, smiling. “What’s up?

      He gets closer, and my heart drops. Something is wrong. He’s wearing a full suit, but his tie is crooked and his eyes are dark. His hair looks like he’s been running his fingers through it over and over, and there’s a red spot on his chin where he’s been picking at his face. His frown deepens as he gets closer.

      “We need to talk.”

      I nod. “Okay. What… what’s going on? How was the election thing?”

      “You told me you don’t like Police Chief White.” His tone is accusatory, menacing. “You told me there was no love lost between you two.”

      “I don’t. There isn’t.” I try not to stammer. He takes a step toward me and I take a step back.

      “Stop lying to me, Ashley.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Why would White risk his career, his life, everything? Why would he do that for you if he didn’t even like you?”

      “I… what? He didn’t… I told you what happened, Liam. I tried to tell him about Randy but he brushed me away. Where is this coming from? He didn’t risk anything for me!”

      I straighten my spine, planting my hands on my hips. Liam does the same, and then runs his fingers through his hair as he huffs.

      “Ashley…”

      “Liam…” I open my eyes wide, spreading my arms out. “What is going on?”

      Liam takes a deep breath and exhales in frustration. “Ashley, I know what happened. I have a whole file. I know what you did.”

      “A file?”

      My heart starts to hammer against my ribcage. He doesn’t… no one knows! No one except Stella. We left before anyone saw. The only loose end was my old phone that I lost in the ditch when it all happened that night, but nothing ever came of it. The only time the police came knocking on my door was to offer their condolences, not to accuse me of murder.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Liam’s eyes darken some more and he shakes his head. “You killed your husband. You shot him with his own service weapon, and then you and Police Chief White covered it up.”

      “White had nothing to do with it! He had no idea it was me—”

      “So you admit you murdered your husband.”

      “It was self-defense, Liam.” My whole body starts to shake. “He was coming at me with a golf club. I had to, I… I…”

      The look Liam gives me is so full of betrayal, so full of outrage that I don’t know how to process it. I open my mouth, shaking my head. “It wasn’t… I didn’t mean to…”

      “Don’t say another word,” Stella says behind me. She puts her arm over my shoulders and pulls me behind her, standing tall between me and Liam. “It’s time for you to go.”

      Liam is trembling. He looks between me and my sister and shakes his head. “You told me you didn’t like White. You lied to me.”

      “I didn’t! I never lied!”

      “Not another word, Ash!” Stella shouts. Her eyes are trained on Liam and she nods down the street. “Go. Your cab is waiting. Go!”

      Liam gives me one last disgusted look, and then spins on his heels and marches back to the waiting taxi. Stella turns around and wraps her arms around me.

      “Don’t worry about him, shh. Come on. It’s okay.” I stand limp as she wraps her arms around me. All I can do is watch Liam over her shoulder as he gets in the cab and drives away. He doesn’t pause or look back.

      Stella pats my head and coos in my ear, but I don’t hear any of it.

      I just hear the taxi’s engine get quieter and quieter as the man who healed my heart breaks it again, more completely than before.
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      “It’s done.”

      “It’s over between you two?”

      “I told you, it’s done, Adrian. What more do you want?”

      He sighs. “Fine. I’ll see you at the polls tomorrow. We need to present a united front as a family.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I hang up the phone and lean my head against the cab’s headrest. I can’t listen to him any longer. I can’t think, I can’t speak, I can’t do anything except imagine Ashley’s eyes when I confronted her.

      The hurt.

      It’s too much to think about. I did that to her. I made her feel that way. I broke her heart as my own shattered in my chest.

      A tear slides down my cheek and I brush it away angrily.

      So what? She’s a murderer. She’s got the police in her pocket, and she’s going to get away with murdering her husband.

      … her abusive, violent husband. The one who was coming at her with a golf club.

      Or so she says. Of course she would say that. Self-defense! How predictable.

      I’ve seen the scars. I know her.

      My mind keeps circling back and forth, bouncing between trusting her, loving her, and hating her. My thoughts run into each other until the tears are streaming down my face and I can’t even see straight. The cab comes to a stop and the driver presses a button on the meter.

      “That’s $53.28, sir”

      “Here’s sixty,” I say, climbing out of the cab before he can say anything else. I can’t face anyone, or anything. I stumble into my house and open the fridge, groaning when I see no beer. In one of my cabinets, at the very back, is an old bottle of gin and some coconut liqueur. I sigh, choosing the gin.

      I pour a tall glass for myself. I don’t even have any ice. I slump onto the couch. Turning the TV on, I stare at the noisy screen for a few minutes and then turn it off again.

      I text Aaron, but he doesn’t answer.

      I wander through my house, trying not to think of her.

      It’s futile, though, because she’s all I can think about. In my bed, in my shower, in the kitchen. Right there, in the corner, where she likes to lean when I’m cooking. I can hear the echo of her laughs in my house, and it breaks my heart.

      She’s hurting, and it’s all my fault.

      What do I care if she killed her husband? He was a piece of shit! He beat her, and burned her, and made her feel like she wasn’t worthy of love. Why would it bother me?

      Because she didn’t tell me?

      I met her six weeks ago! It’s not exactly the kind of thing you tell people.

      I close my eyes as I sink down into my couch, imagining her face when I confronted her. I search through my memory for any scrap of truth. The expression on her face when I mentioned the police chief—that’s the key.

      It wasn’t guilt, or shame, or even pride.

      It was confusion.

      He had nothing to do with it, she said. I frown, sipping my gin and trying to figure out this mess. I can’t deny the contents of the folder. Based on the evidence that the private investigator collected, there’s no denying it.

      She killed her husband, and White helped to cover it up. She’s been lying to me this whole time about her relationship with him, which means maybe my brother was right.

      Unless she didn’t know that White covered it up.

      Unless she was telling the truth.

      He had nothing to do with it.

      I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling as if the truth will etch itself on the plaster. I drain my glass and get up to fill it again. I’m already unsteady on my feet, and I know that by the time I finish this glass I’ll be well and truly drunk.

      Who gives a fuck?

      Why do I care if I get drunk?

      I’ve just lost the one woman I care about. I lost my career, and my whole family thinks I’m a fuck-up. Why shouldn’t I live up to their expectations?

      I hurt Ashley, and I needed to do it. Even if I stayed with her, my brother would ruin her life somehow. Staying away from her is the best thing I could do for her. And without Ash, what do I have left? A defective, patched-up heart and a foundation that I don’t care about. Without her, there’s nothing.

      The gin glugs out of the bottle into the glass and I sigh, knocking it back.

      Even if Ashley didn’t know about White’s involvement, I can’t be with her. My family would never allow it. I’d be cut off, thrown out, disowned and disinherited. Why would she want to be with me then? She liked the fancy limo rides and the nice dinners. She liked the new dress and the diamonds.

      She likes me when I have money.

      Even if she did forgive me for being a complete fucking ass to her tonight, why would she want to be with a deadbeat like me? Without my family’s money, I have nothing.

      And with nothing, I can’t have her.

      I laugh to myself as I fill my glass again. It’s almost perfect. It must be karma. I must have done something so awful in a past life, or maybe it’s just payback for how I’ve treated women all my life.

      Now, the one woman that I really, truly want is out of my reach. I can’t have her unless I give everything up, and then I’m not worth being with. Even then, I’m probably putting her in harm’s way by being close to her.

      I drain my glass and waver on my feet. A bit of gin spills onto the counter when I try to fill my glass again, and I just blink slowly until my glass is full.

      Fuck it.

      I’ve lost everything anyways.

      

      “Jesus Christ,” Adrian says, throwing the curtains open in my living room. I groan, shielding my eyes from the blinding light. My mouth tastes awful.

      I try to turn around and realize I’m lying on something hard—really hard. It’s rough, too, and it hurts my face when I move. I blink again, opening my eyes, and I realize I’m face down on the floor. I look up as my brother walks toward me, his shiny black shoes clicking on the hardwood floors until he gets to the rug where I decided to fall asleep last night.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I groan.

      “You need to get up and get in the shower. We have to be at the polls for a photo op. Mother and Father are waiting outside.”

      I groan again, rolling onto my back. Adrian nudges me in the shoulder with his offensively shiny shoe. “What time is it?”

      “Ten in the morning. You weren’t answering your phone so we came here. Thank fuck I told them to wait in the car, I think Mother would have fainted if she saw you passed out on the floor like that.”

      “Whatever.” I take a deep breath and push myself up to sit. My head spins. The bottle of gin is on the floor next to me, with a big stain around it. Looks like I ruined my own carpet and wasted a bunch of good gin.

      Like a true fuck-up. At least I’m living up to expectations.

      Adrian nudges me with his shoe again. “Fuck off,” I snap. “I’m not a fucking dog.”

      “You could have fooled me.” He sniffs and scrunches his nose.

      He looks around the messy room with disgust, and I groan. My legs shake as I stand on them for the first time, and I stumble toward the bathroom. At least under the shower stream, my brother isn’t watching me and judging. I emerge from the shower feeling slightly more human than when I got in, and I wrap a towel around myself.

      Adrian has laid out a suit on my bed for me to put on, and I do it mechanically. When I walk back to the living room, his assistant is there with what looks like a big toolbox.

      “Make him look presentable,” Adrian says, waving his hand at me. Cheryl opens the toolbox to reveal a bunch of makeup. She pulls a chair out and points to it, and I sit down.

      I do as I’m told.

      As usual.

      Like a dog.

      She fixes me up, and then I’m led back to the car. Even with sunglasses and makeup on, I know my parents can see the state I’m in. We head toward the polling station in silence.

      Just one big, happy fucking family.
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      “You need to expunge him from your life.” Stella puts her hands on her hips and looks around my house. Her gaze lands on his sweatshirt, still draped over the back of my couch.

      “Expunge him?”

      “Yes. Out. Get rid. No more reminders of that piece of shit.” She goes to the kitchen and comes back with a big black garbage bag. I watch her grab his sweatshirt and stuff it in the bag. She looks at me. “Anyone who marches up to you and makes you feel like that doesn’t deserve a minute of your time. Where’s the rest of his stuff?”

      “Underwear in the second drawer.”

      My sister nods, marching to the bedroom. She’s on a mission.

      Me, on the other hand, I just feel empty. Numb.

      Foolish.

      Who am I to think that I deserve to find a handsome, successful, big-hearted man? How arrogant of me to think that Liam Maguire would actually care about me.

      I feel like I’m sinking to the bottom of the ocean, with miles and miles of water crushing the life out of me. Slowly, painfully, the air is being squeezed out of my lungs as I watch my life turn to dust around me.

      “That bastard didn’t want to actually date you,” Stella says as she pokes her head back into the living room. “He just wanted to fuck his sexy new employee, and then the minute things get a little complicated, he drops you without a thought. Fuck him.”

      She disappears back into the bedroom and I listen as she crashes around, pulling drawers open and rustling the garbage bag as she expunges Liam from my life.

      When she reappears, her hair is disheveled and the bag is half-full. She drops it near the front door and slumps down on the couch beside me. She sighs.

      “Men are horrible.”

      I don’t answer. I don’t feel like Liam is horrible. In a way, he’s right.

      “I killed Randy,” I whisper. “I did it.” After the night it happened, I’ve never said it out loud.

      “You defended yourself.” Stella turns toward me. “You did what you had to do. He was going to kill you, Ash. I saw it in his eyes.”

      My lower lip trembles. Even after a year of therapy, I haven’t faced that particular demon. I’ve built myself up again, found myself and gained some confidence, but I’ve never faced the fact that I killed my husband. Self-defense or not, it’s true.

      Stella puts her hand on my knee. “Ash, look at me.”

      I close my eyes for a second before forcing myself to meet my sister’s gaze. “How did he know?”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past.”

      “But it does matter, Stella. Liam marched up to me and told me he knew that I fired that gun on Randy. He said he had evidence. What if… what if…” I can’t even finish the sentence.

      What if they come after me?

      What if I go to jail?

      What kind of revenge would a police department bring down on someone who killed one of their own? They never believed me that Randy was violent. They never cared.

      He was police, and that was enough for them.

      I bite my lip to stop it from trembling and wring my hands together. “He said the police chief knew. He said he helped me!”

      “Well, that just makes it obvious that he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” Stella arches her eyebrows. “Right? No one was there that night except for you and me. White doesn’t know anything. How could he? It’s not like the police chief goes out to crime scenes to investigate!”

      I nod. Stella squeezes my knee.

      “Nothing has changed, Ash. You’re still as brave and as strong as you always were. You’re worthy of love. You’ll find a man who treats you right, who loves you and honors you and believes you.”

      “I thought I’d found him.” My voice is barely above a whisper. I can’t look at my sister. I feel pathetic. How could I think that Randy’s death wouldn’t come back and bite me in the ass? How could I think that I could just move on from it?

      Guilt and fear twist in my stomach. I close my eyes and all I can see is Randy the night that it happened. I was trying to get away from him. Stella and I were on our way to a women’s shelter in the next town. The night before, Randy had gotten drunk. He’d been angry.

      He’d used his fists, his feet, his belt. My arms and legs were mottled blue and purple, and it hurt to breathe. He’d broken two of my ribs.

      I was just trying to get away.

      He found me. We saw the police lights in the rear-view mirror, and Stella and I exchanged a glance. I nodded, and she pulled over.

      I don’t know how he found me. It still tortures me, thinking of that night. It was dark, cold, and lonely on that road. Stella had said it was safer than going to her place—he’d find me if I went to her. But his police cruiser pulled up and he stumbled out. A golf club dangled from his hand.

      His eyes were black. A vein in his neck pulsed and he took long, confident strides toward me.

      Stella stepped between us, and he hit her with the club so hard she crumpled. He hadn’t even said a word. My sister groaned on the pavement at my feet and a sense of calm washed over me. My shoulders dropped, and I let my hands hang at my sides.

      “Get in the car.” He wasn’t expecting any resistance. Why would he? He’d broken me so completely that I didn’t even know the depth of my own misery anymore.

      When I got closer to the car, I saw his service weapon in the passenger’s seat. It wasn’t holstered, and the safety was off.

      That’s when I knew he was going to kill me. He’d probably changed to the golf club at the last minute. It only took a second to grab it. His back was turned. He was standing over Stella, whispering some sort of poison into her ear.

      When he straightened up, I squeezed.

      All I remember is laughing, mumbling gibberish about him teaching me how to fire a gun. I said it over and over as Stella rushed to wipe my prints from it. She put it down next to his body and dragged me back to her car.

      Over a year later, and it feels like it happened ten minutes ago. My hands start to shake.

      “A man is in jail because of me,” I don’t know if I’m talking to myself or to Stella. Stella takes a deep breath and I continue. “That keeps me up at night, knowing that some guy is in jail for something that I did.”

      “The man they pinned it on killed four other people, Ash. He deserves to be in jail.”

      “But not for this.”

      She sighs, putting her arm around my shoulder. “You’ve tortured yourself enough, Ashley. You deserve to live your own life. Randy was pure evil, and I’m glad he’s gone.”

      “But you’re not the one who killed him.”

      Her hand is still on my knee, and she sighs. “No.” She inhales again. “I’m not the one who killed him. I did help to cover it up, though, and that’s just as bad.”

      “Do you ever feel guilty?”

      “Not for a fucking second.” Her voice is so strong, so pure, that I turn to her in surprise. Her lips are set in a thin, determined line and fire blazes in her eyes. “I wish I’d done it myself, so that I could spare you this pain, Ash. You’re too good for your own good.”

      My lip trembles. “I don’t know how to move on.”

      She smiles sadly. “Like anything else, Ash. You just do it one day at a time. One hour at a time. One second at a time.”

      A sob shakes my body. “I miss Liam.”

      “Oh, Ash,” she says, pulling me into her and rubbing my back. “Of course you do. Come here.”

      I cry in my sister’s arms until the numbness takes over again, and the pain in my chest dulls to a throbbing ache.
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      My brother’s victory speech is generic. He smiles for the cameras and shakes hands as his campaign staff beat their palms together.

      I’m over it.

      His term as mayor is just starting, but I’m over it all. I thought once he won, I would be able to move away from the foundation and do my own thing, but I know that’s not true.

      As long as I’m living on my family’s money, I’ll never be free from them. As long as my brother has political ambitions, they’ll use me as proof of what a good family we are. I’ll be the sick little brother who’s giving back to the community, and Adrian will be the beacon of hope.

      It’s all bullshit.

      I can’t work where I want to work, I can’t date who I want to date, I can’t do anything except smile on cue and trot along behind Adrian like a lost little puppy.

      And it’s my own fault.

      I let this happen. I never learned anything in college, I never paid attention to anything except running. Now, I’ve lost it all.

      I sigh in frustration, not wanting to hear another bullshit speech about how Mayor Maguire will change the face of Denver.

      He won’t.

      He’ll give a big contract to some construction company that can’t handle the project. It’ll become a big, bloated, over-budget embarrassment that somehow, they’ll be able to twist into something positive.

      And I’ll be here, trotting along behind him and smiling, talking about the hole in my heart.

      I slip out the door and take a deep breath. Adrian’s campaign headquarters are right near the county courthouse. I look at the stately building and snort. What kind of justice do I believe in? The kind that turns its back on a vulnerable woman?

      Isn’t that what I’ve just done?

      I start walking toward it, and then I wind through the streets to distract myself.

      I turn the corner and see ‘Denver Police’ on the front of a building. Before I know what I’m doing, I’m walking toward it and pushing the doors open.

      A uniformed officer is sitting behind a counter. He doesn’t even look up when I walk in.

      I clear my throat. “I’d like to speak to Police Chief White.”

      The officer glances up at me, arching an eyebrow. He’s bald and the top of his head is shining under the fluorescent lights. He leans back in his chair and laces his fingers over his stomach.

      “Yeah?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Why don’t you give him a call?” He pushes the phone on his desk toward me.

      We stare at each other for a few seconds, and then he snorts and shakes his head. He turns back to his computer screen. Frustration builds inside me, but I just sigh. What was I expecting?

      I skulk out of the building. I sit down on a bench and sigh. The sky is clear, with thousands of stars twinkling back at me.

      I feel useless.

      Just completely useless and powerless and purposeless. What is the point of my life? What have I done worth anything, except run pretty fast that one time I won a medal?

      I sigh, staring at the night sky. I won’t let myself think of her. You can’t exactly accuse a woman of murdering her husband and then go back with a bunch of flowers and expect her to talk to you.

      Not Ashley.

      I wouldn’t want her to forgive me. I don’t deserve to be forgiven. She was the one good thing to happen to me since this stupid hole in my heart became a problem, but even she couldn’t patch me up.

      I fucked that one up, too.

      The doors beside me swing open, and a large, imposing man steps out. He scans the parking lot and spots me on the bench. I watch him walk toward me.

      “I’m told you were asking about me?”

      “Police Chief White?”

      He grunts. My heart starts to hammer. Why did I come here? I’m not even sure myself. Am I going to confront this man outside the Denver Police Department?

      That’s smart.

      “So, what can I help you with?” He’s standing next to the bench, and I lean my elbows on my knees. I take a deep breath.

      “Do you know Ashley King?”

      White says nothing for a second. “What did you say your name was?”

      “Liam Maguire.”

      “Maguire,” he breathes. “Your brother wouldn’t be…?”

      “The mayor.”

      “Well, congratulations, I suppose.”

      I laugh bitterly. “Yeah, thanks. Anyways, I’m sorry to bother you. I… I don’t know why I’m here. I know—I knew Ashley, and I guess I just wanted to know…” I sigh. “I don’t know. Have a good night.” I stand up, brushing my hands on my legs. I nod to the police chief and gesture past him to take my leave.

      “You’re the second person to come see me about Ashley.”

      I freeze.

      White sighs. “Tell your brother he’ll get what he wants. I’ll announce my resignation in two weeks, so that it doesn’t impact his first few days as mayor.”

      “What? I didn’t come here to—”

      “Don’t hurt that girl,” he says, taking a step toward me. He draws himself up to his full height and I shrink back despite myself. “She doesn’t deserve more trouble. I’m stepping down, your brother is getting what he wants. Just let Ashley live her life. Otherwise…” he sighs. “Otherwise, all of it would be for nothing.”

      He says the last words to himself, as if I don’t even exist. I watch him walk away. He gets into a car and drives off, and I’m still standing there. I stick my hands in my pockets and start walking, mulling over his words.

      So he did have something to do with it? I watch the police chief’s tail-lights disappear around a corner and let out a sigh.

      By the time I make it back to the campaign headquarters, my brother is still smiling with his stupid dimples on prominent display. My mother and father are shaking hands with everyone they possibly can, and everyone is half-drunk and happy.

      I sigh.

      There’s only one thing that would make me happy, and she’s painfully out of reach. If I go to her, I make her life worse. If I stay away, I make my own life unbearable.

      The only way to keep Ashley safe from him is to stay away, and that hurts more than anything. I grab a plastic wine glass off the drinks table and find an empty chair behind a plant.

      The police chief will resign. He knows Ashley and would give his career up to protect her and himself. I think of that file, and all the evidence that points to his involvement in the murder. It’s not enough to stand up in court, but it is enough to ruin a career.

      This way, he gets a pension, and Ashley stays protected. Adrian gets what he wants. I watch my brother and shake my head. He should be thanking Ashley, not threatening her. This whole mess probably made his whole river development a hell of a lot easier.

      I take a deep breath and toss the wine glass back. It burns as it goes down my throat, making my eyes water.

      I guess I’ll have to do the same. To protect her from the public eye, from my brother and his march to the governor’s office, I have to stay away from her.

      She deserves better than a trust-fund fuck-up anyway. Staying away from her is the least I can do. I grab another wine glass and slump back on the chair behind the plant, unnoticed and forgotten.
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      Stella almost succeeds in purging Liam from my house. She misses his toothbrush, and I don’t have the heart to throw it out. So, for the next month, I see it every morning and every evening. I remember the way he used to nudge my shoulder when we’d brush our teeth in my tiny bathroom, and it makes my heart hurt.

      At first, it makes me cry. I feel silly crying over someone I dated for a month, but it felt so real that it’s hard to believe it’s over. Eventually, after a couple weeks, I get used to it.

      Liam doesn’t try to contact me, and I don’t contact him. I had nothing personal at the office, so I just never go back. Marcus, Belinda, and Tristan call me a couple times, but I don’t answer.

      I don’t play any music for a few weeks. I try to sit down at my keyboard, but it only makes me feel worse. I try my best to get a routine. I start going to therapy again. I start working out. With the couple paychecks I got from working for Liam, I have a little breathing room for a few weeks before I need to get another job.

      After a month, the pain starts to fade. The placards with Adrian Maguire’s face on them start to disappear off lawns and lampposts. I don’t watch the news, and I try to stay off social media.

      Stella takes me out to Seattle for a weekend, and we go dancing for a night. It’s nice. It feels good.

      But it feels almost empty. Even just thinking about Liam gives me more of a thrill than all the things that are supposed to make me feel good about myself.

      My therapist says that in order to have a healthy relationship, I need to heal the relationship with myself first. Easier said than done.

      How do you heal a relationship with yourself when you’re not sure it’s worth the trouble?

      Like anything else, Ash. You just do it one day at a time. One hour at a time. One second at a time.

      Red is part of a roller derby team. She invites me along to practice one day, and I’m shocked at the speed and aggression of the sport. Something clicks inside me, though, and for the first time in a month, I feel alive. I’m not sitting at a keyboard trying to ignore my emotions or going to the gym and trying not to cry.

      I’m using my emotions. It’s a release I never expected. Red teaches me the rules, coaches me to improve my roller skating, and laughs along with me when I fall over. Her team lets me practice with them, even though I’m not officially one of them.

      “This sport is insane,” I say after a tough practice.

      Red claps me on the back. “Just like us.”

      I have bruises all over my body again, but this time, I’m proud of them. In a way, seeing my body like this is empowering. I earned these bruises every day in practice. I worked for them and fought for them.

      They weren’t inflicted on me, they were earned. It’s my body, and it can do wonderful things. It’s strong, and powerful, and resilient. Red winks at me, throwing her bag over her shoulder.

      “You coming for a drink?”

      My eyebrows jump up. “Sure.”

      When we get to the bar, the whole team is there. Bailey Basher, the team captain, greets me with a tall beer and a jersey.

      “Welcome to the team, Ashley.” I take the beer as she unfurls the jersey. It reads ‘Pocket Rocket’ on the back, and I start laughing.

      “I’m not sure I’ve quite earned that nickname yet.”

      “You have,” Red says. “You’re a menace out there.”

      My eyes start to water. “You guys really want me on your team?”

      “Girl, you were part of our team the minute you walked in,” Bailey laughs. “Come on, drink up and try that jersey on.”

      I smile, and for the first time since that awful night with Liam, it doesn’t feel like I have to force myself. I pull the jersey on over my head and clink my beer against Red’s. She puts her arm over my shoulder and squeezes.

      “Aren’t you glad you got fired from that horrible job? We wouldn’t have met otherwise.”

      I laugh. “I am, actually. I haven’t had friends in a really long time.”

      Red nods. “I’ve been there.” She smiles, and I see something in her eyes. She understands me—maybe she’s been through something like I have. But in true Red fashion, she doesn’t pry. She’s just there when I need her, and when I least expect it.

      So, twice a week, I practice with the team. We have games every Thursday night. At first I’m terrible, but I slowly start to get better. After a few weeks, I’m skating like the best of them, knocking into my opponents and screaming along with the rest of the team.

      It’s rough and exhilarating. We don’t win very often, but it doesn’t really matter; next season is our season, as Bailey says. That in itself makes me feel good—the thought that I have another season in me. My life isn’t over just because I’m not dating.

      After a month with the team, I’m happier than I’ve been in a long time. I have an interview for a new job, and I haven’t thought about Liam in over a week.

      The interview is for a small start-up company with an abysmal salary and a young, dynamic team. When I mention that I’m on a roller derby team, the CEO offers me the job on the spot. When I leave the office, I’m beaming.

      Life is good. I duck into a nearby cafe and grab an iced coffee as a reward for getting the job.

      I’m finally back to myself, and maybe the heartache with Liam showed me how strong I actually am. In a way, I’m grateful to him. It’s been two months since Liam unceremoniously dumped me, and I’m finally okay with it. He was loyal to his family, and I get that. I no longer feel like I’m just waking up from a long winter of hibernation, or like I’m patched together and liable to fall apart at the slightest bump in the road.

      So, when I turn the corner and literally crash into a broad, muscular chest that smells like sex and musk, I nearly fall over. My cup of iced coffee crunches between us, splashing both our shirts and tumbling to the ground.

      Liam catches me with a grunt, letting his hand linger on my waist.

      “Ashley,” he says in surprise. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” I say. I clear my throat. His white t-shirt is covered in a brown coffee stain, and my brand new interview outfit is ruined. I drag my eyes up to his and bite my lip. He looks at the mess, and his eyes sparkle when he looks at me.

      “Just like old times,” he grins.

      “Shut up, Liam. That was clearly your fault.” I try to keep the grin off my face, sucking my lip between my teeth to stop myself from laughing. I giggle, and then duck down to pick up the ruined cup.

      “Maybe it was. I owe you one of those.” He nods to the cup.

      We stand in front of each other as I hold my breath. I keep waiting for the pain to crash into me, but it never does. I look at his broad features and his clear green eyes. I take in his two-day-old stubble and his mussed hair. I inhale his scent, and something tugs at my heart.

      I nod. “Okay.”

      His face splits open into a smile. He nods to the coffee shop behind us, and we walk in silence.

      “What have you been up to?” I ask. I’m standing apart from him, even though everything inside me is begging me to lean against him. “How’s the Heart Start Foundation?”

      Liam runs his fingers through his hair, and then grabs a stack of napkins to dab at his shirt. “I’m not actually working there anymore,” he says, focusing on the massive stain on his chest. He hands me a bundle of napkins and I do the same.

      “No?”

      He shakes his head. “I decided to go back to school. Sports science—I might try to do something related to physical therapy or running or something.”

      My eyebrows shoot up and a smile stretches across my face. “Yeah?”

      He nods, glancing at me. “Yeah,” he replies. His eyes are clear, and he smiles at me. He nods to the napkins in my hand and I give them to him. I watch him walk over to the trash can to throw them out, and my heart tugs again. I remember running my hands over those shoulders, pulling him into me and crushing my lips against his.

      It wasn’t that long ago.

      I remember how happy I was for those six weeks we were together. I was dizzy with happiness. I couldn’t even function.

      Now, it seems like a dream. He’s just as handsome, just as attractive, but I don’t feel like I’m tumbling when I’m around him. I feel that pull from my core, drawing me toward him. His scent fills my nostrils and the corners of my lips tug upward, but I don’t feel out of control.

      I pull my eyes away from him long enough to order a new coffee. The barista glances at both our shirts and nods. “You guys had an accident?”

      “Something like that,” Liam grins, glancing at me. He puts his hand on my lower back, and then pulls it away.

      I miss his touch.

      “How about you?” He glances at me. “What have you been up to?”

      “Just got a job,” I grin. “And I’ve been playing roller derby.”

      He grins. “That’s badass.”

      “You think so?”

      “I bet you’re good at it.”

      “I suck, but thanks,” I laugh. We walk outside and stand on the sidewalk. I don’t want this moment to end, but I don’t feel ready to give myself to him. I can’t just forget how he disappeared from my life without a word.

      I take a deep breath. “Anyway, I better go. Thanks for the coffee.”

      Liam opens his mouth and then closes it again. He swallows, and then nods. “Yeah, for sure. It was good to see you again.”

      “You too, Liam. Good luck.”

      My eyes start to mist up, and I quickly blink the moisture away. A lump forms in my throat and I grimace as I try to smile. In a way, it feels like I’m saying goodbye now… forever.

      My heart squeezes. Liam stands there, his chest moving up and down as he takes deep breaths.

      “Ash, I’m sorry about… about everything that happened.”

      My eyes fill with tears and I shake my head. “Thanks. It’s alright.” I try to smile again.

      “No.” He takes a step toward me and my breath hitches. “I wanted to talk to you but I didn’t want my brother to hurt you. When White resigned from the police force, I realized that my brother…” Liam inhales. He shakes his head. “I’m just sorry, that’s all.”

      “White resigned?”

      Liam’s eyebrows arch. “It was all over the news a month ago.”

      I shrug. “I sort of avoided the news. Your stupid face was always on it,” I laugh. Liam’s cheeks get red and he runs his fingers through his hair. His face crumples for a second, and he shakes his head.

      “I’m glad you’re doing well,” he finally says.

      We say nothing for a moment, and the weight of everything unsaid hangs heavy between us. I look at his strong jaw, his clear, green eyes, his messy hair and I wonder if it could ever work between us.

      Then, I sigh and I smile sadly. “I’ll see you around.”

      I turn away from him and walk away so he won’t see the tears spilling from my eyes.
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      Watching Ashley walk away from me is the hardest thing that I’ve ever done, and then I realize that’s exactly what I did to her. Except when I walked away, I accused her of colluding with the police chief and murdering her abusive husband.

      My heart stings.

      I’m ashamed.

      Even after all that, she was able to talk to me, to be polite, to wish me the best. She stood tall and looked me in the eye with all her strength and grace and good wishes.

      Once again, I don’t feel worthy of her. Except that this time, my head is clear. I haven’t had a drink in two months, I’ve been focused on studying and working and making my own way through the world.

      I haven’t spoken to my brother since the election, and my parents aren’t exactly supportive of my new choices, but it feels good to be moving on.

      I take a deep breath and square my shoulders. I may not be worthy of being with Ashley yet, but I can be a good man. I can face my mistakes and try to make them right. I jump in my car and head toward my parents’ estate.

      My mother greets me with a confused smile. “Darling! I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

      “Hi, Mom,” I say. “I’m just here to pick up some paperwork.”

      Her smile fades. “Oh, okay. How’s school?”

      “It’s good,” I call out, taking the steps two at a time. I turn left down our wide hallway, but instead of stopping at my bedroom, I continue on toward Adrian’s. I push the door open and take a deep breath.

      What I’m looking for might not be here, but if I know my brother, this is where he would keep it. My parents’ house is safer than Fort Knox, definitely safer than City Hall, and my brother is a creature of habit. Whenever he had something valuable, he always hid it in the wall in his closet.

      I push his old clothes aside and find the secret door that we built together when we were kids. Even my parents don’t know it’s here—or at least, I don’t think they do.

      My heart thumps when I find the latch. I could be wrong—there could be nothing in here except old baseball cards and cobwebs.

      But if I’m right, then I have a chance to make things right with Ashley. Maybe not completely, maybe not directly, but it would be a step in the right direction.

      With a deep breath, I unlatch the hook and pull the little door open. It’s dark in the closet, but I can still see a crisp, new manila folder sitting in the cubby space. My hands tremble when I pull it out, and I flip it open to see the same sheets of paper that ruined my best relationship.

      The evidence against Police Chief White.

      Seeing it now, after the election and after his resignation, these few sheets of paper don’t seem so monumental. It’s just paper. I flip through the pages to make sure it’s all there. Then, I use my cellphone flashlight to check the cubbyhole. There’s a black USB key in the back corner, so I grab that as well just in case.

      I put everything back as I found it and tuck the folder under my arm.

      “Bye, Mom!” I call out to the big, cavernous house as I jog out the front door. Once in my car, I flip the first page of the folder open and plug White’s address into my GPS. The female, robotic voice starts to direct me down the street.

      My heart hammers against my ribcage as I make my way toward White’s house. As far as I know, he didn’t move away from Denver—why would he? He resigned to applause and honor, with no hint of scandal. But still, when I turn down his street, my palms are sweaty.

      I park outside his house and take a deep breath. This is step one in becoming the kind of man that can be with Ashley, and that thought gives me strength.

      I slip out of my car and take long strides toward the house. My hand is steady when I ring the doorbell, but I open and close my fist as I wait for someone to answer.

      The seconds tick by, and I ring the doorbell again. I peek through the window at the quiet house as my frustration starts to build.

      There’s no one home. My shoulders slump. Coming here, I was buoyed by the thoughts of Ashley, of the way she looked at me, of her strength.

      Coming back when I don’t have that will be the true challenge. I turn back toward my car with a sigh.

      “Can I help you?” A deep, authoritative voice comes from behind me. I turn to see White wiping grease off his hands with a dirty rag. He’s walking out of the double garage, wearing a work shirt and staring at me with the watchful eyes of an ex-police officer.

      “Police Chief White,” I say as my heart hammers against my chest.

      “Just Charlie, now,” he says. He stuffs the rag in his pocket and takes a step toward me. He frowns. “Do I know you?”

      “We met once,” I say. I take a deep breath. “Under… less than ideal circumstances.”

      Recognition flashes across his face. “Maguire.”

      “Liam, yeah.” His shoulders rise up and his face hardens. I take a deep breath. “I came to bring you this. I know it’s a couple months late, and you might not want it at all, but I figured you should know what you were dealing with.”

      White holds my gaze for a few moments and then drops it to the folder. He closes the gap between us and takes it, flipping it open and sighing.

      “Why are you bringing me this?”

      I take a deep breath. “I’m not sure.”

      “Is this some kind of threat? I’ve already resigned.”

      “What? No! I… I think it’s the only copy, but there was a USB as well. I’ll destroy it if it has anything on it. I thought you should know what my brother had on you. You know, for peace of mind. It’s not much.”

      “It’s enough to ruin a police career.”

      “Yeah.” We stare at each other for a few seconds and finally I sigh. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m not… My brother and I… I have no ill will toward you. Ashley and I…”

      I sigh again, frustrated. I don’t know what I’m trying to say. I don’t know why I’m here, except for the fact that it felt like the right thing to do. Finally, I look down at my coffee- stained shirt and think of Ashley’s face when she crashed into me. I take a deep breath.

      “I’m in love with Ashley King. I fucked it all up, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get her back. I guess I thought if I gave you that folder…” I sigh. “I don’t know. I guess I was trying to prove to myself that I’m not a bad person.”

      White looks at me, his face unflinching.

      “Love, huh?”

      I nod. “Yes, sir.” My heart thunders against my ribcage. I’ve never said it—never thought it—until now. But saying the words out loud makes me realize how true they are, how undeniable my feelings for Ashley are.

      He grunts, and then lifts the folder. “Thank you. I didn’t know what your brother had found on me. It helps to know.”

      He starts walking away from me. “Mr. White!” I call out. He pauses and turns to look at me. “Did you know? Did you know about Ashley’s husband—what he did to her?”

      White’s face drops. His eyebrows draw together and his shoulders slump down. He takes a deep breath, and when he looks at me again, the authority in his eyes is gone. Deep, dark sadness blankets his face. He dips his chin down.

      “I knew, and I did nothing until it was all over.” He lifts the folder up. “Thanks for this.”

      Disappearing into his garage, he leaves me there alone, confused, and in love with a woman I’ve already lost.

      When I go home, I stick the USB into my computer. My eyes widen when I see its contents. Adrian didn’t just keep dirt on the Police Chief—he kept dirt on himself. Every detail of his correspondence with Hansen Constructions is on the USB. I read through it all, my heart thumping as I see the blatant bribery, corruption, and overall rottenness that runs through my brother’s politics.

      Leaning back in my chair, I shake my head. He probably kept this to have leverage over John Hansen, but all he’s done is given me leverage over him. I take a picture of the USB and send it to him.

      When he calls me a couple minutes later, I don’t answer. I just send him another text with five words:

      Liam: Leave me and Ashley alone.

      He calls again, and I don’t answer again. I put the USB in a safe, locking it away along with my broken relationship with my brother. If it means protecting Ashley, I’ll take that USB with me to my grave.
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      When the police chief came to my door on the one year anniversary of Randy’s death, it threw me off-balance. This time, when he shows up at my door, I’m only curious. I’ve never seen him dressed in civilian clothes before. He takes a deep breath.

      “Ms. King.”

      “Poli—Charlie. What can I do for you?”

      “Can I come in?”

      I open the door wider, and the two of us sit down in the living room. It’s eerily similar to last time he was here, except this time I feel comfortable and confident, and he looks almost sad.

      “First of all, I wanted to apologize.”

      I frown. “Okay… for what?”

      “For not doing anything when…” he takes a deep breath. “When Randy was alive. I knew something was wrong and I turned a blind eye. It wasn’t until…”

      His eyebrows draw together and I lean toward him.

      “Charlie, there’s no use dredging up the past. I’ve moved on, and—”

      He shakes his head. “It needs to be said. It was my duty to serve and protect, and I did neither. I didn’t want to believe that one of my men would be doing that to his beautiful wife, and I ignored it.” He lifts his eyes to mine, filled with guilt and pain. “I was first on the scene the night he died.”

      I frown.

      “I was driving home and I saw the cruiser. I’m the one that called it in.”

      My eyebrows jump up as my heart starts to thunder. So what Liam had said about him knowing…

      “I found your phone. It was in the grass near the side of the road.”

      “Charlie, I—”

      He shakes his head. “I knew what had happened. I could tell right away. To have ignored it for so long and then see you punished for defending yourself…” he sighed. “It went against all my training, all my ethics, but I had to do the right thing. I got rid of your phone, and I made sure no one knew. There’s no mention of your phone in the police report, or in the Maguire file. They were only guessing at your involvement. Mine was clear.”

      I’m speechless. Charlie White takes a deep breath and shakes his head.

      “I had to resign for it—the mayor found out. His brother—the runner. He came to my house yesterday and gave me the file. He said it was the only copy, and he wanted to give me peace of mind. I think he was thinking of you.”

      My heart squeezes. I shake my head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Charlie sighs. It’s strange seeing him like this—vulnerable and human. “I can’t take back all those years that you went through. I can’t go back and make myself act on my suspicions, but I can tell you that I will never let this come back on you. I’ll take this to my grave.”

      “Liam gave you the file?”

      The former police chief nods.

      I blow the air out of my mouth and shake my head. “This is a lot to take in. You knew I did this?”

      He nods again. The tip of his nose is red. He wrings his hands together and takes a deep breath. “You did the right thing. Randy was violent—I saw it in him, when he was on duty. I knew what he was capable of. I just… I couldn’t…”

      I move from my chair to sit next to the man and I wrap my arms around him. He melts into my arms and we hold each other as my tears soak into his shirt. I sniffle and pull away from him, and he laughs through teary eyes.

      “You shouldn’t be the one comforting me.”

      “It’s over now, Charlie,” I say with a smile. “Thank you for what you did.”

      He swallows. “You deserve a good man. The Maguire boy loves you—I don’t know what happened between you, but I could see it.”

      My heart stings. I nod. “You want a coffee?”

      He clears his throat and shakes his head, and then pushes himself off my couch. “No, thank you. I’d better get going.”

      I nod. I show him to the door. He turns around and looks me in the eye once more and takes a deep breath. “I hope one day you’ll forgive me for turning my back on you.”

      I smile sadly. “I already have, Charlie.”

      He dips his chin down.

      “Give my best to Caroline.” I say.

      “Will do. She’s the one who first said something to me about Randy.” He shakes his head. “My wife has always been the smarter one.” He sighs, and then pinches his lips together and nods. I watch him walk down the pathway and then close the door. My head is spinning. I sit down on the couch again and take a deep breath.

      Charlie White knew about Randy—about the violence, about his death, about everything. He covered it up for me. My heart thumps and I put my head in my hands.

      For the past sixteen months, I’ve tortured myself thinking about it. I thought the police were against me, that I had to hide away and live the rest of my life under the radar. I thought I would never recover.

      But now, it’s all changed. White helped me. No one else knows, and I’m safe. He gave up his career for me. I take a deep breath and close my eyes.

      Liam went to him and gave him that file to give him the same peace of mind that I’ve just received. He went against his brother, against his family, against everything to give that man something that he’d lost.

      And in the process, he did the same for me.

      If Liam hadn’t given Charlie that file, he never would have come here. I’d never have found out what he knew or didn’t know, and I would have had to live with the uncertainty for the rest of my life.

      Now, I know he’s on my side. Charlie White says he failed to serve and protect me, but he’s wrong. In the most important moment, he chose to protect me above all else.

      And I have Liam to thank for knowing that.

      So, I do exactly that. I pull out my phone with trembling hands and start writing a text. I don’t trust my voice over the phone.

      Ashley: Charlie just told me what you did. Thank you.

      My heart thumps when I press send. I stare at my phone for two whole minutes, waiting for Liam to text. It stays silent, and I start to feel that out-of-control feeling gnawing at the edges of my heart. I toss my phone aside and go to take a shower.

      I need to distract myself.

      Still, when I get out of the shower, the first thing I do is check my phone.

      Liam: I did it for you. I’d like to see you again.

      My heart does a backflip. I bite my lip to try to contain my smile.

      Ashley: I have a roller derby game on Thursday. You should come.

      Liam: I’m there.

      I hold my phone to my chest and let a smile drift over my lips.

      

      I’m sweaty with no makeup on and my hair in a messy bun, but I’ve never felt as beautiful as I do right now.

      Liam smiles at me, holding a huge bouquet of roses toward me.

      “Congratulations,” he says, leaning down to kiss my cheek. His scent is all around me, and I lean into his arms.

      I laugh. “We lost.”

      “Did you? I was too busy looking at you I didn’t even notice.”

      “Did it live up to all your badass roller derby fantasies of me?”

      His eyes darken. “Definitely.”

      I blush and bite my lip. I want to let myself run to him. I want to let myself feel everything I feel for him, let myself forgive him and crush my lips against his. But still, something stands between us. I stuff my nose in the flowers and inhale.

      “I can’t believe you came.”

      “I can’t believe you play roller derby.”

      He snakes his arm around the back of my waist and I lean into his shoulder. I take a deep breath as we walk out of the rink together. He walks me to my car, and then we stand in front of each other without saying anything.

      “I didn’t think you’d come.”

      “Why not?”

      I take a deep breath. “You never called. In two months, I didn’t hear anything from you. I thought when you found out about Randy, that you…”

      “That I thought less of you?”

      “I didn’t blame you,” I say, smiling sadly. “It’s a shock.”

      “Ash,” he sighs, bringing his hand to his forehead. “I didn’t call you because I knew my brother would try to ruin you. Even after the police chief resigned, I knew he wouldn’t want us together. I couldn’t come near you until I was away from him and away from the foundation. I should have told you. I just… I didn’t know how.”

      We stare at each other quietly. My heart starts to thump, and I take a step toward him. “So you’re not at the foundation anymore?”

      Liam shakes his head. “Got a job with the Olympic team. Just a junior trainer for now, but once I get my degree, we’ll see…”

      I reach up and run my fingers along his cheek. “I’m proud of you. You deserve to be happy.”

      “The only way I’ll be happy is if I’m with you.”

      My heart jumps and my eyes widen.

      “I mean it, Ash. I’m in love with you.”

      “What about your brother?”

      “Did you hear what I just said?” He grins. “Ashley King, I am head over heels in love with you. I will protect you from my brother, from your past, from anything that would ever threaten to hurt you. I will throw myself into a pit of snakes for you. I will walk across a bed of hot coals for you. I’ll start my life over just to have a chance at being worthy of you. I love you.”

      My chest heaves as I take deep, trembling breaths. Tears cling to my eyelashes, and Liam reaches up to brush them away. His fingers linger on my cheeks and I close my eyes, leaning into his hand.

      His fingers slide back toward my hair. He tilts my chin up toward his face and presses his lips to mine.

      Teasing my lips open, Liam holds me close and wraps his arms around me. I grip his shirt and melt into him as I kiss him over and over and over.

      When we finally pull apart, I look up at him with wide eyes. “I think I love you too,” I whisper, and then I bite my lip.

      A smile splits his face open and he picks me up, twirling me around and then holding me close. He presses his lips to my forehead and then makes a noise, wiping them on the back of his hand.

      “Sweaty,” he laughs.

      “I need a shower.” I glance at him through my lashes and swipe my tongue across my lower lip. “You… want to join?”

      Instead of answering, he just opens the car door for me and jogs around to the driver’s side. He revs the engine and then glances over at me, smiling.

      “You’re incredible.”

      “Incredibly sweaty.”

      “Incredibly strong. Incredibly sweet. Incredibly forgiving. Incredibly you.” His hand slides over my lap, and my heart sings.

      This time, my feelings for Liam don’t make me feel out of control. It isn’t frantic, it isn’t scary it just… is. I’m his, and he’s mine, and it’s perfect.
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Liam

        

      

    

    
      As it turns out, Ashley doesn’t really care about limousine rides and expensive dinners. She doesn’t care about silk dresses and diamond earrings—the ones I gave her for my parents’ anniversary party end up at the back of her closet, never to be worn.

      She never dated me for what I had, she dated me for who I am.

      When I realize that, it makes me fall even more in love with her. I feel like the luckiest man alive to have found someone who doesn’t think I’m a fuckup, who doesn’t think I’m a useless jock. I’ve found a woman who builds me up and believes in me.

      And the least I can do is do the same for her.

      She works hard at her new job at the startup, and the business explodes. She’s busy, and happy, and I am too. I keep studying for my sport science degree, and I keep coaching track.

      Being closer to athletes makes me feel useful again. I’m no longer surrounded by things that remind me of my heart, of my damage, of everything I’m lacking.

      Now, I’m surrounded by things that remind me how much I can contribute.

      Day by day, Ashley plugs the hole in my heart. With every smile, every kiss, every touch, she weaves her way into my heart and makes me whole again.

      After three months, we move in together. Ashley sells her house and starts her own PR consultancy, and before long she’s running her own successful business.

      Three months after that, I work up the nerve to propose. I buy a simple and beautiful ring, because it reminds me of Ashley. I consider doing an elaborate proposal, but I know that she wouldn’t want that. Instead, I get up early one morning and make her breakfast in bed.

      She wakes up when I put a coffee on the side table.

      “That smells amazing,” she moans. I sit down on the bed beside her and stroke the side of her face. Her eyes flutter open and she smiles. Her eyes flick to the tray in my hands and her eyebrows arch in surprise.

      “Poached eggs!”

      “They didn’t explode this time,” I grin. “I learned from the best.”

      I put the tray on her lap and she laughs, taking the fork and knife and gently poking an egg. She looks at me, nodding. She cuts into the egg and I let out a sigh of relief.

      “Perfectly cooked.”

      “Not bad, Mr. Maguire.” Her eyes flash. “Or am I still not allowed to call you that?”

      “You can call me Mr. Maguire,” I smile. “But only if I get to call you Mrs. Maguire.”

      I fumble in my pockets to get the ring out. Ashley sighs, bringing her hands up to her face. Tears brim in her eyes.

      “Oh, Liam,” she sighs. I flip the little box open and she gasps again. “It’s gorgeous.”

      “So that’s a yes?”

      A tear rolls down her cheek and she laughs, smacking my arm. “Of course it’s a yes.” I slide the ring on her finger. My heart sings. Her eyes are shining and she holds my face in her hands, leaning her forehead against mine.

      I grab the tray of food and gently place it on the floor, and then turn my attention back to my beautiful fiancée. I cage her in my arms and brush my lips against hers.

      “I love you, Ash.”

      “And I love you, Liam.”

      She sighs, wrapping her arms around me.

      “Make love to me.” Her voice is sweet, soft, and full of emotion. She kisses me gently, and then I do exactly as she says. I make love to her gently, tenderly, lovingly. I treat her like the queen that she is, and I vow to never forget it.

      Sometime later, when we’re laying tangled in the sheets, I interlace my fingers in hers. “You’ve just made me the happiest man in the world, Ashley.”

      She giggles. “Was it that good?”

      I grunt, picking her up and holding her against my chest. “You know what I meant. But yes, it was that good. It was better than good.”

      “It always is,” she grins, rolling her hips against me.

      I take a deep breath and kiss the woman of my dreams: my future wife, my soulmate, my queen.
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Ashley

        

      

    

    
      My ribs are just barely holding my heart in one piece. If I breathe too deep, my lungs will expand and crush it right there in my chest.

      I close my eyes for a second as I drive and then open them again, but I can still only see blurred lights and shadows. Squinting, I try to make out a street sign and fail. I don’t even know how fast I’m going. My breath comes in ragged bursts, and it feels like the roof of the car is caving in on me. Is this what a panic attack feels like?

      Stella, my sister, the one person I thought I could trust—how could she do this to me? After everything that happened last year with Liam and his prick of a brother…

      Betrayal feels like hot lead is being poured into my veins, pumping through my arteries and poisoning my body. Every heartbeat sends another wave of agony through me.

      Stella was there for me through my first marriage when I suffered such abuse at the hands of my husband. She was there to pick up the pieces when he died. She was there to protect me when Liam and I were almost torn apart.

      But she’s not there for me now. She chose that bastard over me. She chose the one man who deliberately hurt me last year. The man who tried to break Liam and I up. The man who tried to use his political position for his own gain.

      He’s rotten to the core, and she chose him.

      I pull over and lean my head on the steering wheel. I only live three blocks away, but it feels like I’ll never make it.

      Needles of pain pierce my skin all over my body. Everything burns. Every breath is like inhaling a lungful of acid. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to make sense of it all. How can I, when the one person I thought I could trust did this to me?

      With a deep breath, I lean back in the driver’s seat and stare out the windshield.

      Betrayal feels a lot like rage.

      As my vision clears and my breath steadies, I hold onto that rage like a lifeline. I cling to it, and my vision clears. My rage buoys me all the way home. It steadies my hand as I unlock the door and takes me all the way up to my bedroom.

      The rage dulls to a steady beat as I open the walk-in closet and kneel down in front of the safe.

      My phone won’t stop ringing. Stella again. I bite back the anger that threatens to explode out of me and I turn my phone off. Now is not a time for outbursts. Now is a time for action.

      My fingers don’t tremble as I press the code to unlock the safe. My rage carries me onward, silencing any doubts or protests that the sensitive side of my heart might have made.

      I shuffle through our important papers, behind my mother’s jewelry, and I find the little USB key that Liam put in here over a year ago.

      It’s black, unassuming, and hardly bigger than my thumbnail.

      The contents of this USB key could ruin his brother’s life. I silently thank Liam for keeping this for a year. When he first brought it home, I wanted nothing to do with it.

      Now, though, I’m glad. A cruel smile curls my lips and the demon inside me laughs.

      Adrian is already ruined, but it’s not enough. He needs to be gone from our lives forever. He needs to stop poisoning my sister’s mind and stop creeping back into my life.

      I put one hand over my stomach, where my unborn child grows inside me.

      I won’t let my child grow up with that monster in his life.

      It’s time for Adrian Maguire to go away for good.
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      Six weeks earlier

      

      “Pass me the remote.” I take the clicker from my sister’s hand and mash the volume button. “Have you heard about this? Apparently, your brother-in-law has been handing out construction contracts in exchange for straight-up bribes.”

      “He’s your brother-in-law, too, technically,” Ashley says with a grimace. The picture on the television cuts to the half-constructed riverfront development which was apparently promised to a local construction company in exchange for campaign funds. Also known as blatant corruption.

      The reporter points to the grounds. “The three hundred million dollar project is currently six months behind schedule and is expected to be at least fifty million over budget.”

      I glance at my sister, and she avoids my eye. Finally, she drags her gaze up to mine and I watch her blush. I frown. “Did you know about this?”

      She moves her head from side to side and shrugs. “Maybe…?”

      My jaw drops. “Ash!”

      “I didn’t condone it!”

      “But you knew!”

      “That’s the whole reason Liam broke up with me last year! Because his brother thought I knew about it and would expose him. I used to work for Hansen Constructions, remember?”

      I whistle, leaning back on the couch. The picture cuts to the weather and I turn the volume back down. I shake my head. “That’s crazy. I can’t believe you knew!”

      “I didn’t know the details. Liam told me a bit about it after we got married, but he hasn’t even spoken to his brother in over a year. He doesn’t like talking about it.”

      “Drama.”

      “Serious drama,” Ashley agrees.

      “Are there any honest politicians?”

      Ashley just laughs. I put my feet up on the coffee table and sigh. I nod to my sister’s stomach. “How’s the baby.”

      “Good. Very active. Kicks a lot whenever Liam is around.” Her face softens. I smile at her and watch her rub her hands over her protruding, pregnant belly. Her eyebrows arch and she smiles at me, her whole face lighting up. “Give me your hand—here.”

      She puts my hand on her stomach and I feel a surprisingly powerful kick. “Holy shit!”

      “Don’t swear, Stella!”

      “It’s still inside you, Ash,” I laugh. “It’s not like it can hear me!”

      She glances at me sideways and arches an eyebrow. I stare at her stomach. “I’m sorry. I meant ‘holy moly’.” The baby stops moving and Ashley smiles.

      “Are you nervous?”

      “Yeah. Terrified,” she laughs. “Between this and the business, I think the next year or so is going to be intense. At least Liam will be out of school soon.”

      “I can’t believe he can graduate so quickly!”

      “He was able to use credits from his first bachelor’s degree, so he’s graduating early. Just in time for this little bun to pop out of my oven.”

      I grin and squeeze her arm. Pushing myself off the sofa, I head to the kitchen to get a glass of water—a part of me just wants to get away from her overwhelming happiness.

      It’s not that I’m jealous, exactly. I’m just… well, I’m the older sister. I’m the one who has a successful career and I thought that by now I’d be married with a kid of my own.

      But every relationship I have seems to end in disaster. I haven’t even dated anyone seriously in over a year. I take a big gulp of water and then head back out to the living room. I open my mouth to ask Ashley more about the Mayor and his corruption, but she’s fast asleep, cradling her stomach.

      I pull a blanket over her and tuck her in, and then I head over to my home office to do some work. Her husband, Liam—the Mayor’s brother—will pick her up when he’s done studying for the night. It’s been our new routine since she got pregnant. It’s been nice having her around a bit more, but I know that once Liam finishes his sports science degree and the baby comes, I’ll be seeing a lot less of her.

      Sighing, I sit down at my computer and open my email. It’s nearly 8 p.m., but that doesn’t stop the emails from streaming in. I flick through them one by one, replying when I need to and ignoring when I don’t.

      My computer dings when a new email comes through. My eyebrows jump up at the subject line, and I skip half a dozen unread emails to jump straight to that one.

      Subject: Mayor Maguire Defense

      I skim the email as my heart starts to thud. My firm has decided to take on that corrupt piece of shit’s defense. I start mashing my keyboard in reply.

      This is the guy who threatened to reveal my sister’s secrets. She could have gone to jail, and Adrian Maguire didn’t care. It’s the guy who tried to keep Liam and Ashley apart, and the guy who got the police chief to resign last year. He’s taken money from a shady construction company who couldn’t deliver on their promises, and now my firm is supposed to bail him out?

      Hell no.

      Anger floods my veins as I type my reply to my managing partner. I want no part of this. I am biased, and I wouldn’t be able to deliver a solid defense.

      I hate the guy.

      My lips curl into a snarl as I type. I read my email over, tweaking the wording and softening my anger. My nose is only a few inches from my screen, and I don’t hear the floorboards creak behind me.

      “Whatcha doin’?” Ashley’s voice is right beside my ear.

      I slam the laptop closed. “Nothing.” My heart jumps, bouncing around my ribs as I look at her, wide-eyed.

      She frowns, laughing. “Didn’t look like nothing? You were typing as if your life depended on it.”

      I shake my head and wave my hand. “Just work stuff. I thought you were asleep.”

      She rubs her eyes and nods. “I was. Sorry to impose on you like this, Liam should be here any minute.”

      My heart is still thumping from anger and adrenaline, but I try to take a deep breath to calm it down. I smile at my sister. “I like having you around.”

      I follow her out to the living room. She tells me something about the baby, or pregnancy, or Liam, but I don’t hear any of it.

      All I can think about is that email.

      What am I supposed to say to her? Liam hasn’t spoken to his brother in over a year! They’re basically estranged. Ashley has agreed with me that the Mayor is an unscrupulous, corrupt politician.

      And now I’m supposed to turn around and tell her that my firm is defending him?

      Ash smiles at me and yawns just as a car pulls up outside. “That must be Liam,” she smiles. I can see the love in her eyes, and my heart squeezes.

      She’s already so stressed between the baby, running her own business, and being the main breadwinner in their new family. Liam has exams and a part-time job to deal with.

      I can’t add to their stress. I can’t put this burden on them. I can tell that the news story is putting a strain on Ashley, and it’s probably worse for Liam.

      So when I open the door for Liam and watch Ashley slip her shoes on, I make a decision. I won’t tell them—not right away. They’ll find out eventually, of course, so I’ll have to tell her sooner or later. But right now, Ashley has a lot on her plate.

      I’ll go to work tomorrow, talk to my managing partner, and try to get taken off the case. I’ll cite a conflict of interest, or I’ll tell her that I’m not able to give the best defense, and I shouldn’t be part of the team.

      Then, I’ll tell Ashley that my firm is defending her brother-in-law. At least then it won’t be me.

      I give my sister a hug as the turmoil rages in my heart. I watch Liam put his arm around her as he leads her down the pathway toward their car. She waddles down, holding her stomach all the way to the car. He helps her every step of the way, making sure she’s in the car and settled before he goes to the driver’s side.

      Tears sting at my eyes. They’re such a perfect couple and they’re so in love.

      And me? All I’ve got are bad Tinder dates and a messy, unwanted case that just landed on my desk.
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      “Fuck!” I slam the phone down and then slam it down again. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I groan, rubbing my temples with my fingers. “That was Councilor Harrison. Because of this riverfront development mess, he’s not backing me on the highway improvements. I’m losing the City, Cheryl!”

      Cheryl, my assistant, takes a deep breath. “We’ll figure this out.”

      “I never should have taken that campaign money. I could have won without it!”

      “Probably, but you didn’t know that at the time. Adrian, we’ll figure this out.”

      I sigh, looking up at the ceiling and groaning. “This is going to ruin me.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “Maybe not!” I look at my assistant and snort. “Political careers have been ruined with much less than this. I could go to jail!”

      Cheryl takes a deep breath. Her eyebrows arch and she cracks her knuckles—that’s how I know she’s worried. She only cracks her knuckles when things are really, really bad.

      I nod to her hands. “You’ll give yourself arthritis.”

      “That’s a myth,” she replies absent-mindedly. “Look, I’ve set up a meeting with your lawyers. If we get in front of this, we can spin it. You can say that the two things are unrelated. They made a donation but it didn’t factor into them winning the tender for the riverfront development. They were the best company for the job.”

      “They are connected, though, Cheryl. You were there when I made the deal with that fuckhead John Hansen. I never should have trusted that Mr. T wannabe! I’ll rip every ring off his stupid fat fingers and stuff them down his throat!” I smack my palm on my desk and groan.

      “He’s in worse trouble than you are. Just calm down, Adrian. You’re meeting with the lawyers this afternoon, and we have a press conference tonight about it. Jerry is drafting a speech for you as we speak. We’ll figure this out.”

      Cheryl takes a step toward my desk and puts her fingertips down. She leans toward me, her face completely serious. She’s been my assistant for almost a decade, and in times like these, I’m glad to have someone loyal by my side.

      “Listen to me, Maguire. Get your shit together. If you start fraying at the edges, the press will tear you apart. Right now, we’re invoking the Fifth. No comment, no jokes, no reaction, nothing. Not until you speak with the lawyers. Until then, Jerry and I will write up a statement that you can give tonight. Keep. It. Together.”

      She says the last words slowly, staring me right in the eye. Her brown eyes are dark, almost black. She looks deadly serious, and she reminds me of a younger version of my mother.

      I nod.

      “Fine.”

      “Good. Don’t do anything stupid. Your appointment with the lawyers is at two o’clock.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      She leaves my office, and I slump down in my chair. City Hall feels like a prison, but I can’t leave or else I’ll get mobbed by the press. I glance out the window and I see them circling like vultures.

      They love this. Reporters thrive on this kind of thing. They loved me when I was on my way up, being the youngest mayor in Denver’s history. They loved me when I pledged to improve the roads and parks and schools. They loved me when I actually did improve the parks and gave more money to the schools.

      And now, they love this even more. The media is pouncing on this scandal and ripping me to shreds. I wasn’t joking when I said this would ruin me. I wouldn’t be surprised if I was impeached, convicted, and jailed.

      I blow the air out of my nostrils.

      I took the campaign money from Hansen Constructions. I did it. And then, I gave them a big contract in exchange. In retrospect, I realize that they were too small, too inexperienced to handle such a big project. It wasn’t exactly legal, of course… but it’s all par for the course. It’s construction, for fuck’s sake! The entire industry is built on backroom deals and greased palms.

      This is how these things work. Every politician in every branch of office has a skeleton in their closet.

      I just got caught, is all.

      And boy, do they ever love to see the Golden Boy fall. A lot more than they like to see him rise, evidently.

      I groan, dropping my head in my hands. I was supposed to be governor, and after that—who knows? I had dreams, big dreams. White House dreams.

      Well now, those dreams are dead in the water.

      I’m nothing. I’m nobody.

      I’m a corrupt municipal politician.

      I groan.

      Idiot!

      I sigh as the phone rings, bracing myself for more deflections, more explanations, more invoking of the Fifth Amendment.

      

      I don’t feel much better by the time I get to the lawyer’s office. Cheryl nods to me and gestures to a chair in the lobby. “I’ll be right here.”

      I nod.

      A pretty receptionist in a tight pencil skirt leads me down a glass hallway toward a conference room. She brings me a coffee with a smile.

      “They shouldn’t be too long.”

      “Sure,” I answer. My heart is thumping and my palms are sweaty. Some people hate dentists, but I hate lawyers. Their offices are pretentious, and they’ll suck you dry if you let them. I’m expecting to be talked down to, and then made to feel special, and finally told to open my wallet.

      What I don’t expect is to hear raised voices coming through the wall behind me. I lean back, turning my head to listen.

      “…It’s a conflict of interest! I won’t do it.”

      There’s a muffled voice, that’s obviously trying to calm this woman down.

      “He’s my brother-in-law…. Yes, I know there’s no law against it, but I can’t do it. I won’t…. I won’t.”

      I take a deep breath. Whoever that client is, he’s a poor bastard if he can’t even get his lawyers to take him on. His case is fucking doomed.

      At least I’ve got deep pockets and it wasn’t a problem to get the best criminal law firm in the city. Apparently, they have a criminal defense lawyer who specializes in corruption cases.

      Lucky fucking me.

      A door slams. A couple seconds later, two men and two women come streaming through the door. I don’t see any of them though, except for the last woman to walk in. She’s tall, with dark blonde hair and curves like I’ve never seen before.

      Then, I see her face. She looks at me with so much anger, so much venom, so much hatred, that the other shoe finally drops.

      She was the woman next door, and the poor sap who can’t even get his lawyers to want him?

      Yeah, that’s me.

      My heart sinks to my stomach as the woman takes the furthest seat she can. She doesn’t look at me, instead just folding her hands on the table and staring straight ahead. A vein is pulsing in her neck, and her whole body is trembling.

      She’s furious.

      I stare at her curiously, and she ignores me. It’s… kind of hot.

      Who am I kidding? It’s fucking hot. I’d love to bend her over this table and fuck the anger right out of her. I bet she’s an animal between the sheets. She could dig those French-manicured fingernails into my back. She could bite me and scratch me all she wanted until she begged me for more.

      “Mr. Mayor,” the other woman says, and my head snaps toward her. I clear my throat, getting up to shake the hand she extends toward me. “I’m Theresa Gregg. I’m the Managing Partner here.”

      “Of course. Nice to meet you, and please, call me Adrian.”

      She smiles, motioning for me to take a seat. The other woman hasn’t looked at me at all. I try not to smile, but I’m secretly loving this. There’s nothing I like more than a challenge, and she’s just asking for me to take her on.

      Then, I remember what I heard through the wall and my heartbeat slows.

      Brother-in-law.

      My eyes widen and I glance at her again, and I see it. The fine, graceful nose, the blonde hair, the sharp, blue eyes.

      Her sister is married to my brother. The brother that I haven’t spoken to in over a year. The brother who chose his wife over his family. The brother who betrayed me by giving away all my leverage to the one person that shouldn’t have gotten it. The brother who currently holds one little USB key with my future stored on it.

      This woman is Stella King.

      I feel that same anger brewing inside me, white-hot and pure. I clear my throat and nod to Stella.

      “I can’t work with her.”

      She finally swings those blue eyes my way, and a cruel smile paints itself on her face. Theresa stutters.

      “My point exactly,” Stella says. She pushes her chair back. “Excuse me.”

      She only takes two steps before Theresa holds up her hand. “Sit. Down.”

      Stella freezes, her back arching up as she raises her chin. Theresa nods to the chair that Stella just vacated and after a tense pause, she sits down. She’s fuming, and my cock throbs despite myself.

      I’d fuck that woman every way to next week, and I’d love every second of it.

      Unfortunately, she represents everything that’s gone wrong with my term as mayor. Stella’s eyes land on me and I see the depth of her hatred for a moment, and then she sighs.

      Theresa clears her throat. “Stella just won a very similar case with a big developer. It wasn’t as high-profile as this one, of course, but the bones are the same. She’s the most thorough, conscientious, stubborn lawyer I’ve ever had the pleasure of working with. Firing her from this team would be a very big mistake.”

      The Managing Partner arches her eyebrows as she says the last words. Her eyes are hard, and she swings them toward Stella.

      “And Ms. King. This is a career case. This will make you.”

      “This is municipal politics, Theresa. It’s not making anyone’s career.” She stares at me pointedly. “And plus, he’s a piece of shit.”

      A couple people in the room inhale. I hold her gaze as a smile tugs at my lips. Her blue eyes are blazing, and that vein in her neck is still pumping hot blood.

      I nod to her boss. “She can stay.”

      Stella makes an exasperated noise, but Theresa throws her a glance and she says nothing. I fight to keep the grin off my face.

      Adrian: 1, Stella: 0.
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      I hate his stupid smirk. I hate his stupid dimples. I hate his stupid hair and how perfectly it sits on his stupid little head.

      I can’t even look at him without feeling my blood boil.

      And Theresa! I thought she’d understand. I thought when she realized that his brother was married to my sister, she’d take me off the case, but then she told me that was the whole reason she’d put me on it.

      She said a personal connection wasn’t a conflict of interest. She said my dislike of him would probably help me to look at the case objectively. It would help me to get in the minds of the public, since it was likely to become a media circus.

      So here I am, sitting in a conference room a couple feet away from the man who tried to ruin my sister’s life. I steal a glance at him as he nods along to what Theresa is saying. His eyes flick to me for an instant and the anger inside me burns brighter.

      There is one redeeming thing about this: the case is a mess. He took a campaign donation from a small construction company and promised them a huge development project they couldn’t handle. The tender was a mess, and there’s no way anyone in their right mind would have awarded the contract to Hansen Constructions.

      It’s blatant corruption.

      He deserves to go away for this.

      But somehow, I have to defend this guy.

      No, ‘guy’ is too generous. I have to defend this excrement. This sub-human. This pseudo-handsome, arrogant, good-for-nothing… ugh. I don’t even have words for how awful he is. Even thinking of insults makes me feel worse. I take a deep breath and try to focus on what Theresa is saying, but all I can think about is how much of a mess this is.

      What am I supposed to tell Ashley now? How am I supposed to explain this one?

      ‘Oh, hey, my boss thought it was great that I hate this guy, because it wouldn’t cloud my judgement.’

      Yeah, that’ll fly. She’ll understand.

      Not.

      She’s having a baby, she’s under financial stress, her husband’s brother is plastered all over the news, and now she has to deal with me, too.

      I’m the worst sister, defending the worst brother in the universe. Anger makes my eyes water, and I hate myself for it.

      If I start crying in a business meeting, I’ll never forgive myself. So instead, I focus on Adrian. His shirt is expensively tailored.

      Arrogant ass.

      His shoulders strain against the silky material as he adjusts his tie.

      So full of himself.

      He leans forward, licking his lips in concentration as he reads something that Theresa pushes over to him. My heart thuds, and I look away. His lips are plump, almost feminine.

      My whole body is burning up. I can’t think straight. There’s a jug of water on the table, and I pour myself a glass. A drop splashes beside the glass and I wipe it away with my sleeve. I take a big gulp and feel a stare on my face.

      He’s looking at me, with that stupid arrogant smirk on his face. He arches an eyebrow and then goes back to reading the file in his hands.

      God, I hate him.

      I hate his guts.

      There is no one in this world that I hate more than this man.

      Mercifully, Theresa calls the meeting to a close and everyone’s chairs scrape back. Adrian doesn’t move, and I make a bee-line for the door. As soon as I’m in the hallway, I take a deep breath and head for my office.

      Safely inside, I plop into my chair and groan.

      This is a nightmare. This is worse than a nightmare, because a nightmare would end when I wake up. There’s no waking up from this. It just goes on, and on, and on, until everything in my life falls apart.

      I can already tell that this case is going to be the kind of case that sucks the life out of me. It’ll take every waking minute to deal with the press, and the paperwork, and I’ll have to work double time to keep up with everything.

      And for what?

      For a guy who doesn’t even have the decency to try to patch things up with his brother. For a guy who not once apologized to my sister for what he did. For a guy that just sat there, smirking at me.

      He knows what he did

      Tears sting my eyes and I brush them away angrily. I need to get a grip. This is happening whether I like it or not. I sit up straighter and take a deep breath to compose myself.

      I can deal with this. I can handle it. Ashley will understand.

      It’s just work. I don’t have to like the guy; I don’t have to speak to him. My sister will get it, she has to.

      I try to look at my computer screen, but all the letters are blurring together. I drop my head in my hands and groan.

      I jump when there’s a knock on the door. I sniffle, straightening myself up and taking a deep breath to compose myself.

      I clear my throat. “Come in!”

      Regret instantly floods through me. Adrian Maguire steps through the door, closing it behind him.

      “Get out.”

      “Hold on,” he says, lifting his hands up. “Just… give me a minute.”

      “My billing rates are expensive.”

      “I can afford it,” he grins. Stupid fucking dimples. I motion for him to continue. “Look,” he starts. “I think we can make this work. I don’t want to cause you grief. We’re both professionals. From the sounds of it, this is a good case for your firm.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “What the fuck do you care about my firm? From what I know about you, you only care about yourself.” I shake my head, scoffing. “And you call yourself a professional? Remember when you got my sister fired from her job? Or how about when you got your brother to threaten her? Huh? Was that professional?”

      He drops his hands and takes a deep breath.

      “I deserve that.”

      “Wow, how big of you to admit that.” I roll my eyes.

      That smirk appears on his face again, and it enrages me that he’s enjoying this. He’s supposed to hate me as much as I hate him. He’s supposed to avoid me, and only speak to me when he absolutely has to. I’ll win his case for him, and then we can never see each other again.

      It’s simple. Easy. Clean.

      I shake my head, widening my eyes at him. “Look, I’ll work your case as best I can, because I actually am a professional. But I’m not going to be your fucking friend, okay? Now, it’s been about three minutes. I’ll invoice your office.”

      He chuckles, and I hate that it reverberates in my chest. His voice is low and growly when he responds, and warmth spreads through the pit of my stomach. My cheeks burn.

      “Come to dinner with me. We can clear the air.”

      My jaw drops open as I consider his question. His piercing, icy-blue eyes drill into mine as he takes a step forward. He flexes his hands, arching his eyebrows and opening his palms out toward me.

      “What do you say?” His dimples make an appearance as he tries his best smile on me.

      I look him up and down, despising how attractive he is.

      “Absolutely not.”

      And then I turn to my computer and ignore him until he goes away. When the door finally closes after him, I let out a sigh and sink down in my chair. I groan, exhaling in frustration.

      This is worse than I ever expected.

      I pick up my phone and stare at it for a few minutes. I wonder how I could say this to Ashley. The longer I wait, the worse it gets. Maybe I could just dial her number and explain to her that my boss told me in no uncertain terms that if I didn’t work this case, I had to find myself a new job.

      And in Denver, with my specialty, there aren’t many options. I’d probably have to move out of state, and that means transferring my credentials, probably taking the bar again—in short, a nightmare.

      Ashley would understand… right?

      My phone vibrates. Ash just sent me a picture of her pregnant belly, side-by-side with a picture of her before her pregnancy.

      Ashley: I can’t wait to get this baby out of me. I just ugly-cried because Liam finished the Nutella.

      Stella: Pregnancy hormones?

      Ashley: That’s what I’m blaming. Just ten more weeks.

      I sigh. I type out a quick answer and then toss my phone in a drawer. This is bad. If she’s biting her husband’s head off for finishing a jar of freaking hazelnut spread, how will she react when I tell her that I’m defending the man who tried to ruin her life?

      I can’t do that to her right now. She has enough on her plate.

      I get up off my chair and stretch my back, rolling my head from side to side. Then, I sigh. I’m just making excuses. This isn’t about Ashley and how overwhelmed she is. This is about me not wanting to face the reality of my situation.

      I sit back down and stare at my computer, and then I finally open Adrian’s file and start working. I may hate the man, but I don’t want to lose my job. I’ll figure out how to talk to Ashley later.
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      After the meeting at the lawyers’ office, I give the statement that my staffers write and dodge the multitude of questions that come flying from the reporters. Then, I duck into a car and drive back to the Denver Mayor’s Residence. My 19,500 square foot home already has a dozen reporters outside the gates.

      I sigh. I’m sick of this already. This whole thing was more fun when they adored me. My driver opens the gates and honks until the reporters part. They stick their cameras against my tinted windows and I keep staring straight ahead. The gates close behind us and I glance back, making sure no overzealous reporter has followed me inside.

      I nod to my driver. “Take the night off. I’m not leaving here tonight.”

      He grunts.

      Once I’m safely inside the door, I lock myself in the mansion and look around.

      I could lose all this. I’ve only been in this house for just over a year, but it could be all gone once this case goes to court. All the work I did to get here, all the good, honest work I’ve done since I’ve been mayor—it’ll all be gone.

      I sit down on an expensive couch and look around at the glass, the marble, the expensive furnishings… it could all be taken away from me in exchange for a tiny jail cell.

      The lawyers don’t think it’ll come to that, but it’s still at the back of my mind.

      I did it. I took the money; I awarded the contract. It’s hard not to imagine being punished for it. A part of me doesn’t want to fight it. I did it, I should be punished.

      Simple.

      Sighing, I let my thoughts drift back to Stella. She sat behind her desk like a queen on a throne, and all I could think about was sinking my cock so deep inside her she forgot how much she hated me.

      It’s wrong to be this attracted to someone. I don’t know if I’m attracted to her, or to how much she dislikes me. It’s written all over her features, in every movement she makes when I’m around, in every sound that comes out of her pretty little mouth.

      And I love it.

      My entire life, I’ve been surrounded by people who are just trying to crawl up my ass. My family is rich, and my parents like to flaunt it. So, when I was a kid, that changed the way people treated me.

      When I went into politics, it got even worse. Cheryl is the only one who has the guts to say no to me, and even she ends up being full of flattery.

      But not Stella King. She doesn’t care about flattery. She wears her emotions on her face, loud and clear. There’s no hiding behind fake smiles and micro expressions. There’s no doubting what she thinks.

      She wears her hatred for me like a badge of honor, and I have to respect that.

      My doorbell chimes, and I glance toward it. I’m not expecting anyone, and most people close to me would have called. It could be a brave reporter that made his way past my security team, and I have no interest in opening that door.

      The doorbell rings again and I sigh, pushing myself up off the couch and trudging toward the front door. I open it up, bracing myself for a deluge of questions.

      My eyebrows jump up. “Liam!”

      “Hey.”

      My little brother stares at me, his face unreadable. Well, ‘little’ probably isn’t the right descriptor. He’s an ex-Olympian who’s taken up weightlifting since he retired. He’s as tall as me, and a bit wider. Right now, his green eyes are dark and stormy.

      I step aside to let him in, and then glance behind him. Cameras flash as reporters try their best to get a shot of me. I groan, closing the door and locking it firmly. I motion toward the living room, and my brother nods.

      He looks around the Mayor’s Residence and whistles. “Glad to see you’ve landed on your feet.”

      “Might not be in here much longer. Drink?” I start walking toward the bar in the corner of the room. I uncork a crystal decanter of cognac and glances at my brother.

      He shakes his head. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?” I pour a bit of cognac into my glass and look at him again.

      “Haven’t touched the stuff in over a year, and I’m not going to start now.”

      “Really?” I spin around to look at him, eyes wide. My brother, certified party animal, is completely sober now? “Things have changed,” I say.

      He grunts. “I’ve changed. Things have mostly stayed the same.”

      We sit down across from each other. He looks around the room and I look at him. His dark auburn hair is shorter than I remember, neatly cut and styled. He looks tired, but otherwise healthier than when I last saw him.

      “So, to what do I owe this honor?”

      Liam finally swings his eyes back toward me. He interlaces his fingers and watches as I take a sip of my drink.

      “I’m here about the case. It’s all over the news.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “I’d like you to keep Ashley out of it.”

      “It’s not really up to me.”

      Tension ripples in his shoulders and he keeps his green eyes trained on me. “Adrian, she’s very pregnant. We’re about to have a baby, I’m about to graduate, and this whole mess would just put too much strain on everything. I’m asking you, please, to do what you can to keep us out of the case.”

      I sit back and exhale. “I knew you’d gotten married, but I had no idea she was pregnant.”

      “Six months,” he nods. His face softens and he glances out the window. A smile twitches at his lips and he sighs again. “Going to be a little boy.”

      “Congratulations, little brother. I would have sent a present, I had no idea.”

      “I don’t want your presents. I just want you to stay out of our lives.”

      He doesn’t say it with venom. He doesn’t say it angrily. He just says it matter-of-factly, and that stings more than I expected.

      Until now, I hadn’t really considered how Liam was doing. I knew he’d cut my parents off and stopped talking to me, but I guess I hadn’t thought that he might actually be happy in his new life. Seeing him now makes me reconsider. Maybe he’s the one who made the right choice. Maybe I’m the fool, and not the other way around.

      He sighs, running his fingers through his hair and finally nodding to me.

      “I’d better go. Ash is at her sister’s and I need to go pick her up.”

      “Stella?”

      He frowns. “Yeah, why?”

      I sit back and shake my head. “No reason.” I stare at him curiously, but I see no hint of recognition on his face. He says nothing more about the case, and my eyebrows arch in understanding. She hasn’t told them yet.

      She hasn’t told her sister that she’s defending the Big Bad Wolf—the evil man that they all think I am.

      Looks like Stella isn’t as fearless as I thought she was. I stand up and walk Liam over to the front door. I extend my hand toward him. He hesitates, but finally shakes it.

      “Look, Liam. I… I’m sorry. I’m happy for you, it sounds like you’re doing really well. I’ll do what I can to keep you guys out of this. I promise.”

      Liam nods. “I appreciate that.”

      I take a deep breath, chewing my lip. “I’m sorry for how it all went down last year.” I shake my head and open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I want to tell him that I miss him, that I’m glad to see him, that I don’t like being cut off from his life. I want to tell him that I want to meet the baby and that I regret being such a fucking dick to him for the sake of a doomed political career.

      But how can I say that? How can I say anything in the foyer of the Mayor’s Residence? The house looms over us like a massive reminder of what I chose over him.

      Liam nods at me, and then opens the door and walks out. I watch him for a few seconds as he stalks down the pathway, unfazed by the reporters outside the gate. They part around him silently, as if they can sense that he shouldn’t be bothered. My little brother is more self-assured and more confident than I’ve ever seen him.

      I close the door and sigh.

      His visit rattled me. I don’t want to admit it to myself, but I have to. Seeing him reminded me of what I did on my path to this mansion.

      And for what?

      The journey from councilor to mayor was made step by step, and I didn’t realize who I was hurting along the way until now.

      I was only thinking of becoming mayor, and then becoming governor, and then…

      Sighing, I sit down and pick up my glass of liquor again. Those dreams all seem very far-fetched now. From where I’m sitting, they seem almost laughable. I really thought I had a chance at being the President of the United States?

      Ridiculous.

      I’m one scandal away from losing everything… and then what do I have left?

      I have no wife, no children, my brother won’t speak to me except to tell me to keep him out of my mess. I still speak to my parents, but how many friends do I actually have?

      How many people have called me to lend me their support once this story broke?

      I laugh bitterly. Not many.

      Cheryl—but I’m the one who signs her paychecks. There’s Barry, my private investigator, but again—I’m Mr. Moneybags to him.

      How many people are around me because they choose to be, for no other reason than they actually like me?

      None.
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      When Adrian Maguire knocks on my office door frame, I think I’m seeing things. I frown at him.

      “Did we have a meeting scheduled today?” I look behind him at my assistant, who apologizes with a look. “What are you doing here?”

      “Ms. King, so nice to see you,” he smiles. He steps through and closes the door. The room suddenly feels stuffy. I don’t move from behind my desk, and I watch his movements carefully.

      He’s like a panther. Sleek and quiet as he pads over toward the chairs. He sits down across from me and tents his fingers in front of his chest. He smiles at me, with his perfect teeth and his dimples on full display. Stupid, sexy Adrian.

      “Can I help you? You really should make an appointment. I have a meeting in five—”

      “I won’t be long.”

      I stare at him. He’s actually enjoying this. It’s like he wants to mess with me, to make me as angry as possible. I arch my eyebrows, refusing to speak.

      He opens his arms and smiles wider. “I had a visit from my brother yesterday.”

      My heart thumps. If he told Liam that I’m defending him, then Ashley will know. She’ll be very, very angry if she finds out from someone else.

      I clear my throat and shift in my seat. My mouth feels dry.

      Adrian starts laughing. “Relax, Stella—may I call you Stella? —my brother doesn’t know we’re working together.”

      I exhale despite myself. Adrian is still smiling. He arches an eyebrow. “Better? You were looking a little tense.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Well, I thought you might reconsider my offer. When my brother visited last night and I realized he didn’t know about you and me—”

      “There is no ‘you and me’, Mr. Maguire,” I interrupt. “You are my client, and I am working on your case. There’s nothing between us, nothing beyond the strict confines of this particular professional relationship.”

      “Of course.”

      “But?”

      “But when I realized that you hadn’t told your sister about… my case… I thought it would be an opportunity to clear the air.”

      I take a deep breath. I’m sick of these games. “What are you saying, Mr. Maguire? Just say what you mean.”

      “Come to dinner with me. I won’t tell my brother about this until you’re ready to tell your sister. I just want to show you that I’m not the monster you think I am.”

      I look at him with an arched eyebrow. His chiseled jaw and piercing blue eyes are what won him the election, I’m sure of it. He has a gift for looking sincere all the time, and he’s mastered the easy smile.

      Well, he doesn’t fool me. I know what a snake he is, and he can turn his charm on full-blast, and it still won’t faze me.

      Taking a deep breath, I consider his proposal. “So, let me get this straight. You won’t tell my sister that you’ve hired my firm for your case if I go out to dinner with you.”

      “Exactly. Simple.”

      “That sounds a lot like extortion.”

      “It’s dinner, Stella. I think it’ll help you to work on my case effectively.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of working on your case effectively without spending any unnecessary time with you.”

      His tongue slides out to lick his lips and a current of warmth snakes down my spine. It settles in the pit of my stomach, and I can’t help but watch the way he moves. He flexes his hands, and I notice how broad they are. His eyes flash. He swallows, and I notice his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

      Every second that I spend with him heightens my confusion. I despise him with every fiber of my being, but my body is reacting to his in an entirely… friendlier way.

      “Stella,” he says, and I hate how good my name sounds on his tongue. “I’m just asking you to get to know me. I’m not a monster.”

      “Do you realize that this sort of extortion is exactly what got you into this mess in the first place?”

      “I never extorted anyone. I had a business deal with a partner.”

      “Right, well, it wasn’t legal. And this right here?” I point my fingers between him and me. “This is telling me a lot more about you than a dinner at some swanky restaurant will.”

      His eyes sweep from my face down my body and that fire burns in my stomach again.

      “Give me a chance. I’m not the devil.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      Adrian laughs, and this time it sounds genuine. It’s not the schmoozy, fake laugh that he uses in meeting and press conferences. His mouth opens wider and his eyes crinkle more. Adrian shakes his head.

      “I like you, Stella.”

      “I can’t say I return the feeling.”

      “Come on. I’m begging now. Go out to dinner with me, and I won’t tell your sister about this.”

      “Would you really tell her if I don’t?”

      “If it’ll convince you to come out with me, then yes. I’ll walk out of this office and get her on the phone.”

      “You’re a piece of shit.”

      “You’ve mentioned that.”

      “How did you get past my assistant, anyway?”

      “It’s not exactly Fort Knox.”

      He leans toward me, a smile playing over his stupidly attractive lips. A strand of hair falls across his forehead and his blue eyes twinkle.

      I grimace. “I’ll bill you double for the hours.”

      “I can afford it.”

      “I have work to do.”

      He grins and stands up. “Well, I won’t keep you a second longer. How’s Friday?”

      “Whatever.”

      He laughs again, and my hatred for him dims the slightest bit. He nods at me and strides out the door. My assistant, Olivia, comes rushing through the doorway.

      “Stella, I am so sorry. He just walked past and he said something about an appointment and I tried to stop him, but—”

      “It’s fine, Olivia, really.” I sigh. “Block off Friday evening on my calendar, will you?” Olivia nods. She looks terrified, and I try to smile at her. “It’s okay, Olivia. Thank you.”

      “Okay.” She forces a smile and then walks back to her desk.

      It’s the truth, too. I’m not even angry. A part of me is looking forward to Friday night. It’s a small part of me, but still, a part of me wants to spend more time with him.

      Then, I take a deep breath and groan. The more time I spend with him, the less I hate him. That in itself feels like a betrayal. What if his annoying, charismatic smile starts to win me over? What if, by the end of this case, I don’t hate him at all? What would Ashley think, then?

      This was supposed to be professional. I was going to tell Ashley about it when the time was right, and I would explain that my hands are tied. I had to take the case, because otherwise I would lose my job.

      But now?

      Now I’m going out to dinner with him. I’m spending time with him outside of the office, and that is completely unacceptable.

      No, I need to tell Ashley. I need to explain everything to her before it blows up in my face. Just… not today. Maybe after Friday, after I see how he acts at dinner.

      Then I’ll tell her. I’ll meet up with her on Saturday for coffee or lunch and I’ll tell her everything.
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      My office is falling apart. Everything is in turmoil, and I spend every day this week just trying to keep my head above water. Agreements that I’ve made fall through, and I lose all semblance of control as mayor. My own party is turning against me, with all my staff running like rats off a sinking ship.

      It’s a nightmare. I’m hanging on by a thread. The Governor could have me removed as mayor—it doesn’t help that he knows I was gunning for his job.

      So, by the time Friday rolls around, I’m glad to see Stella. Even though it’s obvious that she doesn’t want to be here, I can’t help but smile when I see her walk into the restaurant. The hostess leads her to our table, and I stand up to greet her.

      She ignores my outstretched hand and sits down, barely throwing me a glance.

      I grin.

      “Nice to see you, Ms. King.”

      “Wish I could say the same. You might want to hurry this along. It could turn out to be an expensive dinner for you. I’m on the clock.”

      “I told you before, I can afford it.”

      She looks at me over the menu and grunts. She looks back down and ignores me as best she can, but finally I see her eyes flick up toward mine. She sighs and closes the menu. By the time the waitress comes back to take our drink orders, she still hasn’t said anything.

      This might be harder than I expected.

      “So,” I start. “How was your week.”

      “Long.”

      I try to fight a grin. “Stella, I’m not the enemy.”

      “No, you’re a client. If you’d like to discuss your case, I can do that. I won’t discuss any personal matters with you.”

      Her eyes drift over my shoulders and then snap back to my face. She takes a deep breath and then sips the wine I ordered. She nods.

      “It’s good.”

      “It’s a Shiraz.”

      “Full-bodied,” she says.

      Just like you.

      My cock throbs as I watch her take another sip. She has no idea how fucking sexy she is, or how much I want her. The idea of winning her over—of making this hard, serious woman bend over for me—it’s almost irresistible. By the look on her face, it might be a little more difficult than I thought.

      “My brother told me your sister is expecting. Congratulations. You’ll be an aunt.”

      A smile flashes in her eyes before her mask of hatred returns. She nods. “Yeah. I’m really happy for her.”

      “Do you want kids?”

      She sighs. “I never thought I did. I thought my career was everything. But seeing Ashley like this… I don’t know. It’s made me reconsider some things.”

      “You love your sister.”

      Stella nods.

      We fall silent for a few moments. I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry about what happened last year—during the election. I wasn’t thinking straight. I never meant to hurt your sister.”

      “Well, you’re paying for it now.”

      “Yeah.” I think of the nightmare that my job has become and I sigh. “I was selfish.”

      “You were. You still are.”

      “How do you know that?” I frown. I grin at her, shaking my head. “I could be a saint now. You don’t know me.”

      “You threatened to tell my sister about this in order to get me to go out with you, with no regard for my feelings or my wishes. That’s selfish.”

      I sit back. “True. Are you enjoying yourself, though?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “So you don’t think the end justifies the means?”

      “And what end is that?” She arches an eyebrow, and my cock throbs. The end that I have in mind is my shaft buried deep inside her, and her mouth open as she screams my name.

      I chuckle. “Just two adults having a good time.”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m having a good time. It’s good wine, though.” She leans back, and her eyes sparkle in the dim light of the restaurant. I nudge my foot forward and my knee touches hers. She doesn’t flinch away. Her eyes stay steady on mine, and she takes another sip of wine.

      “So, Theresa says you’re the best in the state for this kind of case. Corruption is your specialty?”

      She nods. “She made it clear that I had to work the case, otherwise I wouldn’t touch it with a ten foot pole.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Do you have a plan? I mean, even if we avoid jail time for you, your political career is pretty much over. I can’t see you winning another term, even if they don’t remove you from office. What are you going to do?”

      I arch my eyebrows in surprise. No one has said that to me. People have criticized me on the news, but everyone close to me has talked about getting through this, recovering, moving on.

      No one has told me that it’s over. Really, truly over.

      But Stella says it, and she could be right. I sigh. “I’m not really sure.”

      “Well, what do you like to do?”

      “This.” I open my palms toward her and shrug. “I like working with people. Making deals. Getting things done. I like being in charge. I always thought politics was it for me. This is what I wanted.”

      “Well, surely you can start a business? If you can afford to take me out to a dinner like this, you can afford to start your own thing. You’d be in charge then, too.”

      I sigh. “I guess I haven’t thought that far.”

      “Well, as your lawyer, I would advise you to think a little further.” She leans forward, her face serious. “This is bad, Adrian.”

      It’s the first time she’s used my name, and I love the way it sounds. I want her to say it again, over and over in my ear. She doesn’t have that hatred in her eyes right now, she’s looking at me openly, sincerely. She looks like she genuinely cares.

      What she doesn’t know is that I’ve hardly got any friends. I pushed everyone away when I got into politics, and the friends that I do have are turning their backs on me. How do you start a business when you have no contacts?

      Our waitress arrives to take our food orders, and my eyebrows arch when Stella orders a steak. When the waitress walks away, I grin.

      “Filet mignon, huh? Didn’t take you for a steak girl.”

      “No? What did you take me for?”

      “Maybe a salad. Isn’t that what women usually order on a date?”

      She laughs, shaking her head. Stella picks up her glass of wine and points it at me. “First of all, this isn’t a date. Second of all, I’m not going to order a salad when someone else is picking up the bill.”

      “Feels like a date to me,” I grin. “Wine, dinner, conversation about our hopes and dreams.”

      “If this is what your dates are like, then I truly feel sorry for you.”

      “At least if you’re pitying me, you’re not hating me.”

      She smiles, shaking her head. She tilts her head to the side and stares at my face. Her eyes are bright and intelligent. Her hair, usually tied back in a neat bun, is tumbling around her shoulders. A candle flickers on our table, throwing shadows all over her soft features.

      She sighs. “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Push everyone away. Pursue this political career that will leave you with nothing and no-one.”

      I chew my lip and take a deep breath. “I guess… I don’t know. I’ve always been goal-oriented. Liam was always a star. Everyone knew who he was, and I was the brother of the Olympian. So I guess I just wanted to make my mark.”

      “Good old sibling rivalry, huh?”

      “Isn’t that why you’ve been reconsidering your desire not to have kids?”

      “I wouldn’t call that rivalry,” she laughs. “I’m glad for my sister. She’s happy.”

      “But you want what she has.”

      Stella says nothing. She sips her wine and sets it back down on the white tablecloth, keeping her fingers on the delicate stem. She swallows, and then looks up at me.

      “You’re different than I thought you’d be.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re lonelier.”
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      By the time I leave the restaurant, my head is spinning. Adrian is a hard man to hate. He walks me over to my car and for a crazy second, I think he’s going to kiss me.

      He stands next to my car and looks into my eyes. When he’s this close to me, I realize how tall he is. He’s built like an athlete—muscular and lean. His eyes are dark, and his face is cast in shadows. He lifts his eyes up to the sky and takes a deep breath.

      “Thanks for agreeing to come out tonight,” he says, looking back down at me.

      I take a deep breath and his musky, manly scent fills my nostrils. I’m surprised at how much I like his smell.

      I nod. “Despite being blackmailed into coming, I actually didn’t have a terrible time.”

      He grins and a bolt of lightning goes through my chest. I still think he’s a bad person, but I can’t help but like it when he smiles at me. His smile widens, and my insides turn to goo. My womb aches and my knees knock together as he stares into my eyes. His tongue slides out to lick his lips, and he takes a deep breath.

      “I’ll see you on Monday for that progress meeting.”

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. I nod, playing with my car keys in my hands. “Yeah.”

      

      Telling Ashley about Adrian being a client is harder than I expected. We’re at a coffee shop—me with my latte and her with an herbal tea, and she’s telling me about her latest doctor’s appointment. Apparently, Liam is studying later and later every night, and she’s having trouble keeping up with everything at work.

      She sighs. “I just don’t know how I’ll handle it all once the baby comes.”

      “I’ll help as much as I can,” I say.

      Ashley smiles. “You’ve done so much for me already, Stella. And plus, you work more than I do. How’s work going, anyway? I’ve just been talking about myself for the past thirty minutes.”

      This is it. This is my chance to work my news into the conversation. It’s a clear opening, and I can come clean to my sister. I can tell her everything and get it over with.

      Just like a Band-Aid. Rip it off, Stella. Say the words.

      But then, her face lights up and she puts a hand on her stomach. “He’s kicking,” she giggles.

      The moment is gone, and I lose my nerve. I don’t want to ruin her day. I don’t want to pile more stress on top of her or make her feel like she can’t talk to me. She needs me more than ever. She’s overwhelmed, and things are only going to get more difficult when the baby comes.

      So, I say nothing.

      It’s cowardly, but I keep telling myself that I’m doing it for her sake. Plus, I haven’t figured out how I feel. Last week, it would have been easier. I could have explained that I despise Adrian Maguire and I’m only taking the case because otherwise I’d lose my job.

      But now, after last night… I’m not so sure. I still hate what he did and I hate how he hurt my sister. But at the same time, he’s human.

      If this was his master plan, it’s working. He’s no longer the enemy, and a growing part of me actually wants to help him.

      

      I regret not telling her for the entire drive back to my house. I park my car in the garage and take a deep breath, beating myself up for not having the nerve to have a hard conversation.

      I’m a grown-ass woman, a successful lawyer, a boss in my own right… and I can’t talk to my little sister about something difficult. It’s pathetic.

      I sigh and slip out of the car. I slam the door and frown—there’s a noise coming from the side of the house. It sounds a lot like banging. Dropping my purse back in the car, I make my way toward the sound. It gets louder as I make my way along the side of the house, and when I turn the corner to the back yard I exhale.

      “Mark?”

      My ex-boyfriend turns around. He’s shirtless, his blonde, sun-kissed hair shining in the late summer sun. His tool belt is hanging low on his hips, and he reaches up to his mouth to remove a couple nails he was holding between his lips.

      “Stella! Babe! What’s up?”

      “Babe?” I frown. “What are you doing here?”

      “Fixing the deck. It’s not safe, and you said you’d have someone fix it before the end of the summer. You shouldn’t even be standing on it.”

      I cast my eye around his work area—he must have been here for a couple hours. He’s got a circular saw out, and fresh timber lying beside the deck. He’s already fixed four rotting planks and is working on a fifth.

      Walking toward him, I hold my hands up and shake my head.

      “You can’t just show up here, Mark. You don’t live here anymore. We broke up a year ago!”

      “I didn’t want you to hurt yourself.” He turns back to the deck and hammers two nails in with one stroke each. His toned, muscular body is gleaming with a thin sheen of sweat. I watch as he inspects the next few planks and then moves over to remove another rotten section. “You’ll have to get this sanded down and stained again. It doesn’t look like it’s been done in about ten years. Really, you should just rip up the whole deck and start over, but at least this way you won’t break your ankle.”

      “Mark.” He ignores me, pulling out his tape measure to measure up a new plank. “Mark,” I say again, a bit louder.

      He grunts.

      “Mark!” Finally he looks at me, his eyebrows raised. His chest heaves as he inhales, and then his abs contract with his exhale. I take a deep breath. I remember curling my fingers into his chest hair, nuzzling into his body like it was where I belonged. I thought I’d be with him forever, but then it all fell apart, just like everything else in my life.

      I shake my head. I’m trembling. “You have to leave.”

      He points to the deck. “I’ve got at least a couple hours left in this.”

      “You. Need. To. Leave. We are not together. You don’t live here anymore. I will fix my own deck in my own time.”

      He frowns, sliding his hammer into his tool belt. “Stella.” He takes a step toward me, holding his arms out by his sides. “Come on. I’m just trying to help. You’ll break your ankle on this deck.”

      “I don’t even use it. I’m working most of the time, anyway.”

      He nods to the patio furniture, with last night’s teacup still sitting on the table. My cheeks flush and I shake my head, nodding it toward the back gate. “You need to go.”

      The look he gives me breaks my heart. He looks like a sad puppy, if I had just kicked it and then told it to get lost. My chest burns and tears sting my eyes. I turn away from him as he gathers his tools. He stacks the rest of the timber planks along the deck.

      “I’ll leave those there. I bought them for you, so you can just get someone else to put them in.”

      I nod, not looking at him and not saying anything. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him staring at me for a few seconds. Then, he sighs and turns toward the back gate. I can see the cab of his pickup truck parked in the alley outside the fence. It’s only when I hear him drive away that I let myself exhale. I deflate like an old balloon, leaning against my patched-up deck and sighing.

      I make my way back to my car, grab my purse and shut the garage door. Then, I go inside and stare out the kitchen window. The new deck planks look like zebra stripes against the old ones. I open the sliding glass door and step outside, testing the new wood with a foot.

      It’s solid.

      I grab the mug from the patio table and head back inside, slamming the door behind me. I put the mug in the dishwasher, and then start cleaning in a frenzy. I need to let off some steam. I just chickened out from telling my sister some really, really important news and then my ex showed up at my house unannounced. I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about that. Am I supposed to be flattered? I just feel vaguely violated.

      I scrub the floors, sweeping and mopping and vacuuming until sweat is beading on my forehead.

      It takes about two hours for me to slow down. By that point, I’ve cleaned the kitchen and two bathrooms so that they’re gleaming and tidied up the living room and dining room. I sigh, slumping down on the couch. Then, I reach for my phone and see a message from my ex-boyfriend.

      Mark: I’m sorry. I should have called before showing up. I can give you the number for a buddy of mine who can finish the deck for you if you don’t want me to do it.

      That’s when I start crying. I’m a mess. I’m barely holding myself together, and I don’t even know why it’s so hard. I have a good job, I have a family that loves me, I have savings and investments and I’m ticking every box except the ‘getting married and having kids’ box, which I never even wanted to tick in the first place.

      But now, I’m just confused.

      Maybe Ashley’s pregnancy hormones are making me crazy, too. Is that a thing?

      I read Mark’s message again and guilt starts to seep into my heart. He was trying to help me, and I kicked him out.

      Why did our relationship fall apart anyway? I remember fighting a lot at the end, but maybe it was just a rough patch that I gave up on. Maybe Mark wasn’t the problem.

      Maybe he’s the best I can do, and I’ve thrown away my only shot at happiness. What’s the alternative? Tinder? Online dating? Cats?

      Stella: I’m sorry I kicked you out. Thank you for the wood.

      Mark: If I had a nickel for every time a woman said that to me…

      I laugh despite myself, and I remember why I started dating him. We were together for nearly a year, which was the longest relationship I’ve had in the past decade.

      I sigh and stare at the phone. I want to text him back. I want to tell him to come over, to fix my deck, to give me some more wood, to hold me and kiss me until I don’t feel so empty inside.

      My fingers hover over the keys and I bite my lip. He’d be here in ten minutes—I know he would. I could bury my face in his chest hair and feel human skin against mine for one night.

      I bite my lip. I already know I’m losing this battle. I’m going to text him, it’s just a matter of time. It’ll be messy, we’ll end up fighting about something, and I’ll make myself feel worse. But for one night, I could have someone beside me.

      I start typing a message when my doorbell rings. I glance at the door and jump when someone starts banging on it.

      “Stella!” My sister’s voice calls out. She sounds anxious. “Stella, I know you’re there! Stella!”

      “Coming!” I glance at my phone and sigh, turning the screen off.

      When I open the door, Ashley comes barreling through. She takes a couple steps and spins around toward me, her chest heaving up and down as she stares at me.

      I close the door and turn to face her, frowning.

      Her eyes blaze. She shakes her head. “When the fuck were you going to tell me that you’re defending that prick of a mayor we have?! Huh? When?!”

      My heart drops.

      Shit.
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      “We have a problem.” Barry’s furry eyebrows draw together and his moustache trembles. I nod, opening the door wider to let him in.

      We’re at the back service door of the Mayor’s Residence, but I still check to see if anyone has seen him come in. Satisfied that he’s been able to move undetected, I close the door and follow him to the small living room around the corner.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Ashley King is going to be deposed.”

      “What?” I exhale, bringing my hand to my forehead. “I thought she was going to be left out of it. How did the DA find out about her?”

      Barry purses his lips. “Something about leaving the construction company that’s being investigated, and then two days later starting work at your brother’s foundation.”

      I sit down on an overstuffed couch, leaning my elbows on my knees. I stare at the Persian carpet, letting my eyes follow the intricate patterns as I try to make sense of what Barry’s telling me.

      Barry has been my loyal investigator for almost a decade. He worked for my parents before me and has been an invaluable source of information since I started this political journey. I trust him implicitly.

      He’s still standing with his arms crossed over his barrel chest. “If she tells them about Police Chief White, this whole thing could get a hell of a lot messier. It’ll go from everyday construction corruption to high-level, jailable offenses.”

      “They’re already jailable offenses,” I snap.

      Barry scoffs. “People don’t give a fuck about construction, but they sure as hell care when you fuck with the police, Adrian. This isn’t the same league.”

      I take a deep breath. I told Stella I would keep her sister out of it—I promised her that I would let her tell her sister that she was part of my defense team in her own time. Now, the clock is ticking. If she doesn’t already know that Stella is one of my lawyers, she’ll know soon enough.

      “Ashley wasn’t supposed to be part of this.”

      “She’s the link between you, Hansen Constructions, and the police. She was always going to be part of this.”

      “I know what she is,” I sigh, rubbing my temples. “This is bad.”

      Barry makes a noise and finally sits down on the couch across from me. He crosses his ankle over his knee and spreads his arms across the back of the couch. He stares at me with dark eyes.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      I stare at him, wondering what he’s actually asking me. I don’t really know what he’s capable of, or what he thinks I want from him. Much of our relationship consists of him dealing with things and me not asking any questions.

      I sigh and shake my head. “Let me make a couple phone calls. I’ll let you know later tonight if I need you to do anything.”

      Barry nods, heaving himself off the couch and padding out of the room. I hear the latch on the back door shut gently, and I blow all the air out of my lungs. For a large man, he moves surprisingly silently. I glance around the corner to make sure the door is closed, and then I walk over to lock it. Glancing out the window, I can’t even see which direction Barry went.

      I shiver. At least he’s on my team, and not working against me.

      Taking a deep breath, I walk over to the kitchen. I know what I need to do, but I’m dreading it. I need to call Stella and ask her what’s going on with her sister—what she’ll say, what she knows, how she feels about all this. It kills me to put Stella in the middle of this mess, but I don’t see another option. Unless I get out in front of it, this little investigation about a construction project will turn into a brutal, national-news-making headline.

      The phone rings three times before she picks up.

      “Yes?” I can’t read her voice. She says nothing more, and I take a deep breath.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      She scoffs. “Oh, you need to talk to me, do you? Hold on, Mr. Mayor. I’ll be right over. Just bend over when you open the door and I can kiss your ass while I’m at it.”

      Click.

      I stare at my phone in shock. I don’t remember the last time someone hung up on me. I call again and she doesn’t answer.

      My best guess is that her sister found out about her defending me. I can imagine the turmoil it’s caused.

      I take a deep breath and dial her number again. It rings five times this time, but she picks up.

      “What?” She sounds exasperated.

      “I’m sorry, Stella.” I run the fingers of my free hand through my hair. “I… I’m guessing that Ashley found out?”

      “You’re guessing right. Why are you calling me at 7 p.m. on a Saturday night? Don’t you have a life?”

      “No.”

      Silence. I take a deep breath.

      “Look, I had nothing to do with her finding out about you and me. I would have stopped it if I’d have known.”

      “First of all, please don’t use the phrase ‘finding out about you and me’ ever again. There is no ‘you and me’. I am one of your lawyers. You are a client. That’s it.”

      I take a deep breath. People don’t usually talk to me like this, and it’s taking all my self-control to hold my tongue. Stella sighs.

      “I think I can guess why you’re calling.”

      “Yeah?”

      She snorts. “Yeah. You found out that Ashley is getting deposed, and you’re shit-scared that they’ll find out about all the other shit that went down last year. So, in true ‘Mayor Adrian Maguire’ fashion, you don’t give a fuck about me or my family, and you want me to do your dirty work, find out what Ashley is going to say, and try to minimize the damage. How am I doing so far?”

      I chew my lip. “Pretty good.”

      “Before you picked up the phone, did you stop to consider what this is doing to me, Adrian?” Fuck, I love it when she says my name. “Did you consider that maybe my sister—my pregnant sister—currently thinks that I’ve betrayed her in the worst way? Did you think of that?”

      “Of course I thought of that, Stella,” I sigh. I take a deep breath, squeezing my eyes shut and pinching the bridge of my nose. “Look, I’m sorry. I am. I never wanted this for you or your sister.”

      I chew my lip. She says nothing.

      “Can I see you? Please?”

      She lets out a breath, and I hold mine. “Fine. I’ll come to you.”

      She hangs up again. I don’t even care that she’s hung up on me twice in one evening, because my heart leaps in my chest. She’s going to come here.

      I’m going to see her tonight.

      I slip my phone into my pocket and head to the bathroom. I splash some water on my face and fix my hair. I look at my t-shirt and frown. I head to my bedroom and find a sweater, pulling it on and checking myself out again. I change from my house slippers to a pair of brown shoes, and then fix my hair again.

      Then, I pace back and forth from the kitchen to the living room until the doorbell rings.
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      Damn, he looks good. How does he always look so put together, even when he’s in the midst of a crisis of epic proportions? I feel like a sack of shit, and I’m sure I look no better than I feel.

      Adrian nods at me, opening the door for me to step through. I catch a hint of his scent as I enter the house, and my heart flutters.

      No.

      I need to nip these feelings in the bud. I cannot be attracted to this man. He’s selfish, arrogant, he basically ruined my sister’s life—or tried to, at least. He’s a corrupt politician and I have a bright career. Even thinking of getting involved with him is a bad idea.

      Who said anything about getting involved, anyway? I’m here for business.

      “Through here,” he says, motioning to a big room on the right. It’s massive, with expensive cream furnishings and a glittering chandelier. A grand piano is in the corner, sitting on top of a plush rug.

      “Drink?” Adrian looks at me and nods to the bar in the corner.

      I shake my head. “No, thanks. Let’s just get this over with.”

      He grins, and a current of warmth snakes through my belly. Selfish. Arrogant. Corrupt. I hate him.

      “So,” he starts. “I appreciate you coming over here. I could have come to you.”

      “I’d rather not have you in my house.”

      His grin widens as he arches his eyebrow. His stupid, sexy dimple appears. “You sure do know how to make a guy feel special.”

      “I don’t think you need any help in that department.”

      He laughs, nodding. “Touché. Sure you don’t want a drink? Bourbon?”

      I pinch my lips together. “Fine.”

      Sitting down on a long sofa, I watch Adrian lean over to grab a couple of glasses. His deep maroon sweater pulls across his shoulders as he pours. and I can’t help but stare at his butt. My cheeks flush and I look away, letting my eyes roam around the room.

      I don’t look at him again until he’s handing me a crystal glass full of amber liquid. My fingers brush against his as I take it, and my blush deepens.

      “So,” he says, his voice gravelly. “As you know, I have a little bit of a problem.”

      “We both do.”

      He nods, sitting down beside me on the sofa. My breath catches in my throat. I was expecting him to sit on the chair, or on the other long couch across from me. His body is right next to mine, his knee almost touching me. My heart hammers against my ribcage and I take a quick sip of bourbon. It burns on the way down.

      “I didn’t know the District Attorney would find the connection between Ashley and my brother so quickly. I’m sorry that you didn’t have more time to tell her.”

      I take a deep breath. “Thank you. I appreciate that. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

      He glances at me, his icy blue eyes drilling a hole into mine. “Was she mad?”

      I laugh bitterly and then nod. “Yeah. She was mad. Have you ever seen an angry pregnant lady? It’s not pretty.”

      He grins.

      I shake my head. “She’s not really speaking to me right now, but that’ll blow over. I just don’t want this to hurt her. You know about… her past.” I pause, gauging his reaction. He dips his chin down, holding my gaze. I take a deep breath. “You’re probably worried about them tying in the former police chief, but I’m more worried about my sister.”

      “That’s understandable.” He shifts his weight on the couch, and his leg gently touches mine. Butterflies erupt in my stomach and a blush stains my cheeks. I take another sip of alcohol.

      “It’s in both our interests to keep this contained.”

      “Well, also, I am paying you to do that,” he grins. He glances at me over his glass as he drinks.

      I snort, shaking my head. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      That makes me laugh, despite my best efforts to be mad. I shake my head and stare at the ceiling, taking a deep breath to compose myself. Adrian puts his hand on my arm and I turn to him in surprise. His face is serious.

      “Look, Stella. I know I’m an asshole sometimes.

      “Sometimes?”

      He grins. “Especially ever since this—” he waves his hand around the room. “You know, since I started in politics. But I’m not a bad person. I don’t want to drag your sister down with me. And I don’t want to drag you down, either.”

      My heart thunders. He holds my gaze and my mouth goes dry. His tongue slides out to lick his lips and I find myself mimicking the movement. His eyes flick to my lips and warmth curls in the pit of my stomach.

      I clear my throat and glance away. “I appreciate that.”

      He pulls his hand away from my arm, but I can still feel where his fingers were. It’s as if he’s imprinted his mark on my skin. I want it back. I want his warmth, his touch, his smell.

      “The DA will definitely be deposing former Police Chief White,” I continue. “It would be crazy for him not to. If he’s already connected Ashley to this mess, he’ll definitely be digging around. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Do you have any other skeletons in your closet? Anything else I should be aware of?” I stare at him hard, drawing my eyebrows together. “I’ll go to bat for you, Adrian. I’ll defend you to the best of my abilities and protect my sister from all this. But I need to know that you’re not hiding anything else.”

      “Hand on heart,” he says, moving his palm to his chest. “I promise that there’s nothing else. It’s just the construction contract. The police chief and Ashley… they were just collateral.”

      I snort, glancing at him. “Collateral.”

      His face twists. “That came out wrong.”

      “I think it came out exactly how you meant it.”

      “You must think I’m a total dick.”

      “That’s very perceptive of you.”

      “Why did you come here, then? Why are you helping me at all?”

      I pause to consider his question. Why am I here? I lean back on the sofa and take a deep breath. I buy some time by taking a sip of bourbon, letting it soak over my tongue and slide down my throat like liquid fire. Then, I shrug.

      “For my sister,” I finally answer. I’m not sure it’s the truth. I wanted to come here. I wanted to see him. I wanted to feel his gaze on me, to smell his cologne. I wanted to be the one that he called, and I wanted to hear his voice when he said all the arrogant, cocky things he loves to say.

      He nods. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”

      My whole body aches at his words. I nod, not looking at him. “I’ll talk to my sister tomorrow and prep her for her deposition.”

      “I thought she wasn’t talking to you.”

      “She’ll come around. She always does. She’s my sister.”

      Adrian nods. He drains his glass, and I put the rest of mine on the coffee table. I stand up and brush the front of my pants, and then sling my purse over my shoulder.

      He looks me in the eye and nods. “Thank you.”

      Tension pulls between us like a string. Heat in my center yearns for him, pulling me closer to his broad, muscular body. I gulp.

      “Yeah.” I can’t manage to say anything else.

      He takes a step toward me and my heartbeat increases. I drag my eyes up to his, but I don’t see the arrogance, the bravado. The mask that he’s always worn slips away for a few moments and I see a man who’s scared, but calm.

      We stand like that until I inhale and dip my chin down. “I’d better go.”

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      When I turn, his hand drifts to my lower back as we walk to the front door. I feel his touch as if he were branding me, and fire roars through my veins. By the time we get to the front door, my body is ablaze. I turn to him and nod.

      “I’ll let you know how it goes tomorrow.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      I step through the door and don’t look back. Shutters click as I drive through the front gates, rolling past reporters that have nothing better to do than stand outside the doomed mayor’s gates.
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      One thing I wasn’t expecting was having so much time for quiet contemplation. When the Hansen Constructions story first broke, I was in full-on panic mode. The first few days were damage control.

      Now, there’s an eerie silence around me. Cancelled meetings, people avoiding me in the hallways in City Hall, a silent phone—it’s all new to me.

      It makes me realize how little I actually have. If all this is taken away from me, what’s left? I’ve spent nearly my entire adult life chasing this dream… for what?

      Usually, Sundays would be spent getting ready for the week. I’d have an easy morning and then spend the afternoon working, and usually have dinner by myself.

      Today isn’t much different, except it feels like I’m preparing for battle. I get up early, have a cup of coffee, and go for a run. It’s a dull morning, grey and dark, and it reflects exactly how I feel.

      The clouds are hanging low. The air feels oppressive, heavy, and damp. My body is aching when I start running, but after a few minutes I settle into an easy pace.

      I do my best thinking when I’m running. Everyone always thought of my brother as the runner—he’s the one with the Olympic medal, after all—but I’ve always liked it as well. Between my runs and the weight room at the gym, it gives me enough meditative time to do my job properly.

      At least, that’s what I’ve always thought.

      Today, running feels like a walk through the horrible memory lane of all the mistakes I’ve made. I’ve turned my back on my brother, not made any meaningful friendships or relationships, and now I’m alone. My parents are still standing by me, albeit reluctantly—even though they’ve done worse to build their business.

      For the first time since I’ve had political ambitions, I’m starting to regret my choices. If I’d have chosen a different path, a woman like Stella wouldn’t be disgusted by me. She might actually like me.

      As it is now, though, I don’t stand much chance with her. As much as I’d love to convince her that I’m a good guy and she should lower her walls around me… I’m just not sure it’s true.

      Maybe she’s right, and I am just a piece of shit politician.

      By the time I get back to the Mayor’s Residence, I’m drenched in sweat. My shirt is clinging to my body and my hair is plastered onto my forehead. My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath, hopping up the last few steps to the front door.

      Cheryl steps out toward me with a grim expression on her face. “Morning, Mr. Mayor.”

      “Cheryl, hi,” I say between breaths. “What’s up?”

      “Sorry to show up like this.” Her eyes drift to my chest and the drenched shirt clinging to me. She glances away. “You weren’t answering your phone.”

      “I was running.” I unlock the door and let her in. She stands in the foyer and I point to the hallway. “I’ll go get changed and come back. Is everything okay?”

      “Not exactly.” I frown, and she nods to the steps. “I’ll wait.”

      I kick off my shoes and make my way upstairs. I’m still sweating when I get out of the shower, and my clothes stick to my damp body. It’s uncomfortable.

      By the time I get back downstairs, Cheryl is waiting in the main living room. She’s staring out the window with a worried expression on her face. When I walk in, she straightens up and takes a deep breath.

      “What’s up?” I ask, adjusting my shirt. “What’s going on?”

      “We got a call from the Governor this morning. He…” she sighs. “He wants you to go on a leave of absence.”

      “A leave of absence?”

      Her face twists, and she nods.

      “For how long?”

      Her eyebrows draw together. “He didn’t say. It sounded… indefinite.”

      “Indefinite!” The only thing I can manage right now is repeating what she says to me. I slump down on the couch and put my head in my hands. “He said he’d support me through this.”

      She sighs. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “My parents did business with him for twenty years! He told me he had my back.”

      Cheryl shakes her head. I swear under my breath and stand up again.

      “What do you want me to do?” Cheryl folds her hands in front of her. She’s one of the only people who’s still loyal to me, and at this point I’m not sure she should be. She’ll be out of a job soon, by the looks of things.

      I shake my head. “I’ll call him. Just… take the day off.”

      “Adrian…” She takes a step toward me and her face softens. Her eyebrows arch and she looks at me for a second, and then purses her lips and nods. “Of course, Mr. Mayor. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I nod and wait until I hear the front door close. I thought I had time. I thought the investigation would proceed, and I’d be able to repair the relationships that have been damaged. I thought this could be salvaged.

      If I take an indefinite leave of absence, I’m done. Ruined. Over. My career will be dead before the trial even starts.

      If I don’t take the leave of absence, I won’t have the Governor’s support. I’m relying on him for some state funds for some promises I’ve made—if he refuses to provide the money, not only will I be the corrupt mayor who sold the waterfront to the lowest bidder, but I’ll also be the mayor who couldn’t pay for the schools and highways he promised to take care of.

      This was supposed to be my legacy. I guess it is my legacy, in a way. Just not the one I was hoping for.

      There is one bright moment in the darkness, though. When I check my phone, there’s a message from Stella.

      Stella: I need to talk to you. Can we meet tonight?

      Adrian: Of course. Where?

      Stella: I’ll send you the address.

      My heart jumps and I take a deep breath. I may be out of a job soon, and the official ‘bad guy’ in this city, but at least one woman is still talking to me. She may hate my guts, but she’s talking to me.

      I just hope her sister doesn’t talk about Police Chief White. I need her to keep quiet about that, or else I’ll be in more trouble than I already am.
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      I’m still staring at my phone when Adrian’s text comes through. He’ll meet with me tonight, but I still don’t know if it’s a good idea. I dial for my voicemail again and listen to Ashley’s message.

      “Hi Stella. It’s me. I got your messages. Please stop calling me—I just need some space. I need to prepare for this deposition and talking to you is just too confusing right now. I… I’m sorry. I know you need to do your job, but…” Her voice breaks, and my heart breaks with it. I feel like the worst sister in the world.

      “I met with a lawyer, and he said the best thing for me to do was to tell the truth about how I got fired—he doesn’t know about the other stuff with Randy, but… I don’t know Stella. I got to go.”

      I listen to it again, and every time I do, my heart sinks lower. If Ashley tells the DA that she believes Adrian forced the police chief to resign, this whole thing is about to turn messy.

      But what bothers me more is that my sister won’t talk to me. She doesn’t trust me to represent her, and she’s gone to someone else for legal advice. That’s her right, obviously. And it’s a good idea to get an impartial opinion, but still… It hurts.

      Mostly, I just feel like a terrible person. I’ve chosen my work—I’ve chosen Adrian fucking Maguire—over my only sister. I’ve always been there for her, through everything that she endured with her ex-husband Randy, and everything that happened after. I was there for her last year, when things between her and Liam went south.

      I’ve been there for her with the baby, with everything.

      And now… well, now I’m not there for her. She doesn’t trust me, she won’t speak to me, and she could make this whole case a lot messier.

      My head hurts, my heart hurts, and I can’t think straight. I walk around my house aimlessly, ending up in the kitchen. I stare out the window at the stack of wood near the deck and despair starts to build inside me.

      I’m losing everyone that I care about. Ashley isn’t speaking to me, I keep pushing Mark away, I hardly have any friends to speak of. There’s Nicole—she’s always been a good friend. How do I explain this, though? I can’t talk about the case, and I can’t tell her about Ashley’s past. It’s like there’s an impenetrable wall around me, and I’m stuck inside my own head with all my problems.

      Tearing my eyes away from the half-fixed deck, I mash the keys on my phone and give Adrian my address. I was going to meet him at a restaurant downtown, but I don’t have the energy. He can make the trip here, and I’ll be in the comfort of my own home.

      I told him I didn’t want him in my house, but I want to meet him somewhere I feel safe.

      A part of me wants to quit my job. I open the fridge without seeing what’s inside and close it again, and finally pick up the phone and call Nicole.

      “Hey! Long time no see!” Nicole says. Her voice is cheerful and bright.

      “Hey, girl. How’s the new firm?” I can hear the fakeness in my voice, like I’m trying too hard to be positive. Nicole doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Busy! Martin is all over the place, and so am I. A lot of his clients came over with him, and we’ve been crazy busy the past couple months. How about you? Want to meet up? Marty’s at the office right now, again, and I’m all cooped up and crazy with Jackie. They were not lying about the terrible twos! This kid is driving me crazy. I haven’t spoken to an adult apart from Martin in three days.”

      I’m about to refuse when I stop myself. “Actually, yeah. That sounds great. I can come to yours and we can go to the park or something?”

      Nicole agrees, and before too long I’m heading to her place. She wraps me in a hug and her little daughter gets tangled in our legs. My face creaks as I smile for the first time in days. I take a deep breath.

      Nicole tilts her head. “You okay?”

      “Just… work.”

      “It’s always work,” she laughs. “Makes me wonder why any of us ever wanted to work in law. Marty’s been so stressed. This whole town has gone crazy lately!”

      I watch Nic herd her kid into shoes and outdoor clothing, and in a flurry of activity we’re off to the park. Jackie is two now, and by the time we get to the park she’s taking off like a bullet to go play. We stay close, and I see the love in Nicole’s eyes as she watches her child. She turns to me and her eyebrows draw together.

      “What about you? It seems like something is on your mind.”

      I take a deep breath. “I think I took a case that I shouldn’t have taken. It’s the Mayor.”

      “Oh, that whole mess,” she nods, her eyes widening. “Jeez. Is Ashley okay with that?”

      “No. I don’t know. Today I’ve been thinking that maybe I should just drop the case and tell Theresa that if she wants to fire me, she can.”

      “Is that wise, though? I mean, just because you drop the case doesn’t mean that Ashley will automatically forgive you. In my experience, people like to cling on to anger for as long as possible.”

      I make a noise. “I guess so. I hadn’t considered that.”

      “Any other job options if you did lose your job over this?”

      I sigh. “I haven’t looked. Ashley’s getting deposed next week. She got another lawyer, which I understand is a good idea legally, but it still hurts.”

      Nicole puts her hand over mine and squeezes. “Don’t make any rash decisions. You probably shouldn’t be on this case in the first place—you’re too close to it.”

      “That’s what I said, but Theresa told me there was no one in the state with my experience, and this case was too high-profile to pass up.”

      “Gosh.”

      I sigh. “I just don’t know if it’s worth it.”

      “Oh, Stella,” Nicole sighs. She opens her mouth to say something, but then Jackie falls flat on her face on the slide and starts wailing. In a flash, Nicole is beside her, cooing and shushing and checking for injuries. I stand beside her feeling useless.

      By the time I leave, I feel better for having talked to Nicole, but I’m not closer to figuring out what I should do. Professionally, I should keep the case and work it to the best of my abilities. Personally, well, I should probably drop it. But like Nicole said, that doesn’t guarantee that Ashley will forgive me for taking it.

      And another part of me—a growing part—actually wants to be on the case. When I get home, I change my clothes three times and touch up my makeup. I fluff the cushions in my living room and tidy up, finally looking around and realizing what I’m doing.

      I want Adrian to like it here. I want him to like me.

      I don’t want to drop the case, because every time he’s around I feel exhilarated. At first, I thought it was just hatred and anger. But now…

      Now I’m not so sure. The heat that he sends coursing through every part of my body feels a lot more like desire than it does hatred. And the dimple that used to annoy me now makes my heart flutter. When he smiles, my core aches for him.

      When the doorbell rings, my heart starts going a million miles an hour. I wipe my hands on my jeans and straighten my t-shirt. I smooth my hair and take a deep breath. Then, I put my hand on the doorknob and swing it open.

      Adrian flashes me a million-dollar smile, his eyes drifting down my body and back up again. Electric sizzle follows his gaze all over my body and by the time he looks at my face again, my cheeks are flushing pink.

      I step aside to let him in, and his chest brushes against mine. He smells so freaking good it shouldn’t be legal. With another step, he’s in and I close the door behind him.

      “So,” he growls, turning back toward me. “This is it. This is where the mysterious Stella King spends her evenings.” He sweeps his arms around the room, grinning at me.

      “I bet you’d love to know where I spend my evenings.”

      His eyes flash and a grin tugs at his lips. He nods. “I would, actually.”

      Butterflies erupt in my stomach. I clear my throat, motioning to the couch. “Drink?”

      “Please.”

      “I don’t have bourbon, but I do have wine.”

      “Wine is fine.”

      By the time I make it to the kitchen to grab a bottle, my heartbeat is nearly back to normal. Suddenly, inviting him over doesn’t seem like a power move at all. I don’t feel like I’m in a safe place, in control, in my own house.

      It feels like he’s invading my space and making me feel completely frazzled… and I think I like it.
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      Stella comes back with two glasses of wine and sits down across from me. She puts her glass down and takes a deep breath.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course.”

      Her eyes swing up to mine and her cheeks flush the tiniest bit. She takes a deep, raking breath and shakes her head.

      “Ashley’s not talking to me. She’s hired another lawyer and from what I understand, plans on telling the whole truth at her deposition.”

      My eyebrows arch. “The whole truth? Even…”

      “I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “Surely she doesn’t want to get in trouble herself. Her past shouldn’t be dredged up, but she won’t talk to me, so I don’t know.”

      My chest aches. “I’m sorry. This is my fault.”

      Stella’s eyes flick up to mine and she lets out a soft laugh. “You know, that’s the first time I’ve heard you say that like you mean it?”

      “I do mean it.”

      “You’re sounding more and more human every day.”

      I grin and take a sip of wine. It tastes terrible, and I frown. “What kind of wine is this?”

      “The red kind.” She puts her glass down and leans forward toward me. “Look. I’ll do what I can to talk to my sister, but we have to be prepared for the worst. Tell me everything that happened with the former police chief. Have you talked to Theresa about it?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t want you and your sister to be in the middle of it. No one else knows except you.”

      Stella sighs and nods for me to continue.

      I shrug. “Not much to tell. Charlie White was very strait-laced, and I was worried he wouldn’t approve of my deal with Hansen Constructions.”

      “You were right.”

      I snort bitterly. “Yeah, I was right. So, I dug up some dirt on his past—about your sister. And I used it to ask him to resign.”

      “Did you personally ask him?”

      I shake my head. “Never met the guy.”

      “Okay. That’s good.”

      “My brother went over there.”

      Stella’s eyes widen. “What? I thought your brother hated you.”

      “He loved Ashley, though. Wanted to protect her.”

      Stella takes a deep breath, grabbing her wine and taking a sip. I watch her lips as they touch the glass, and my body stiffens. She puts her glass down and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. Her lips are stained red, and she slides her tongue out to lick them.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes. I’m mostly watching her, and she’s mostly lost in thought. She takes a deep breath and lifts her eyes back up to me. When she does, they widen and her lips drop open. She glances at my mouth and back up at my eyes, and the tension between us grows.

      She clears her throat and leans back in her chair, finishing off her wine. Her hand is trembling. “So, the fact that you never contacted the Police Chief is good. The fact that your brother did is not so good, but we can potentially use the fact that you haven’t spoken to him in a year to paint a picture of a dysfunctional family. Make it seem like he was acting of his own accord and not on your behalf.”

      “We are dysfunctional, and he was acting on his own accord.”

      Stella laughs. “Wow, an honest comment from the Mayor. I’m shocked.”

      “I’m not that bad,” I grin. My wine glass is empty, and Stella nods at it. I stand up with her and walk back toward the kitchen. I lean against the counter as she uncorks the bottle and fills our glasses again. “So why are you still working this case for me? Why not just pack it in and be with your sister?”

      Stella takes a deep breath and hands me my glass. She sighs and glances out the window. “That wouldn’t fix anything, either.”

      “I think you like me.”

      She glances at me sideways and rolls her eyes. “Of course you do.”

      “I’ve been here for at least half an hour and you haven’t told me you hate me once. You haven’t called me a piece of shit, either.”

      “Just because I don’t say it out loud doesn’t mean I’m not thinking it.”

      I take a step toward her, grinning. “I don’t think you’re thinking it at all. I think I’m growing on you.”

      “Maybe you’re growing on me the way mold grows on bread.”

      I laugh, inching toward her some more. “You mean quickly?”

      I can feel the warmth of her body as she leans against the counter, staring up at me with those big blue eyes. She holds her wine glass between us like a shield, and I turn toward the kitchen window.

      “You building a deck?” I ask.

      She turns to face the window, and her shoulder brushes mine. Every part of me wants to pull her closer, to feel her curves press against my body.

      She makes a noise. “My ex-boyfriend started doing that. Said I’d hurt myself on the deck.” She shakes her head and sighs.

      “Ex-boyfriend?”

      She glances at me and scoffs. “Yes, ex. You know, when you date someone and then you’re no longer together? I’m sure you’ve got plenty of them.”

      That makes me laugh and I shake my head. “You’re relentless.”

      “Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.”

      “So why did your ex-boyfriend stop building your deck?”

      “Because I told him to leave.”

      I grunt. My heart is thumping and I glance at Stella. She arches an eyebrow. “You got tools? Are you offering your deck-building services?”

      “I’ve got tools, but I’m not sure they’re any use for building decks.”

      Her mouth drops open and her eyes darken. She licks her perfect lips, and then brings her wine glass up to them. I realize I’m jealous of the glass. I wish it was me that was pressed up against that mouth. I wish it was me they were opening for, that it was my lips crushed against hers.

      She puts her wine glass down on the counter and I run my fingers up her side. She shivers, letting out a small sigh as I slide my hand over her hip. I pull her closer, and she rests her hand on my chest.

      “I hate you,” she whispers.

      “I know.”

      I pull her close and kiss her hard. She moans into my mouth, parting her lips to deepen the kiss as I wrap my arms around her waist. Stella rolls her hips toward me and I run my hands lower, cupping her perky ass as she presses herself against me.

      She gasps when she feels my hardness, and I kiss her harder. I pick her up, placing her on the kitchen counter beside us. Tangling my fingers into her hair, I pull her closer. She wraps her legs around my waist and I growl.

      My cock is rock hard. I want her so bad it hurts. With one hand gripping her hair and the other pulling her hips against mine, I’m holding her close to me. She whimpers in my arms, sliding her tongue between my lips and squeezing her legs around me.

      She tastes like bad wine, but on her lips it’s the best thing I’ve ever had. She smells like heaven. Everything about her is perfect, and I roll my hips toward her again. I know she can feel me between her legs when she gasps. The heat of her center is pulling me closer.

      Then, she presses her palms against my chest and pulls away from me. She rests her forehead against mine, panting.

      “Wait,” she breathes. “Wait. Stop.”

      “You okay?”

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “Probably not, no,” I say, kissing her neck. She pushes her palms a bit harder and I take a step back. Her eyes are full of pain and she shakes her head.

      “I can’t.”

      My body is pumping so full of lust that it hurts. I nod, running my fingers through my hair. “I understand. You’re probably right.”

      “I got carried away. The stress… I haven’t been with anyone since…” She inhales and shakes her head. “Never mind.” Stella turns away from me and takes a sip of wine. I take a step back.

      “I should probably go.”

      “Probably.” She turns around and meets my gaze. Her eyes are unreadable. “I’m sorry.”

      That makes me smile. I take a step toward her, running my hand over her soft cheek. “You have nothing to be sorry about. You’re probably right. We shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I know I’m right,” she says, leaning into my hand. Then, she straightens up and nods. “I’ll see you at the office next week.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      Her cheeks flush and she clears her throat. She leads me back to the front door and I don’t take a full breath until I’m outside on my own again.
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      No. No, no, no. No way. Uh-uh. Nope. That did not just happen.

      I can’t believe I did that.

      I can’t believe I liked it.

      I lean against the closed door, hyperventilating. I close my eyes and drag deep breaths in and out of my lungs, and then peek through the window to see Adrian driving away.

      I just kissed the Mayor. I just kissed my client. I just kissed the one man who I swore I would never speak to. It wasn’t just a kiss—the way he picked me up onto the kitchen counter…

      It’s too much. I slide down against the front door until I’m sitting on the floor, wrapping my arms around my legs. I rest my forehead against my knees and take another deep breath.

      This is bad.

      Not only did I not quit and ask Ashley for forgiveness, but now I’m making out with Adrian freaking Maguire?! What is wrong with me? How did I let this happen?

      It’s like he flashes that sexy smile at me and my insides liquify. He has this power over me that I can’t explain. I want him to like me. I want him to want me.

      I groan and then pick myself up off the ground. I go to the kitchen and dump our half-finished glasses of wine. It’s just a reminder of the mistake I’ve just made. I watch it swirl down the sink, leaving a purple stain near the drain. I flush it down with some water and take a deep breath.

      I stare at the counter where I was sitting. Where he was pulling me against him. Where I could feel his hard shaft pressed up against me.

      I want him. I can’t deny it. I can’t lie to myself anymore. It must be because I’ve hated him for so long that the tension is too much. His stupid, sexy smirk finally won me over and I had a moment of weakness.

      It’s not because I actually like the man. God, no. He’s repulsive. He’s the worst person I’ve ever met. He’s selfish, and arrogant, and conceited. He cares about no one except himself and his political ambitions.

      But his arms felt so good wrapped around me, and his lips fit perfectly into mine. His body felt hard, hot, and manly.

      I sigh, closing my eyes and dropping my chin to my chest.

      I need to get laid. Things are getting desperate.

      Putting the wine glasses in the dishwasher, I glance out the window at my half-fixed deck. The stack of timbers is still sitting where Mark laid them, untouched since he left.

      I could call him. I could scratch the itch and get rid of this pressure in the pit of my stomach. It would be easy.

      But as soon as the thought crosses my mind, I know I can’t do it. The thought of having sex with Mark is almost nauseating right now. I can’t believe I dated him for as long as I did.

      I know I can’t call him. I wouldn’t be able to go through with it, and it would be messy. It would give him the wrong idea.

      … Kind of like inviting Adrian Maguire over to my house and making out with him in my kitchen. That might give him the wrong idea, too.

      I groan, closing my eyes. The problem is, as soon as I close my eyes, I see Adrian. I still feel the whisper of his lips against mine, and the shadow of his hands on my body. I can feel him next to me, whether I want to or not.

      A cold shower—that’ll help.

      I practically jog up to the master ensuite and turn the shower on full blast. I strip my clothes off and jump in, yelping at the cold and immediately turning the hot water up.

      Maybe a warm shower will have the same effect. I stand under the stream, running my hands through my hair and taking deep breaths. My whole body is on fire.

      I know I shouldn’t go down this path, but my hands move of their own volition. Down my stomach, over my mound, until I shiver and touch my bud. The last thing I should do is perpetuate this fantasy. I shouldn’t even be thinking of Adrian this way.

      But my fingers drag through my wet slit, and I lean against the shower wall until my whole body shudders. I gasp, the orgasm crashing through me with surprising force. I grip the cold shower tiles with the pads of my fingers and work my other hand until I’m completely spent.

      Panting, I stand under the shower stream and close my eyes. My legs feel like jelly as the water drips over my burning body.

      I shouldn’t have done that.

      It was inappropriate, and I don’t know how I’ll look Adrian in the eye the next time I see him.

      And yet, I don’t regret it. Delicious tingles go down my thighs as I think of him and all the things I’d like him to do to me. I wash myself slowly, and then get out of the shower and sigh.

      I know that won’t be the last time I think of him when I touch myself. It was too good, too intense, too hot to stop. I may have crossed a line, but at least I was on my own.

      I haven’t actually slept with him—there’s that, at least. At least I had the self-control to tell him to stop. At least I just did that in the privacy of my own shower, and I haven’t made a royal mess of it all. It’s still salvageable.

      In a way, since the kiss—and the shower—my mind feels clearer. I head downstairs and make myself a cup of tea before sitting down at my computer. I find the contract that Adrian signed with Hansen Constructions for the riverfront project and I print it off.

      Going through it feels like I have fresh eyes. I start highlighting, making notes, annotating, until I get into a sort of Zen state. By the time I’ve finished the contract, I think I have an idea.

      The tender documents between the City of Denver and Hansen constructions don’t actually involve Adrian at all. There are no emails, no correspondences, nothing linking him directly to the awarding of the contract. For the first time, reading it over, I notice everyone else’s name. He hasn’t even signed it—the project manager for the city did.

      The only connection between Adrian and Hansen Constructions is the campaign donation, and that’s not illegal.

      If we could put pressure on the DA to drop the case, Adrian would avoid jail time and the embarrassment of a trial. He’d probably have to resign, but at least he wouldn’t be completely ruined. He’d save his reputation, mostly.

      I write out notes for myself, and then read them over.

      When I finish, I take a deep breath.

      It could work.

      It’s not certain, and there’s a chance that the DA wouldn’t accept a settlement even with what I’ve found, but it’s worth a shot.

      I’ll bring it to Theresa tomorrow, and then we can present it to Adrian. If he agrees, he could be free of this ugly case in a matter of weeks, if not sooner.

      My heart thumps in my chest. Once the case is over, would he want to see me again? Would I want to see him? Maybe the only reason he’s showing interest in me is because he knows that Ashley’s testimony could ruin his life and his career. Maybe he doesn’t like me at all, and this is just him playing the game, like he always does.

      I look at my notes and shake my head. I’m being selfish and ridiculous.

      He’s my client, and I need to work this case to the best of my abilities. And right now, his best shot at coming out of this unscathed is right here on my notepad. My personal feelings for him, for my sister, for Liam—none of that matters. Whatever happens after the case is of no concern to me. If Adrian likes me as much as he seems to, the case being over will be a good thing.

      I take a deep, raking breath and groan. This was a lot easier when I just hated the man. Now, everything is a hell of a lot more complicated.
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      There’s a black sedan waiting behind the gates when I get home. I drive through, glance at the license plate and my stomach drops. I’ve been spending the entire drive home fantasizing about all the things I want to do to Stella King. Now, I need to face the man I’ve been avoiding all weekend—the Governor. He follows me up the long drive and parks behind me. When I get out, I hear his car door open and close.

      “Governor,” I say.

      “I was expecting your call today.”

      “Let’s go inside,” I say, glancing toward the gates. They seem quiet, but reporters have a habit of poking out of nowhere. Governor Hardy follows me up the steps and into the big foyer. I lead him to a smaller living room near the back of the house.

      When I offer him a drink, he shakes his head. “I won’t be here long.”

      I nod, taking a seat across from him. “What can I do for you?”

      “I don’t take kindly to being ignored, Mr. Mayor.”

      “Oliver, please,” I say, leaning back on the couch and crossing my ankle over my knee. “I wasn’t ignoring you. It’s Sunday!”

      “I trust you heard my offer?”

      “What, to go on an indefinite leave of absence? Is that an ‘offer’ to you? Doesn’t sound very appealing from where I’m sitting.”

      The Governor leans forward. His grey eyebrows draw together and his beady black eyes get even darker. He shakes his head and points his finger between the two of us.

      “This isn’t a negotiation, Adrian. You’re done. Being near you is a death sentence for anyone else’s career.”

      “Wow, don’t beat around the bush,” I snort, arching an eyebrow. Outside, I’m unfazed. Inside, I’m panicking. He’s not wrong.

      “You know it, I know it, every councilor in town knows it. You’re finished, Adrian. Might as well bow out gracefully. If you do, I’ll testify as a character witness. A governor’s word will go a long way.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Well,” he shrugs. “I can’t make any promises about where you’ll end up. I’d like to see you land on your feet. You’re a bright young man, but the charges against you are severe.”

      Anger bristles under my skin. “Are you threatening me?”

      The Governor makes a grunting noise, waving his hand in front of his face. “Please. If I were threatening you, you’d know it. Look, you gave it a good try. You ran your campaign well and surprised everyone when you won. I’m impressed you made it this far—you did good, son. But it’s over now.”

      “I think I get to decide when it’s over.”

      Governor Hardy chuckles and heaves himself off the couch. He straightens his jacket and checks his cuffs, then swings his eyes back to me. “You’ll learn soon enough that you have no say in deciding when this is over. I’m expecting your announcement tomorrow afternoon, at the latest.”

      I watch him walk away. My head is spinning.

      I went from being worried about the former police chief, to elated after kissing Stella, to this. How dare he waltz into my house and tell me that my career is over? Who does he think he is? Who does he think he’s dealing with? I’m not going to let him walk all over me. I’m nowhere near done.

      Pacing back and forth across the living room, I run my fingers through my hair. Anger wages a war with reason inside me. If I resign—or take an ‘indefinite leave of absence’—then I most likely avoid jail time, or at least I avoid being dragged through the mud in the press. If I don’t resign, there’s a small chance I could get out of this unscathed.

      The risks are big though, and not just for me. If I fight this head-on, I risk dragging Ashley, my brother, Stella, and a whole host of other people down with me. I’ve already alienated my voter base and lost so much support from the City. My riverfront project is in shambles, and I have almost no one fighting in my corner.

      If I give up now, what do I gain? I’ll always be guilty in the eyes of Denver’s voters. I’ll have no prospects of a political career and then what? I go work for the family business again?

      I take a deep breath and slump onto the couch. To be fair, I am guilty. Maybe resigning is the best option for me.

      I think of Stella’s face, and how she looked at me the first time she saw me. She hated me—maybe still hates me, even though there’s something between us. That’s how everyone would look at me if I gave up. Everyone would hate me. Everyone would see me as the mayor who sold the City to line his own already fat pockets.

      I don’t want to be that man.

      Straightening myself up, I take a deep breath.

      I’m not going to resign. I’m not going to give up. I’m not going to go quietly. I’m going to fight this thing to the bitter end, and I’ll do whatever it takes to clear my name.

      Maybe I’ll never work in politics again, but at least people will be able to look at me with something other than revulsion.

      A voice at the back of my head reminds me that I did collude with Hansen Constructions. All the things that I’m accused of are true. I’m guilty. If I resign, it might be the first step in admitting those things to myself.

      As soon as the thought crosses my mind, I squash it down.

      I can’t think like that. The minute I start thinking of myself as guilty is the minute I start dying a slow, painful death.

      With a deep breath, I make my decision. I’m fighting. It doesn’t matter who else is in the line of fire, as long as I have a chance to clear my name. I’m going to face this head-on. Fuck the consequences, fuck the risks, fuck everything. The alternative is laying down and giving up.

      I can’t do that.

      Maybe it makes me the selfish bastard that Stella thinks I am, but I don’t care. I’m fighting this thing to the bitter end. Governor Hardy can shove his indefinite leave of absence up his generous ass.

      

      On Monday morning, I head over to the lawyers’ offices. Theresa is there to greet me and leads me to the same conference room where we had our first meeting. Stella isn’t far behind. She glances at me, her cheeks reddening. She’s clutching a notepad to her chest, and nods to Theresa. A paralegal and a junior lawyer follow them in.

      Theresa clears her throat. “Thanks for coming in, Mr. Mayor. I have some good news.”

      “Oh?” My ears perk up. Theresa nods to Stella.

      Stella smiles at me and looks at her notepad. “I found a few inconsistencies in the original tender documents, and I think we can argue that Hansen Constructions were awarded the job first of all on merit, since they were the least expensive, and second of all without your knowledge or influence. Your name is nowhere in these documents. If we can argue that, then the campaign donations become irrelevant.”

      Theresa nods. “I’ll be honest, Mr. Mayor, it’s thin. It’s not enough to win in open court, but it could be enough to strike a deal with the DA. If he thinks we’re building a convincing case, we could settle this quickly and quietly.”

      “Settle out of court?” I adjust my tie and swallow. That doesn’t sound like clearing my name. It doesn’t sound like facing things head-on.

      Theresa nods. “Yes. Stella and I will present this to the DA in a couple hours, and we’ll come back to you with what he says. In my experience, he’ll be willing to drop the corruption charges if you agree to resign.”

      “I’ll be acquitted?”

      “The case will be dropped.”

      “But my name won’t be cleared.”

      “Well, no,” Stella says. She frowns at me and glances at Theresa. “Mr. Mayor, with all due respect, the chances of you being acquitted in this type of case—”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I want to fight this.”

      “Mr. Mayor,” Theresa says, splaying her hands on the table between us. “You have to understand that if we take this to court, you will almost certainly lose. There are no lawyers in the country that will be able to convince a jury that you are innocent.”

      “Almost certainly,” I repeat.

      Theresa raises her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

      “You said I would ‘almost certainly lose’. That means it’s not certain.”

      “Well, I—”

      “I’m not going to run away from this!” My pulse is thudding through my veins. Theresa takes a deep breath, but it’s Stella who interjects.

      “Mr. Mayor, the consequences will be far-reaching. It’s not just you that will be impacted, it’s your entire team.” And my sister, her eyes plead. I know what she’s saying, but I can’t give in. I can’t sacrifice everything for her.

      I look away from her and harden my heart. I shake my head. “I don’t want to do that. I want to be acquitted.” Theresa opens her mouth to say something, but I silence her by standing up. “The answer is no.”

      I don’t take another breath until I’m out of the building. I feel exhilarated and confused and angry and afraid. I feel like I’ve stood up for myself and maybe made a big mistake.

      It’s not until I’m nearly at my car that I hear Stella calling my name. Her heels clack on the pavement as she jogs toward me, her dark blonde hair streaming out behind her.

      “Adrian! Wait!”
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      “What are you doing?” I’m breathless when I get to him, and I make a mental note to do more cardio. “What was that about?”

      “What was what about?’ His eyes are cold.

      I frown, shaking my head. “You’ll ruin your life, Adrian. And you’ll ruin Ashley’s and your brother’s in the process.” And mine.

      “I don’t give a fuck about my brother.”

      It feels like a punch in the gut. I hear the unsaid words: I don’t give a fuck about your sister, either. I look at this man—the man I thought I’d judged wrongly—and I know that he’s exactly who I thought he was. Selfish, arrogant, conceited.

      I’ve been so stupid.

      With a deep breath, I take a step toward him. “Adrian, this is your best shot. You will not win in open court.”

      “Well, maybe I need a new lawyer.”

      “Maybe you do. That would solve a lot of problems for me.” Fire ignites in my heart as the anger rips through my body. My hands tremble, and I grip my notebook tighter. His eyes are cold. He shakes his head.

      “You don’t get it.”

      “I don’t get it? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “Oh boo-fucking-hoo, Adrian. Little rich boy doesn’t get to play politics anymore. Do you realize what you’re doing? You’re ruining people’s lives. You’re ruining your reputation. You’re putting your entire future at risk. For what? For the newspapers to say ‘acquitted’ instead of ‘charges dropped’? Here’s a newsflash for you: no one will remember your name in six months’ time. No, scratch that—six weeks’ time.”

      He shakes his head.

      I snort. “Don’t believe me? You’re not as fucking special as you think you are.”

      “That’s not what you thought last night.”

      I stare at him as he wrinkles his nose, his face twisted into a bitter snarl. I shake my head and sigh. “No, but last night, I was a fool.”

      I turn around and walk away from him. Every step strengthens my resolve, until I find myself walking through Theresa’s office door. Theresa looks up at me with an arched eyebrow.

      “I won’t work this case. If you want to fire me over it, that’s fine, but I will not work with that man.”

      Theresa looks at me in shock. “What? Because of that meeting?”

      “Because my sister is distraught. Because my family is being torn apart for that selfish, arrogant bastard. Because defending him will do nothing for my career. I won’t do it. I’ll clear my desk and be out of here this afternoon.”

      “Stella, wait.” Theresa stands up as I reach the door. I turn around, my lip trembling. I can hardly contain my tears. She comes around her desk and puts her hands on my upper arms.

      “I’m not going to fire you. Take the day off. I’ll get Michael to pick up the case—he has some relevant experience. Just do a handover and the case will be off your desk.”

      My eyes widen. “You mean it?”

      “I’m not going to lose a good lawyer over a prick like Adrian Maguire.”

      I snort-laugh as a tear falls out of my eye. Theresa sighs and hands me a tissue. “Come on. I’ve never seen you cry, and I never would have guessed that it would be over a man like that.”

      “It’s just such a mess,” I say as I dab my eyes. “A total mess.”

      “Go to your sister.” She squeezes my arms again and then turns back to walk to her desk. I slip out of her office and take a deep breath. I grab my purse from my office and head for the elevators.

      When I get to Ashley’s house, I can hear the television blaring. I take a deep breath and knock on the door. Shifting my weight from foot to foot, I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I hear footsteps on the other side of the door and my heart skips a beat.

      There’s a pause, and the peephole goes dark. I try to keep my face steady, but I know my sister is looking at me. The door swings open. She’s got her hands on her belly, as if she’s protecting her unborn child from me.

      “What do you want? I told you to give me some space, Stella.”

      “I dropped the case. I’m so sorry.”

      Ashley stares at me for a second, and then dips her chin down as she opens the door wider and lets me in. I kick my shoes off and follow her over to the kitchen. I help myself to a glass of water and we sit in silence at the kitchen table.

      “I’ve missed having you over at my place in the evenings,” I say. “I didn’t think I would.”

      Ashley’s mouth purses. Her eyes are watering and she looks away from me. Last time I saw her, she was storming through my front door, yelling obscenities at me and calling me a terrible person for taking the case.

      And she was right.

      So now, it’s time for me to make amends.

      She chews her lip. “So you’re not working the case anymore?”

      I shake my head.

      “Why did you take it in the first place?” She frowns, tears misting in her eyes. I hurt her so much by agreeing to work that stupid case, and now I don’t know how long it’ll take to win her trust back.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. I thought I had to. Theresa threatened my job, and I… I don’t know. I was afraid.” And attracted to the man that almost ruined your life.

      Ashley takes a deep, shuddering breath. She nods. “Okay. I get that, I guess.”

      She takes another deep breath and glances at me. “Did you at least tell Adrian Maguire that he’s an asshole?”

      “Multiple times.”

      She laughs. “Well then I guess I’m okay with it. At least one of us got to do it.” As a smile tugs at her lips and she nods at me, I know she’s already forgiven me.

      My heart squeezes—I’ll take that kiss with Adrian to my grave. My sister asks me to stay for dinner, and we move on as if nothing had come between us at all. At the back of my mind, I know that I haven’t been completely honest with her.

      I like Adrian. That in itself feels like a betrayal. But if I have to choose between him and my sister, I’ll choose my sister every time. He showed me who he really was when he refused to settle this case. He showed that he doesn’t care about anyone but himself, that he’d rather ruin other people’s lives for a chance at a fleeting, forgettable acquittal.

      Pretty soon he’ll realize that even if the courts decide he’s innocent, the public has already convicted him.
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      The next time I’m at the lawyer’s office, Stella isn’t in her usual seat. Instead, there’s a man about my age sitting across from me.

      “This is Michael Gregory. He’s taking over from Stella. So, we’ve moved forward with the items we talked about last week. First—”

      “Why isn’t Stella working on this anymore? I thought you said she was the best in the state.”

      “Michael is more than capable of handling this type of case.”

      Words stick in my throat. I glance at Michael. “No disrespect, buddy, but I don’t know you. I trust Stella. I want her on my team.”

      “Well, buddy,” Michael says in a measured voice. “Unfortunately, in this particular case, you’re stuck with me.”

      “So,” Theresa says, taking control of the meeting again. “Let’s move on.”

      I try to focus, but my eyes keep drifting back to the seat where Stella usually sat. Last time I saw her, I thought she’d come around. I thought she’d understand that this is important to me—that my name is everything. She was mad, sure, but she’ll get over it. I have to fight this!

      Doubt creeps into my heart. I try to quash it, but it wriggles its way through my chest until I start thinking that maybe Stella is right. Maybe this is too far, too selfish even for me. Risking everything to save my name is one thing, but I’m putting a lot of other people at risk, too.

      Cheryl will go down with me; her career will be over. Depending on what Ashley says in her deposition, her past could come back to bite her, too. If Ashley goes down, Stella will be right there with her.

      “Does that sound reasonable to you, Mr. Mayor?” Theresa looks at me, her eyebrows drawing together. Her hair is pulled back in a tight bun, and her eyes drill into me. She’s a terrifying woman.

      I nod. “Sounds good.”

      I have no idea what I just agreed to, but I’m not going to ask her to repeat herself. Through the conference room’s glass walls, I see Stella’s office door open. She’s carrying a coffee mug and heading across the office. Her hips sway from side to side as she walks. She flicks a strand of hair over her shoulder and turns a corner.

      My heart squeezes.

      What have I done?

      I got carried away. The one woman who was fighting for me, who was in my corner and who cared about the outcome—now she wants nothing to do with me. Now I’m stuck in a room full of lawyers that despise me and don’t believe I can win.

      Stella chose her sister’s side. I get it, obviously. She hardly knows me. I can’t expect her to choose me over her sister, especially considering what happened before the election last year.

      And yet, it stings. It stings a lot more than I expected.

      It’s one more door being slammed on my face. One more back being turned on me. One more person telling me I’m not worth fighting for. It’s one more bullet in the armor I’ve so carefully crafted over the years.

      Soon, I’ll have no-one. I wouldn’t be surprised if my parents disowned me next.

      Theresa shuffles her papers and extends her hand. “We’ll see you on Friday, Mr. Mayor.”

      “Call me Adrian, please.” We shake, and I swallow past a lump in my throat. Dread seeps into my spirit and I glance around the room at the team of lawyers that don’t give a damn about me.

      “Well, Mr. Mayor, you might not be the mayor for much longer, so you might as well enjoy the title for now.” She arches an eyebrow and I stare at her, mouth hanging open.

      Even the lead lawyer on my case doesn’t believe I can win. The team files out of the conference room, and I follow them. Theresa nods to me, and I make my way to the elevators. Halfway there, I turn toward the hallway where Stella disappeared.

      She’s walking back, staring at her phone. Feeling my gaze on her, she looks up. Her face hardens, she blinks and looks away. I stop walking and she ignores me.

      She’s going to walk right by me as if I don’t exist.

      “Stella,” I say.

      She doesn’t break her stride.

      “Stella.”

      Her eyes don’t move in my direction.

      “Stella!”

      “What?” She stops a couple feet away from me. Her eyes blazing and her hands are trembling as she clenches and unclenches them. A vein in her neck is pumping.

      It’s turning me on. I know it’s wrong. I know I should feel something other than lust right now, but this woman is so fucking irresistible that I don’t know what to do with myself. She arches her eyebrows, her face full of contempt, and I like her even more.

      She’s so real. She doesn’t pretend, she doesn’t call me some bullshit title, she doesn’t give me the time of day if she doesn’t think it’s worth it. She dropped the biggest case this city has ever seen on principle.

      As much as I hate it, I respect that. She’s strong—stronger than I am.

      “I’m sorry,” I start.

      She snorts. “No you’re not. Excuse me.”

      Brushing past me, she sways her perfect hips all the way back to her office. My cock throbs as her door slams and I let out a breath. Dragging my feet along the marble floors, I make my way to the elevator and back to my car. When I get behind the driver’s seat, my phone dings.

      Barry: Need to see you. Usual place.

      Adrian: Give me 30 mins.

      I take a deep breath and lean back on my headrest. I’m hungry, I’m horny, and I’m worried about my future and my career. I know that when Barry asks to see me in private, it’s never good. With a deep breath, I turn the ignition and start driving down the road.

      The doubt that assailed me in the conference room comes back. It feels like it isn’t worth it. All this—fighting to clear my name when I know I’ve done something wrong. Losing contact with my brother, having every relationship I’ve ever had crash and burn… what’s the point?

      I stop at a red light and watch a young family cross the road in front of me. It’s a Tuesday morning, and young parents with their baby are walking toward a nearby park. The woman is laughing and the man slides his arm around her waist as she pushes the stroller.

      They look happy. They don’t have political ambitions, or huge, looming, life-destroying corruption cases hanging over their heads. They’ve chosen a simple life—a life that once made me turn my nose up. Now, I’m not so sure. They make it across the road and the man leans over to kiss the woman.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see some movement coming out of Stella’s office building. I can’t take my eyes away from the doorway when she walks through. She smiles when she sees the young couple, giving the woman a hug and then kissing the man’s cheek. She leans over the kid and all of them smile.

      In my car, I feel like I’m intruding on an intimate moment. I feel so cut off from them, so fucking isolated that it makes my chest hurt.

      Then, the cars behind me start honking. I jump, taking my foot off the brake pedal. Stella looks up at the noise and sees me staring at her. Her face drops and she straightens up, shooting daggers at me until I drive away.
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      “What was that about?” Nicole frowns at me as I stare at the disappearing car. My heart is still thumping. No matter where I go, he’s there. I can’t get away from him—at work, in the street, everywhere.

      I just want it to be over. I don’t want to see his face on the news or to hear about the case at work. I don’t want to talk to my sister about it or see memes on the internet about him.

      I want to forget that he ever existed.

      “What was what about?” I try to act nonchalant, avoiding Nicole’s stare.

      She laughs. “I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of that death stare. I’ve seen you in the courtroom, but that was some next-level glaring.”

      I shrug it off and turn to her husband. “How’s the practice going, Marty?”

      “Why, you looking for a new job?”

      “I might be soon,” I laugh. “Is it that obvious?”

      He grins. The law community is small in this town, and I’m sure he’s already heard about our firm covering the case. Between that and what Nicole has probably told him, I don’t need to fill him in on anything.

      “So what’s the big announcement, anyway?”

      “Let’s go to the restaurant.” Nicole smiles, nodding down the street. We walk to a nearby restaurant and I try to focus on what Nicole is saying. I ask all the right questions about their kid, their work, their plans to renovate their house, but my mind is elsewhere.

      It’s like my brain drove off in Adrian’s car with him. All I can think of is him. I want to focus on what Nicole is saying—she told me they had some big news for me. I want to be present, but my mind keeps circling back to the case, to Ashley, to Adrian’s selfish decision to go to trial.

      By the time our food gets there, I force myself to stop thinking about him. I turn to the two of them and arch my eyebrows. “So? Will you tell me the big news, or what? Are you having another baby?”

      Nicole’s eyes shine and a smile breaks across her face. Martin drapes his arm across her shoulders and kisses her temple.

      “Yep. A little boy.”

      “You already know that! You’re not even showing!”

      “Please,” Nicole laughs. “I’m gaining weight by the day.”

      “Is this when I’m supposed to tell you you’re glowing?”

      Nicole laughs and smacks my arm. I get up and wrap her in a big hug, and then do the same to Martin. “I’m happy for you both. I can’t believe how much has happened in a couple years.”

      They glance at each other, and their happiness makes my heart hurt. Nicole leans against Martin and takes a long, happy breath.

      “It’s amazing. I’m not looking forward to the sleepless nights again, but hopefully this little one will be a bit calmer by then.” She rubs Jackie’s arms and her daughter babbles nonsensically.

      “I’m not holding out much hope,” Martin laughs. He kisses her temple again and my heart squeezes.

      It feels like everyone’s life is moving on at the expected pace, and I’m being left behind. Everyone I know is married or engaged, pregnant or already has kids.

      And me?

      I’m struggling to keep my head above water with my job. I can’t even manage to get my deck repaired or hold down a relationship long enough to even think about getting married.

      It’s depressing.

      I force myself to smile and take a bite of my food. I’m being selfish—the exact thing that I despise Adrian Maguire for. How can I criticize him for only caring about himself when I can’t even be happy for my best friend?

      “So when are you due?”

      “December.”

      “Wow, five months from now!” I smile and take another bite of food. “So soon!”

      They exchange a glance. “Yeah, that’s actually something we wanted to talk to you about,” Martin says. “I’ve been wanting to spend more time with the kids, once the baby comes. Nicole was wanting to pick up some more hours at the firm, so we can share the load a bit more. So, we’re looking for someone to come in and work with me—a partner.”

      I keep my face steady. “Oh, yeah?”

      Martin nods. “We were hoping it would be you.”

      “You want to bring me in as a partner?”

      He holds up his hands. “Now, I know my practice isn’t as prestigious as your current one. I probably can’t offer you a huge salary jump and I can’t promise you’ll be getting high-profile cases. But it’s growing quickly. I can hardly keep up with the workload, and with your experience, I think you’d make a huge impact. You could have flexible hours and choose your own cases.”

      They look at me expectantly. I take a deep breath.

      “When you asked me if I was looking for a new job earlier, I thought you were joking.”

      “Maybe I was just gauging your reaction,” he grins.

      I nod. “It’s a lot to take in. I… can I have some time to think about it?”

      “Of course,” Nicole smiles. “I knew you wouldn’t say yes right away. Didn’t I, babe?”

      “You did,” he smiles. Their love is painfully obvious.

      That would be the worst part about taking this job in my current state of mind. Martin’s right—it’s a smaller firm, but I’ve been feeling like I’ve hit a ceiling at my current job. I don’t see myself making partner for at least another five years. If I could move to a smaller firm, and build up my name as a partner with Martin…

      “She’s considering it,” Nicole says with a grin. “I can see the gears grinding in her head.”

      “The gears aren’t grinding. They’re perfectly calibrated and well-oiled.” I tap the side of my head and they both laugh. Jackie, their two-year-old, makes a noise and taps her own head.

      I look at their toddler and my whole body starts to melt. It feels like my womb is aching for one of its own, like a deep yearning for something soft and cuddly and mine. I put my hand on my stomach and take a deep breath.

      Nicole tilts her head. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking about saying yes, but I’d still like some time to think about it.”

      Martin nods. “I’ve drafted up an offer, I can send it through to you this afternoon. Have a look and let me know what you think. We’d love to have you on the team.”

      “I have to give four weeks’ notice at my current job, so I wouldn’t be able to start for another month.”

      “That’s fine,” he grins. “I can work with that.”

      By the time I get back to the office, my mind is whirling. I look around my office—the same office I’ve had for the past three years I’ve worked here. It feels comfortable and safe, and I’ve been very successful here. At the same time, it feels stagnant.

      If I moved on, I wouldn’t have to deal with Adrian Maguire waltzing through this building every week. I could forget that he even exists. This case could go on for months, and I could avoid it completely. I could move on.

      I know I shouldn’t base career decisions on things like that, but at the moment, the thought of his face makes me sick. He’s so selfish, with absolutely no regard for the consequences of his decisions. He shouldn’t be mayor and he definitely shouldn’t have this much power over my and Ashley’s futures.

      What makes me more sick, however, is the fact that I still want him. I keep dreaming of his body and thinking of his hands on me. The kiss is burned into my brain and I can’t get rid of it no matter how hard I try.

      I lean over and touch the plant on the edge of my desk. Ashley bought it for me on my first day of work. She said that it would brighten my depressing office up and remind me that there’s a world outside this building. I don’t have any photos of my family in my office, but the plant always reminded me of her.

      And she’s right—there’s a world outside this office. My computer dings and Martin’s name pops up in my email inbox. My new employment contract. A smile tugs at my lips and I take a deep breath.

      I don’t even need to look at the contract to know that I’m going to accept. The thought of starting fresh excites me more than I can say. If I give my notice this week, I only have four weeks left to work here. Four weeks of Adrian, four weeks of Theresa, four weeks of stagnation. Martin and Nicole just gave me a light at the end of this very long tunnel.
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      I wait until Barry rolls down his car window and then I nod. “What’s going on?”

      We’re parked next to each other in an old gravel parking lot in the industrial district. We’ve been coming here to meet privately ever since I hired him nearly ten years ago.

      Instead of answering, he hands me his phone with a document loaded up on it. It’s a contract from nearly ten years ago, for the purchase of my first house. I bought it with money that my parents loaned me.

      I shake my head. “So? Why are you showing me this?”

      “My contact at the Feds told me they’d started looking into the corruption charges against you. I remembered when you showed me your first house, you said you’d bought it with a loan from your parents.”

      “Yeah.” I frown. “What’s your point? Lots of people get loans from their parents to buy houses. The housing market is fucked.”

      Barry sighs, staring at me like I’m denser than a block of concrete. “Did you pay your parents back?”

      “Obviously. It only took me a couple years to start making good money in my first business before I went into politics. Barry, will you get to the fucking point, here? I haven’t got all day.”

      He waves his phone at me. “If they can’t get you on corruption charges with this construction deal, they’ll get you on this. Paying your parents back for that loan made your first mortgage fraudulent. It’s a felony.”

      “What?” I laugh, frowning. “What are you talking about?”

      “How do you not know this?”

      “It doesn’t make any sense! Everyone borrows money! Show me one person who’s bought a house in their twenties who didn’t get the money from someone else.”

      Barry shrugs. “Google it if you don’t believe me. It’s falsifying a home loan application.”

      I shake my head. My heart thumps and I shake my head harder. “That’s crazy.”

      “Your lawyers figure out a way to get you out of this mess yet?”

      I stare at him and then look away. I shrug. “They want me to settle out of court. They said the DA will drop the charges based on some of the things they’ve found.”

      “My advice is to take that deal and run. The feds find this,” he lifts his phone up again. “And Adrian, they will find it… then, you’re done.”

      I take a deep breath as panic starts to rise in my throat. I smack my steering wheel as hard as I can and the horn blares. “Fuck!”

      “Take the deal.”

      Barry stares at me from under those bushy grey eyebrows. His face is deadly serious, and I know he means it. If he says I should run from this, I trust him enough to believe it.

      That doesn’t stop me from Googling it the minute he drives off.

      “18 U.S. Code § 1014. Loan and credit applications generally; renewals and discounts; crop insurance:

      Whoever knowingly makes any false statement or report, or willfully overvalues any land, property or security, for the purpose of influencing in any way the action of the Federal Housing Administration...”

      My eyes skim over legal jargon I don’t quite understand, and then I see the last line of the act:

      “shall be fined not more than $1,000,000 or imprisoned not more than 30 years, or both.”

      I drop my phone in my lap and cover my face in my hands.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, oh shit, fuck.

      I’m hyperventilating. I grip the steering wheel and take long, slow breaths as I try to make sense of what’s happening. I could be fined a million dollars?! I could go to jail for thirty fucking years?!

      They wouldn’t give me such a harsh sentence… would they?

      I lean my head against the headrest and close my eyes. An hour ago, I was absolutely sure that I wanted to fight this. I wanted to clear my name—but now I realize that I can’t even do that. I made that deal with Hansen Constructions. I accepted campaign money and gave them a development project they had no business winning. Even if my name isn’t on the contract that they got, the whole thing stinks of bribery.

      When I open my eyes, I know what I need to do. I need to face these things head-on. I can’t clear my name, because I was wrong.

      But I won’t go to jail for accepting money from my parents to buy a house. Going to jail for thirty years for that… I can’t even wrap my head around it. I can accept the consequences when I’ve done something wrong, but not something that every single one of my peers has done. I didn’t even know it was a crime!

      It’s time for me to face the facts: my political career is over. I made a dirty deal, and I have to pay with my seat as Mayor. I have to give up my career in politics and save my skin. If that’s the only way to avoid jail time, so be it.

      My eyes are misting and I shake my head angrily. I won’t cry.

      Instead, I pick up the phone and dial Theresa.

      “Mr. Mayor,” she says on the first ring.

      “I’ve changed my mind. Talk to the DA, see if you can get the charges dropped. I don’t care about the acquittal.”

      “That’s a very wise decision, Mr. Mayor. May I ask what prompted this change of heart?

      “Just call me Adrian, please. And I guess I just came to my senses,” I sigh, closing my eyes as Theresa chuckles.

      “Of course. This is the right thing to do, Adrian. I’ll set a meeting with the District Attorney today and see what he says.”

      “If he accepts… does that mean I can’t be tried for these same charges again?”

      “Depends on the deal we make.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a ‘yes’ to me.”

      Theresa takes a deep breath. “I’ll try to get him to agree to closing the case. If it’s dismissed, there is a chance it could be reopened in the future, and it could show up on your record.”

      “This is sounding less and less like a good option for me.” My palms are sweaty. A criminal record—I can’t have a criminal record!

      “Mr. Ma—Adrian, listen. You do not have a strong case. If this thing goes to trial, you will lose. We may be able to get away with a lighter sentence, but there is no lawyer in the world who can get you acquitted. Getting the charges dropped is the only option you have. I’m glad you’ve come around to the idea, because it’s your only shot at avoiding jail time. I’ll do my best to have your criminal record wiped, and to have the case closed, but I’m not making any promises.”

      My heart thumps and I take a shaky breath. I nod, even though she can’t see me. Then I clear my throat. “Okay. Yeah, alright. Just do it. Thank you.”

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve thanked me for anything.”

      “I’ve been told I’m an asshole.”

      She chuckles. “I’ll call you tonight and we can meet to discuss the DA’s response.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Twice in one conversation! I must be doing something right.”

      “You sound like Stella—like Ms. King.”

      Theresa just grunts in response. “Bye-bye, now.”

      I hang up the phone and take a deep breath. Then, I pick up the phone and call the Governor. His receptionist answers.

      “Governor Hardy, please. It’s Mayor Maguire.”

      She transfers me through, and Oliver Hardy’s gruff voice comes on the line.

      “You’d better have some good news for me.”

      “I’m waiting on word from my lawyers to sort this thing out. Once I get the call, hopefully tonight, I’ll be able to step down as mayor. No extended leave of absence, just a straight up resignation.”

      “This is a change of tune.”

      “I’ve seen the light.”

      Governor Hardy chuckles. “And here I thought you were coming for my job.”

      “I was,” I admit. “I’m not anymore. Just give me a couple days to get this case figured out, and I give you my word that I’ll step down.”

      “You word isn’t worth much around here, Maguire.”

      “Oliver, you’ve known me a long time. Please.” It pains me to beg him like this. My pride is screaming in agony as it gets stripped from me, bit by bit. I can imagine the victory in his eyes and the triumphant, cocky smile on his face. But I swallow back my snarky comments and wait for him to speak.

      “Fine. But I swear to Christ, Maguire, if I get even one whiff of you fucking me on this—”

      “You won’t. I’m done. You said it yourself.”

      He grunts and the phone clicks when he hangs up on me. With a sigh, I head back to City Hall with my head hanging low and my tail between my legs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Stella

          

        

      

    

    
      The champagne pops and Nicole grins at me. “I wish I could have some!”

      “Me too,” Ashley laughs. “I just want this baby out! I feel like a whale.”

      “Have you signed up for a mother’s group yet? I can give you the name of the one I went to with Jackie. It was great. We’ll be able to go together.” Nicole smiles at my sister, and Ashley beams. They both put a protective hand on their stomachs and bask in their motherly glory.

      I turn to Martin, who’s holding the champagne and I nod. “Give me some of the good stuff, Marty. I can’t stand much more of this baby talk.”

      He laughs and pours me a glass. Liam grins at me and takes a glass of his own. He nods at me with a strange expression on his face.

      “So I heard you dropped my brother’s case.”

      I take a deep breath and nod. “I also quit the firm. Four weeks from now I’ll be nowhere near that case.”

      Liam smiles sadly. “I never thought it would come to this. After everything Ash went through last year, this just feels like salt in the wound.”

      “Believe me, I know. I tried to explain that to Adrian, but…”

      Liam sighs. “Adrian’s always been stubborn.”

      “I prefer the term ‘arrogant prick’ myself, but stubborn works.” I glance at Liam and blush. “Sorry. I shouldn’t say that about your brother.”

      “Hey, I was just trying to be polite.” He laughs and throws his arm around my shoulder. He touches his glass to mine. “You’re my sister-in-law, now. We’re family.”

      Ashley smiles at me, and I glance around the room at my friend, my sister, their husbands, and I realize that this is my family. My parents aren’t with us anymore, but it doesn’t really matter. We’ve made our own families.

      Or, I guess they made their own families and graciously decided to let me be the fifth wheel. My champagne flute is empty all of a sudden, and Martin fills it up.

      “I’m glad you decided to accept the offer.”

      “It’s not a bad contract you had there, I didn’t have to change much at all.”

      “It’s almost like it was written by a lawyer.” He grins, and then turns to Liam. “So are you ready for the baby? Get ready to live on so little sleep you don’t even know if you’re alive or dead. The newborn twilight zone, I like to call it.”

      Liam laughs, and the two dads start talking about babies, too. Ashley and Nicole are in deep, serious conversation about the advantages of German-built strollers over American ones, and I feel like I’ve landed on an alien planet.

      I take a deep breath and drift away from them. I find my phone in my pocket.

      Theresa: Just letting you know that the DA accepted the deal. Your work on this case saved us going to court, Stella. I’m going to miss having you on the team.

      My heart skips a beat. It feels good to get that kind of recognition from Theresa. She’s a hard boss who doesn’t hand out compliments easily. But the most shocking thing is that Adrian reconsidered. He decided to go with the deal, to avoid going to trial and to save us all the nightmare of dredging up the past.

      My heart thumps and I turn to Ashley, who immediately sees the look on my face.

      “What? Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know the details. I don’t know for sure yet, but I think Adrian is settling out of court. You might not need to testify at all, Ash.”

      “You mean, this whole thing is over?”

      I take a deep breath. “Until everything is signed, sealed, and delivered I’m not going to say it’s over. But it sounds like we’re close.”

      A smile splits her face open and she throws her arms around me. She squeezes me tight and then turns to Liam who’s waiting with open arms. I smile a real smile for the first time in weeks. Martin holds up the bottle of champagne and winks at me.

      “Looks like we have more to celebrate than we thought!”

      I let him fill up my glass and then duck into the bathroom. With trembling hands, I pull out my phone and find Adrian’s number. My hands are shaking so much that it’s hard to type, but I manage to write out two words: Thank you.

      I hit send before I can reconsider, and then I go out and re-join our little celebration. A weight has been lifted off my shoulders. I have a new job, a new title, Ashley won’t have to be a witness in a messy trial, and we can all move on with our lives.

      I’m happy—I really am. Things feel like they’re finally working out and I can leave Adrian Maguire behind. The only problem is, I’m not sure I want to.

      

      By the time I get home, I’m happier than I’ve been in weeks. Ashley and I are back to normal, and I actually enjoyed talking to her and Nicole about their pregnancies. I was able to connect with them without feeling like I was missing out. That’s something I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do.

      I drive up toward my garage and see someone stand up from my front steps. In the headlights of my car, there’s no mistaking those broad shoulders.

      Adrian lifts his arm in greeting. His face is lined, and he looks almost sheepish. I park in the garage and take a deep breath before walking out to meet him.

      “Hey.” He walks toward me and then holds up a bottle of wine. “I got the red kind.”

      “What are you doing here? What is up with men showing up at my house unannounced these days?”

      “Sorry.” He inhales and shifts his weight from foot to foot. I motion to the front door and click the garage door closed. It rumbles behind me as I lead the way for us to go inside.

      Kicking my shoes off, I flick the lights on and glance at Adrian. “How long have you been waiting for me?”

      “Not long.” He grins, and my whole body goes wobbly. “A little while.”

      “I’ll get some glasses.”

      By the time I get back to the living room, Adrian is flicking through one of my books. He puts it down and takes a deep breath.

      “Sorry to show up unannounced.”

      “That’s the second time in less than five minutes that you’ve apologized to me—must be some kind of record.”

      “You know, Theresa said something very similar to me this morning. It’s almost like you guys have the same opinion of me.”

      “Can’t imagine why.”

      I hand Adrian the corkscrew and steal a glance at his biceps as he uncorks the wine. He sets the bottle down on the table. “We should let it breathe.”

      I laugh, taking a seat on the couch. “I’m guessing you weren’t a fan of the wine I had last time you were here?”

      “I didn’t care about the wine last time I was here.” His eyes darken and his gaze sweeps over my body. My blood ignites and I clear my throat. He sits down next to me, sending my heart beating at a million miles a minute.

      “I heard you settled the case.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Still need to finish up the paperwork but by the end of the week it should be done.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      He takes a deep breath, intertwining his fingers and staring at the rug. “I’m not sure,” he shrugs. “I guess I just thought it was time to take responsibility for what I’d done.”

      My eyebrows arch in surprise. “Really?”

      He glances at me and smiles sheepishly. “I was mad when you left the team.”

      “I was mad when you told me you were going to put my sister’s life in jeopardy.”

      “I was selfish.”

      “And now you’re not?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. His eyes flick to my mouth and his tongue slides out to moisten his lips. My heart skips a beat. I take shallow breaths, not wanting to move. The air between us grows thick.

      “I came straight here after work,” he finally says in a low voice. I’ve been waiting for you for almost two hours.”

      “Why?” I frown, laughing. “You have my phone number.”

      “I wanted to apologize in person… I wanted to see you.” His gaze draws me in. He shifts closer, leaning his arm on the back of the couch and reaching over to run his fingertips over my cheek.

      I close my eyes and lean into his touch. Taking a deep breath, I inhale his scent. I’m lightheaded, dizzy with desire. I wrestle between lust and hate, despising him one minute and admiring him the next. Underpinning it all is an unwavering, undeniable want.

      I want him.

      His fingers drift down to my neck, pushing my hair back over my shoulder. He growls beside me, shifting closer. I open my eyes to see him watching me, shaking his head.

      “I don’t want you to hate me.”

      “That’s not up to you.” My voice is barely above a whisper. I swallow, hoping my heartbeat isn’t as loud as it sounds. He curls his fingers into the nape of my neck and I lean in toward him.

      “I really want to kiss you right now.” His eyes are dark, his voice is heady. Desire flows between us, thick as molasses.

      I lick my lips and take a breath.

      “So, do it.”
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      This is better than the first time I kissed Stella. She moans as I pull her closer and my whole body goes into overdrive. In seconds, her arms are wrapped around me and our lips are interlocked.

      Her smell, her taste, her body—it’s making my head spin. I run my hand down her side as my other fingers tangle into her hair. She gasps when I pull her head back, leaning in to kiss her neck. With one hand reaching up to touch the soft skin of her waist, I brush my lips over her neck.

      She shivers as I kiss the sensitive skin behind her ear, trailing her fingers over my shoulders. I sink my fingers into her flesh and pull her closer, inhaling her scent and groaning.

      “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you in that boardroom.”

      She moans, and I shift my weight to lean over her. Laying her down on the couch, I run my hand up her shirt and crush my lips against hers. Her hips buck up toward me and I grin.

      “Bad girl.”

      “Adrian…” She looks at me with wide eyes. Sighing, she runs her fingers over my jaw and hooks her arms around my neck.

      “You’re gorgeous, angel,” I growl, leaning down to kiss her neck. I brush my lips over her collarbone as she spreads her knees wide. My body sinks into hers as she grinds herself against me.

      It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever done, and we both still have all our clothes on. I kiss her again, harder.

      “You still think I’m an arrogant prick?” I roll my hips toward her and her eyes flash.

      “Yes.” A cheeky smile tugs at her lips. She runs her fingers over my shoulders, down my arms, and then back up again. Her touch feels so good. Her body is like a coiled spring underneath me. I can feel the tension inside her, the heat from her core, the urgency of her touch.

      “You still think I’m an asshole?” I growl. I kiss her neck slowly, letting my breath wash over her skin.

      She shivers. “Yes.”

      I pull her shirt off over her head and unclasp her bra, tossing it to the side. I thumb her nipples as they harden under my touch, and then nip at them with my teeth. She moans, tangling her fingers into my hair.

      I swipe my tongue over her areola and look up at her. Our eyes meet, and I see the depth of her desire in her eyes. Stella sucks her lip between her teeth and rolls her hips toward me. Her body is heating up, crying for my touch.

      “You want me to fuck you?” My voice is a low growl. I cup her breast and tease her nipples again, glancing up as the pleasure washes over her face. Her chin dips down.

      I chuckle, growling. “You’re going to have to say it out loud.”

      “You’re a prick,” she grins, arching an eyebrow. Her hips roll up toward me. A growl rumbles through my chest and I sit back on the sofa, lifting her up to straddle me. Her tits press up against my face and I bring my hand down on her ass with a hard smack.

      She yelps, gasping, digging her fingers into my shoulders. Her lips find mine and we devour each other. I smack her ass again, a bit harder.

      “Is that what you want?”

      My voice is throaty, rough. My cock is rock hard. I want to fuck this woman so badly I can’t think straight. She looks at me with fire in her eyes.

      “Even if I let you fuck me, it’s not going to change the fact that you’re an asshole.”

      I roar. In one movement, I lift her up and lay her down across my lap. I rip her pants down to her thighs and smack her ass three times in quick succession. Every time my palm connects with her skin, she cries out a little louder. Her back arches, lifting her ass up toward my hand. I watch as her mouth bites down on the couch cushion, her fingers curling as I smack her ass again.

      Watching her writhe and moan on top of me nearly makes me explode, but I won’t let myself come yet. Not like this. Instead, I spread her ass and smack it again. She moans, her voice muffled in the couch. I reach down between her legs and finally touch her.

      “You’re wet,” I groan.

      She makes a noise, and I dip my fingers further into her honey. I slide my hand toward her bud as she gasps. With the other hand, I give her ass a light smack. Her back arches.

      I place one hand on her lower back to keep her steady, and I work my other hand over her wetness. When my fingers slip inside her, I hear her muffled gasp and I growl in response.

      My cock throbs in my pants. She’s splayed out on top of me, enjoying every fucking second of this. Her legs start to tremble as my hand works deeper, and then I slide out and tease her bud again.

      The little gasps and moans that are coming from her are turning me on more than ever. I grab her ass, squeezing it with my hand as I work her clit with my other hand. She’s trembling, her whole body becoming more and more rigid as I work my fingers over her center.

      “Come on my hand, angel,” I growl. “Come all over me.” I smack her ass again.

      She cries out, and I smack her again. Her ass cheek is bright red now, and her legs are trembling more than ever. Her back arches and her mouth opens in a silent scream. I watch her hand curl into the cushions as her whole body bucks violently.

      She screams. Her honey coats my fingers and I groan, milking the orgasm from her until she squeezes her legs together and pushes me away.

      I slide my hands over her ass, softly touching the areas where I ruthlessly punished her. She lets out a soft moan and glances at me over her shoulder.

      “Adrian…” She takes a gulping breath.

      “That’s Mr. Mayor to you,” I growl.

      She turns over and kicks her pants off the rest of the way. Then, she sits down on my lap and grins. “Not for long.”

      “Did you not learn your lesson just now?”

      “Not quite.” She bites her lip and slides her hands over my shoulders. She sways her hips back and forth on top of me, arching her eyebrows as she feels me throb underneath her. “I think you better try to teach it to me again.”
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      My ass cheeks still feel overly sensitive from where he spanked me, and he slides his hands over them softly.

      My knees sink into the couch cushions as I run my fingers over his broad shoulders. When he’s sheathed inside me completely, I let out a soft sigh and look at him. He slides his hands from my ass up my sides and shakes his head.

      “You have no idea how sexy you are,” he growls.

      My heart flutters. His shirt, once crisp and white, is torn open to reveal his muscular chest. I think it lost a button when I ripped at it. His pants are down around his ankles. He didn’t even have time to kick them off before I was on top of him.

      His eyes meet mine. His eyelids are low, his pupils dilated. He slides his hands back down to my ass and gives it a light smack.

      “I’m glad you had a condom,” I say, brushing my lips over his cheek. I start moving my hips up and down and he groans in response.

      “Me too.”

      That’s the last thing we say to each other. He uses his hands to spread my ass as he rolls his hips toward me, and I’m done. His touch, his smell, his cock—it takes me out of this world. My body moves on instinct as pleasure floods my veins.

      We scratch and claw at each other, the intensity returning to our movements. His fingers sink into my body and I curl my nails into his shoulders. My hair falls down in curtains on either side of my face as I ride him. He reaches up to grab my breast and smacks my ass with his other hand.

      I cry out. My skin is raw, but the pain explodes into pleasure. I can feel him throbbing inside me as our bodies collide. All the anger, the hatred, the frustration, the hurt, it all comes out in those moments. I leave deep, red scratch marks down his back as he spanks my ass again.

      I love it. I love giving myself up to him. I love feeling him inside me, filling me up completely. I love the smell of him, the sound of our bodies, the growls that rumble through him.

      I want him to slap my ass. I want him to fuck me to within an inch of my life. I want him to fist his hand into my hair and pull it back until I gasp.

      I want it all.

      I give myself over to him, letting my body talk for me. Right now, I’m not the strong, independent lawyer that I am at work. I’m a woman, and he’s a man. Right now, I love how he touches me, teases me, spanks me. I love how he growls naughty words into my ear and tells me that I’m his.

      I love being his.

      I love giving up the strength, the power, the persona, and letting him take control. His hands slide over my hips and he guides my movements. Our hips move in sync as he drives deeper and deeper inside me.

      As my pleasure crests, Adrian’s lips lock on my nipple. His teeth drag over it, sending more pleasure spiraling straight between my legs. My back arches and my body contracts around him.

      “Come all over that cock.”

      I moan. My orgasm rips through my body as he growls in my ear.

      “Come on top of me, baby girl. Cover that cock with your cum.” His hands sink into my skin. “That’s my girl.”

      Those are the words that send me over the edge. That’s my girl. Not the dirty talk, not the spanking and biting and scratching, those three little words send me flying into the abyss.

      That’s my girl.

      I love the thought of being his. As wave after wave of pleasure crashes over me, I know what I like most is the thought of him claiming me, marking me, branding me.

      I want to be his.

      As my orgasm starts to ebb, Adrian grunts and wraps his arms around me. He hooks his hands on my shoulders and empties himself inside me.

      We stay still for a minute or three or ten, and then I peel myself off him. He catches the condom and tries to tie it off, but it slips and lands on my rug.

      “Fuck, sorry,” he says. “I think I just broke it.”

      “Typical.”

      He gives me a sideways look and shakes his head. “You’re relentless.”

      “I’ll get a cloth.” I grin at him and slip my shirt and pants on. I go grab a rag and by the time I come back, he’s got everything mostly cleaned up. I wipe up the rest and nod to his bottle of wine.

      “You think that wine’s been breathing long enough?”

      He grins. “I think it’s probably okay now, yeah.”

      When he hands me a glass of wine, I settle into the couch and take a sip. My eyebrows jump up. “Not bad.”

      “Not bad? I was expecting you to be bowled over, compared to the paint thinner you served me last time I was here.”

      “You expect people to fall over for you all the time, though.” I grin at him over my glass and watch as he bites his tongue. I don’t really dislike him anymore at all, but I still like messing with him. His cheeks flush a bit as he takes a deep breath.

      “I’m glad I can provide so much entertainment for you,” he finally says. He fights to keep the smile from his face and I laugh.

      “You’ve been satisfactory on that front tonight.”

      “Satisfactory!”

      I laugh again and sit back lengthways on the sofa. I poke him with my foot and he catches it in his hand. I take another sip of wine and then tilt my head to study him.

      “You must be used to people blowing smoke up your ass 24/7, huh?”

      Adrian glances at me and shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “It seems to bother you when I don’t.”

      “Maybe I just want you to like me.”

      “You don’t seem like the kind of person who craves validation.”

      “Maybe that’s exactly what I am. I went into politics, didn’t I? All politicians are narcissists at heart.”

      “Exactly. You’re narcissistic and self-centered, so you couldn’t possibly care what I think of you.”

      “First of all, your kind words flatter me.” He shakes his head and I laugh despite myself. “Second of all, don’t you think that narcissists are the exact opposite? There’s something lacking in their personal fulfilment, and so they seek out these positions of authority to get some kind of validation for their perceived superiority.”

      “That’s deep,” I deadpan.

      Adrian laughs and I can see the frustration building up inside him. “I’m serious!”

      “Alright, alright,” I laugh. “I won’t be so hard on you. So are you telling me that you are lacking personal fulfilment?”

      “Definitely.”

      “The first time I met you, you told me you went into politics to help people.”

      Adrian scoffs. “That was a lie.”

      My immediate gut reaction is aversion, and then I take a breath and tilt my head. “That’s actually really refreshing to hear. That’s probably the first truly honest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      He swings his eyes over to me and takes a deep breath. I watch him take a sip of wine and swallow it slowly. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down, and then he looks at me.

      “You’re right about me. I’m selfish and I’m an asshole ninety-nine percent of the time. I just… I don’t want that to be me anymore.”

      “So change.”

      He holds my gaze for a few seconds. He swallows again and inhales slowly. Then, he nods. “Yeah.”

      My heart thumps. When he’s sitting here with his shirt undone and his hair messed up, he looks so human. He’s vulnerable and honest. He’s real.

      He’s so different from the man that I met in the conference room. This is the Adrian that I like. Right here, when he’s not posturing or pretending. When he’s just being himself. He loses himself in thought for a few seconds until I poke him with my foot.

      “You’re not that bad, Adrian.”

      “That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      I grin. “You also have a nice penis. That’s two nice things.”

      “Whoa, slow down. Don’t want to use them all up at once.”

      I laugh and he shifts himself down the couch to get closer to me. I lay my legs across his lap and sit up to give him a gentle kiss. Then, I lean back and we sip our wine in silence.
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      Stella still has her guard up around me. After our second glass of wine, she sighs and glances at me.

      “I have to work tomorrow, so I might go to bed.” She stands up and stretches her back, then glances down at me on the couch.

      “Is that a subtle hint for me to leave?”

      “I didn’t think it was that subtle,” she laughs. “But yes.”

      “I was kind of hoping to stay.” I stand up and put my hand on her hip and give her a soft kiss. I don’t want to let her go. I want to hold her in my arms until morning. I want to fuck her all night long, taste her and touch her until we stumble to our offices, bleary-eyed and happy.

      But Stella takes a deep breath. “Adrian, I really enjoyed tonight. I… I like you. Despite my best efforts, I actually do like you.”

      I lean my forehead against hers. “But…”

      “But this is all happening really fast. If my sister knew…”

      “What? What would happen if she knew?”

      “I’m pretty sure it would be worse than when she found out I was working with you. ‘Sleeping with the enemy’ comes to mind.”

      “The enemy!” I laugh, pulling her close. She wraps her arms around me and kisses me softly. Then I pull away and sigh. “I understand.”

      “Thank you. I’ll call you tomorrow or the next day. I… I’d like to see you again.”

      “Me too.”

      She smiles and walks me to the door. I kiss her one last time before slipping out into the cool night air. Summer is ending, and the nights have a chill these days. I glance back at her house and see the porch lights flick off. Disappointment curls in the depth of my chest, but I shake it off.

      She’s right, of course.

      Getting involved would be messy. It would be amazing, and I’m pretty sure we would have the best sex of our lives… but it would be messy. There’s no way that we could get out of this without the whole thing crashing and burning.

      I get in my car—I parked it on the street in front of her house. With one last glance toward her home, I drive off.

      A part of me wants to crash and burn with her. I want her so badly that I’ll do anything, ruin anything, cause chaos just so I can have her again.

      But that’s the old me. I’m trying to be less selfish. Stella makes me want to be better. She gently, but firmly reminds me when I’m only thinking of myself. And right now, I don’t need her to remind me. I know I’m being selfish. I don’t care about her sister, or about tabloids, or about anything.

      I do care about Stella, though. If she wants to take it slow, I can respect that. By the time I get back to the Mayor’s Residence, my disappointment has been replaced with excitement.

      I know I’ll see her again. I could see it in her eyes that she wanted me to stay and she was fighting it with every fiber of her being. She wants me just as much as I want her. She loved being fucked like that, and I loved every second of it.

      So I’ll give her time, and I’ll enjoy every second of it when she comes back for more.

      

      Walking back into City Hall in the morning feels strange. It’ll most likely be my last day here, provided everything with the case closes up today. I’ll resign as soon as the case is dropped. People glance at me through open doorways and then look away. I’m a dead man walking.

      I’m not as disappointed as I thought I would be. I walk into my office and nod to Cheryl.

      “Morning,” I smile.

      She frowns. “Hi. You’re in a good mood!”

      “Is that not allowed?”

      “I just thought with the case and everything that you might be a bit disappointed.”

      “I was.” I stand in front of her desk and scratch my chin. “But I guess last night, I had an epiphany.”

      “What’s that?”

      “There’s more to life than playing a futile political game.”

      Cheryl snorts. “Everything is a game to you, Mr. Mayor. My guess is, you’ve found a new game to occupy you already.”

      My eyebrows arch and I shrug. “Maybe. In any case, I’ll leave the politics to the politicians. Draft my resignation speech, I need to be ready for tonight.”

      Cheryl nods. “The first draft is on your desk.” She smiles at me.

      “Well done, Cheryl. I hope you’ll find someone who appreciates that.”

      Her smile fades a bit, and she nods, turning back to her computer. I head to my desk and sit back in the big leather chair. I glance around, taking a deep breath.

      I was only in this office for a year, but it feels like half my life. The first day I walked through those doors, I was on top of the world. It felt like I was unstoppable. I was going to be Governor, or President.

      Now that it’s almost over, it seems almost foolish to think those things. My goals grew and grew and grew over the years until I didn’t even recognize them anymore. I’m not even sure why I went into politics in the first place.

      I take out my phone and glance at the screen, mildly disappointed that Stella hasn’t texted me yet. I take a deep breath and slip my phone back in my jacket pocket.

      

      The phone call from my lawyer, Theresa, comes at 3 p.m.

      “You’d better come down to the courthouse, Mr. Mayor. I have a few documents for you to sign.”

      “Is everything agreed as we discussed?”

      “Charges dropped, nothing on your record. As long as you resign from office immediately, you’re free to go and live your life.”

      I blow the air out of my lungs and grunt. “The DA was that afraid to lose this case?”

      “The holes that Stella found in that contract spooked him. He didn’t want to risk it. You’re a lucky man.”

      “I’ll be there in fifteen.” I hang up the phone and call Cheryl into my office. “It’s time. Call the media, I’m going to the courthouse.”

      She stands in the doorway, her eyes misting up. I stand up and slide my jacket on, straightening my tie and smoothing down my hair. Cheryl dips her chin down and extends her hand.

      “It’s been an honor, Adrian.”

      My heart squeezes. Cheryl cared. She bought the dream I sold her, and she was here with me every step of the way. I told her I’d take her to the White House with me, and now it’s all over—for both of us.

      The look in her eyes reminds me of Stella when I told her I’d rather fight the case than protect my team. Deep, undeniable sadness stares back at me. I clear my throat.

      “Thank you for everything, Cheryl.”

      She opens her mouth to say something. Her cheeks flush and she looks away.

      I clear my throat. “Alright. Make the phone calls, I’ll meet you at the car.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      I walk down the hallways with my head held high. News travels like wildfire, and I know that most of City Hall knows what’s about to happen. By the time I get to the courthouse there are throngs of reporters outside. They clamor for my attention, jostling to get their microphones in my face as I walk through the crowd. Cameras flash and people yell.

      When I make it inside the courthouse, Theresa is there to greet me. She shakes my hand and nods.

      “This way.”

      It doesn’t take long. The judge agrees to drop the case, I sign some papers, and within an hour it’s all over. Theresa puts a hand on my shoulder.

      “You ready?”

      I nod.

      When I step back outside, the reporters are still there. I walk halfway down the steps, to where a podium has been placed on the landing. I raise my hands to quiet the crowd.

      “Good afternoon,” I start. The reporters yell and I raise my hands. “As most of you already know, the charges against me have been dropped. I have, and will always, maintain my innocence in this case. I thank the people who have stood by me through the turmoil.”

      I glance at Cheryl, whose eyes are filled with tears, and then turn back to the cameras.

      “It is with great sadness that I’m announcing my resignation as the Mayor of our great city. I have served in this post for fourteen months, and they have been the finest months of my life. We’ve managed to introduce important education programs, start fixing the roads in the City’s west, and invested in our City’s future.”

      My voice falters. This is more difficult than I expected. Doubt floods my heart and I wonder if I’ve made the right decision. What if I had fought this? What if I could continue serving as mayor? I could have won.

      I take a deep breath.

      “In light of the turmoil this ordeal has caused, I do not think I will be able to lead effectively. I am hereby stepping down as mayor. Thank you.”

      The questions start flying toward me, but I step away from the podium. I glance at Theresa, who stands next to me. She nods and squeezes my arm. From the corner of my eye, I see movement near the courthouse doors. Stella is standing there. She smiles at me and puts a hand to her heart.

      The doubt in my heart evaporates. Her eyes are bright, and for the first time, she looks at me with not hatred, or contempt, or dislike, but actual admiration. A smile lifts her lips and makes her eyes sparkle, and my heart soars.

      It was the right decision. With that one look, Stella shows me that I’ve done the right thing. I needed to resign to make things right. I nod, ignoring the reporters’ questions and stepping away from the podium. Courthouse security helps to clear a way through the reporters, and I get into the back seat of a waiting car. Cheryl climbs into the front seat after me and glances back.

      Her face looks different—not sad, exactly, but almost angry. She looks crushed. She tries to smile at me and nods her head.

      “You spoke beautifully.”

      “Thanks, Cheryl.” She looks like she’s expecting me to say something else, but I just turn to look out the window. I try to catch another glimpse of Stella, but all I can see are reporters crushing against the car. I sigh and lean my head against the headrest as we drive away.
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      Watching Adrian speak gives me chills. I can’t help but respect the man. A few days ago, he was convinced that he would fight the charges and come out on top. Now, he’s standing tall, facing the horde of reporters with grace and dignity.

      He surprises me more and more every day. I thought he was an asshole—still do, sometimes—but I hadn’t considered that there might be redeeming qualities behind the political ambitions.

      Adrian glances back at me after his speech, as if he could sense me looking at him. With a hundred other people around us, reporters hurling questions at him, cameras, microphones… for a moment, it feels like we’re alone. His eyes meet mine, and my whole body thrums.

      Everything else blurs. Air whooshes out of my lungs and the whole world falls away in that moment. He says a thousand things in that gaze without uttering a word. Then, the crush of media becomes more intense and he’s led out toward a car.

      My eyes sweep the crowd until I meet a particularly hostile face. I vaguely recognize her, but I can’t place it. She’s got shoulder-length, stick-straight brown hair and big brown doe eyes. Her round cheeks are dappled red, but it’s her eyes that shock me.

      Venom. Pure, poisonous venom emanates from her gaze until she turns away and disappears into the crowd. I lean against the column beside me to catch my breath, my head spinning from the two stares I’ve just experienced. When I glance back toward the street, the car carrying the Mayor is gone, and reporters are still talking excitedly.

      It’s exhausting. I know Theresa saw this as a career case for me, but I’m not sure I’m cut out for it. The media just makes me feel tired. It’s like a giant hamster wheel that goes around and around and around, looking for the next story and crushing unsuspecting victims every day.

      It’s not for me. Adrian handles it gallantly, and I admire that in him, but I’d rather be behind the scenes and win my cases without much fanfare.

      In a way, that makes me glad that I took the job with Martin and Nicole. I’ve worked with Nicole before—she was a paralegal at our firm before she and Martin started their own practice. Martin is a shark, and I’ll definitely be able to learn from him.

      It’s a lateral career move, but it feels good.

      Theresa materializes beside me. She arches an eyebrow at me.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Had some motions to file.”

      “That’s good timing.” She glances to the podium and the mass of reporters that is slowly starting to dissipate.

      I grin and shrug a shoulder. Theresa nods down the street, and we start walking together. Our office is only three blocks away from here. She takes a deep breath and then glances at me.

      “I’m disappointed you’re leaving us.”

      I nod. “Me too. It’s been great working with you. I’ll start handing things over to Michael and he’ll be up to speed by the time I’m leaving.”

      “There’s still time to reconsider. I’ll rip up your letter of resignation and we’ll never speak of it again.”

      I smile at her and shake my head. “It’s time for a change.”

      Her intelligent eyes bore into mine, and she nods. “Maybe it is.”

      Her tone switches to business, and we discuss a couple cases that have slid across my desk. By the time we get back to the office, she’s her usual, hard-ass self. As much as I’m glad to be leaving, I will miss Theresa and her mentorship.

      Around 7 p.m., I pack up my things to leave the office. I glance toward Theresa’s office and see her light still on. I pause.

      Theresa never got married, never had kids, never did anything but work. She’s now at the top of her game, making incredible money as one of the top lawyers in the state—maybe even the country. I admire her guts, her intelligence, and her doggedness.

      But when I look at the quiet office, empty except for her… I’m not so sure it’s what I want with my life. Nicole and Martin have carved out careers for themselves and they still have a life and a family.

      For a long time, I’d convinced myself that it isn’t possible to have it both ways. I had to choose either career or family. Sacrifice one for the other.

      I chose to be like Theresa.

      But now… I’m not so sure. My heels click on the shiny tile floors as I make my way to the elevators and I take a deep breath. I lean against the wall as the elevator goes down, closing my eyes for the minute ride down to the lobby. Is this really how I want to feel at the end of the day, every day, for the next three decades? When I’m sixty-five, is this where I want to be?

      When the doors open onto the lobby, I step out and see movement from one of the chairs in the corner. Adrian stands up with a shy smile on his face.

      I alter my trajectory and start walking toward him, shaking my head.

      “You ever heard of a phone call? I’m not sure I’m a fan of this whole showing up at my house and my work thing. Some would call it creepy.”

      “I had to turn my phone off,” he says. “It was going off like crazy after I made that announcement.”

      I come to stop a foot away from him. My whole body wants to take another step forward. I want to lean into his chest and feel his arms wrapped around me. I want to inhale his scent and kiss him, right here in the lobby of my office, in full view of the floor-to-ceiling windows beside us.

      His lips curve up slightly, and he tilts his head to the side. “There are dozens of reporters outside the Mayor’s Residence. I can’t do anything in there without being photographed. I was hoping, maybe…”

      I arch an eyebrow, and he gives me his best puppy-dog eyes. I laugh and he rewards me with a smile that shows off his dimple.

      My insides dissolve as heat flows from my chest downward. It stops between my thighs and the space between them ignites. I nod.

      “I like it when you beg.”

      “You’ll regret saying that.”

      “I doubt it.”

      He grins as his eyes flash. He extends his hand and I slip mine into his, and then we head out toward the parking lot where I left my car. We drive mostly in silence, but he slides his hand over my thigh. The heat between them burns hotter, and I blink to focus on the road.

      His fingers drift up and my heart explodes against my chest. I bite my lip, glancing at him. His dimple smiles back, and I can’t believe that I used to hate it.

      I can’t believe I used to hate him.

      We crash through the door like elephants. We don’t make it to the bedroom, because there’s a staircase in the way. He kicks the door closed behind him as his lips find mine. His hands claw at my skirt, my shirt, my bra. I do the same and our clothing litters the floor like the leaves off a tree.

      A current of desire rips through my body as his hands cover me. He pulls me close, pressing his bare chest against mine. I want him to feel my nipples hardening. I want him to feel the desire soaking through my panties. I want him to feel the pounding of my heart and the shortness of my breath.

      I try to take him up the stairs but he stops me on the third step. I sit down and he tears my underwear off, groaning in delight.

      “Beautiful pussy,” he says, his eyes glued between my legs.

      Then, right there on the staircase, he kneels down and puts his mouth on me. His tongue slides through my slit and he groans again as he tastes me. I lean back, the steps digging into my spine as I roll my hips toward him. I barely feel them. All I feel is his mouth, his tongue, his hands. He sucks my clit until I gasp, and then slips two fingers inside me.

      When he curls them and finds my most sensitive spot, I moan his name. He grunts in response, never taking his mouth off my bud.

      Tangling my fingers into his hair, I grind his face between my legs. It’s messy, dirty, sloppy, and so completely perfect. An orgasm crashes into me without warning, making my back arch as a scream slips through my lips.

      He keeps his fingers inside me and then crushes his lips against mine. He drives his tongue into my mouth, bites my lower lip, making sure I can taste myself on him. I squeeze his hand between my thighs and gasp.

      Adrian grins again, his face still pressed up against mine.

      “That was hot.”

      I can only grunt in response. My blood is still pumping, my chest heaving as I wrap my arms around his neck. I kiss him again, tangling my fingers into his hair.

      We stumble up the stairs and stumble through my bedroom door. I didn’t make my bed this morning, and there are dirty clothes thrown over the chair in the corner.

      Adrian doesn’t see any of it. He hoists me up and keeps his lips locked on mine as we go to the bed. Desire snakes through my body, circling around my center as I feel him press up against me.

      I love feeling his hardness. I love feeling how much he wants me, and how turned on he is. His eyes are hooded, dark and dangerous as he lowers himself on top of me.

      It’s slower than the first time we were together, but it’s more intense. Every thrust pierces me, fills me up, completes me.

      We’re in ecstasy together. He tears down the walls I built around my heart in an instant, and I’m powerless. I can’t even try to hate him now.

      When it’s over, I lay my head on his chest and sigh. His hand strokes my head and he presses his lips to my forehead.

      “Are you going to kick me out again?”

      “You can stay tonight. You earned it.”

      “Wasn’t easy,” he chuckles. He holds me close and inhales, groaning in contentment.
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      Something shifts between Stella and me. From that night onward, she’s less guarded and I’m less… well, I guess I’m less of an asshole.

      I cringe when I think of that day outside her office, when I told her I would go to trial even if it meant hurting her sister. These days, I can’t imagine doing that to her.

      The thought of hurting Stella makes my stomach turn. I envy her relationship with her sister, and I remember when Liam and I were close. We were kids, but there was a time when we didn’t despise each other.

      It’s easy with Stella. Her smile is warm, and her quips make me laugh. She’s more bark than bite. And she was right about one thing—after my announcement, it doesn’t take long for the City to forget about me. Another scandal takes over the headlines, and I disappear. I move out of the Mayor’s Residence and back to my own house, and reporters no longer hang out outside my door.

      I’m both humbled and relieved. I thought I’d make more of an impact, but I guess people just don’t really care about politics that much.

      Stella finishes up her last four weeks at her firm before moving to her new job, and I focus on tying up everything with the court case. After our first night together, we spend every single night at each other’s side.

      On her last day at her old firm, I go to her place with a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates. She opens the door with a smile.

      “You’ve changed.”

      “Have I?”

      “Well, first of all, you called me before showing up. And you brought me gifts!”

      “Those seem like good changes.”

      “They are,” she smiles, wrapping her arms around me and kissing me. The way she’s looking at me is different though.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Well…” She bites her lip, hesitating. “I made plans with my sister and your brother to help me paint the last bedroom this weekend, and they’re going to be here early, and…”

      “And you don’t want me here?”

      Her face twists. She shakes her head. “I want you here. I just don’t think they would.”

      I sigh. We walk over to the couch and snuggle up beside each other. I kick my feet up on the coffee table and put my arm around her shoulders. “I get it.”

      “I tried talking to my sister about you last week, but she just shut me down. We’ve been seeing each other for over a month now, and it just feels like this big secret that I’m keeping from her.” She chews her lip. “I hate it.”

      “I know.”

      I pull her into my arms and kiss her. Stroking her face, I rest my forehead to hers and nudge my nose to touch her. “I think we should tell them.”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      “You don’t want to?”

      “She was so mad before. It broke my heart. I want to, I’m just scared. She’s been through so much and I don’t want to hurt her more.”

      “She’s married now. She’s happy. You can’t live your life in fear of how your sister will react.”

      Stella’s eyes sparkle as she looks at me. She nods, chewing her lip. I kiss her again and my heart swells. It feels like it’s pressing up against my ribcage, trying to break free. She deepens the kiss. I start unbuttoning her blouse, kissing her collarbone, her neck, the soft skin between her breasts. I lose myself in her.

      I don’t hear the door open, or the footsteps.

      The first thing I hear is Ashley’s voice when she calls out.

      “Stella! I stopped by the hardware store tonight, I thought we could get started, and—”

      She gasps. Stella and I fly apart from each other. Ashley drops a bucket of paint from one hand and a bag of supplies in the other. The paint can rolls away from her feet, stopping at the wall with a soft thud.

      Ashley is looking between me and Stella as Stella scrambles to button her shirt back up. I clear my throat, adjusting my clothes and wiping my hands on my pants.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Ash, I can explain.”

      “Can you?” Ashley is quickly moving from shock to anger.

      I stand up. “Listen. I don’t want to cause trouble. I care about your sister—”

      “Ha!” Ashley throws up her hands. “‘Don’t want to cause trouble’? Are you fucking kidding me? You tried to ruin my life. You got me fired. You threatened to have me jailed!”

      My chest heaves. I don’t know what to say, because it’s true. I did those things.

      But that was before! Before I met Stella, before I resigned, before I started realizing what a fucking selfish prick I was.

      I open my mouth and leave it hanging like an idiot. Ashley stares at me, and then swings her rage toward her sister.

      “And you,” she starts. “How dare you?”

      “Ashley, please. We’re both adults.” Stella takes a step toward her and Ashley shakes her head. I feel like I’m intruding. My presence is making things more difficult for Stella. Tears are clinging to her eyelashes and she won’t even look at me. I try to put my hand around her waist but she shakes me off, stepping toward her sister again.

      Her sister’s face contorts and she shakes her head. “Fuck you. Fuck you both. You deserve each other,” she snarls. “Two selfish assholes who belong together.”

      The house shakes when she slams the door. Stella trembles, staring after her. She doesn’t make a sound until a sob rakes through her body and she doubles over. I run to her, wrap her up, try to soothe her, but she pushes me away.

      “Stop,” she sobs. “Just get away. Stop. I can’t. I can’t.”

      “Can’t what?”

      “Can’t be with you! Can’t sneak around! I can’t lose my sister.”

      “You won’t lose her.” I say it a bit more aggressively than I meant to, and Stella flinches. I take a breath, but the anger is starting to rise inside me. “If she cares about you, she’ll understand. Stella, you’re allowed to date whoever you want to.”

      Her lower lip is trembling, and my heart is slowly shattering. She’s looking at me through teary eyes and she shakes her head. “I don’t know, Adrian. She… she…”

      She sobs again, and I feel it rattle through my bones. Her pain needles my skin and I desperately want to wrap my arms around her.

      Every time I take a step toward her, she takes a step back. Finally, I give up. My chest hurts. My mouth is dry. My face is twisting as I try to get the words out, but finally I manage to speak.

      “Do you want me to leave?”

      She won’t even look at me to respond. All she does is nod, turning her tear-streaked face away from me. My stomach feels like someone has shoved all my internal organs into a blender and set it on high before pouring them back inside me.

      I take one more step toward her and she sobs.

      “Just go, please, Adrian. I can’t do this right now.”

      I don’t know what that means. I don’t know if this is done forever, if she just wants space tonight, or if she’s regretting being with me at all.

      All I know is she wants me out of her house. It’s another punch in my blended guts. I gather my things and walk out, gently closing the door behind me. I get in my car and just stare at her house, willing her to come running out. I want her to tell me she made a mistake, that she wants me to stay.

      I want her to choose me.

      But she doesn’t. She chooses her sister.

      The door stays closed, and the house stays silent. A light goes off in the living room and the finality of it slices my heart in half.

      I turn the car on and drive away.
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      Ashley won’t return my calls. This is worse than the first time when she found out I was defending Adrian. After a couple calls, it goes straight to voicemail and I know she’s turned her phone off.

      I slump down on the sofa I put my hand to my forehead. A big gust of wind blows outside and my house creaks. A car drives by, its headlights illuminating my front window.

      I’m so alone.

      I kicked Adrian out without thinking, and Ashley won’t speak to me. It’s just me and my thoughts in my big, old, creaky house.

      I shouldn’t have told him to leave. He was trying to comfort me, trying to help me. Of all the people in my life, Adrian has made me feel stable.

      But in that moment, I couldn’t look at him. My sister has been through so much, and it kills me to think that I’ve contributed to her pain. The way she looked at me…

      I sigh.

      I’m not sure how long I stay in this position on the couch. I feel wired and exhausted at the same time. My mind is going a mile a minute, but my limbs feel like they’re made of lead. I can’t move off the couch, but I can’t rest or sleep or do anything except think of what a shitty sister I am.

      When my phone buzzes, I feel like I’m moving in slow motion. I groan as I lean forward on the couch, reaching for it on the coffee table.

      A part of me wants it to be Ashley, but another part of me doesn’t want to face her right now. What would I say? I have no excuse. Of all the men I could get involved with, I chose the one man who wronged her, the one man who tried to tear her and Liam apart.

      How can I look her in the eye after that? She walked in on us kissing! If that’s not a recipe for trauma, I don’t know what is. With the baby coming, and all the stress that she’s under, I can’t believe I’ve done this to her.

      I’m so selfish. The one thing that I hated Adrian for is what I’ve become.

      I curse myself as I grab my phone, tears threatening to spill over my eyelids. I take a deep breath and look at the screen.

      Adrian: You okay?

      I start sobbing. I cry and cry and cry until my cheeks hurt, my eyes hurt, my chest hurts. Everything is sore. My soul is in pain. I read the message over and over and cover my eyes with my hand.

      Even after I kick him out, he still wants to check up on me.

      How could I hate the man? How could I possibly cut him out of my life when he’s the one person who seems to care about me? He could have been mad at me, insulted that I told him to leave. He could have taken it as a reason to break off our relationship.

      But he isn’t doing that. He’s checking up on me.

      He’s already forgiven me.

      I wipe my eyes, sniffling as I stare at the screen.

      Stella: No. I’m sorry I kicked you out.

      Adrian: It’s okay, I get it.

      That makes me cry some more. My phone buzzes again.

      Adrian: Do you want me to come back?

      I type ‘yes’ before I can stop myself, and then I toss my phone away. I groan, putting my head in my hands and cursing myself.

      I’m not strong enough to stay away from him, and I’m not strong enough to be with him publicly. I’m stuck in this horrible purgatory and I can’t see a way out.

      I hate that I need him, but when he walks through the door, my worries melt away. I’m still glued to the couch, and he kicks his shoes off and comes beside me. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his broad chest without saying a word.

      My tears soak his shirt as he holds me. We say nothing to each other, and yet we say everything.

      I’m here for you, he tells me with his embrace. I’m not going anywhere.

      I lift myself off his chest and look at his face. “I’m sorry I kicked you out.”

      He wipes a tear from my eye and cups my cheek. He shakes his head and a grin tugs at his lips. “I’m used to it.”

      I laugh, sniffling. He kisses my forehead and pulls me in for another hug.

      “I guess this means you need someone else to help you paint the bedroom tomorrow.”

      I smile into his chest. “Are you offering?”

      “I’m not really a ‘manual labor’ kind of guy, but I’ll do my best.”

      I laugh. “Well, you never know. Last time I checked, you’re out of a job. Maybe painting will be your new calling.”

      

      The next day, Adrian and I paint the spare bedroom together. I glance at him. He didn’t have any work clothes, so he’s wearing an old t-shirt of mine and a pair of boxers. I can’t help but notice how good his butt looks as he bends over to dip his paintbrush into the can. He edges the walls with new paint and I smile.

      He catches me staring and grins. “You going to stand there staring all day or are you going to help me paint this thing?”

      “Bit of both,” I wink.

      He flicks his paintbrush toward me. Flecks of paint hit my cheek and neck and I gasp.

      “Hey!”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Oops.”

      I lift my paintbrush toward him, but before I can flick any paint his way, he catches my arm and wraps me in an embrace. He crushes his lips to mine, groaning as he takes the paintbrush and drops it onto the protective plastic on the floor.

      “We’re making a mess,” I say between kisses.

      “I don’t care.”

      He lowers me to the ground and makes love to me. We’re paint-stained, wearing ratty old t-shirts of mine, in a half-painted room in my old house, but it feels more romantic and more intimate than anything I’ve ever done.

      When it’s over, we both sigh as I lay on his chest on the floor. He glances at the walls. “I never knew painting could be so much fun.”

      I grin. “See? I told you it would be your new calling.”

      “Maybe you’re my new calling.” His eyes darken as he brushes his lips against mine. My fingers crawl up his chest and I sigh in his arms.

      My whole world is shifting. My career, my sister—everything. The only thing that feels safe and constant is Adrian. He used to be the one person that made me feel off-balance, but now he’s my rock.

      It takes us all day to paint the room. We take breaks often, tangling ourselves together and making love wherever we fall.

      I don’t think about my sister at all until the evening, when I finally check my phone. It’s still silent, but instead of breaking my heart like it did yesterday, it just stings a little.

      Maybe she just needs time. She’ll come around—at least that’s what Adrian keeps telling me.

      Adrian wraps his arms around my waist and nuzzles his face into my neck.

      “It’ll work out,” he whispers.

      I touch my nose to his and smile sadly. “I hope so.”

      “Don’t worry. She loves you. She’ll understand.”
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      I spend all weekend with Stella. I turn my phone off and focus on her, because I can tell that she needs me. That in itself is a revelation for me. Over the past month, focusing on something other than politics, something other than myself, has been more rewarding than the past decade of political ambition.

      In the mornings, her eyes are bloodshot and her face is lined, as if she hasn’t slept at all. She still laughs and smiles, but her smiles fade more quickly than usual.

      It feels good to be there for her. I’m not used to this—I’m not used to caring. I don’t remember the last time that I actually cared how someone else felt.

      I know that makes me an asshole, but it’s true. When I see Stella in pain, it makes my chest ache. It’s an unfamiliar feeling, but it’s more visceral than anything I’ve felt in a long time. Holding her in my arms feels good. Making her smile feels good. Being there for her makes me feel like I have a purpose.

      For the past few years, I’ve been so focused on my political career that I’ve set all my personal relationships aside. I’m starting to realize what I’ve been missing.

      When I leave on Monday morning, I wrap her in one last hug.

      “Have a good day at work.”

      “First day at the new place,” she says with a sigh. “Hopefully it was the right decision.”

      “If it isn’t, I’m sure Theresa will take you back.”

      “I’ll see you tonight.” She kisses me once more, and then we drive off in different directions. I head back to my place. Now that I’m jobless, my days are a lot less busy than they used to be. My father wants me to meet with him this afternoon to discuss a career opportunity with the family business, but the morning is my own.

      I’m still thinking of Stella when I get home. This morning, her smile was a bit easier, and she actually slept through the night. I toss my keys on the console table and glance around my house.

      Objectively, it’s nicer than Stella’s. It’s bigger, on a nicer plot of land, and perfectly styled and furnished. I still prefer being at her house, though. Her place is creaky with a small kitchen, but it is so completely her. It feels like a real home.

      I’ve only taken three steps into the house when there’s a knock on the door. Barry is glancing through the window beside the front door, and I nod at him.

      He grunts when I open the door, slipping past me to let me close it.

      “Your phone was off,” he says. “You weren’t here this weekend.”

      “Were you trying to get a hold of me?”

      He grunts again. His eyebrows draw together and his thick moustache trembles. I know that look. He’s got bad news for me. I gesture toward the living room. We sit down across from each other and he takes a deep breath.

      “It’s Cheryl,” he finally says.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s talking to the press.”

      “About what?” My mouth goes dry. “What are you talking about?”

      Barry shakes his head. “I thought you trusted her.”

      “I did! I do!” I shake my head, staring at the big man across from me. He huffs.

      “She’s giving an exclusive interview to talk about the deal with Hansen Constructions.”

      “What?!”

      Barry grunts. He stands up and starts pacing the living room. I watch him, mouth agape.

      “Barry, explain yourself. Fucking Cheryl! I’ll kill her! What is she saying?”

      “I don’t know yet.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets and glances out the big bay windows. He shakes his head. “My contacts at the Post told me it was happening tonight.”

      “She’s talking to the Denver Post?! Not even a tabloid—a real newspaper?”

      I drop my head in my hands and massage my temples. I groan, rocking back and forth on the couch. I shake my head.

      “That’s impossible. She wouldn’t.”

      “She is.”

      “She wouldn’t.”

      Barry just stares at me, his eyes dark and unreadable. I shake my head.

      “Cheryl has been by my side for years. She wouldn’t do that to me. I’ve already resigned! They dropped the case a month ago! It’s over.”

      Barry sighs. “The media are dogs.”

      “I need to talk to her.”

      I grab my phone and turn it on. It starts buzzing with missed calls—most of them from Barry. Once it stops updating, I find Cheryl’s number. She doesn’t answer the first time I call, but I keep trying until she picks up.

      “What the fuck, Cheryl?”

      “Adrian.”

      She says nothing else. My whole body is shaking. Barry is staring at me, his face unreadable. He leans toward me to listen.

      “Cheryl, why the fuck are you talking to the Post? What is your angle here?”

      “My angle, Adrian, is that after all the years we’ve been together, after everything I’ve done for you, you haven’t so much as spoken to me since you announced your resignation. It’s been a month, Adrian, and you haven’t called once. I’ve given up my life to be by your side. I’ve turned down career opportunities.” She takes a deep, trembling breath. “I… I love you. Everything I’ve done has been for you. And how do you repay me? By shacking up with some lawyer with big tits who hates your guts?”

      I’m speechless. I glance at Barry, frowning.

      “Cheryl… I… what?”

      She sniffs and then chuckles bitterly. “I thought we had something, Adrian.”

      “We did! We do! Cheryl, you’re the most loyal person I’ve ever met. We’re a team! I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

      “No, you couldn’t have. But never once in our decade together have I heard you say that. Never once have you acknowledged what’s between us. And now, when it’s all over and we can finally be together, you throw me out with the trash and move onto a shiny new toy.”

      “Cheryl…”

      “She’s not going to stay with you. She doesn’t love you the way that I do. She’ll never love you the way that I do. I know what her sister did. I know what you did. I know everything, and I’m going to tell everyone. You’ll see, that lawyer doesn’t care about you. I’m going to the Post tonight and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      The line goes dead before I can answer. I stare at my phone in shock, and then swing my eyes up to Barry.

      “What…?” I frown and shake my head. “I don’t… how…”

      Barry takes a deep breath and sits down. He stares at the carpet and shakes his head. “I knew she was in love with you, but I never knew it got this bad.”

      “In love with me?! You knew? What do you mean?”

      Barry looks at me like I’m as dense as a block of wood. “Adrian. Wake up. A woman isn’t going to do everything that Cheryl did for you just because you’re paying her.”

      “It was her job to do those things.”

      Barry chuckles and shakes his head. “You’re an idiot, you know that? You’ve got book smarts, and you’re good at talking to people and making them feel good, but you’re a fucking idiot, Adrian.”

      “I’m realizing that,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. I look at my phone again and slump down on the sofa. I shake my head. “What the fuck am I going to do?”

      “You have to stop her. If she goes to the press with everything she knows, this could get ugly.”

      “They closed the case.”

      “Corruption charges can get picked up by the feds.”

      My eyes widen. I shake my head. “No. No! No. What do you mean? This is supposed to be over.”

      Barry shrugs. “I don’t know what the consequences will be. All I’m saying is that it’s in your best interest to make sure she doesn’t talk to the Post this afternoon.”
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      My first day at the new job is great. I already know it’s the right decision. Not only am I working with Nicole again, but Martin has lots of exciting cases lined up. I thought this was going to be a lateral career move, but it’s definitely a step forward.

      By lunchtime, I’m settled in and already happy. For the first time since Ashley caught me with Adrian, I’m starting to feel like things aren’t spiraling out of control. Nicole pops her head through the door of my office.

      “How was your weekend?”

      “It started out terrible but ended up okay.”

      She frowns, tilting her head to the side. I take a deep breath and tell her about Adrian and Ashley. Her eyebrows tell a story of her reaction. They arch, frown, come together and then apart again. She doesn’t say a word, and when I finish telling her, she takes a deep breath.

      “Wow. That’s… that’s a lot to take in.”

      “I know.”

      “Adrian Maguire? Really?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “I wasn’t expecting it to happen either.”

      She grins at me and nods toward the exit. “Want to grab a bite to eat? I need some time to process this new information.”

      My stomach grumbles on cue, and I grin. “Yes, please.”

      We walk out of the office together and head down the street toward a good sandwich shop two blocks away. Nicole peppers me with questions about Adrian, about the past month, about how the heck we kept it a secret for so long.

      “I don’t know,” I finally say with a sigh. “I’m sick of keeping it quiet, though. I actually… I really like him, Nic.”

      “Uh-oh,” she says, glancing at me sideways. “That’s bad news.”

      I grin. “I know. It’s a mess.”

      Before we get to the sandwich shop, we pass by the offices of the Denver Post. A woman pushes the door open and goes inside.

      I frown. “I think I know her.”

      “Who?”

      “That woman.” I watch her stop at the reception desk inside. She glances out the window and I see her face. It hits me like a freight train—I do know her. I’ve seen her more than once. I duck behind a car so she won’t see me staring.

      Nicole frowns, laughing at me. “What are you doing?”

      I poke my head above the car and duck down again. “That’s Adrian’s assistant.”

      “The woman at the Denver Post?”

      “Yes,” I hiss. I glance above the car again and see a man coming out to meet her. They shake hands and he gestures into the belly of the building. I watch them disappear, frowning.

      “I have a bad feeling about this.” I scramble to get my phone out and dial Adrian’s number.

      “Hey, beautiful—”

      “Your assistant is at the Denver Post.”

      “Right now?!”

      “I just saw her walk in. What is she doing there? You told me you weren’t doing any interviews.”

      He swears. “I’m not. I’ll call you back in a bit.” The phone clicks and I stare at it in shock. Nicole is looking at me, her eyebrows arched in question.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. He seemed upset and then he said he’d call me back.”

      She glances at the building and takes a deep breath. “What do you think is going on?”

      “I thought this was over,” I say. My chest squeezes. My lungs feel constricted, as if I’ll never be able to take a full breath again. I try to swallow past a lump in my throat and look through the Post’s doors. There’s no sign of movement.

      I glance at Nicole. “If his assistant is talking to the press…” I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe it’s innocuous,” Nicole says, putting her hand on my arm. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

      I shake my head. “I saw her at the office the first time Adrian had a meeting with Theresa. Then, I saw her again at Adrian’s speech last month, when he resigned. She looked right at me and she was just… hateful.” I keep my eyes on the building and take a deep breath. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Yeah, you said that.” Nicole grunts. “Come on. People are staring. Let’s grab those sandwiches.”

      “Not hungry.”

      “I know, Stella, but we’ll be able to see the building from the windows.” She rolls her eyes, pointing to the nearby sandwich shop. “We can watch what’s going on.”

      I turn toward her with my eyebrows raised. “Oh. Right.”

      She grins. “Come on, Sherlock.”

      As soon as we get inside the sandwich place, I take a seat near the window. “Just order me whatever you’re having,” I say without looking at her.

      “Fine.”

      I’m not sure how long it takes for her to order the sandwiches, get them, and come sit down, but I haven’t taken my eyes off the building. My heartbeat is racing and I’m taking long, slow breaths to try to calm myself down.

      “Relax, Stella,” Nicole says as she hands me a sandwich wrapped in crinkly paper. “It’ll work itself out.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “It always works out.”

      “Not when your boyfriend could potentially go to prison for committing a very serious crime!”

      She raises her eyebrows and gives me a pointed look. “First of all: trust me. It’ll all work out.”

      I bite my lip, thinking of what her and Martin went through when they first met. I laugh despite myself and shake my head. “Stupid comment. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Second of all: boyfriend?”

      “Whatever, toy boy. Concubine. Main squeeze.”

      “No, I believe you used the ‘b’ word, Ms. King.” She takes a bite of her sandwich and grins. “My, my, my, this day has been interesting.”

      “This isn’t funny!” I say, fighting the smile off my face.

      “It’s a little funny.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Stella, listen to me: everything will work out.”

      “Shit, look!” A car stops in front of the Post and Adrian gets out. “That’s not his car,” I frown. Another man gets out as well. He’s tough-looking with a thick moustache. He glances up and down the street.

      “Aren’t you glad we came in here now? I wouldn’t want to be talking to that burly dude.”

      “Shh,” I say, even though there’s no chance of them hearing us. We watch the two men go inside as my heart thumps. Within a few minutes, they’re coming back out again with the assistant. The moustache man gets into the driver’s seat, but Adrian’s assistant flicks her arm to push Adrian off. She points her finger at him. It looks like she’s yelling. People walking by are turning around to stare.

      “I wish I could hear what they’re saying,” I whisper.

      Nicole grunts in response. She’s not laughing anymore; her eyes are glued on the scene in front of us as well. Adrian takes a step toward his assistant and puts his hand on her cheek. She closes her eyes, leaning into his touch.

      They take a step toward each other and he wraps his arms around her in a hug. My heart thumps. I see Nicole glancing at me out of the corner of my eye. Their hug lasts an eternity. My heart stops beating, and my stomach falls to the ground. I could throw up.

      Adrian holds her face in his hands again and she nods, and then they get in the car and drive off. I stare at Nicole, wide-eyed.

      She says nothing. Our sandwiches sit between us, uneaten.

      I clear my throat. “I’ll ask him about it tonight. I don’t want to jump to conclusions. I’m an adult, in an adult relationship.”

      “Of course.”

      “They’ve known each other for years, of course they’re close.” I pick a piece of tomato off the sandwich for no reason.

      “Definitely.”

      “It’s a tense time. It’s only been a month since that all went down. There’s no reason to think anything is going on between them.”

      “Let’s go back to the office. Don’t panic. You’ll talk to him tonight, he’ll explain everything, it’ll be fine. Just remember—if Adrian hurts you, I’ll cut his balls off.”

      I laugh despite myself, nodding. “Thanks.”
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      Barry speeds toward my place. I glance at Cheryl, who won’t let go of my hand. I try to pull away, but she holds on tighter.

      It feels wrong to even touch her. We’ve had a professional relationship for so long, and I think I’ve only hugged her three or four times in nearly a decade.

      It’s not just that, though. Touching another woman feels like I’m disrespecting Stella. I try to pull away again, and finally she lets me. She turns toward me with her eyes wide, tears brimming in them.

      We don’t speak until we get to my house. Barry follows us inside, standing in the corner while Cheryl and I sit on the sofa. She glances at Barry.

      “Can you tell him to leave?”

      “What did you tell the newspaper, Cheryl?”

      “Nothing,” she shrugs. “Not much.”

      “Which one is it—nothing, or not much?” Barry grunts. She throws him a death glare.

      “It’s nothing,” she spits. She sighs, turning toward me. “They’d only offered me coffee by the time you showed up. When I saw you came all the way there to be with me…” She sighs, scooting toward me.

      I glance at Barry and his frown deepens.

      I need to be careful. I don’t want to give Cheryl the wrong idea, but if I push her away, she could go back to the Post. It would drag my name through the mud and although the state’s case against me is closed, it could bring the feds to my door.

      The last thing I want is more chaos in my life—in Stella’s life. I want stability, and happiness, and a normal relationship. I want to work for my parents’ business until I figure out what I want to do. I want to repair my relationship with Liam and try to build a bridge with Ashley.

      What I absolutely, one hundred percent do not want is another media circus with my former assistant at the center of it. I take a deep breath and turn to Cheryl.

      “Cheryl, it pains me to think that you would try to hurt me deliberately.”

      Her eyes widen. She shakes her head. “I only wanted you to see how fickle that bitch is! I wanted you to see that she would drop you so fast, that she doesn’t really care about you. I didn’t want to hurt you!”

      “First of all, don’t call her that. And you see how dragging my name through the mud again would hurt me, don’t you?”

      Tears cling to her eyelashes. She looks at me and then looks away. “I’m sorry.”

      I take a deep breath. Barry slides out of the room. I see him walk down the hallway. I know he’s still within earshot, but he’s given us the illusion of privacy.

      I take Cheryl’s hands in mine. “Cheryl, if I have ever led you on, I am truly sorry. You mean the world to me, but not like that.” Her face crumples, and I pause. I’m not used to these types of conversations. Usually, I’d kick her out and be done with it.

      But after the weekend I’ve spent with Stella, I see the pain in Cheryl and I don’t want to worsen it. I’m sick of being a bad person, and the new me wants to face these challenges head-on. It’s not enough to just breeze through life anymore. I’ve seen first-hand how messy things can get.

      I take a deep breath, pulling my hands away from hers. “You are amazing, and beautiful, and intelligent.” Her eyes widen as she looks at me. I sigh. “And you will make someone else very happy one day. I’m sorry if you’ve been holding yourself back because of me.”

      Her lower lip trembles and I hate every minute of this. I hate that the woman I depended on for almost my entire career is now someone I won’t be able to rely on at all. I hate that my selfishness over the years prevented me from seeing this. I hate that she’s felt this way about me and I didn’t even notice.

      Cheryl takes a deep breath. “Do you love her?” She lifts her eyes to mine, tears dropping down her cheeks.

      I gulp, sighing. I nod. “Yes.” My heart thumps as I say the words out loud.

      Her mouth presses into a thin line as she tries to stop from crying. She takes a deep breath and then nods. “Okay.”

      She stands up and I do the same. She gives me a long hug, and then puts her hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight. I won’t go to the press.”

      My instinct is to trust her. She smiles sadly, shaking her head. “I feel like an idiot.”

      “Me too.”

      She chuckles sadly and nods. “Goodbye, Adrian.”

      I walk her to the door and close it behind her. Barry clears his throat. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Nothing,” I sigh. “She’s been through enough.”

      “But Adrian—”

      “I said nothing.” My eyes are hard. “I still trust her.”

      Barry shakes his head and says nothing. I can tell he doesn’t approve.

      “I’m sick of being an asshole, Barry. I’m sick of threatening people, of doing underhanded deals, of doing anything I possibly can to climb some imaginary ladder. Look where that got me!” I scoff and lift my eyes up to the ceiling. “I want to change.”

      Barry sighs. “You’re making a mistake.”

      “Maybe. I need to call Stella. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      He grunts, and then steps past me and out the door. I walk back to the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water, and then I slump onto a chair. I take a deep breath and call Stella.

      “Hey,” I say, suddenly exhausted. “How was your day?”

      “It was okay.” She’s strangely quiet for a few moments. “How was yours?” The tension in her tone makes my chest hurt. I don’t want walls between us. I don’t want anything between us except love, openness, and honesty.

      “My day was terrible. I want to see you.”

      She lets out a relieved sigh. “Your place or mine?”

      “I’ll come to you,” I say. I’ll always go to her. I’ll go to her wherever she is, whenever she needs me or in this case, when I need her. Within minutes, I’ve gathered my things, locked my house up, and made it to her place.

      When I pull up outside, I realize that her house is starting to feel a lot more like home than mine is. Every time I come here, it feels like I belong. My shoulders are already starting to relax and I smile as her porch light flicks on. The front door opens when I get out of my car and I smile.

      “Were you waiting for me?”

      Her face is tense, but she squeezes out a smile. “Never. I just needed some fresh air.”

      “Good timing.”

      I wrap her in my arms and bury my face in her hair. I inhale, squeezing her against me and I realize that it’s not her house that feels like home—it’s her.

      She feels tense, so I pull away and cup her face in my hands. Worry lines her face as she searches my eyes. She bites her lip.

      “What happened today?”

      I stare into her face, sliding my fingers along her jaw. I smile, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Today, I realized I’m in love with you.”
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      I blink. That’s not what I was expecting. Adrian chuckles and kisses me. We go inside and I tilt my head at him.

      “What happened with your assistant?”

      “I tell you I love you and that’s the first thing you say?” His eyes are sparkling and he grins, shaking his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “First of all, don’t pressure me into saying it back.” I fight off a smile. “Second of all…” I bite my lip. I spent all afternoon wondering, holding back the evil thoughts that snaked at the base of my skull. We stand a foot or two apart.

      “Second of all…?” He arches his eyebrow.

      I take a deep breath. “I saw you outside with her. I…” A blush creeps over my cheeks. “You were hugging her and I wasn’t sure…” Adrian takes a step toward me and wraps his arms around my waist.

      “I found out this morning she was going to go to the Denver Post and talk about the deal with Hansen Constructions. She said she was going to give them evidence.”

      “What? Why?”

      Adrian sighs. He closes his eyes and rests his forehead against mine. “Never mind.”

      “Tell me.”

      He opens his eyes again and cups my cheek. “She’s in love with me, apparently. And jealous of you.”

      I frown. “What?”

      Adrian shrugs, pulling away. “I don’t know. I found out this morning, and I called her. She was… upset, to say the least. She told me she was going to talk to the Post, but it wasn’t supposed to be until tonight. She must have gone straight there after talking to me, and I didn’t realize until you called me.”

      I stare at him. “And did she? Give them evidence, I mean?”

      “She didn’t have anything to give.” He takes a deep breath, shaking his head. Then, he takes my hand in his and looks me in the eye. “She just wanted to stir things up between you and me. You know, two months ago, I would have threatened her, fired her, and probably made her feel like a piece of dirt. But you taught me not to do that. I told her that I didn’t feel the same way, and that I was in love with you.”

      My eyes widen. “You told her that?”

      He nods.

      “How did she take it?”

      “Better than I expected.”

      “So you two aren’t…”

      “Involved?” Adrian grins. He shakes his head. “No. Not at all. Not even a little bit. I’ve never thought of her as anything other than an employee.”

      I chew my lip and look away from him until he puts a finger on my chin and turns my face toward his.

      “Do you believe me, Stella?”

      I take a deep breath, looking in his eyes. I nod. “Yes.”

      “I meant what I said. I’m in love with you, and nothing is going to change that. Not my assistant, or the news, or your sister hating me. You don’t have to say it back, I’m not pressuring you. I’m just telling you how I feel. It’s… it’s new to me.”

      My eyes start to mist and I nod. My voice is gone. I can hardly swallow because my throat feels like it’s closing up. I take a deep breath.

      “Okay.”

      We sit down together on the couch, and I nuzzle into his chest. Adrian sighs and kisses the top of my head.

      “I’ve spent the last decade of my life thinking that I wanted power and rank in politics. I haven’t had a real connection with anyone until I met you.”

      “I hated you when I met you.”

      He chuckles. “I know. But you get me.” He sighs. “I was lonely. I thought that because I had votes, and employees, and my family’s money that I had it all. I was wrong. You’ve shown me what I’ve been missing, Stella.”

      My heart thumps and I run my fingers over and back across his chest. I take a deep breath. “You’re alright, too.”

      Adrian laughs and squeezes his arms around me. My heart sings. I spent all day trying not to spiral into jealous thoughts, and now, it feels like my efforts have been rewarded. I trust Adrian. I know that he’s telling me the truth.

      I lift my head up and kiss him softly, smiling.

      “I think I love you, too,” I whisper.

      His arms tighten around my waist and a smile stretches his lips. He leans his forehead against mine and sighs happily.

      I’m floating on a cloud. His smell envelops me, his smile beams on me, and his kiss warms me to my soul. I press my lips to his and feel my whole body melt against him.

      I love him.

      I love the man I thought I hated.

      I love Adrian Maguire. He says that I changed him, but I think it’s the other way around. He’s made me reconsider all the judgments I’ve made, how I’ve thought ill of people before meeting them. He’s made me think of how much I’ve been putting my sister first—not a bad thing, but now I’m realizing that maybe I should put myself first once in a while, too.

      It’s time that I dated someone who seems to care about me—the real me. It’s time that I let myself feel the way I want to feel, that I don’t stop myself from diving head-first into a relationship just because I think I should be focusing on my career.

      Maybe I can have it both ways. I can be a career woman with a husband and a family. My mind starts whirling with all the possibilities—a cousin for Ashley’s baby. A happy family, happy house, maybe a dog.

      A future.

      My face hurts from smiling so much. Adrian kisses me again and I sigh in his arms.

      “You hungry?” I whisper.

      “Hungry for you.”

      I laugh, yelping as he picks me up and lays me down on the couch. When we make love, it’s intimate and happy and completely perfect.

      Basked in bliss, he nuzzles his head into my neck and whispers in my ear. “I love you,” he says. “I’ll never get tired of saying it.

      “I love you too.” We smile at each other like two loved-up fools until my stomach grumbles, informing me that it’s time to eat.

      “Let’s order in,” Adrian says. “I don’t want to move.”

      I smile and lay my head on his chest. “Okay.”

      While I grab my phone to order some food, Adrian reaches for the remote. We stay intertwined on the couch, moving as little as possible as I tap on the phone.

      The TV flicks on, and a news reporter’s voice drones through the screen.

      “…Breaking news about former Mayor Adrian Maguire. DenverTV has received exclusive evidence of blatant corruption in the former mayor’s past. Texts, emails, and contract documents have been procured from an anonymous source detailing the extent of his crimes. Last month, Maguire resigned from his position as Mayor of Denver amidst a slurry of corruption charges. The charges have been dropped, but new evidence could mean the investigation will be reopened.”

      Adrian freezes underneath me. His heart starts to thump and we both stay glued to the screen until it changes to the weather. I push myself off him, eyes wide. I look back at him.

      “I thought you said she didn’t have any evidence?”

      “She didn’t.” He’s still staring at the screen, his mouth hanging open. He shakes his head and finally looks at me. “There’s only one person that had those files.”

      “Who?” I’m breathless. My heart is beating at a million miles a minute and my thoughts are flying in a thousand different directions.

      Ashley will never forgive me.

      I’m trying not to cry. My hands are gripping the edge of the couch so hard I’m creasing the upholstery. I look at Adrian, shaking my head.

      “Who, Adrian?! Who had the files?”

      He glances at me, his eyebrows arching in concern. When he speaks his voice is quiet.

      “Liam,” he replies. “Liam had them.”
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      Liam didn’t do this. He wouldn’t. He hasn’t spoken to me much, but he’s not a vindictive person. As long as he’s left alone, he doesn’t hurt anyone. He found those files on a USB key in my parents’ house last year—the one place I thought they were safe. He used them as leverage to make sure I would leave him and Ashley alone.

      That’s all he wanted, and until this investigation broke, I did leave them alone. He doesn’t want to hurt me, or ruin me, or destroy my career and reputation. He just wants to make sure that he and Ashley are safe. As far as I know, he doesn’t care about me. I doubt he would care about Stella, either.

      No, this wasn’t him.

      Which means there’s only one other person who could have accessed those files: Ashley King.

      I glance at Stella, who’s still wide-eyed with shock. She gets on her phone and Googles the news story frantically. My heart thumps and I stare at the TV again, seeing nothing.

      How can I tell her that I think her sister did this? It’ll kill her.

      Turns out, I don’t have to tell her. She drops her head in her hands and takes a deep, trembling breath.

      “This was Ashley,” she says. Her voice is listless. She looks completely flat. I run my hand over her back and she doesn’t react. “Liam didn’t do this. Ashley did.”

      I take a deep breath. “We don’t know who did this.”

      Stella laughs bitterly, glancing at me. “We do, Adrian. Stop trying to defend her. She’s been nothing but cruel to you. She was horrified that you were here with me, and now this? She’s furious with me, and it’s payback.”

      I sigh, leaning back on the couch. “Lots of people seem to be furious we’re together today.”

      Stella shakes her head. “I can’t believe my own sister would do this.” She snorts. “That’s probably exactly what she’s thinking, too. How could we be so awful to one another? She’s my entire life.”

      I take a deep breath. I thought I’d dodged a bullet with Cheryl, but I’m exactly where I thought I’d be this morning. Clearing my throat, I glance at Stella.

      “Barry told me there’s a chance the feds will come after me.”

      Stella’s eyes widen. “What? Who’s Barry?”

      “He’s… an associate. He does things for me.”

      “Legally?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Fuck, Adrian,” she recoils away from me. “When does it end? I asked you if the construction contract was the only thing dirty about you and you promised me it was. What kind of shit are you into?”

      “Nothing! I mean, nothing anymore.” She looks at me like I enjoy strangling puppies for fun. I groan. “I swear, Stella. I know that I shouldn’t have made that deal with Hansen Constructions. I know that I shouldn’t have accepted the campaign donations. But fuck, how am I supposed to compete! Everyone does it.”

      “If everyone jumped off a bridge…” she arches her eyebrows.

      I start laughing without a hint of humor. “I know. I know.”

      She takes a deep breath. “I guess I’d better talk to my sister.”

      “So you’re not… you won’t kick me out?”

      Stella glances at me and puts her hand on my thigh. She squeezes gently and shakes her head. “No, I’m not going to kick you out. Somehow you’ve convinced me to trust you against all my better judgment.”

      “I take offense to that.”

      “Take offense all you want,” she grins. She takes a deep breath and groans. “I wish this wasn’t happening. Why isn’t anything ever easy?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She bites her lip and glances at me sadly, then takes a deep breath and waves her phone. “I’ll try to call her.”

      I nod, and she walks out to the next room. I groan and lean back on the sofa and take out my own phone.

      “Barry,” I say when he picks up.

      He grunts.

      “You see the news?”

      He grunts again. “Cheryl?”

      “Don’t think so. My brother and his wife.”

      “Your girlfriend’s sister?”

      I sigh. “Yeah.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Nothing, right now.”

      “Adrian, we need to get out in front of this. If we don’t do anyth—”

      “I know. But I don’t want to cause a shitstorm in my personal life as well as my professional life, okay? This past month has been good… It’s been really good! I don’t want to fuck that up.”

      “Going to prison would fuck that up. And a pretty guy like you wouldn’t last long in there.”

      “Fuck off, Barry.”

      He chuckles, then sighs. “I’ll ask around and see what I can find out.”

      “Thanks.”

      The phone clicks just as Stella reappears. Her face is drawn and tears are clinging to her eyelashes. She dips her chin down.

      “It was her.”

      I take a deep breath. “Okay.”

      “I’m so sorry, Adrian. If I’d have known, I wouldn’t have…”

      “Wouldn’t have what?”

      “Pursued you!”

      I stand up and walk to her. I stroke her hair and pull her in to my chest. She sighs, her tears soaking my shirt. I hush her.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m the one who kept showing up at your house and your work. I’m the one who pursued you, Stella. And I wouldn’t change it for anything.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing. It’s not your fault. You haven’t done anything wrong.” I pull away from her, holding her face in my hands. “Do you hear me? You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “I should have faced this instead of hiding you away. I should have just had the guts to tell my sister we were involved. If I’d have said it upfront, this would never have happened.”

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve said that to myself over the past six weeks. If only I’d been a more honest politician. If only I’d been upfront about my involvement in all these deals. If only, if only, if only. Well, you know what? I learned. And I’m being upfront with you now. The only thing I care about right now is you and me. I don’t care about my reputation—it’s ruined anyway. I don’t care about what the media says, or what your sister thinks. I just want you to be safe.”

      “I want you to stay out of prison.”

      I grin. “That too.”

      She takes a deep breath. “She was so mad just now. I’ve never heard her like that before. It’s probably so bad for the baby.”

      I chuckle, pulling her in for another hug. “With everything going on, you’re not upset that your sister has tried to tear us apart. You’re not upset that she’s done something cruel to you—you’re worried about her unborn child.”

      “Well, they say that the baby can feel everything that the mother is—”

      I silence her with a kiss. She melts into my arms, then rests her head on my chest.

      “I wish this wasn’t happening,” she whispers.

      “Me too.”

      The house creaks, as if responding that it, too, wishes things were different. Then, someone bangs on the front door.

      “Police! Open up! Stella King!”

      Stella pulls away from me, her eyes wide. She glances to the front door and they bang again.

      “Open up or we will open the door by force!”

      “Coming!” She yells. Her hand is trembling when she pushes away from me. I squeeze her arm and nod.

      “They’re here for me,” I whisper.

      I watch her gulp and then glance back at the door. She walks toward it, and every step is like a nail being driven into my coffin. Putting her hand on the doorknob, she takes a deep breath, glances back at me, and then opens the door.

      “What’s going on—”

      “Police!” In an instant, I’m tackled to the ground. Stella shrieks. A vase tumbles to the ground and smashes, a shard of it slicing across my forehead.

      “That’s excessive force! Get off him!” My head hits the ground and my ears start ringing. Handcuffs are locked around my wrists and a police officer puts a knee in the center of my back. I groan. Stella is still yelling.

      Another officer reads me my Miranda rights, and then they haul me up to my feet. Stella tries to protest, but I don’t hear a word. They drag me out of her house and stuff me in the back of a police cruiser.

      The last thing I see is Stella shouting at an officer, pointing toward me. Her face is red and her anger is palpable. Even with half a dozen police officers around her, she’s not backing down.

      I’m so completely in love with her, and I’m so completely fucked.
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      “I’m going to need your badge number. That was unacceptable and completely excessive. He wasn’t resisting, there was no need to tackle him to the ground like that.”

      “Ma’am—”

      “Don’t ‘Ma’am’ me! Give me the badge number of every single police officer who just showed up at my fucking house or I will have your head.”

      “Watch your tone, Ma’am.”

      “Badge. Numbers. Now.”

      Steam blows out of my ears as the rage inside me intensifies. The police officer in front of me seems unconcerned. He arches an eyebrow and finally pulls a notepad out of his breast pocket. He jots down his badge number and hands it to me.

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      Within minutes, the police cruisers all disappear and I’m left standing on my front lawn, all alone. I see a curtain move in the house across the street, and I know all the neighbors have seen tonight’s drama.

      I don’t care. I’m sick of hiding away. I want to be beside Adrian, to show him off, to let everyone know that he’s not the monster they think he is.

      He’s good. He’s a good man with a good heart. Sure, he’s made mistakes, but he’s taken responsibility for them. He gave up his dream, his career—everything. And now, they just want to rub salt in the wound.

      It makes me sick.

      The media, the public, the police—they’re vultures. They see him vulnerable and they attack. They don’t want to know him, or to know the truth. They just want blood.

      So, instead of following Adrian to the police station, I jump in my car and head to my sister’s house. It’s my turn to bang on her door and yell through it. I’m just as bad as the police. I might even tackle her to the ground when she opens the door, too.

      When Liam fills the doorway, I take a step back.

      “Where’s Ashley?”

      “Stella,” he says evenly. He glances over his shoulder and takes a deep breath. “This isn’t a good time.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Let her in,” comes Ashley’s voice from inside the house. Liam grimaces and finally takes a deep breath, stepping aside to let me in.

      I don’t take my shoes off. I won’t be here long. I march down the hallway, glancing in the empty living room and continuing on toward the kitchen. Ashley has her back to me, stirring a pot of food on the stove. Her other hand is on her ever-growing belly.

      I’m trembling. I’m so mad that I think I might explode. And Ashley just stands there, stirring her food and ignoring me.

      “Are you not even going to face me?”

      She scoffs. “Funny for you to say that to me after what you did.”

      “After what I did?!”

      Liam stands in the doorway for a second and then dissolves back into the hallway. I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to watch this, either. What’s about to go down is a fight of epic proportions—a fight that only sisters can have with each other.

      Ashley taps the wooden spoon on the edge of the saucepan and places it down on a plate. She turns slowly, lifting her eyes up to mine. They’re bloodshot. Her mouth is pinched into a tight line and she looks very pale.

      “What the fuck, Ashley? How could you?”

      “How could I? Are you listening to yourself right now? You shacked up with the one man that tried to ruin my life and my relationship, and now you’re turning around and telling me that I’m in the wrong? Are you fucking delusional?”

      “Who are you calling delusional? You’re ruining that man’s life, Ash.”

      “Good.” Her eyes darken.

      “You shouldn’t have given those files to the press.” I try to keep my voice steady, but the anger building inside me makes it waver.

      “Why the fuck not?” She leans against the counter and crosses her arms. “Huh? Why not? He did the same to me!”

      “He did not! He was an asshole, yes. I agree. But did he ever actually do anything with the dirt he found on you? Did he do anything except get you fired from the job you already hated?”

      “What, so threatening me is okay?”

      “You don’t know him, Ash. He never actually did anything to ruin your life. But you! You could have just sent him to prison!”

      “Good. That’s where he belongs.” Her lips pinch even more.

      Every word she says slices through my heart. I don’t know how to explain to her how much she’s hurting me. I don’t know how to put into words how I’m feeling. I feel lost and alone and hopeless.

      Bile rises in my throat and my face crumples.

      “I wanted to tell you,” I whisper.

      “Well, you didn’t.”

      “He’s not the man you think he is.”

      “No? So why did he threaten to reveal my deepest, darkest secrets? Why did he use that information to break Liam and me apart? Why did he never—not once— speak to me and apologize for that? Huh? Why not? Does he sound like such a great guy to you?”

      A sob shakes me, and I sink down onto a chair. I drop my head in my hands and rock back and forth. My little sister, the one person that I’ve always taken care of, is right. Adrian was not a good person to her. But that’s not who he is. I’ve seen who he really is—who he’s becoming, and he’s not a monster.

      Back and forth, I rock on the chair as my thoughts swirl. Forward—loyalty to my sister. Back—love for the man I’ve gotten to know. Forward, back, forward, back, until I can’t make sense of any of it. Another sob shakes me and I dig my fingernails into my head.

      Through the depths of my anguish, I hear Ashley sigh. She takes a step toward me and sits down beside me. She puts her hand on my thigh as I rock back and forth. My tears drop, soaking my jeans, her hand, the chair. I can’t stop them. I can’t control them.

      I don’t want to lose Ashley, but I don’t want to lose Adrian, either. I have to choose between them but either one that I choose leaves me with a broken heart and a broken home. I cry some more as Ashley curls her fingers into my thigh.

      I glance up at her and see that she’s crying, too. She wipes a tear away and shakes her head.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She barely makes any noise saying the words, but they reverberate through me. They bounce around my ribcage, circling my heart until I’m able to take a full breath for the first time since the police knocked on my door. She leans into me, wrapping her arms around me and we both cry on each other’s shoulders.

      “I’m sorry, Stella. I’m sorry.”

      “Me too,” I manage to say, sniffling. I wipe my snot on the back of my hand and groan, using my other hand to brush the tears off my cheeks. I take a deep, rattling breath and shake my head.

      Ashley chews her lip, glancing at me. “How long have you been together?”

      “About six weeks.”

      “Six weeks?!” Her eyes widen, and another arrow pierces my heart.

      I just nod in response. She sighs, arching her eyebrows.

      Ashley nods. “Okay.”

      “I should have told you.”

      “Yeah.” She glances at me. “I shouldn’t have given those files to the media. I only gave them a couple—not everything.”

      “The police just came to my house and took him away. Nearly knocked down my door and then tackled him in my hallway.”

      “What?” She gasps, her eyes wide.

      “They broke Mom’s favorite vase.”

      Ashley gasps. My lip trembles as I try to hold in my tears. I’m sick of crying. I’m sick of the chaos and the drama and the uncontrollable emotions.

      I don’t want any of this. I just want my sister to love me and Adrian to be by my side. I don’t want money or fame or a career case to put my name in the history books.

      I just want to be happy. I want a family.

      Ashley sighs again. “You have terrible taste in men.”

      I snort-laugh, glancing at her. “You’re not exactly great yourself. Before Liam you didn’t do so well.”

      A grin tugs at her lips and she shrugs. “Two peas in a pod, I guess.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” I whisper.

      Ashley takes a deep breath. “Me neither.”
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      When I get to the police station, someone wipes the blood from my face and slaps a bandage on my forehead. I sigh—that broken vase is yet another thing I’ll have to apologize to Stella about. The list is growing.

      They stick me in a tiny interrogation room and leave me there, stewing in my own thoughts. I sit there, unmoving, until the door opens and two men walk in.

      The first is the taller of the two, and has short, salt-and-pepper hair and a nasty snarl on his lips. He doesn’t look at me when he sits down. The second man is stockier, with an ill-fitting brown suit. His face is impassive, and he stands in the corner watching me. His full beard is streaked with white and it does much to hide his expression.

      The man sitting across from me carefully intertwines his fingers on the table and finally swings his eyes up to mine. He arches an eyebrow.

      I don’t know how to act, so I just wait for him to speak.

      “My name is Special Agent Dawkins, and this is Special Agent Ulster,” he nods to the man in the corner. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “I’ve seen the news.”

      “Mr. Maguire, you’re facing some very serious charges here.”

      “I’d like to speak to my lawyer.”

      “You will.” Dawkins pinches his lips together and looks me up and down. He exhales, leaning back in his chair. It squeaks gently against the floor, but otherwise there isn’t a sound in the room.

      It’s hard to keep your face neutral when you’re thinking about keeping your face neutral. A thousand questions fly through my brain. I’m somewhere between panic and resignation, with my nerves balled up in a tight spot in the pit of my stomach.

      Maybe I deserve this. I made a dirty deal with Hansen Constructions, and I should be punished. Dropping the case was one thing, but I haven’t really atoned for my sins. I haven’t paid. I lost my job, my reputation, my dream of one day sitting in the White House, but I haven’t lost everything.

      If anything, the past month has been the happiest I’ve been in years. A part of me feels like that’s wrong. I shouldn’t be allowed to be this happy. I haven’t done anything to deserve a woman like Stella. I’ve been selfish and cruel and power-hungry, and the past month was just a taste of what I could have.

      The other shoe has dropped. Now, I truly understand what I’m losing. All the things I thought I wanted—I don’t actually care about at all. But losing my chance to be with Stella…

      That hurts.

      I keep waiting for her to burst through the door in a blaze of lawyerly glory, and with every second that goes by, my hopes sink deeper and deeper.

      Maybe seeing the police burst through the door was the last straw. Maybe it made her realize that she doesn’t want the trouble of being with me. She already hates the public eye—the last thing she’ll want is public condemnation of her new boyfriend.

      Is that what I am, even? A boyfriend?

      I take a deep breath and shake my head. A boyfriend would be someone that Stella is proud to be with, not someone she hides away.

      I glance at the door of the investigation room and shake my head. She won’t come. This isn’t the life she wants, and it’s not the life that I want for her, either. What Stella should do is run as far away from me as possible and not look back.

      I’m cursed. I only bring chaos to the people around me, and there’s no happy ending for me. This is the end of the road.

      I take a deep breath and swing my eyes to Dawkins. I nod.

      “What do you want to know?” I run my fingers through my hair and take a resigned breath. Dawkins and Ulster exchange a glance, and Ulster’s eyebrows draw together ever so slightly. It’s the most movement I’ve seen on his face since he walked in.

      Dawkins clears his throat. “I want you to tell me about Hansen Constructions, specifically John Hansen.”

      I nod. “Okay. I met him at an industry event—some gala or fundraiser, about three years ago.”

      “Which gala?”

      I sigh. “I don’t remember.”

      “Try.”

      “Do you have any idea how many of these things I go to in a year? In a month? In a week? Multiple.”

      He leans forward. “Try.”

      Sighing, I rub my temples. “It was a Denver Broncos event—they were starting some foundation for the kids, I don’t remember what, exactly. All I know is that John Hansen was a part owner, and I was the City Councilor in the district where they were building the kids’ center.”

      Ulster takes a step forward. “John Hansen is a part owner in the Denver Broncos?” His voice is gruff and low.

      I shrug. “That’s what he told me.”

      “And that’s when you told him of your political ambitions? You were campaigning at the time, no?”

      “Not yet. He gave me some tickets to the next Broncos game—good tickets. A private box with full catering and an open bar. I took my father. It was a good time.”

      Dawkins waves his hand to silence me. “When did you start discussing the deal for the riverfront development project.”

      Ulster’s eyes are boring a hole through my skull. Dawkins is holding his breath, staring at me with beady black eyes. My heart thumps and I take a deep breath. Something feels off. I shake my head.

      “I’d like to have a lawyer present for the rest of the questions.”

      The two men exchange a glance. Without a word, Dawkins pushes his chair back and Ulster knocks on the door. It swings open from the outside and they walk out.

      “Hey!” I call out after them. “Wait! What’s going on? Are you charging me with something?”

      I stand up, but the door closes and locks with a deafening bang. I slump back down in my chair, staring at the four walls around me.

      Even though Stella should stay away, I still wish she was here.
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      “What do you mean I can’t see him? This is unconstitutional—it’s been almost two hours. Let me see him now.” My chest heaves as I take big, gulping breaths to try to calm my racing heart. The police officer behind the glass looks at me with an arched eyebrow, her dark brown hair pulled back in a tight bun.

      She shrugs. “I’m sorry, Ma’am, I can’t do that right now.”

      “I’m his lawyer!”

      “Hold on, please.”

      She turns away from me and walks through a door and out of sight. I let out a frustrated growl, spinning back around toward Liam and Ashley.

      Ashley wrings her hands. Her forehead creases and she looks at me with eyes full of worry.

      “I’m so sorry, Stella,” she whispers.

      I shake my head. “Stop saying that.”

      I pace back and forth in the police station, my stress mounting with every step. My shoes clack on the worn tile floors and I inhale the stale, musky air of the waiting room. A man rocks back and forth in the corner, muttering to himself.

      Liam puts his arm around Ashley and kisses her as she rubs her pregnant stomach. My blood boils. It’s not right that we’re out here and Adrian is in there on his own. I want to scream and rip the chairs off the floor. I want to smash the bulletproof glass in front of the desk and hurl insults at every police officer in this station.

      I look at my sister and sigh. Being here is probably bringing back all kinds of anxiety—her first husband was a cop before he died. Police stations don’t exactly feel like a safe place for her. I take a deep breath.

      “You guys don’t need to be here. I can handle this on my own.”

      “I’m not leaving.” She sets her mouth in a thin line and shakes her head. Liam looks at her and then at me. He shrugs.

      “My brother isn’t an angel, but he’s not a monster, either. He doesn’t deserve this.”

      I sit down beside the two of them, leaning my elbows on my knees. Glancing at Liam, I sigh. “He wanted to make amends with you, always talked about it.”

      “So why didn’t he call me?”

      “Didn’t know how, I guess,” I shake my head. “I guess all the animosity between you two went too far.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Liam spits. I wince, and he takes a deep breath. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. You can feel however you want to feel.” I avoid his eye, keeping my gaze fixed on the door to the interior section of the police station. I can feel Liam’s eyes on me and I finally turn to look at him. He tilts his head curiously.

      “You care about him a lot, don’t you?”

      I smile sadly. “I wish I didn’t, but yeah. I do.”

      “Even after everything that happened last year?”

      I chew my lip. “It was hard to get over it all. I guess when he stepped down from being Mayor was when I realized that he might not be a bad guy after all. And the past month…” I take a deep breath, glancing at my sister and her husband. “He really surprised me.”

      Ashley frowns, rubbing her belly up and down. She closes her eyes and takes deep breaths in through her mouth and out through her nose. I hate that she’s here. She’s so stressed and worried and feels guilty when she should be at home relaxing.

      This whole thing has gotten completely out of control. I hate that she took those files to the press, obviously, but I understand her anger. And now, she understands how I feel about Adrian and she’s trying to show me that she gets it.

      The four of us—me, Adrian, Ashley, and Liam—we’re locked in this mess that has just gotten bigger and bigger and bigger, and now it’s almost too big to handle.

      If Adrian goes to prison…

      I shake my head. I don’t even want to talk about it. Before I can go down that mental spiral, the door opens and a tall, serious-looking man steps through.

      “Stella King?”

      I nod, standing up. “That’s me.”

      “Follow me.” He spins on his heels without waiting to see if I’m following. I scurry after him, glancing back at Liam and Ashley.

      “I’ll call you. You don’t need to wait here.”

      Ashley just nods, still taking her deep breaths and rubbing her stomach. I follow the tall man—a detective, maybe—toward an interrogation room at the back of the building. When we step inside, I see Adrian slumped on a chair with his head in his hands. He doesn’t move when the door opens, and I make a noise.

      He looks up and his whole face transforms. “Stella,” he breaths, his eyes wide.

      “Adrian!” I can’t say much else. I slide my hand over his arm, squeeze his hand, and then turn to the man across from us. His partner joins us in the room and stands in the corner. They bring me a chair, and we sit around the small steel table.

      “Special Agent Dawkins, FBI,” the tall man says. He points to the bearded man in the corner. “Special Agent Ulster. Now, Mr. Maguire. It’s time for you to talk. When did you and John Hansen start discussing the riverfront project?”

      “What are you charging him with?” I interject. “The case regarding the riverfront project was closed. You can’t convict him of any corruption charges relating to that.”

      Dawkins arches an eyebrow. He glances at Ulster and sighs. “It’s part of an ongoing investigation, Ms. King. I’m not at liberty to divulge any details.”

      “You’re going to have to do better than that,” I growl. “I want to know what my client is charged with, otherwise we are walking right out that door and I will have your badges for the way you’ve conducted yourselves.” I puff my chest out, swinging my eyes from one burly man to the other.

      The man in the corner, Ulster, sighs and takes a step forward and drops a stack of files on the table.

      “We’re charging Mr. Maguire with multiple counts of fraud, falsifying a home loan, and money laundering.”

      “What?” Adrian frowns. “Money laundering? I don’t know…”

      “Quiet, Adrian,” I say.

      The two men exchange a glance as my heart starts to hammer. I look at the files that Ulster dropped on the table—financial records for Hansen Constructions and Adrian’s personal finances. Large deposits and expenses are highlighted, and Ulster chuckles.

      Dawkins leans forward, staring at Adrian with hard eyes.

      “Look, you’re a small fish here. We want to hear what you know about Hansen Constructions. If you cooperate, this could all go away. If you don’t, well, we have a laundry list of federal charges that we can bring against you.”

      I glance at Adrian, who’s staring at the two men. He looks terrified. He looks at me, shaking his head as if to say I have no idea what’s going on.

      A big part of me wants to believe him. I want him to be the man I got to know over the past six weeks. I want him to be the loving, kind boyfriend that I’ve been dating.

      But at the back of my mind, I can’t help but wonder if he is just rotten to the core.

      I nod to the federal agents. “What assurances do I have that if he cooperates, my client won’t be charged?” I lean forward, glancing from one man to the other. Dawkins sighs in frustration. I lean back, crossing my arms. “Whatever it is, I want it in writing, otherwise he’s not saying a word.”

      Ulster nods. “Fine. We’ll get it in writing that in exchange for providing information, Adrian will be cleared of any charges relating to his involvement with Hansen Constructions and his position as Mayor of Denver. Can you wait half an hour?”

      I nod.

      “And those files that were given to the media—have you got them? We contacted them, but they only had a few text messages. They said their source promised them more. We’ll need everything.”

      I glance at Adrian and then take a deep breath. “I don’t have them, but I know who does. I can get them for you.”

      The men nod, and then knock on the door. No one answers for a second, and Dawkins knocks harder. Finally, it swings open and the police officer from the front desk appears. Her face is flushed and she looks frazzled.

      “Ma’am,” she says to me, panting. “You need to come.”

      “What’s going on?” The panic in her face makes my heart skip a beat. I take a step toward her and hear a commotion near the lobby. People are standing, and one man is running toward the lobby where Liam and Ashley are waiting. I glance at the woman again.

      “What’s happening?!” I want to shake her, scream at her, force her to tell me what’s going on. More shouting is happening beyond the door in the lobby.

      “It’s your sister,” she says. “It’s the baby—something’s wrong.”
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      I pace back and forth in the interrogation room from the time Stella rushes off to the time it opens again. Ulster appears with a coffee and a sandwich.

      “Thought you might be hungry.”

      “Thanks. What’s going on? Do I need to stay here? I should be with her.”

      Ulster grimaces. “We have to keep you here, Mr. Maguire.”

      “Call me Adrian,” I sigh. “Can I at least call her?”

      He nods, motioning to the door. I follow him to a desk in the corner. He picks up the phone and dials zero, and then hands it to me. I stare at it blankly.

      “I don’t know her number,” I say. Ulster’s eyebrows arch and I frown. “What! It’s programmed into my phone, is that so surprising?”

      He glances at Dawkins, who sighs and then walks toward the opposite end of the room. In a few minutes, Dawkins returns with my phone. I nod. “Thanks.”

      I sink down into a desk chair and find Stella’s number. She answers right away, breathless.

      “Adrian,” she pants.

      “What’s going on? Is Ashley okay? Where are you?”

      “I’m at the hospital. She’s just gone into surgery for an emergency C-section. Her placenta abrupted—separated from the wall of her uterus. There was blood—” she takes a sharp breath. “They don’t know why. They said maybe it was distress…”

      She trails off and I exhale.

      “I’m so sorry, Stella. This is my fault. She shouldn’t have been here. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Stop.” She sniffs and I hear her gathering her strength. “I can’t leave the hospital. I’m so sorry Adrian but I just can’t.”

      “I know. Stay. I’ll be fine.” I don’t know if I will be fine, but I don’t know what else to say. I’m here, on my own, facing federal charges, and the one person that actually believes in me can’t be here. I’m so incredibly alone, but maybe that’s the way it should be. I need to face this by myself. I need to make amends.

      “Don’t say anything to the police until either me or another lawyer is there. I’ll call Martin and see if he can come. I’m serious—don’t start talking to them until you have someone in there with you.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “I’m sorry, Adrian. I’m not choosing her over you right now. I want to be there for you, but—”

      “Stella, stay with your sister. I’d be right there with you if I could. You’re not choosing anyone, you’re exactly where you should be.”

      “Okay,” she whispers. “Thanks.”

      I exhale as I hang up, and then hand my phone back to Dawkins. He arches an eyebrow in question.

      “Emergency C-section,” I explain. “She’s calling another lawyer to represent me.”

      The two men sigh and nod, and then lead me back to the interrogation room. I follow Stella’s orders and I don’t talk to them until her partner, Martin, walks in. He shakes my hand firmly and then sits down.

      “I’m Martin,” he says to me. “Stella called.”

      “Thanks for coming.”

      He waves a hand. “She didn’t have much information for me, so you’re going to have to fill me in. The agents will be back in here in a few minutes, so tell me as much as possible.”

      In as few words as I can, I tell him about the deal with Hansen Constructions, the USB that Ashley has, and the proposal to cooperate from the FBI. Martin nods, jotting down notes and listening attentively.

      “This is the deal?” He points to a file on the table.

      I nod. “They said once it’s signed and I cooperate fully with them, they’ll drop all charges against me.”

      Martin opens the file and starts reading the document. He’s nodding, and then frowning, and then nodding again. I hold my breath.

      He’s smart and capable, but I still wish he was Stella. He’s probably more qualified in these cases than she is—she’s a contract lawyer, after all, but having her by my side was a lot more calming than having him here.

      But Stella is exactly where she needs to be, at the hospital with her sister. This is something I need to face on my own.

      Martin nods to me. “Okay. You ready?” He pushes a pen toward me, motioning to the file on the table. I sign my life away.

      “Let’s do it,” I sigh. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Martin knocks on the investigation room door, and the two FBI Agents come back inside. Martin hands them the signed agreement, and Dawkins takes out a notepad. Ulster assumes his position in the corner of the room, and Martin sits down beside me.

      Dawkins clicks on a recording device on the table. He says the date, the case number, and names everyone present in the room.

      “Now,” Dawkins says, turning to me. “Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me how you met John Hansen.”

      For the next four hours, the two Special Agents interrogate me. They ask me the same questions over and over, a million different ways, until I’m completely exhausted. It doesn’t feel like they’re on my side, even though I’ve agreed to help them.

      They ask me about John Hansen over and over and over. They ask me about how he paid me, who approached me, every single detail that I could remember about every single encounter I’ve had with him. By the end of the interview, I’m starting to wonder if John Hansen was more than just a contractor trying to win a bigger project.

      I know they’re just doing their job, but I’m worn out. My nerves are frayed and I’m worried about Stella. Martin is good—he’s professional and doesn’t back down from the agents, and I’m glad to have him beside me.

      By the time the interview is over, I just want to go home and go to sleep.

      Dawkins glances at Ulster and nods. Ulster clears his throat. “We’re going to need that USB key.”

      “Ashley has it,” I respond. “And I’m sure it’s not exactly the most important thing on her mind right now.” I don’t even know if she’s out of surgery—or if she’s okay.

      Dawkins grunts, and then tosses me my cell phone again. “Call your girlfriend. Tell her once we have that, you’ll be free to go. We may need to bring you in for more questioning, but for the moment, the information you’ve provided has been useful.”

      I nod, and dial Stella’s number. It rings out, so I try Liam. Nothing. I glance at the two men, and then at Martin, and I shake my head.

      “No answer.”

      My heart starts to hammer. If neither of them is answering, it could mean something bad happened. And if Ashley is in trouble, or if the baby didn’t make it—that blood will be on my hands. I’m the reason that Ashley was in distress. I’m the reason she was furious with Stella. I’m the reason she decided to go to the press and start this drama in the first place.

      The placenta abruption would never have happened if it wasn’t for me. She was stressed out from being here, she was mad at her sister for being with me, and she was driven by rage to bring those files to the press. It’s my fault—everything that has happened is all my fault. I take a deep breath as a weight settles over my chest. Martin puts his palm on my shoulder.

      “I’ll drive you to the hospital.”

      “We’ll follow,” Ulster grunts.

      I nod. I don’t have the energy to protest. They can have the USB key. They can dig through my files and ask me anything they want. It doesn’t seem important anymore. I’ll tell them everything, give them everything, testify against John Hansen publicly—none of it matters.

      What matters is that Stella and her family are okay. When everything is said and done, she’s the only thing that matters to me. Not the mayor’s office, or the riverfront development, or my legacy… just her.

      I follow the men out of the police station and into Martin’s car. He glances at me, and then turns the car on.

      “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I say, staring listlessly out the window. “Otherwise…” I let the sentence hang unsaid. I don’t want to let my mind go there, to think about what it would mean if Ashley wasn’t okay. I take a deep breath and steel myself for what lies ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            Stella

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital floor will be worn out by the time I’m done pacing up and down. Liam is sitting with his elbows resting against his knees. The plastic chair looks comically small underneath his large frame. I would laugh if I wasn’t so stressed.

      He keeps running his fingers through his hair, over and over until it’s sticking up in all directions.

      The doctors and nurses rushed Ashley into surgery as soon as they realized what was happening. Since then, we haven’t heard a word. I glance toward the clock on the wall, and then the doors where she disappeared, and then at Liam.

      He looks at me, his face lined with worry. I walk toward him and sit down on the plastic chair beside his. My knee bounces up and down and I bite my nails.

      “This probably happens all the time,” I say. “The doctors didn’t seem too worried.”

      “No,” he answers.

      We say nothing to each other for another hour.

      Finally, after an eternity, a doctor pushes the waiting room door open and walks toward us. Both Liam and I stand up. The doctor’s face is drawn and her eyes are clear, but tired. She nods to me and then looks at Liam.

      “Ashley is okay,” she says simply. Liam nearly collapses. He leans against me, and tears start streaking down my face. I hold him, and then glance at the doctor.

      “And the baby?”

      Time stops. Liam freezes against me, his whole body going rigid as we hold our breath and wait for the doctor to answer. I can’t read her face, and panic starts to coil in my stomach.

      The doctor nods. “He’s in the NICU. We’ll have to keep him there until he’s grown enough and able to breathe on his own. So far, all the tests are normal but we’ll keep monitoring him. Lots of babies born at thirty-five weeks go on to be completely healthy.”

      Liam sobs, shaking his head. His fingers dig into my arm as he tries to stand upright. “How could this happen?”

      The doctor sighs. “We don’t know exactly what causes placenta abruption. The important thing is that both mother and baby are okay. Ashley has just been moved back to her room—she’ll be groggy, but you can go see her.”

      Liam nods, stumbling toward Ashley’s room. I nod to the doctor. “Thank you.”

      Ashley is asleep when we walk in. Liam takes one side of her bed, and I sit on the other. We each hold one of her hands and stay there, unmoving. Her breathing is light and labored. Liam glances at me from across the hospital bed. His eyes are full of pain. He still has a spot of blood on his shirt from earlier, when it happened at the police station.

      I reach across Ashley’s body and squeeze his hand. His lip trembles, and he looks at Ashley with tears in his eyes. I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything.

      We stay like that for a long time.

      I’m nearly asleep in my chair when someone clears their throat in the doorway. Liam lifts his head and his whole face changes. His whole face transforms as a snarl curls at his lips.

      “Get out,” he spits. “What the fuck are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in jail?”

      I turn around to see Adrian in the doorway. Martin stands behind him. Adrian’s shoulders are slumped, and he opens his mouth to respond, but says nothing.

      He glances at me and then nods, taking a step back. I stand up when Ashley speaks from behind me.

      “Wait,” she croaks. Both Liam and I jump toward her.

      “Ash,” he whispers. “Ash, I’m right here.”

      She lifts her hand from the bed and motions to the door. Adrian’s eyes widen and Liam and I stand frozen in place. I watch Adrian gulp, and then take a hesitant step forward. No one moves as he makes his way toward the bed. Ashley has one hand intertwined with Liam’s, and the other extended toward Adrian.

      When he gets to the side of the bed, she stretches her fingers toward him. Adrian glances at me, at Liam, and finally takes Ashley’s hand.

      She takes a slow, raking breath.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers. She takes another breath and I put my hand on her shoulder. Adrian stands frozen. Ashley takes another breath. “I’m sorry Adrian. I shouldn’t have done that to you.”

      Adrian doesn’t respond. Instead, his face crumples and he drops to his knees. He bursts into tears, leaning his forehead against her hand as he sobs. Tears streak down my face and I glance at Liam, who’s anger slowly dissolves as he looks at my sister.

      Adrian sniffles, sobs, and finally pulls himself together. He looks up at Ashley, shaking his head.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. I deserved it all. I’m the one who’s sorry. This is all my fault. Your baby…” he trails off, eyes wide.

      Ashley shakes her head. “I forgave you the minute Stella showed up in my kitchen, guns blazing in your defense.” She chuckles softly, her laugh barely louder than a breath. She glances at me and I smile through my tears.

      Adrian squeezes her hand. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness. I’ve been a horrible person. It’s not until l met Stella that I realized how awful I’ve been to everyone. You, Liam, the City…” He inhales.

      “Everyone deserves forgiveness,” Ashley says. She smiles. “I’m no angel, either. I shouldn’t have done what I did. I think we’re even.”

      I sigh, and Ashley smiles at me. Her eyes widen and she glances around the room.

      “Where’s my purse?”

      “Just here, baby,” Liam says, producing her purse from a table beside her bed.

      “Keys,” she croaks. Her breaths are getting slower, and her eyes are starting to close. She’s completely exhausted. Liam shuffles through her bag and finds her keychain. He hands it to her, and she thumbs through the keys one by one, until she finds a little black USB key, the size of a stick of gum.

      She extends it to Adrian, who clips it off the keychain. His fingers close around it and tears shine in his eyes. He nods, and Ashley smiles.

      “I need to sleep now,” she says. Liam sits down beside her bed. He meets my eyes and nods at me. He glances to his brother and a flash of anger crosses his face, and then Ashley squeezes his hand. The lines on his features disappear, and he nods to his brother as well.

      When we step outside, Martin is there with the two FBI agents. They look at us expectantly. Adrian slips his hand around my waist and extends the USB key toward them. They nod, take it, and then leave without saying a word.

      I turn to Martin and wrap him in a hug. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “This guy better be worth all the trouble.” He pulls away from me with a grin on his face. “I’d better get back. Glad your sister is okay.”

      I watch him walk down the hallway and then turn to Adrian. His head is hanging low, and he looks up at me through his eyelashes. He’s sheepish, as if he doesn’t quite know what to say. I take a step toward him, sliding my hands over his chest.

      “Is it over?”

      He gulps. “I think so. Stella, I’m sorry. This is all my fault, and—”

      I put my fingers to his lips and shake my head. “Adrian, you just told me it was over. That means it’s over. Ashley said it herself: everyone deserves forgiveness. You do, I do, my sister does. I don’t want to carry this with me for the next twenty years.”

      “I don’t deserve you,” he whispers. “I’m not a good person.”

      I hook my arms around his neck. “You protected my sister and me when you resigned as Mayor. You cooperated with the FBI, and you didn’t panic when I had to leave to be with my sister. You didn’t even think about being mad at Ashley when she betrayed you, and you were respectful to Cheryl when you had to turn her down. You’re not a good person, Adrian. You’re a great person. It takes a brave person to face their mistakes like you have, to take the consequences and to ask for forgiveness.”

      His eyes shine and he shakes his head. “I don’t deserve you, Stella,” he whispers.

      I chuckle, stroking his face with my fingers. “You do deserve me. You deserve to be happy, and you deserve to be with someone who loves you. I think I can do both.”

      His arms tighten around my waist and he leans his forehead against mine. He closes his eyes and a tear falls between us. I wipe it away and then press my lips to his.

      He’s shaking, but we hold each other until we’re both steady, strong, and ready to face the world together.

      “I love you, Stella,” he says to me as he kisses me again. “I love you so much it should be illegal.”

      “Let’s not add to your list of crimes,” I grin. “It’s long enough as it is.”

      I glance into my sister’s hospital room. Liam lifts his head up to look at us. He glances at Adrian and dips his chin down. Adrian squeezes my hand and we turn away from them. We walk out of the hospital, hand-in-hand, and we go home together, once and for all.
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      It takes a long time for me to forgive myself for everything I did. But day by day, Stella loves me until I have no choice but to love myself.

      Ashley forgives me right away, and it amazes me that she’s able to do it so easily. She doesn’t mention what happened between us, but it’s not like she’s sweeping it under the rug. It’s like once she forgives me, it’s not relevant to her life anymore so she just lets it go.

      Liam holds on to his anger a little bit longer. He’s still guarded around me, but we’re starting to talk more. We might never have a normal relationship, but that’s just something I have to accept. At least he looks me in the eye now.

      Ashley and Liam bring their baby home after five weeks in the NICU, and both Stella and I are there to receive them. We get them a new crib and help set up their nursery in preparation for them coming home.

      Ashley cries when she sees it. She holds her baby protectively, kissing his forehead as she looks around the room in awe.

      “You guys did this for us?”

      “Of course,” Stella smiles. “I’m basically an expert renovator now.” She touches the baby’s fingers with her hand and smiles. My heart squeezes and I know that I want her to mother my children.

      Ashley glances at me and then nods to her son. “You want to hold him?”

      Panic flutters through my chest. “Oh, I don’t think, I couldn’t—”

      She thrusts her baby into my arms. I hold him gently and my entire body melts. The little boy looks up at me with Liam’s green eyes and I look at the two of them, shaking my head.

      “He’s beautiful,” I sigh. Stella smiles at me, and I bounce the little boy in my arms. He looks up at me, wriggling in my arms. I swallow and hand the baby back to his mother. Ashley kisses his forehead, and Liam kisses hers.

      I put my arm around Stella and we walk out to the living room. Apart from the low volume on the TV, the only sound in the room is my beating heart.

      I kiss Stella’s temple. “I want one of those,” I say into her ear.

      Her eyes widen. “You do?”

      “With you, yes.”

      She looks at me as her eyes start to mist up. Then, she takes a deep breath. “Well, I’m glad to hear that. I haven’t quite known how to say this… I went to the doctor a couple days ago because I’ve missed a couple periods.”

      My heart starts to race and I frown. “What?”

      She bites her lip. “Remember the first time… when the condom broke?”

      “It broke after I took it off.”

      “I don’t think it did,” she says as a smile starts to break across her face. “You sure you still want a baby with me?”

      I don’t think I’ve ever felt true joy until that moment. I pick her up and spin her around the room, laughing and smiling until my whole face hurts. She laughs as happy tears stream down her face. I put her back down and kneel in front of her, resting my forehead against her stomach. She tangles her hands into my hair and holds me close until a gasp comes from the hallway.

      Ashley and Liam are there, staring at us. They’ve left the baby in the nursery and are looking at us, putting the pieces together.

      “Stella, are you…?” Ashley’s mouth hangs open as she looks at the two of us.

      Stella smiles, nodding. “You’re going to be an aunt.”

      A noise that can only be described as a squeal comes from Ashley, and in an instant her arms are around the two of us. Liam finally cracks a smile and extends his hand toward me.

      “Get ready for some serious pregnancy hormones,” he grins. Ashley smacks his arm, laughing. I hold Stella in my arms and run my hand over her stomach.

      I’m going to be a father. My life has completely transformed. I’ve met the woman of my dreams and realized what an ass I’ve been. My priorities have completely changed, and I couldn’t be happier.

      Stella makes a noise and reaches for the TV remote, turning the volume all the way up.

      “… and John Hansen will be charged with money laundering. A federal investigation has revealed that the contractor was using multiple shell companies to launder money for an organized crime network that spans across five states. He is expected to face at least thirty years in prison. Sources say that the former mayor of Denver, Adrian Maguire, was instrumental in providing evidence to bring Hansen to justice. The trial is expected to start next month.”

      Stella glances at me, wide-eyed. “Money laundering. Did you know about this?”

      I snort, shaking my head. “They’ve brought me in for questioning a few times, but never answered any questions I had about the case.” I blow the air out of my lungs and shake my head. “I can’t believe I made a deal with him. Holy shit.”

      “You could have gotten in so much trouble if you hadn’t cooperated.”

      “Good thing I had a good lawyer,” I grin, putting my arm around her.

      “You guys staying for dinner? We need to celebrate the fact that our son will have a new best friend.”

      Stella glances at me as a smile spreads across her lips. She nods. “We’d love to.”

      I look around at them and I realize that not only have I met the love of my life and I’ll soon be a father, but I’ve gained an entire family. By caring about more than myself and my career, these people have forgiven me, taken me in, and accepted me as one of their own.

      Settling onto the couch next to Stella, I put my arm around her. Liam hands me a beer. He gives me a half-smile and I nod to him. Bit by bit, our relationship is healing. Bit by bit, as I continue to make amends, I prove to myself and to my new family that I’m worthy of their friendship, their acceptance, and their love.

      Stella leans against my chest and lets out a soft sigh. “I love you,” she says quietly. She glances up at me, smiling.

      “I love you too, babe. You saved me from myself.”

      “You’ve done the hard work,” she smiles. “I just helped you find the way.”

      I kiss her gently, running my fingers along her jaw and sighing.

      One thing is certain: no Governor’s office or White House could ever make me as happy as I am right now. Stella is the only one that can make me better, and finally make me whole.
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      As our car approached the meeting point, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.  It wasn’t nerves, exactly.  It was more like a string of tension that pulled my spine straight.  Undercover operations were high-risk, and this one was more dangerous than most.

      The men I was meeting were armed, vicious, and not afraid to exact revenge whenever and however they wanted.  The Russians were known for being remorseless.  I’d met some Russians during my time in the Marine Corps, and they were not men that I wanted to cross.

      …and that was exactly why I wanted to meet them.  I’d fought hard to be placed on this CIA Tactical Unit after my time in the Marines.  I’d even spent three years learning the Russian language.  That skill gave me a fast track to the Central Intelligence Agency job that became my post-military obsession.

      And now I was here, nearing the end of mission.  Everything was going exactly as I had planned.

      One man, Senator Nathan Blanchet, would have to pay for what he did to me.  Fifteen years in the making, my revenge was going to be sweet, vicious, and fucking glorious.

      And now, with the help of these corrupt Russian fucks, I would finally be able to do it.

      Chris, my driver and right hand man, stopped the car outside an old, stately house near Glover Archbold Park.  Chris had been in the Marines with me.  He knew my past, he knew what was on the line with this operation.  He was the only person in the world who knew my past and knew what Senator Blanchet had done to me.

      He stared at me as I stared out the window.  I knew the area—the Russian Embassy was only two blocks away.

      My heart thumped.  Fifteen years of hoping, wishing, seething in my own fiery rage—it would all come to a head in the next few weeks.  Today was the day that things would finally be set in motion.  Senator Blanchet would feel my wrath.

      “We’re right here with you, Zane,” the earpiece buzzed.  I grunted, ripping it out of my ear.  I needed to do this on my own.  I could hear the tinny voices in the earpiece as I dropped it in into a hidden compartment in the back seat.

      “Zane?”  Chris looked at me in the rear-view mirror.  His thick, black eyebrows were drawn together in concern.

      “They sweep for bugs every time I go near them.”  I straightened my tie, avoiding Chris’s piercing blue gaze.  It wasn’t exactly true, but it was close enough.

      “Those earpieces are undetectable.  You shouldn’t be going in there solo.”

      “I’d rather be alive and solo than dead with an earpiece.”

      I slammed the door behind me and marched towards the big house.  A bead of sweat dribbled between my shoulder blades in the muggy, late-August heat.  The air felt thick and heavy with summer and the tension of the upcoming meeting.  I gripped my briefcase tighter as a sense of calm started to wash over me.

      This was it.

      This was the moment I’d been waiting for.  I’d gained Mikhail Ivanov’s trust as his lawyer, and now I would broker a deal between him and Senator Blanchet that would land them both in prison forever.  Today was the day we would start the paperwork that would seal both their fates.

      And, if things went the way I hoped, I’d be able to shoot Blanchet myself and blame it on the Russians.  No one would blink at a dirty Russian deal gone wrong.

      My hand was steady when I rang the doorbell.  Years of training in the Marine Corps allowed me to keep my heartbeat slow and my face relaxed.  This was another mission, another tour.  It just happened to be in my own backyard.

      A large wall of muscle opened the door.

      “Grigory,” I nodded.  My six-foot-three frame looked almost tiny next to the massive Russian.  His deep-set, expressionless eyes swept over me.  After a few tense seconds, he finally stepped aside.

      “Ofis.”  He nodded his head down the hallway towards the office, keeping his eyes steady on mine.  Even after three years, I wasn’t sure if Grigory liked me or hated me.  I was leaning towards ‘hated’.

      “Is everyone here?”

      “Da.”

      Grigory could speak English, but he refused to do it.  Three years ago, when I first started the undercover operation, I’d met Grigory in a bar.  I’d been tasked with gaining his trust, and that involved vodka—lots of vodka.  But as I got drunker, Grigory somehow remained stone-cold sober.  He’d put his meaty palm on my shoulder.

      “The English language is vague and weak,” he’d told me in his thick, rolling accent.  “Just like its people.  Speak the language, and you will become it.”

      He never spoke English to me again, but I was in.  For the next three years, I became Dennis Norton, lawyer and premier counsel to the Russian mob in Washington, D.C.  Every bit of trust that I gained was hard-won and even harder to maintain.

      But it would be worth it in a few short weeks.

      I could still feel Grigory’s eyes on me as I made my way to the office.  I heard voices through the thick oak door, and I forced myself to keep my steps measured and my back straight.  Showing weakness in here was not an option.  I was in the lion’s den.

      When I pushed the door open, my heart stopped.

      Despite my years of training, I wasn’t prepared for this.  A man was sitting across from Ivanov.  His name almost slithered through my lips before I stopped myself with a cough.  The hatred curled through my chest, gripping my heart like a vice.  He didn’t turn to look at me, but I’d recognize him anywhere.  I had pictured his pudgy, red face every time I had target practice for the past fifteen years.

      Here, in the flesh, was Senator Nathan Fucking Blanchet.

      “Mister Norton.” Mikhail Ivanov rose from the tall leather chair behind his desk and spread his arms towards me.  “So good of you to join us.”  Two men flanked him, as they always did.  Mikhail was never unprotected.

      My eyes flicked from him to the man sitting across from him.  He wasn’t supposed to be here… not yet.  I was supposed to have more time to plan, more time to execute.  Not everything was in place to catch and convict these corrupt assholes.  I cleared my throat.

      “Mikhail,” I nodded.

      His icy blue eyes glinted as a grin swept across his lips.  Mikhail’s bodyguards stayed as still as statues, their faces impassable.  They were as tall as me and made of pure, Russian muscle.  One of them blinked, but that was the only indication that they were human.

      Mikhail Ivanov gestured to the man sitting across from him.  “Meet Senator Nathan Blanchet.  Senator Blanchet was kind enough to pay us a personal visit today to make sure that all the arrangements are in order.  This is my lawyer and good friend, Mister Dennis Norton.”

      More like he was kind enough to make sure he gets his fat check.

      The Senator’s eyes swung towards me and a glint of recognition flitted across them.  I hardened my face, keeping it steady.  It had been fifteen years.  I was a grown man now, not a seventeen-year-old boy.  My hair was darker, I was taller.  I’d packed on thirty pounds of muscle.  I’d been to war.  I looked nothing like I used to.

      Still, when the Senator rose to shake my hand, he held it for a moment too long.

      “Dennis Norton… Have we met?”  His deep trombone voice was still the same—the voice that had penetrated my nightmares for most of my adolescence.

      “I don’t believe we have,” I answered, holding his gaze.  He nodded, and then dropped my hand.

      “Well,” Mikhail smiled genially.  “Shall we get down to business?  Mister Norton here has made all the necessary arrangements.”

      “Mr. Ivanov is ready to place a large order for the weapons and ammunitions in this list, as long as your partners are able to fulfill the order.”  I turned my eyes to Blanchet and handed him a paper.  A vein in his jaw ticked, and hatred flared inside me.

      “My partners are still on board.”  He didn’t take the paper.  I placed it on the desk in front of him and folded my hands on my lap.

      “Yet you’re still unwilling to divulge their names.”  I tilted my head.

      “What good would that do me?  Once I receive my commission, you’re free to trade at will.”

      Greedy bastard.

      “We’re all in this for the same reason, Senator,” I said.  “We all just want to make money.  American weapons are highly sought-after.  This will be very profitable for everyone, once the vote on Senate Bill 747 goes through.”

      “I understand your reservations to giving us your source,” Ivanov interjected in his overly generous way.  He smiled.  “But one needs… assurances… that the product is satisfactory.”

      “I can get you samples.”

      Ivanov nodded.  “Good.”  The two men flanking him puffed their chests, and Blanchet swallowed.  He was nervous.

      As he should be.

      This was just the beginning of the end of his career, his fortune, and his life as he knew it.  As soon as he brokered this deal and we caught these guys trading weapons illegally, both the Russians and Blanchet were going away for good.  We had enough to arrest the Senator on conspiracy charges, but we needed more.  We needed hard evidence.

      We needed Blanchet with Ivanov and a bunch of fucking guns.  Anything less would be too easy for a good lawyer to wriggle out of.

      This corrupt Senator would be going down in flames.  If I had my say, he’d be going down with a bullet in his head.

      Nathan Blanchet nodded at Mikhail.

      Mikhail smiled.  “Excellent.  We’re agreed.”  He leaned back in his chair, and the tension in the room eased.  “I hear your daughter is engaged.  Congratulations.”

      My heart skipped a beat.  I had blocked Blanchet’s daughter out of my mind.  She was too hard to hate.  It was easier not to think about her.

      But… Sadie was engaged?  Since when?  Last time I saw her she was still an innocent pre-teen who cared more about her dogs than she did about anything else.

      I swallowed, stealing a glance at Blanchet.

      “Thank you.”  The Senator’s voice was strained.  He smoothed the front of his suit down and shifted in his seat.  He wanted to leave.

      “And she’s engaged to such a prominent businessman,” Mikhail continued as if he hadn’t noticed anything.  He smoothed his tie and folded his hands over his stomach, but his eyes never left Blanchet.  “It’s a match made in heaven, as you Americans say.”

      “It is.”  Blanchet stood, and I resisted the urge to shove him back down in his chair and explain himself.  Selling himself to the highest bidder was one thing—but his daughter?  This man was worse than the shit under my shoe.  He didn’t deserve to have a daughter like Sadie.

      Anger flared in my chest, burning bright and hot in my veins.  I clenched my fists.  Nathan Blanchet nodded at Mikhail, and then gave me a hard look.  He turned and walked out without another word.  As soon as the door closed, Mikhail started chuckling.

      “Shame about the daughter.”  He waved the two other men away, and they stalked out the door after Blanchet.  “It would have been convenient for her to marry my son, Alexei.  I’ve seen her, and she’s a pretty little thing, for an American.  Having our families united would have prevented the Senator from doing anything stupid.  He’s not the type of man that inspires trust, don’t you think?.”

      In that moment, my hatred for Mikhail nearly matched my hatred for Blanchet.

      Sadie never hurt anyone.  She was the only one who spoke to me when I was a kid living on her father’s estate.  All she wanted was to be a veterinarian.  She was nerdy and sweet and innocent in all this.  Or she had been fifteen years ago.  What kind of woman had she turned into?

      With Mikhail’s eyes on me, I just nodded.

      He smiled, and his eyes became hard.  “The way under a man’s skin is through his daughters.”

      I gritted my teeth.  Mikhail’s intelligent gaze took in everything about me, and I knew I was on thin ice.  There were too many unknowns here.  Too much uncertainty.  Too much Sadie.

      “You’re becoming more Russian every day, Deniska.”  Mikhail laughed, his pearly white teeth gleaming in the office’s light.  I grinned with him, but in my heart, I knew that everything had just changed.
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      I shouldn’t have been there.  It wasn’t part of the plan, and it was supremely risky.

      Supremely stupid.

      Staring at the huge estate as I slid further down the seat in the car, my heart started to thump.  I knew every inch of that house, from top to bottom.  I knew all the nooks and crannies, all the hidden staircases and disused rooms.  I knew it better than the Blanchets did, but I was out here, and they were in there.

      The house that I grew up in looked exactly the same.  The lush gardens sprawled out from it in all directions.  The small apple orchard was still in the north-eastern corner of the lot.  They’d changed the front gate, but apart from that, not much was different.

      I drove around to the back of the property.  There used to be a little gate back here that no one but the gardener and I used.  I parked my car in the shadow of a large tree and got out.  The gate was still there, unlocked.

      I shook my head.  A Senator should have better security than this.  I glanced at the house and set my jaw.  This might be supremely stupid, but that wasn’t going to stop me.

      Sticking to the shadows, I zig-zagged my way towards the big house.  Its windows were yawning wide and yellow with the light within.  My heart squeezed in my chest, and anger bolstered my steps.  What happened inside that house had filled me with so much bitterness that it was hard to ignore it.  Memories invaded my brain.  I glanced over to the Staff House, where my parents and I had lived before Blanchet ripped them away from me.

      I shouldn’t have been here, but I was.  With a quick sprint across the back garden, I stood beneath one of the few windows that didn’t have any light on.

      Sadie’s bedroom.

      I leaned against a tree, staring up at the window.  She would be up there now.  Maybe she was in bed, asleep.  Maybe she had her nose in a book, just like she used to.  Her dog—or maybe it was dogs, now—would be lying across her lap, and she’d be absent-mindedly scratching it behind the ear.

      My muscles turned to stone as tension stiffened my body.  When I had vowed to destroy her father, I hadn’t considered her.  She’d been collateral.  But now…

      My jaw ticked.

      This wasn’t part of the plan.  I shouldn’t have cared about Sadie, but then I remembered how she would always help my mother bake my birthday cakes.  She would pick flowers for our family and walk her dogs with my father.

      She wasn’t just collateral.  She was the only Blanchet that had a heart.

      What kind of woman was she now?  What had fifteen years done to her?  Was she as beautiful as Ivanov said?

      I definitely shouldn’t be here.  I was risking the whole mission.  I was risking three years of work, and fifteen years of planning.  I was risking my life.

      For what?

      Was it to destroy Senator Blanchet’s life, or was it to satisfy my curiosity about Sadie?

      I snorted at myself, disgusted.

      I was stronger than this.  I was harder than this.  I wanted to destroy Nathan Blanchet, and nothing could stand in my way.

      Not even Sadie.

      I glanced one last time at the black window and then turned away.  It was time to leave all this behind me.  In a few weeks, hopefully, I would pull the trigger myself and end the Senator’s miserable life.  Sadie would be fine.  She wasn’t my problem.

      I stepped from the shadow of the tree.  Something rattled behind me, and I heard the sound of an old window scraping up.

      “Shh—” A giggle exploded behind me and I retreated back to the tree’s shadow.  The trunk wasn’t big enough by half to hide my large, six-foot-three frame, but the darkness helped.  I stayed light on my feet, keeping my eyes on the second-floor window.

      “Come on, Sadie!  Hurry up!”  I squinted at the second floor window as a dark figure climbed out.  A girl landed on the awning below it, and then reached up towards the window.

      “I don’t know, Mags,” came a second voice from inside.  My heart shook.  I knew that voice.  It was older and smoother, but it was that voice.  Sadie.

      “Sadie!  Come on!  We’ll miss the show.”  Mags was Sadie’s cousin, and they’d been inseparable as kids, even though Mags was always the wilder one of the two.  Nothing had changed there, apparently.

      “What if we get caught?”  Looked like Sadie was still the same goodie-two-shoes that I’d known.

      “Your dad is a Senator, I think we’ll be fine.”  Mags motioned impatiently.  “Come on!”

      Sadie’s head appeared, and her long red locks dangled out the window.  My breath caught in my throat.  This wasn’t the snot-nosed kid I’d left behind.  This wasn’t a plain-looking girl who was made to look attractive by her money.

      She was fucking gorgeous.  The light spilling from the house illuminated her delicate features.  Her hair tumbled like dancing flames over her shoulders.  Even at a distance, I could see her soft, full lips as they pursed in disapproval.

      Sadie made a huffing noise, and then pulled herself through the opening.  Landing with a thud, they both giggled and made their way to the edge of the awning.

      It took all my self-control not to run forward when I saw them dropping off to the ground.  She could break her fucking leg, and I was just standing there watching.

      But they fell down in a heap, laughing and shushing each other.  With a glance towards the bright house, Mags grabbed Sadie’s arm and dragged her towards the back of the estate—towards the garden gate.

      Towards my car.

      I needed to follow them, to make sure they didn’t find out I’d been here.

      That’s what I told myself, anyway.

      Going back through the estate unnoticed was harder with the two of them glancing back towards the house every four fucking seconds.  They were making enough noise to wake up the whole neighborhood.

      I guess not everyone was trained to move in the shadows.

      I stayed near the wall, keeping my eyes on the women.

      Well, keeping my eyes on one of them.

      Sadie was wearing a tight black dress and a cropped leather jacket.  Her ankle boots said fuck me and my body was ready to oblige.  When they got to the back gate, she dropped her purse.  Leaning over to pick it up, I saw her bright pink panties and my whole body thrummed.

      Where the fuck was she going dressed like that?  Maybe she wasn’t the goody-two-shoes I thought she was.

      She’d be going out, and I knew wherever she went she was sure to be the most beautiful girl in the room.  Fucking creeps would be all over her, touching that perfect, perky ass of hers.  The thought of another man putting his hands on her made my stomach turn.

      Like a flash, my instinct kicked in.  I couldn’t let that happen.  No one would touch her tonight.  Over my fucking dead body.

      I told myself I was following them to make sure she was okay.  I told myself it was to protect her, but deep down, I knew the truth.

      I followed her because as soon as her head appeared in that second-floor window, I knew the past fifteen years of planning had just tumbled out the window with her.

      It was time for a new plan.  It was time for Sadie.
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      Mags pulled me through the gate, putting her finger to her mouth.

      “Shh,” she laughed.

      “My heart is beating so fast!”  I put my hand to my chest and took a deep breath.  I glanced back towards the house, and I could see my dog, D’Artagnan, looking out my bedroom window.  He knew I’d left, and I could tell he was looking for me.  I hesitated, and Mags poked me.

      “You need to get out more, Sadie.” Mags arched an eyebrow, grinning.  “I can’t believe you have to sneak out of your parent’s house at twenty-four years old.”

      You can’t believe I’m a virgin, either, and yet here we are.

      I sighed, shaking my head.

      “You have no idea what it’s like being a Senator’s daughter.”  I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, glancing up and down the disused road.  “I haven’t been back here in years.  Whose car is that?”

      “Who cares?” Mags grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the main road.  “Harry is waiting for us down here.  Come on, we’ll miss the show.”

      I let her drag me towards the street lights to her boyfriend’s car.  She slipped into the front seat and gave him a long kiss.  Harry cupped her cheek with his hand and shook his head.

      “How is it that you get more beautiful every time I see you?”

      “I got new mascara,” Mags shrugged, grinning.

      “I don’t think that’s it.”  They kissed again, and my heart squeezed.

      How come my fiancé never looked at me like that?  We’d been engaged for two months, but even when we first met, Thomas didn’t have that spark in his eye.  He was a businessman—he wasn’t overly emotional.  Still, when I was around Mags and Harry, it felt like something was missing in my relationship.  Happiness basically radiated off the two of them anytime they were together.  They were drawn to each other, and the energy between them was electric.

      And I was jealous.

      It was that dirty, dark kind of jealousy that curled in the pit of my stomach.  Being jealous of your best friend was like living with poison in your veins.  It ate away at me anytime we were together, and I hated myself for it.

      Harry glanced back at me and whistled.  “You’re looking good tonight, Senator’s daughter!”

      “I have a name, Harry.”  I scowled, and Harry flashed that disarming grin of his.  “I hate that my entire identity is based on who my father is.”

      “Such is life, princess.” He winked at me and I fought to keep the smile off my face.  Harry had that harmless, class-clown kind of charm to him.  It was hard to stay mad at him.  He shrugged.

      Mags smacked his arm and he grinned.

      “I’m only kidding.  Sadie, you know that you’re like, a borderline genius, right?  You’re at the top of your class at fucking Georgetown Law, for fuck’s sake.  You have your own identity, don’t worry.  I’m just a lowly peasant.  I gotta get my kicks in where I can.”

      “Well, drive us to the concert, peasant.”  Mags motioned to the street.  “We’re going to miss it!”

      “Yes, ma’am.  You know I like it when you tell me what to do.”  He wiggled his eyebrows at Mags and she just laughed.  I glanced back towards the huge house where I grew up, and I sighed.

      Mags was right, it was ridiculous that I still had to sneak out.  It was the only way I could get some peace.  Bodyguards followed me around everywhere I went, and they kept me at a safe distance from all ‘threats’, a.k.a. everybody else.  Having a burly security detail wasn’t exactly conducive to having friends… or boyfriends.  I was isolated and alone 99% of the time.

      So when Mags told me she was taking me to the heaviest heavy metal concert of the century, I said yes.

      I didn’t even like heavy metal music, but I needed to get out.

      Harry started the car, and we rolled forward.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shadow moving in the alleyway where we had just emerged.  My heart skipped a beat, and I waited for one of my huge, sour-faced bodyguards to come running after us.

      My heart thumped, but nothing happened.  We drove off and I glanced back.

      No one was following us.  I was seeing things.

      I sighed, relieved, and then I settled into the seat.  Mags cranked the music louder and I finally, finally, allowed myself to smile.

      For tonight, I was free.  I wasn’t Sadie Blanchet, I wasn’t a Senator’s daughter, I wasn’t a borderline genius or at the top of my class in Georgetown Law.

      I was a nobody, and it was amazing.

      Mags rolled her window down and screamed out of it as we drove past mansion after McMansion, and I giggled.  We were too old to be doing this, but I didn’t care.

      I.  Was.  Free.

      By the time we got to the venue, I couldn’t stop smiling.  Mags hooked her arm into mine and we walked to the bouncers.  Harry produced our tickets, and we were in.

      The noise hit me like a wall.  The noise, and the smell.  Mags started nodding her head along to a beat I didn’t understand.  It sounded like notes and rhythms and sounds that weren’t supposed to fit together.  We weaved through a crowd of rough men and leather-clad women.  I was glad Mags had picked my outfit for me—my usual colorful wardrobe would not have blended in.  One man looked me up and down, stroking his long beard as we walked by.  He was wearing a ripped black tee-shirt and old, bell-bottomed jeans.

      “Metalheads are the nicest people you’ll ever meet,” Mags yelled in my ear.

      “They don’t look it.”

      “That’s the point.”

      We found the bar and Harry bought us a round of drinks.  I gripped my beer, trying not to look as nervous as I felt.  Harry nodded to the stage.

      “Headliners are about to go on.  You guys want to get closer?”

      “Fuck yeah!” Mags shouted, grinning.

      My heart thumped and I managed a smile. “Let’s do it.”

      “Hold on to me tight.”  Mags clamped her hand on my arm and we moved into the thicker and thicker crush of humanity near the stage.

      This was definitely breaking more than a few fire safety laws.  My mouth went dry and my eyes bulged as I took it all in.  Mags was in her element, dancing and jumping and screaming as I did my best to stay upright.  Harry grinned back at us, pushing forward towards the stage.

      He yelled something I couldn’t hear.  Mags said something back to him, and I didn’t hear that either.  I took a swig of beer to calm my nerves and we started moving closer to the stage again.

      This was definitely out of my comfort zone.

      We came to a stop near the stage.  Silence fell over the whole room as the lights dimmed, and excitement buzzed through the crowd.  Mags glanced at me, grabbing hold of my hand and smiling.

      “These guys are good.”

      I nodded and gulped.  I wasn’t exactly sure what ‘good’ meant, in this context.

      The band started with an explosion of light and sound.  The crowd went nuts, and I went nuts with them.  I laughed and jumped with Mags, screaming along.  I did my best to head-bang, my long, wavy red hair flying out in all directions.

      In that moment, I let go.

      I let go of everything—of law school, of the expectations that my parents had of me, of my doubts about my fiancé.  I just let myself be.

      Mags and I looked at each other, and I smiled.  My cousin knew me so well.  She knew I needed to get out, she knew I needed to let off some steam.  She knew exactly how to get me out of my comfort zone and show me a good time, no matter how much I resisted.

      As unlikely as it seemed, this metal concert was exactly what I needed.

      The band played and played and then played harder.  The energy in the crowd around me started to build.  Movements became rougher as bodies banged into each other.  I gripped Mags’s hand tight as my heart thumped.

      It was fun, it was controlled, it was everything I needed… until it wasn’t anymore.

      A frantic fever took the crowd as the music got louder.  Lights flashed over and over and over as bodies tossed me back and forth.  I dropped my beer, and it was lost in a mess of legs.

      When I lost my grip on Mags’s hand, my heart fell down to my stomach.  She reached out to grab me, but a massive body pushed me further away from her.

      I screamed again, but this time it wasn’t a release.  Terror gripped my throat as I felt myself get tossed back and forth like a rag doll.  The crowd was out of control, and I was in the center of it.

      I clawed and fought and kicked to keep my head up.  At five foot two, I was used to feeling small.  But this was different.  This felt dangerous.

      An elbow to the back launched me forward, and I knew I was in trouble.  I tripped over big, black boots and scrambled to grab on to a shoulder, an arm, a torso—anything to keep me from falling.

      I was going to be trampled.  If I fell, it would be over.  It wouldn’t be my legs and feet and beer bottles that would be kicked and stomped on, it would be my head.

      Time slowed.  The music got louder and I felt like my ear drums were going to burst.  My vision blurred and I bit my cheek so hard I tasted blood.  I clawed at a leather jacket, but my grip slipped.

      The world tipped on its axis, and I knew it was done.  I was falling.

      A scream ripped through my throat, and suddenly I was floating.  I stopped mid-air as a thick, powerful arm wrapped itself around my waist.  With a lurch, the arm pulled me back until I collided with a solid wall of muscle.  The man’s arm didn’t leave my waist, and he hoisted me up over his shoulder.

      Tears streamed down my face as I let myself be carried away from danger, away from the jostle of bodies, away from the stage.  He took long, powerful strides that parted the crowd effortlessly.  I clung on to his shirt, silently thanking my mystery man.

      My head was spinning, my heart was thumping, and I hadn’t even caught my breath by the time the man carried me down a hallway to the side of the stage.

      The sound of the band was muted as soon as we turned the corner.  The man set me down.  He was gentle—so gentle it was surprising for a man his size.  His hands dropped from my waist and I wavered on my feet.

      “You okay?”  He had a deep, gravelly voice.  Heat flooded my womb.

      My chest was heaving, and I just nodded.  I couldn’t make words—not yet.  He reached up and brushed my hair back from my face.  His touch felt so good, so warm and gentle, and safe.

      I inhaled his scent and it calmed my racing heart.  It was the smell of pine and spice and the faintest hint of manly sweat.  I closed my eyes as he brushed the hair off my forehead, letting this stranger touch me in the most intimate way.

      Finally, I opened my eyes and dragged them up his brawny body.  His tee-shirt clung his chest where it was damp with sweat.  His nipples were hard, poking through the thin fabric.  I longed to touch them, and the thought made me blush.  Thick cords of muscles bulged in his arms, and he dropped his hand away from me.

      When I looked up at his face, my heart skipped a beat.

      Deep, dark brown eyes stared back at me.  Looking into his eyes was like getting lost in the forest on a warm summer’s day.  It felt like I had seen those eyes before.

      A thin shadow of stubble was dusted across his chiseled jaw, and he swallowed.  His Adam’s apple bobbed.  A zip of heat travelled down my spine and my heart started beating again in a different way.

      “Th-Thank you,” I managed to stutter.

      He nodded.  “You should go home.”  His voice was so deep that it reverberated in my chest.  It knocked something loose in my heart and made me want to lean into him.  I twisted my hands in front of me and took a deep breath.

      “Yeah.  I will.”

      “Good.”

      He turned away from me and I watched him take a couple steps towards the music.

      Then, it hit me like a bolt of lightning.

      I knew that walk.  His gait looked exactly like the gait of a young, straight-laced teenager that used to live with us, whose parents used to work for my family.  The eyes.  I knew those eyes.  Those were the first eyes that I fell in love with, when I was thirteen years old.

      He was walking away from me.  He had saved me from the mosh pit, he’d saved me from being trampled, and he was walking away from me without even saying a word.

      Maybe it wasn’t him?  Maybe—

      “Zane!”  I called out before I could stop myself.  He froze mid-step, and my heart thumped.

      It was him.

      He stared at the ground beside his foot for a second, and then slowly turned around.  His eyes dragged up my feet, my legs, my stomach, my chest.  Everywhere he looked, flames ignited in my veins.  His eyes met mine, his deep brown irises almost black in the low light.

      “Sadie.”

      My name on his lips was the sweetest sound I’d ever heard.  I squeezed my thighs together as the timber of his voice made my body thrum with desire.  I wanted to run to him, to feel those big, powerful hands on my body.  I wanted him to rip my clothes off and push me up against this dirty wall.  I wanted his hands, his mouth, his everything.

      I didn’t feel like myself.  This wasn’t me.  I’d never even been with a man!  I didn’t like touching myself.  I was basically a nun.

      But now…

      My mind whirred as I tried to make sense of what had just happened, of who he was, why he was here.

      His tongue slid out and swiped across his lower lip, and I nearly died.  He was more man than I’d ever seen.  He was insanely attractive, the kind of man that made you weak in the knees, even at a distance.

      His body was big, and hard, and I knew I wanted him.  I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anyone before.  I was engaged, but for the first time, I wished I wasn’t.  I wanted everything with him.

      Zane took a step towards me and my breath hitched.  With every step he moved closer, my heart beat harder.  When his chest was inches from mine, he brushed my cheek with the back of his hand.

      A growl rumbled in his chest, and my panties were ruined.

      “Sadie Blanchet.”  His voice was husky, like hot whiskey and honey.  “You’re all grown up.”
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