
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Blazing Hot Spring

      A Blaze Family Romance Collection

    

    




      
        Fiona Starr

      

    

    
      Steamy Starr Stories

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        A note from the Author

      

    

    
      
        March: Forever My Love

      

      
        
          Chapter One

        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        
          First Epilogue

        

        
          Second Epilogue

        

        
          More Ireland Forever Stories…

        

      

      
        April: Mr. Platinum

      

      
        
          Chapter One

        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        
          First Epilogue

        

        
          Second Epilogue

        

        
          More Mr. Billionaire Short Stories…

        

      

      
        April: Spring Break Surprise

      

      
        
          Chapter One

        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        
          First Epilogue

        

        
          Second Epilogue

        

        
          More Spring Breakers Stories…

        

      

      
        May: His Violet

      

      
        
          Chapter One

        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        
          First Epilogue

        

        
          Second Epilogue

        

        
          More May Flowers Short Stories…

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Fiona Starr

      

      
        About Fiona Starr

      

      
        The Flirt Club!

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Welcome to BLAZING HOT SPRING!

        This collection includes the following stories,

        previously published as solo titles, but with

        EXCLUSIVE BONUS 2nd EPILOGUES!

      

        

      
        FOREVER MY LOVE

        (Ireland Forever Series)

      

        

      
        MR. PLATINUM

        (Mr. Billionaire Series)

      

        

      
        SPRING BREAK SURPRISE

        (Spring Breakers Series)

      

        

      
        HIS VIOLET

        (May Flowers Series)

      

        

      
        Enjoy!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            March: Forever My Love

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Forever My Love, An Ireland Forever Short Story

      Copyright © 2019 by Fiona Starr

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        First Epilogue

      

      
        Second Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        More Ireland Forever Stories…

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

      

      

      I am so done looking for the fairy tale. Been there, done that, got the white dress, veil, and all the rest—in fact, it’s still in a crumpled mess on the floor of my closet back home. I should burn it; maybe then I’ll stop feeling like such a fool.

      It’s bad enough Peter was only marrying me for my family’s money, but the fact that he was also engaged to someone else—and they planned to just carry on with their secret life while enjoying the lifestyle I provided, with me totally in the dark was too much—the humiliation was complete.

      I run through our two years together and try to pin-point moments in my memory where I might have been given clues. Had there been signs? There had to be, right? Should I have known? Oh God, did anyone else know and not tell me?

      I didn’t stick around long enough to find out.

      Lacy, my best friend and would-be maid of honor called me the night everything fell apart and insisted I escape Colorado and join her in Dublin. She’s there for some big VIP weekend celebrating the launch of Blackthorn’s new album tour. The promoter is her sorority sister and a bunch of them were going to be there. Lacy has had her eye on the lead singer, Sean Black, since forever and she is determined to make the most of her connections and finally meet him.

      “I’m not in the mood for people, Lace,” I say as I spoon mouthfuls of strawberry ice cream straight from the container.

      “You can skip the parties, Maddie. Just come. The place is booked solid, but you can stay in my room—with any luck I won’t be spending much time there, if you know what I mean.” She giggles.

      Just hearing her voice makes me feel better. “You’re so bad.”

      “Yeah, but this time I have help. Janie’s going to arrange a private meeting for me and Sean Black himself.” The tone of her voice pops an image of her waggling her eyebrows into my head.

      I smile at her excitement but still, I push back. Traveling sounds exhausting right now. “I don’t know.”

      “Aw, hon. You need to get away from everything—and everyone back there. You should see the castle Janie’s booked for us. It’s enough to get lost in.”

      She knows as well as I do this is exactly what I need. Getting lost in Ireland sounds like the perfect way to forget everything, at least for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      My driver pulls the car through a wrought-iron gate and up a winding country lane. I can already feel Peter and my embarrassment fading ever so slightly into the background. Trees and greenery close in as the lane narrows and falls into shadow. Nobody here knows what happened. Nobody I’ll meet this weekend will know I am a complete idiot. I’ve managed to put thousands of miles and an ocean between me and my drama.

      The light changes as the trees thin, and the overcast sky glows bright enough to tease us with some sun. The driver eases the car through another gate and turns right, giving me my first glimpse of Castle Glenkerry. It’s like something out of a movie. The pale gray stone house is massive and surrounded by manicured gardens with hedge walls and trees that disappear around the back of the castle. The front lawn is terraced for hundreds of yards that lead down to a wide pond.

      We pull to a stop outside the main entrance and as I step out of the car, I feel like I’ve stepped back in time. The sensation is uncanny. A man dressed in black tie with a baby blue vest greets me and takes my bags.

      “Greetings, Miss. Welcome to Glenkerry. Are ye here celebrating with the Blackthorn lads then?” His voice has a lyrical quality to it that makes me smile.

      “I am. Though I think I’ll skip most of the parties and keep to myself.”

      I follow him inside.

      “Then you’ll be glad to know the festivities are happening down in town, for the most part. There are a few small gatherings planned at the estate, but I think you’ll have the place to yourself during the days. You’ve an itinerary in your room.” He places my bags next to the front desk and grins as he leans in conspiratorially. “But if it’s quiet you seek, you’ll find the north gardens especially pleasing.”

      “Thank you.” I smile as I hand him a tip and wait for the front desk clerk to wave me over.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GERARD

      

      

      “There’s no way around it, Gerry. And if you want my advice…” My solicitor’s voice is calm and steady through the phone.

      I sigh as I grip the steering wheel. “I know what you’re going to say, Allen. I don’t like it. It isn’t right.”

      “You’re too stubborn for your own good, my friend. And if you recall, your stubbornness is what got you into this mess in the first place. If you’d listened to me when I…”

      I nod, though I am alone in the car. It’s the same old thing, every time. “I know, I know… I should have listened to you and made her sign a prenup. I should always listen to you, oh Wise One.”

      “Now that’s why you’re my favorite client.” I hear the smile in his voice. “Look, without a prenup, you’re screwed. And unless you sit down and come to a settlement with her now, she’s never going to stop. Her new solicitor is a bulldog and the two of them are ravenous.”

      I feel my jaw clench. I’m afraid to ask. “What’s she want this time?”

      “Fifty.”

      I nearly run off the road. The nerve of this woman knows no bounds. “Fifty? What is that… one million for every week we were married?”

      “Just about.”

      “Jesus, Allen. Is there nothing that can be done?”

      “She’s playing the game, Gerry. And I advise you to do the same. She knows she won’t get fifty. Surprise her. Offer her twenty-five, but this time make it contingent on signing away any claim to future funds. C’mon, you won’t even feel it.”

      I enter Glenkerry through the main gate and remember too late that there’s an event this weekend that booked the whole place. Their trucks will be blocking the east road. I turn left and head around the west side to my residence. “Gah! It’s not the money. Well, it’s the money a little. But it’s the principle, Allen. She played me. She’s a terrible person and I can’t let her win.”

      “She’s a terrible person who has you by the balls. She’s been chipping away, taking more and more from you at every turn. It will never stop unless you do something about it.”

      I pull into my parking space and turn off the car. “She doesn’t deserve another cent.”

      “Nonetheless, at this rate she’ll bleed you dry. It’s time to cut her off.”

      I close my eyes. I want to fight the defeat rippling through my gut. Giving my ex anything absolutely kills me, but I know he’s right. I grip the wheel. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Ring me when you decide.”

      I toss my phone on the seat and I am out of the car, storming toward the house. The fury raging inside me makes me feel dangerous. I need to hit something. I need to release whatever’s inside me before I go bleedin’ crazy.

      As the bracing air hits me I realize I’m still wearing my ceremonial kilt and dress shirt from standing in as Master of Ceremonies at the Historical Society induction this morning, but I don’t care. I need to get this out of me and clear my head before I explode.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

      

      

      Lacy’s room is spectacular. She’s got a corner suite with a living room, bedroom, and a huge stone balcony that overlooks a lush meadow and a single green mountain in the distance. The room is decorated in pale blue and gray with gold accents. Everything is upholstered, soft, and fabulous. There’s a gigantic gift basket on the coffee table, with a note addressed to Lacy sticking out from it.

      
        
        Hello darling!

        Welcome to Dublin! I hope you have the BEST time. Hope to catch up, but I’m busy as balls, so if we don’t, know that I love you.

        Enjoy the castle, and the show!

        xx Janie

        

      

      I’ve heard a lot about Janie Locke from Lacy through the years. She sounds like a hilarious badass who lives large and loves to throw a good party. It doesn’t hurt that she has the coolest job on the planet. As the manager and promoter for the biggest name in rock right now, she is probably every bit as impressive as she sounds.

      Next to the basket, there’s an itinerary of events for the weekend. Janie’s guests are invited to sit in at a photo shoot, attend a lunch with the band, attend sound checks… Janie’s arranged for a fantastic weekend for everyone. I’m not interested in any of it. I just need to decompress.

      I move into the bedroom and find an envelope with my name on it on the pillow. I slip it open to find a sheet of hotel stationery.

      
        
        Maddie,

        I’m in Dublin at the arena today with Janie and the band, hoping to get some time with you-know-who!

        I won’t be back your way until this evening. Drinks later? I’ll text you when I’m back. Everyone’s going to a big pre-show party in the city… I’m told the village pub should be pretty quiet for us.

        Can’t wait to see you and give you a squeeze! My room is your room… settle in and order room service.

        Kisses!

        L

        

      

      I shake my head at how tenacious Lacy is when she sets her mind to something. Sean Black better watch out.

      I wander through the rooms and when I step into the master bathroom, I stop in my tracks. The antique claw tub sits in an alcove surrounded by windows. Heavy drapes hang from the ceiling and can be pulled to conceal the tub. Next to the tub, a small wooden table holds baskets of scented soaps, bath salts, and oils.

      I turn on the water and choose a flowery smelling bath bomb, dropping it into the tub. Then I untie the drapes until I’m enclosed in a cocoon of velvet and silk. I peel off my clothes and feel as though I’m shedding the last layer of my mess of a life. When I sink into the bath, I let Peter, his scheme, my canceled wedding, and all my shame disappear.
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        * * *

      

      Okay. So it takes about fifteen minutes in the bath and I’m over-steamed and bored to tears. I grab a robe off the hook, wrap myself in the plush fabric, and pad over to the glass doors of the balcony. I step outside and let the cool air bring me back to life.

      It really is so peaceful here. The room is so quiet you’d never know all these people were staying the weekend. But I guess everyone is down in Dublin with the band at the moment. I lean on the stone ledge and take in the view. The single mountain in the distance is a tiny hill compared to the Colorado Rockies, but it’s lovely and green and the little village in the valley at its base looks like a postcard.

      There’s a path running along the pond through the woods on the side of the grounds. I follow it with my eyes, leaning over to catch where it turns near the castle. It disappears around the bend, but from this angle, I can just make out a bush covered in pink colored flowers.

      I have no idea what the foliage schedule is like in Ireland, but it seems odd; nothing else is flowering around here. The weather isn’t quite warm and so it feels a little too early for such vibrant blooms. The bellman’s words echo in my mind and now I’m curious to take a look at the gardens.

      I unpack my suitcase, throw on a pair of jeans and a sweater, and slip on my boots. I double check that I have my room key and step out into the hall, suddenly eager to explore the grounds.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GERARD

      

      

      I curse my ex with each blow of the axe. As the chunk of cedar splinters and splits, I line up another piece of cordwood on the chopping block and take a swing.

      “That one’s for you, you scheming, evil woman.” I spit the words through gritted teeth as the axe lands. I thought she loved me. I thought when I met her that she was The One. I thought she was someone I could spend my life with. I thought she wanted me.

      I stand more wood on the block and swing again, harder.  “And that one’s for you, Gerry, you idiot.” I blame her for what she did, for what she’s still doing, but I also blame myself. I was so desperate, so eager to settle down that I let her blind me. She’s a brilliant actress, I’ll give her that, but I let my guard down too quickly. And, I ignored the warnings from Allen.

      I stand another piece of wood on the block and swing away, letting my anger surge through my back and down my arms and into the axe. “You’re a spider and I am a fool for getting caught in your web.” Sweat stings my eyes and runs down between my shoulders.

      I undo the buttons on my shirt and take it off, using it to wipe my face. Then I toss it aside and grab another piece of wood and strike again. “For you, conniving liar.” I can’t bring myself to say her name. It’s poison on my lips and I won’t give her that satisfaction.

      “Devious.” She had the whole thing planned from the start. She wheedled her way into my heart like a worm into an apple and when the time was right, she struck.

      I was a fool. I see it now but despite all the anger, I can’t let go of the sense of loss, too. I loved her. I thought I did, anyway. Now I have no idea how I trust anyone… especially myself. She’s ruined everything.

      The axe falls again. “I hate you.” The wood splits and flies in different directions. I line up another and another, and I keep on going.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

      

      

      There’s a paved walking path that weaves around the castle, guiding guests through the manicured gardens. The plants are tidy and green, and there are winterberry bushes giving splashes of color here and there. It’s lovely now, but it must be spectacular in spring and summer when everything is in bloom.

      I look up at my balcony three stories above me and try to gauge the location of the garden I saw from up there, and use that as my guide whenever the path forks. I keep walking until my path stops at a hedge wall. There’s nowhere else to go. I retrace my steps to make sure I haven’t missed a turn, but as I test each fork, it brings me back south, toward the front of the property, when I want to head north.

      Turning back toward the hedge wall, I notice an old cobblestone path moving east along the hedge. The stones are dark and covered in moss and leaves, clearly very old and well hidden in the trees. I push the leafy ferns aside and sure enough, the path continues. There are no signs anywhere telling me to stay on the walking path, but I feel like I’m breaking a rule and embarking on a treasure hunt.

      I can’t resist the thrill moving through my veins. I feel alive and interested in something for the first time in weeks. It seems like forever since I’ve actually breathed, and the air in the woods is lush and cool, and full of life. I let the excitement take me. I look over my shoulder to make sure nobody sees me, and then I step into the shadow of the woods.

      A hundred yards or so into my walk, the hedge takes a left turn and so does the path. I feel like a kid exploring with wonder and awe as I continue to follow it. The sense of stepping back in time returns and I go with it, pretending that I’m not Madeline Blaze, that there is no Peter, and my entire family isn’t reeling after I canceled my wedding with only two weeks to go. I can almost imagine it never happened, that the crushing humiliation belongs to someone else. Not me. It can’t be mine… I’m so far away…

      After another minute, the cobblestones fork. One path seems to continue along the hedge wall while the other turns toward the hedge itself. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I realize there’s an arch cut out of the hedge and a wooden door stands in its place. I test the latch. It’s unlocked. I pull the door open, letting it swing wide as I step through the arch.

      Inside the gate, the trees are gone and the sky is afternoon bright. The hedge is covered with clusters of tiny flowers in all shades of red and pink and white. I pluck a cluster and lift it to my nose to smell it when I stop and gape at the vision standing in front of me.

      I blink and look around, wondering if maybe there is henge nearby—a circle of magic stones that I’ve actually fallen through and somehow landed a couple hundred years in the past.

      The man in front of me is shirtless. He’s wearing only a kilt and wool socks with blue ribbons peeking out of the folds at his knee. The laces of his shiny leather shoes wrap around his calves, and the tassels swing back and forth as he moves.

      He has dark hair and his sweaty body gleams in the daylight as he chops wood with an axe. Muscles ripple in his back and his arms. He has a tattoo wrapping around his hip and disappearing under his kilt. He growls each time he swings the axe. I can’t make out his words. The wood splits and he bends down and grabs another piece, setting it up for another round. He does it again. His rhythm so smooth and fluid, it’s like he’s in a trance.

      He’s so focused on what he’s doing I’m afraid to interrupt him. I don’t know what to do. I try to time myself so I can speak when he’s not swinging. I open my mouth to say hello when the gate slams shut behind me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GERARD

      

      

      A noise near the hedge interrupts me mid-swing. I turn toward the sound and nearly drop the axe, jumping back so I don’t accidentally kill the woman who has appeared out of nowhere.

      “Jesus! You startled me.” I’m breathing heavy. I look around and the piles of wood strewn about tell me I’ve lost track of time and timber.

      She’s staring at me, her mouth hanging open. “Sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      She’s American. I blink the sweat from my eyes, grab my shirt, and wipe my face and chest. “You shouldn’t sneak around people swinging axes, you know. What are you doing here?”

      She has dark blue eyes and dark brown hair cut chin length. She’s holding a bunch of flowers from the hedge in her hands. She points up toward the castle. “I saw these flowers growing from my window and it seemed so odd for March, I… I wanted to take a look.” She points at the gate behind her, hesitating. “I’m interrupting you. I should go…” She turns to leave.

      Something about her is so earnest, so real, I don’t want her to go anywhere. I step toward her and hurry to speak. “Are… Are you with the party then?”

      She turns back toward me and shakes her head. Her hair brushes forward and covers her cheek. She looks at me from behind the dark curtain of her hair and something in her eyes makes my heart race.

      “My friend is. Lacy. I’m kind of crashing in her room for a few days. Clear my head.”

      I nod, not knowing what else to say. I tip my chin at the flowers. “That’s quince.”

      “Quince?” She arches her brows, confused.

      “The flowers. They’re called quince. The hedge is flowering quince.” I realize I’m wringing my shirt into a ball.

      She looks down at her hands as if she’s forgotten she’s holding the flowers. “Oh. I picked them. I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.” She cringes. “I feel like I shouldn’t be here.”

      I take another step toward her and we’re face to face and I’m suddenly aware of the fact that I am sweating like a sinner in church. “Please. I’ve been terribly rude. I’m Gerry.” I offer her my hand.

      She takes it and looks up at me, the flat gray light of the sky lighting her face. “Madeline.”

      “Nice to meet you, Madeline.” I take one look in her eyes and I know I’m in trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

      

      

      He’s still holding my hand. And I his. Our eyes are locked together and I feel like I am dreaming. If I am, I don’t think I want to wake up. His hands are rough and his voice is deep and he smells like wood and sweat and fresh air. I inhale his scent and let it fill my head. Then I shake some reality back into my mind. I am no position to deal with a man.

      Gerry points into the garden. “There’s path this way that will get you back to the house. No sense walking through the woods again.”

      When he lets go of my hand, it’s like everything goes cold. He turns and steps away, his back to me. “Come. I’ll show you the way.”

      I nod. “Thank you.” I take a step toward him and stumble on loose a piece of wood.

      “Oh!” He’s there in a flash, arms catching me, holding me close.

      I’m leaning awkwardly and I clutch his body in reflex at first. But when it’s clear he’s got me, my hands relax and I feel the warmth of his chest with one hand and the ridge of his spine with the other. His skin glistens.

      He lifts me up, cradling me, and turns around, placing me on my feet on the other side of the wood pile. I stand up and he straightens.

      My hands are still on his chest. His heartbeat thrums under my touch. “Thank y—”

      His eyes never leave mine. “Dear lord,” he whispers. He leans down and hesitates a moment, his mouth inches from mine. His eyes are radiant blue, like the Colorado sky the morning after a snow storm.

      I don’t know what comes over me.

      I lift my chin and touch my lips to his and then we’re kissing.

      I can’t stop touching him. His body is so warm and his skin is hot and so soft compared to the roughness of his strong hands. His lips move with mine and then down over my chin and to the tender skin of my neck. The stubble on his face tickles and raises gooseflesh all over my body, making me shiver.

      He pulls away. “Are ye cold?”

      I’m panting when I look at him and shake my head. “I’m fine.”

      He touches his tongue to the corner of his mouth and I can’t resist. I move into him and follow his tongue with mine and then he kneels down and we’re in the grass.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GERARD

      

      

      The back of her hair is damp and she smells of soap and flowers. I kneel down on the grass and she moves with me. She lays alongside me and moves her hand over my chest and down to my waist.

      I slip a hand under her sweater and let it glide along the warm smoothness of her back. I can feel her muscles moving as she writhes up against me and it arouses me that she’s fit and toned. I move my hand along the back of her bra and fail to find the clasp.

      She lifts her sweater over her head and tosses it aside and my hands move between her breasts to undo her bra. Her breasts are small and firm, and I take one into my mouth, flicking at her nipple.

      She moans and her hands are at my waist, feeling around, scrabbling for a way in, trying to undo my kilt. Then it’s as if she realizes I’m wearing a skirt and she slides her hands down. My cock is hard and ready. She moves her hands over the fabric and wraps her hand around my erection.

      I’m kissing her neck when I realize she’s stopped moving.

      She lifts her hands off me and sits up, her face a jumble of confusion.

      “What is it?” I ask. “What’s wrong?”

      “I…” She clasps her bra and grabs her sweater, pushing her arms through her sleeves and pulling it over her head. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking when I agreed to this.”

      “Agreed? To what?” Ice runs through me as her words filter from my ears to my brain. She agreed to this? Is this a setup? By whom? For what purpose? Then it dawns on me and I bark a laugh. Of course…

      She’s flustered and blushing and really laying it on thick. “I shouldn’t be here. Forgive me, Gerry. I am so sorry.”

      “Hey, it’s no problem.” I help her to her feet. “No harm done. Nothing wrong with a roll in the grass, eh?”

      She looks at me as if I’ve slapped her. There’s steel in her eyes. “This isn’t me. I don’t just roll in the grass.”

      I put my hands up in surrender and lead her to the walking path that will bring her back to the main house. “Sorry. No offense meant.” I open the gate and step aside. As she steps through, I can’t help myself. “Tell Allen nice try. But my eyes are open.”

      She looks at me as if trying to feign ignorance, but I see it all with perfect clarity. I watch her go and try to ignore the little squeeze in my chest. Even if this was a setup… there’s something special about this girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

      

      

      Who the hell is Allen? I’m back in the hotel room and pacing the floor, trying to unpack what just happened. Gerry is hotter than hell and lord knows I would love nothing better than to be fucked senseless by a hot random gardener while hiding out in Ireland, but nothing good could possibly come from this.

      I am not here for a fling. I am here to reclaim myself, get centered, and put my life back on the rails. I can’t afford to get tangled up with someone new. Besides, I have been wrong every time I’ve picked a man. I thought I had broken my streak of losers when I found Peter two years ago, but turns out he was a next-level douche; a professional—he let me think I found him, when he targeted me and was playing the long game.

      Thank God I found out about Peter in time. But discovering his duplicity doesn’t erase my previous years of bad choices. I can’t trust myself to choose wisely. And right now, I can’t trust myself to choose anything at all.

      I move to the bedroom and stare at myself in the mirror. “What in the world was that, Maddie? Are you so desperate that you’re willing to throw yourself at the first hot man you meet?”

      To be fair, he wasn’t just the first hot man I met, he’s probably the hottest man I’ve ever met… and what am I desperate for? It’s not sex; for all of Peter’s double-dealing, things were fine in the bedroom. “So what is it? What happened out there that made this draw you in?”

      I search my face for answers and find nothing. Then I realize I’ve got my sweater on backward and inside out. I was in such a hurry I didn’t even think about my sweater. I retrace my path back to the room and realize I’ve passed no fewer than a dozen people on my way back here. “Oh, you’re a prize, Madeline Blaze. Classy dame.”

      I run my hands through my hair and try to shake off this frustration. I need to restart, reboot this trip. I head to the bathroom and turn on the shower.
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        * * *

      

      I’m just getting out of the shower when my phone buzzes with a text from Lacy.

      
        
        On my way. ETA 30.

        

      

      Dinner and drinks with my bestie is the perfect way to reset and start my trip over. I can erase my afternoon in the garden. There is no hot Irishman named Gerry who chops wood in a kilt. It never happened. I tap my reply to Lacy and toss the phone on the bed.

      
        
        Perfect. See you soon!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GERARD

      

      

      I watch Maddie walk away. In all my years, I’ve never had an experience quite like that; our connection was so real, the chemistry so instant. I’m surprised at myself, allowing an absolute stranger to catch me in her web. I should know better than to fall so recklessly.

      The little cluster of quince blooms sits on the ground by the wood pile. I pick it up and bring them to my nose, letting their sweet scent bring Madeline back to my mind.

      Her skin was so soft and she smelled like summer. How in the world had Allen managed this? How did he find her?

      Thinking of Allen snaps me back to reality. I can’t dwell on this. Connection or no, I got the message loud and clear.

      I pull on my shirt, which is crumpled and in need of a good cleaning, and head through the garden gate to my car. I open the driver’s door, grab my phone, and dial Allen. His secretary picks up and patches me through right away.

      I’ve been so busy sulking and feeling sorry for myself that I haven’t noticed it’s time to move on from the Viper. I don’t need a new relationship, but the message is banging on my head like a drum. I’m done wearing this ball and chain around my heart. I am done living in reaction to whatever my ex decides to send my way. I am done.

      “Have you decided already? That was fast.”

      “Offer her five million.”

      “Five? You sure?”

      “Tell her if she agrees and signs, we walk away and never contact each other again.”

      “And if she refuses?”

      “If she fights for more or refuses, tell her that I will leak the pictures myself. She’s been holding this over me for a year. I no longer care if the world sees my cock.”

      Allen laughs. “You sure you’d make good on that? Your mother would have a canary.”

      “I’m done being threatened, Allen.”

      “Good for you, man. And if she calls your bluff?”

      “Tell her not only will I release the pictures, but I will make it my personal mission to reach out to her new boyfriend and any man she sets her sights on. I am sure all her future men will be of a certain financial class, and they’d love to know about her schemes—in detail.”

      Allen whistles through the phone. “Whatever’s brought the fight back to you, keep it up.”

      I smile and shake my head. “Speaking of which, good choice on the bait you dangled. How did you find her so quick?”

      Allen pauses for a moment. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh please, she’s the opposite of that viper in every way. You couldn’t have chosen better.”

      He laughs. “I have done nothing and you’re deeply disturbed to be this paranoid. Perhaps you need to eat something, get your blood sugar up?”

      I ignore his deflection. It doesn’t really matter. “Whatever you say, Wise One. Point taken. Make the offer.”

      “Her solicitor will have it before close of business today.”
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        MADELINE

      

      

      On the walk to the village, Lacy catches me up on all the festivities going on around the Blackthorn tour kickoff. It’s an overwhelming itinerary of events. They’ve had media lunches, tea parties, dance parties, intimate acoustic mini concerts, dinners, and sightseeing tours. She’s been here three days and from the sound of it, couldn’t have had a moment of sleep.

      Mackey’s Public House sits on the edge of the village at the base of the small mountain I’d seen from the hotel room. Everything about it feels airy, charming, and warm. The long wooden bar is full of people and there’s an air of neighborly friendship about the place as friends laugh and talk across the room.

      After the brisk walk from the castle, Lacy and I shake off the chill and grab one of the open tables in the center of the room. After a moment, the bartender comes out from behind the bar and hands us menus.

      “Welcome to Mackey’s. Can I get you a drink?”

      I smile. “I’ll have a pint of Guinness, please.”

      Lacy orders a white wine spritzer and laughs at herself. “I can’t help it. They were serving them at the party this afternoon and I’m hooked!”

      I inspect her face and there’s isn’t a dark circle to be seen. She looks happy and excited, and maybe even a little… satisfied?

      I lower my menu. “So… you left out one very specific detail about today…?”

      Lacy leans in and squeals a little bit. “Me? Leave something out?”

      “Come on… did you meet him? No holding out. Spill it!”

      She looks around us to make sure nobody can hear. The tables are really close together. “Oh. My. God!” she whispers. “Ok, the whole band was sitting with a local radio crew doing an interview, and when they were done, each of the band guys had to record one-on-one promo spots for the station. Janie arranged for Sean to go first and then slip out of the meeting and into the green room with me! She said that he wanted to meet me.”

      “And… what happened?”

      “Nothing!” She’s positively glowing. “Maddie, I can’t explain it. He’s so different from what you’d expect. I mean, he has this whole rocker persona going on, right? But that’s for show, for the band… for their fans. It’s what people want. But the real Sean is quiet and shy, and he’s thoughtful and so sweet. We met in the green room and he brought us coffees and we sat and just talked.”

      “Aw, you’re blushing,” I croon.

      “I’m kind of blown away. There’s too much going on tonight, we’re going to go late again, but he said he wants to spend time with me, like real time. We’re going to meet for breakfast in the morning, before the schedule starts.”

      “Wow.” I am genuinely surprised. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      “Right? Me neither. I have fantasized about meeting him and having like a serious grope session or a quickie or something… but he is nothing like that—couldn’t be more different. He’s sweet and genuinely charming, and not into the whole groupie scene. Janie’s never hinted at how down-to-earth he really is. Come to think of it, I am going to have a word with her about that because I could have totally ruined this if I had gone in with guns blazing, you know?”

      We laugh at the vision of her scaring Sean Black away. The bartender delivers our drinks and takes our order. I’m starving and for the first time in recent memory I feel relaxed and happy.

      By the time our food arrives, the pub has become more crowded. People stand two-deep at the bar, and all the tables are full. The booth by the window is bursting with a group of friends who all squeeze in. I take in the room again and smile. It’s kind of like the bar back home in Blaze during the off season. Mostly locals, and everyone is just hanging out, catching up, and moving from table to table to check in with friends.

      “All right, I’ve caught you up on every second of my trip. Your turn.” Lacy places her arm on mine, her voice serious. “How are you doing? Are you glad you came?”

      I nod. “I really needed this. It’s going to be a great weekend.”

      A man appears at our the table and touches the empty chair next to me. “Are ye using this?” He’s got dark eyes and a scruff of wild beard sprinkled with brown and red.

      I can’t help but smile at the musical sound of his words. Even the simplest conversation seems overly quaint and charming; utterly distracting. “No, please, it’s yours.”

      “Brilliant, thanks!” He turns the chair around right where it is and joins the group crowded around the table next to us.

      Lacy finishes her drink and waves to the bartender to bring another round. “What did you do this afternoon?”

      I don’t answer right way. I finish my beer and lick the foam from my lips. What am I supposed to say? But something on my face betrays me.

      Lacy isn’t fooled. She glares at me with laser focus. “Madeline Ophelia Blaze… what have you been up to?”

      I feel the flush rise up my neck as my face gets hot.

      She laughs. “Tell me everything.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GERARD

      

      

      I turn the shower on as hot as it will go and step inside.

      It feels great to have made the decision to fight back. My ex—that woman whose name I shall not utter—she’s been a blight on my soul. I haven’t seen it this clearly until today. Until just now. Something about my encounter with Madeline has broken through a wall in my head and made me realize just how heavy a burden this whole thing has been. I’ve been free to do whatever I like with dating and such since the snake left me, but I never really felt free.

      Even today, the moment after the spell with Madeline was broken, the instant she was walking away… my ex took over my attention. And not because I miss her and want her back, not at all… but because I feel shackled to this fight.

      I don’t want to live like that any longer.

      Meeting Madeline—having such an amazing connection with her despite the fact that she was sent to me by my lawyer—it felt like the sun breaking through after a storm. Allen has always known what I needed and this time is no exception. I have to remember to really thank him for sending her to me.

      Madeline. Just thinking of her hands on me makes my cock stiffen. I can still feel her lips on mine, the taste of her mouth, the soapy smell of her skin, her eyes… It seems so strange to feel anything for someone I spent only minutes with. And yet, whatever this is… this connection… it is undeniable.

      I imagine her hand on my hardness. I remember the way her fingers felt squeezing me through the soft fabric of my kilt, running her hand over my length. I reach down and wrap my soapy hand around my cock and close my eyes, letting the heat of the shower and this fantastic memory take me away.
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        * * *

      

      My phone rings as I’m heading out to my car. I pull it from my pocket and see that it’s Allen and slide my finger across the glass. “Wise One, what news do you have for me?” I ask.

      “My courier has delivered the papers. He waited to confirm that her attorney had them in hand before he left.”

      “Excellent.” I look at my watch. It’s not yet dinner time, but I haven’t eaten since this morning.

      “Yeah. This is good, Gerry. Just brilliant. I think she’ll come to her senses and sign.”

      “Hope so. Otherwise we’re going to have to arrange a leak of some compromising photos.”

      Allen laughs. “I think the world can handle seeing the heir to the Cosgrave Textiles fortune in his birthday suit.”

      “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, eh? I was thinking of heading into Dublin? Shall we go for one?”

      “I assumed you had plans with your brother. Beckett’s in town this week, right?”

      “Yeah, but he’s working in the kitchen. Granny sprained her ankle and you know how particular she is about the food at the castle.”

      “That woman is a force. Actually, I am headed your way. Going to meet Sarah at my mum and dad’s this evening. They’re taking the boys so we can get away for the weekend. I’m leaving now.”

      Allen’s parents live in the village just up the road. “Even better. How about Mackey’s say…” I look at my watch again. “Five o’clock?”

      “That’ll work, yeah? I’ll see you then, so. Okay.” Allen rings off.

      I head back into the house and grab my jacket and start walking to the village. As I turn into the lane, I find myself walking along the hedge row and a patch of quince flowers. I pluck a cluster and hold it to my nose as I walk. I can’t help but smile as I think about Madeline and those few stolen minutes this afternoon. I know it wasn’t real, but there was something else there, under the ruse. I know she felt it too.

      I wonder if Allen will give me her number.
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      The bar is positively packed now. Each time the door opens more people step inside and chairs get lifted over the crowd and placed into any vacant spot. Lacy and I have been absorbed into the group sitting next to us. Everyone’s enthralled by her stories about all the parties and events she’s been attending with the boys from Blackthorn.

      We listen to several of the locals share their tales of the Black brothers when they were just starting up and busking in the city.

      Lacy doesn’t tell anyone about her private meeting with Sean Black. She leans over and whispers in my ear. “So, you expect me to believe that you and Kilt Boy didn’t finish what you started?”

      I sigh. “We didn’t finish anything. We barely even spoke.”

      She’s eyeing me like I am not telling her everything. “And…?”

      “And nothing. Are you kidding? I can’t even think about a man right now. I am in no place to be meeting anyone new… let alone starting something.”

      “Uh huh…” She isn’t impressed. “You’re holding out on me.”

      I feel a flush coming up my neck again. I can’t help it, there was something electric about meeting him. “Dammit.” I take another sip of my beer and use the moment to brace myself. She’s going to laugh at me and I don’t know if I can take it. “Lace… I promise you that everything happened exactly as I said. But…”

      “But?”

      “But… I can’t explain it.” I look over my shoulder as if anyone were listening, but the whole place is busy enjoying themselves. “The entire thing felt different, special. I feel so stupid, but when I first saw him it was like the Universe slapped my cheek and say, pay attention!”

      She smiles and doesn’t seem at all like she’s going to laugh. “Oh, Maddie, really? But that’s exciting.” She nods as she thinks about what I just said. “So, you went for a walk, found a secret door into a hedged garden, stumbled upon this hot guy, had a magical moment with him where the Universe slapped you awake, and then you just walked away?”

      I feel my eyes well up. Did I make the wrong choice again? “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him. Not the making out and stuff, but him… like… I feel like I am supposed to be here this weekend—to meet him.”

      “Then go back! Find out who he is!”

      “There’s no way. Besides, it’s insane. I feel like I am going crazy.”

      “Why? Because he’s the groundskeeper?”

      “What? No, I don’t care what he does. No. I just… Lacy… my wedding was supposed to be in two weeks. Everything in my life has just imploded. I can’t think about chasing some random guy right now.”

      She leans back in her chair, her face serious. “First of all, your life didn’t implode. You discovered you fiancé was lying and you ended things—like a boss. You were powerful and in charge, and he’s in some real trouble. Nobody, and I mean nobody thinks you’re a fool. You took this mess by the reins and kicked that asshole to the curb where he belongs. Second, you just spent the last hour gushing like I haven’t seen you in years, telling me about how amazing and magical and not typical this guy was. The only thing that’s crazy about this is that you’re pushing it away.”

      I stare at her and I feel only confusion. “Oh god. I don’t know what I’m doing!” I cross my arms on the table and drop my head onto them. I want to run away, but there’s nowhere to go. “What should I do, Lacy? I feel like I can’t be trusted with decisions. Tell me what to do.”
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      Allen pulls open the door and I step into Mackey’s, scanning the place, looking for a couple of seats. Mackey waves to me from behind the bar and points into the main room. He lifts a couple of chairs into the crowd, handing them off to folks who pass the chairs along and drop them down at a table near the center of the room. I follow Allen toward the chairs and say hello to everyone, shaking hands and slapping shoulders as I go.

      Mackey arrives at our table. “Gerry, Allen, good to see ye both.”

      I shake his hand. “Thanks, man. Good crowd today.”

      “To be sure. The whole world is in the city for the Blackthorn boys, so the locals are staying close. Can’t say that I mind, now.” He laughs. “A couple pints, then?”

      I nod. “Thanks, Mackey.” I spin the little cluster of quince flowers in my fingers and press them to my nose again.

      “What’s with the blooms?” Allen asks.

      “Funny you should ask… I should thank you.”

      “What for?”

      “Come on. I know you sent that girl to me today.”

      “What girl? You think I have girls that I send people? Come on, man. I haven’t sent anyone.”

      “The girl who showed me how right you are. The one who woke me up and made me realize I needed to fight the viper. Admit it, you’re dying to say I told you so.”

      “You’re mad. I have no idea what you’re talking about. But, whoever it was who made you decide to fight back… I owe them a pint to show my gratitude.” Allen stands up. “I need to use the toilet.”

      He steps away, inching through the crowd toward the back of the pub. Behind him, with her shoulder to me, sits Madeline.

      She’s changed her clothes and she’s wearing makeup now, but there’s no mistaking that it’s her. My heart does a flip as it hammers in my chest. I can’t look away. It is her. She’s here.

      Watching her, it’s clear that something’s wrong. She looks troubled talking to her friend. Then she drops her head into her arms and groans.

      I slip into Allen’s chair to get closer; I can’t resist.

      Her friend is consoling her. “Maddie, I can’t tell you what to do. I am so sorry that everything fell apart. None of us really knows how anything will end up, right? Look at the bright side, you ended it before it was too late.”

      Madeline sits up and drops her hands to her sides as if resigned. “You’re right. I need to snap out of it. I’m sorry I’m such a drag. I didn’t mean to come here to ruin your vacation.”

      “Oh, shut up. I love you. Now, finish your beer. I’m going to get us some shots.”
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      God, the last thing I need is to get wasted. Come to think of it that’s exactly how I met Peter. I should swear off bars all together. They are terrible places to meet people.

      Lacy’s ordering shots from the bartender. A couple of people have pulled out acoustic guitars and they’re strumming away in the corner. A white-haired woman at the bar hums a tune and claps in time with the guitars. The players nod to each other as they pick up the song and she begins to sing.

      It’s an Irish folk song. That sense of being lost in time comes over me again and I close my eyes and let it take me. There’s something special about Ireland and the people and the easy way they enjoy the simpler things. I need more of this in my life. I take a deep breath and catch a whiff of something sweet in the air. I open my eyes and there’s a sprig of quince flowers on the table in front of me.

      Adrenaline zings through my body. What the hell? Am I hallucinating? Have I lost my mind?

      Lacy returns and places the two shots on the table next to the flowers. “Are you all right? You’ve gone totally pale. What’s wrong? What’s with the flowers?”

      I turn to her and blink. “You can see them? The flowers?”

      She laughs. “What? Of course I see them, they are right there. Where did you get them?”

      I shake my head. “I… I…”

      A man’s voice comes from my right. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I turn my head and watch as Gerry, the man from the garden, shifts in his chair and faces me.

      “You look forlorn, I thought the flowers might cheer you.”

      “What…? How…?”

      “I might ask you the same,” he says.

      Another guy sits in the chair opposite Gerry and sips his beer. “Who’s this then?”

      Gerry turns to his friend and then back to me. “Really? Are you two ever going to give up the game?”

      His friend smiles. “Oh, is the girl you met earlier?” He leans over the table toward me and extends a hand. “Gerry’s convinced I sent you to meet him today. Won’t hear otherwise. Says you’re the reason he’s able to change his life.”

      Change his life? I can’t speak. My chest is tight and I can feel my blood coursing through my veins, rushing in my ears.

      Lacy squeezes my shoulder and whispers. “Hey, you ok? What’s going on?”

      I swallow and breathe, letting my senses return to me. I look at the flowers, and at Gerry, and at his friend and I can’t help but feel like the butt of a joke.

      Was this all a setup? I try to puzzle it out. From the moment I arrived, the bellhop mentioned the north gardens with a wink and then the garden gate was unlocked, and… No. The only way this could have been staged is if Lacy were in on it and there is just no way… she would never do that to me. Not after all that’s happened.

      I need to get out of here.

      I stand up too fast. My blood rushes and feel like I’m going to topple over.

      Gerry is on his feet and he catches me. His touch makes me swoon. The magic of our moments in the garden today comes swirling back.

      He settles me back into my chair. “No need to run off, Madeline. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Lacy’s mouth falls open. “You know her name… Wait… You’re Kilt Boy!”

      Allen sputters and sprays beer all over the table. “Kilt Boy? What ever have you done, Gerry?”

      “Stop with the charade already, Allen. I’m on to you both.”

      Something about the way he says that snaps me back to reality. “I don’t know what game you two are playing, but I am not interested.” I stand up and throw back the shot that Lacy bought and slam the glass down on the table.

      Gerry looks offended. “I am an innocent bystander in this one, he’ll tell you.”

      I glare at him. “Innocent? You think games like this are innocent?” I pick up my pint glass and throw what’s left of my Guinness on him. “Talk to me after you’ve pried a gold digger’s hands off your bank account and tell me how innocent you think games like this are.”

      Gerry wipes the beer off his face, throws his head back and laughs. “Gold digger? I knew it! Ha! Allen you are a dog. A mastermind lawyer, but a dog all the same.” He raises his glass in a toast to Allen, ignoring the beer soaking his shirt and jeans. “Slainté.”

      I kiss Lacy on the cheek. “I have to get out of here.”

      She nods and pulls her wallet from her purse. “I’ll take care of this and catch up with you in a minute.”

      She squeezes my hand as I leave. I don’t breathe until I am outside in the fresh air.
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      Madeline is gone and her friend turns on me, her finger in my face. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I don’t know what to say. “With me? I’m sorry, but I think you’ve got it all wrong. Madeline just admitted it was a set up.”

      “How did she admit that?”

      “She said that I should get the gold digger’s hands off my bank account and then talk to her. It doesn’t get any clearer than that. I’m up to my eyeballs trying to extricate myself from a marriage to a viper who wants only my money.” I turn to look at Allen. “Back me up here, man!”

      “He’s telling the truth about his divorce, but for the rest…” He shakes his head. “You’re on your own, my friend.”

      Madeline’s friend falls back against her chair, eyes wide. “Oh my goodness. I think I know what’s going on here.”
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      It takes Lacy and me a couple of minutes to realize that Madeline and I not only met without any intervention on Allen’s part, but that our situations are eerily similar. Granted, she managed to cut her viper away before he locked her in, whereas I’m still fighting mine.

      I rub my eyes, still stinging from the beer, and try to process all that’s happened today since meeting Madeline. Allen didn’t send her. Which means… the connection we had, everything that happened in the garden today wasn’t a fiction.

      “I don’t know what to do.” I look at Allen and then back at Lacy.

      Allen says, “I’ve never known you to shy away from anything.”

      Lacy picks up the cluster of quince and hands it to me. “She could really use something real right about now.”

      And that’s all it takes.

      I am on my feet and out the door of the pub and racing down the lane toward home.
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      I have no idea what just happened. The weird argument with Gerry felt so at odds with the heat I felt when he touched me. I think something must be wrong with me. Like really wrong. Like hospital wrong.

      I hear footsteps running in my direction and I turn expecting Lacy but instead it’s him. His shirt and jeans are stained dark from my beer and his hair’s slicked back with the wet.

      “What do you want? I don’t know how to convince you but I swear what happened today wasn’t a game. I have no appetite for games.”

      He’s winded from running. “I know. I’m sorry. Lacy explained.”

      The thought of Lacy telling him anything I shared with her about Gerry brings heat to my face.

      He’s sees my embarrassment and reassures me. “Oh, no… she didn’t share about anything from today… with us…” He smiles and his cheeks flush with heat of their own. “No, your friend told me what you meant about the gold digger. About what you’re going through right now.”

      “Oh.” Will the humiliation ever go away? I start walking again.

      He walks next to me and continues talking. “Yes. And, well, you see. I am in the throes of a rather nasty divorce at the moment, and my ex… well, it was never real. She was in it for the money too. It’s been a year of fighting and all she cares about is her bank account. So I thought when you said that about the gold digger…”

      I stop and look in his eyes and I think he’s telling the truth. I can’t believe this is happening. “You thought I was talking about your situation.”

      “Precisely.” He lifts the little cluster of quince and offers it to me. “Forgive me?”

      I smile and take the flowers. “Forgiven.”

      We turn and continue walking along the lane back to the castle. I am so aware of the heat coming off him that my skin prickles when he gets close to me. There’s something about him that sings to something inside me. I can’t explain it… and I am not sure I want to.

      “We haven’t properly met. I’m Madeline Blaze.” I offer my hand and he takes it and seems to pause a second before responding.

      “Gerard Cosgrave. My friends call me Gerry.” He smiles.

      My body responds to every movement he makes. It makes me nervous and I am afraid to accept it, to allow it. What is happening to me?

      He clasps his hands together. “Since I made an absolute mess of things back at the pub, I wonder if I might buy you dinner?”

      I roll my eyes and cringe in horror at the scene I made. “I think I am responsible for a lot of that mess, too.”

      He smiles. “This is true. And yet, that does nothing to satisfy my hunger.”

      “Then I guess we should find you some dinner… after you get changed. Are you staying at the hotel?”

      He smiles and nods. “Yes, you could say that.”
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      We walk around the castle, past the main entrance and I lead Madeline through the west gate toward the guest house. On this side of the castle, the gate separates my private residence from the public main house and hotel. It’s quiet and shielded for the most part, and our footsteps echo on the gravel drive.

      “Wow, who do you know with Blackthorn to get put up here?” she asks.

      “Blackthorn?”

      “The band, you know… the reason everyone is in town this week?”

      “Oh, of course. No. I am not here with the band event. I live here.”

      “You live here…” She seems to think this over for a moment. “Not bad for a groundskeeper.”

      “Groundskeeper?”

      “You know… the guy who tends the secret north gardens and chops all the firewood… for some reason in a kilt…”

      She looks so serious. Part of me doesn’t want to tell her. But after everything that’s happened I am not going to let any misunderstandings slip by. Besides, according to Lacy, she’s got no reason to be wowed by my fortune.

      “Do you know the name of this castle?” I ask.

      “Glenkerry, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, that’s the more popular name, I guess. It has another name.”

      “Oh, no. I have no idea.”

      “It’s also called by its original name, which is Castle Cosgrave.”

      “Cosgrave? Didn’t you say your name was Cosgrave?”

      “I did.”

      “So this is your castle?”

      “Well, my brother Beckett and I are the heirs, but it belongs to our family.”

      We arrive at my door and I invite her inside while I change out of my wet clothes. “I’ll only be a minute.” I take the stairs two at a time and leave her in the foyer. When I was a boy, this was used as a guest house and it was crawling with servants. But now it’s just me and I don’t like to leave Madeline alone.

      I hurry to change and pull a sweater over my tee shirt as I head back to Madeline. She has stepped into the small library is looking at one of the tall portraits hanging between the book shelves.

      “That’s my ancestor, the one who built this castle. James Cosgrave, Duke of Artane.”

      “A duke? That’s impressive.”

      I shrug. “I’m so far down the line of succession it’s never been my concern. I’m more involved in the family business, myself.”

      “Me too, with family business,” she says. “What is yours?”

      “Cosgrave Textiles. You?”

      “Blaze Resorts.”

      “A hotel heiress? Why didn’t you say so?”

      She shakes her head. “Excuse me, sir.” She tries to sound offended. “I earn my keep. You’re speaking to the CEO of Blaze Mountain Ski Resort. Madeline Blaze, Esquire.” She wraps her fingers over my arm and pulls me to her.

      She’s close enough that I can hear her breathing.

      “A lawyer and an heiress? Forgive me,” I whisper.

      “And a CEO.”

      “I never meant to presume.”

      “And I never meant to presume you were just part of the landed gentry.” The words make her smile. “Have you ever felt like you stepped back in time?”

      I think about the Historical Society and the ancient ceremonies we hold where we’re all dressed in kilts and wearing hats. “Sometimes.”

      She looks up at me and her eyes are smiling. “I’m sorry. The irony of all of this is…” She tips her chin up.

      I lean down and close the gap, brushing my lips against hers. “It is something.” I kiss her once, slowly.

      She pulls away, her hand on my chest. “Does your brother live with you?”

      I’m confused. “No. Why do you ask?”

      She stretches up and kisses me again. “So, what you’re saying it that we have the house to ourselves?” She smiles wickedly.

      “Oh, yes we do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

      

      

      I press myself against Gerry and he steps backward until he’s leaning against the wall. When I kiss him I feel like I am floating, like the weight of every single worry is lifted and taken away. And then we come up for air and the heavy world returns. I can’t bear it. I want to stay in the bubble we make when we touch.

      He turns us around and walks backward, pulling me, leading me to a wide window seat. He sits on the heavy cushion and pulls me to him, our lips never parting. I straddle him and place my hands on his face, feeling his stubble, learning the contours of his jaw.

      He’s got his hands around my waist, holding me close, his fingers pressing into my hips. I grind down onto him, making him groan.

      “Ah stoorr,” he says. “Ah rooon.” His words get lost in his kisses on my neck. I don’t understand.

      “Hmm?” I ask.

      He smiles up at me. “A stór,” he says. “It means my treasure.” “A rún.” He nips my bottom lip. “It translates to my secret or my mystery or my love.”

      I try to roll the r the way he does. “A stór.” But it doesn’t sound as beautiful as it does coming from his mouth. I smile and look into his eyes. Something about the words add to the mystical feel of this entire experience. “Treasure.”

      “A stór, a stór, a stór…” He kisses me between the words and slips his hands under my sweater. My skin burns under his touch.

      “My god, I can’t stand it.”

      “What? What’s wrong?” He looks concerned.

      “Wrong? Gerry, nothing. Nothing at all.” I peel off my sweater, leaving only my tee shirt and bra.

      He helps me out of my shirt and he kisses the tops of my breasts, cupping them in his hands as he moves to undo the clasp.

      I reach for his belt and then I tug at his jeans and then I’m in the air and he’s carrying me across the library. He’s holding me high against his chest and sucking my nipples as he moves across the room. I clutch him to me, running my hands through his hair as I let myself fall into the moment.

      He lays me down on a long blue velvet couch and smiles as he undoes my jeans. I slip them off and then help him out of his. He crawls over me, his body thrumming with strength and energy and heat. The shape of his hardness presses against the fabric of his shorts.

      Gerry lies on top of me and I spread my legs, letting him nestle down against me. He leans up on his elbows and moves his hips against mine, this time I’m the one who groans.

      I run my hands along his hips and slide them inside his shorts, tugging them down, and over his erection. I love that I can bring a man to this. There’s something primal and animal about this kind of desire, and it seeps into me and makes me feel powerful, fearless.

      “I want you inside me.” The words are like a key to a secret door in my mind. The door to passion and release and unbridled, raw need.

      Gerry lifts me off the couch with one arm around my back and slips my panties off with his free hand. Then he places me down on the soft couch and kneels on the floor in front of me. He spreads my knees apart and kisses the tender skin on the inside of my thighs, moving up and up, toward my pussy. My clit is throbbing as he gets ever closer to home.

      He presses his mouth over me and the heat of his breath sends a thrill up my spine. I arch my back and spread my legs wider, wider, inviting him inside. His tongue darts once, twice, testing me, tasting me, and bringing a whimper to my throat.

      “Yes,” I breathe. “Yes, oh god.”

      Then he takes my clit in his mouth and rolls his tongue over it again and again, until I grab him by the hair and ride him, letting him suck me until I am almost at the edge.  Then he pulls away and the cool air startles me as he climbs up onto the couch and pulls me on top of him.

      I run my hand over the head of his cock and down the silky length of his shaft. Then I get up on my knees and guide him to me, touching him to my wetness before I press down and take him inside me.

      Whatever sense I had of being in a bubble when we kissed is amplified a hundred times, a thousand—as we move together. I feel as though I’ve found a part of me that I never knew was missing. He is the only man that has ever reached this part of me, body and soul.

      “A stór, my treasure, please tell me you feel it, this magic, this incredible feeling of… lord, I can’t even… a chroí… my heart.”

      “Yes,” I whisper and moan. “Yes. Yes.”

      We reach the top together, and something inside me is changed. I can’t explain what’s just happened between us, but I will never be the same. Never.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADELINE

        ONE YEAR LATER

      

      

      Everyone thought we were crazy to get so excited about the prenups. They would never understand how letting go of that part of things made us both free to just love each other. And when we talk about it that’s how we describe it: We’ve never felt so free.

      It seems stupid to be giddy over a wedding contract, and nobody gets it. They look at the prenup as a sign of mistrust, but for us it’s the opposite. It’s a sign that we love each other for who we are, not what we have. It’s amazing to know that there is nothing else but me for him and him for me. No distractions. No drama. Nothing but us and our life ahead of us.

      Allen beams as we cap the pens and he stacks all the papers into a pile on his desk. “You two give a solicitor hope for the world.”

      Gerry laughs. “Well, I don’t know about the world… but I am sure about my little corner.” He smiles at me and takes my hand and we head for home.
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        * * *

      

      Outside his house behind Castle Glenkerry, Gerry parks his car and we head to the door. When we get there, he drops to one knee.

      “Gerry, what’s this? I’ve already said yes.” I flash my engagement ring at him.

      He pulls a red velvet box from his pocket and opens it, revealing a pair of simple gold bands; one for him and one for me. “I wanted to commemorate the day. It seems silly but I think you know what I mean when I say that I’ve found everything in you, Maddie. There is nothing else. You are all there is. A stór, a rún, a chroí.”

      I know the words by now for my treasure, my mystery, my heart.

      He takes the rings from the box and shows me the inside of the bands. I tilt the gold until I can make out the letters. The words are Irish, and I can’t read them, though they’re the same on both rings.

      He stands next to me and slips the ring on my finger, nestling it next to my diamond engagement ring. “It says mo shíorghrá.” The words come out like muh Heer-graw.

      I take his ring and slip it onto his finger. “What does it mean?”

      “It means, forever my love.” He bends to kiss me.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and breathe him in. “I like wearing your forever.”

      He smiles a devilish smile. “I’d like to see you wearing nothing but…”

      I giggle as he lifts me off my feet and carries me through the doorway.

      “I’m so glad you’re mine,” I say into his ear.

      “I am so glad to be yours, forever… my love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Second Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GERARD

        ANOTHER YEAR LATER

      

      

      

      Madeline is a vision as she walks through the sand toward me. Her tan skin glistens in the sunlight and her hair whips wild in the breeze coming off the ocean. Watching her raises a tightness in my chest and in the back of my throat.

      I don’t know how I ever got so lucky to find her, but not a day goes by that I don’t thank God and all the angels for smiling on me that day in the garden. Every night, before I close my eyes to sleep, I whisper thanks to my guardian angels.

      Before Maddie, my future didn’t seem dark, it was completely obscured. It didn’t exist. I was so caught up in my ex and the fighting that I no longer had the ability to look forward to anything. In the moment, it felt good to fight. But now I see how heavy it all was. How hateful, and draining.

      But now, that all seems like a distant memory; a shadow on the past that grows smaller with each passing moment I get to spend with Madeline, this woman who has brought all the light into my world.

      She smiles and slips her hand into mine. I bring it to my lips and press a kiss onto her warm skin.

      “You ready?” I ask.

      Her dark blue eyes smolder with the reflection of the ocean and I feel the familiar sense that I could get lost in that sea forever, and happily.

      “I’ve never been more ready for anything.” She turns and smiles at the crowd of people gathered behind us.

      Both Maddie and I wanted a simple ceremony. The feeling of freedom that started our relationship has spilled over into everything we’ve done since.

      There’s no need to complicate anything by being fussy or demanding. We planned for just the two of us at the altar, and invited our family and friends, without worrying about guest lists or seating arrangements.

      She has more family than I can count, and between her family and mine, and all of our friends, there must be five hundred people, all barefoot and smiling, standing here to witness our little wedding in the sand.

      I catch Allen’s gaze and nod as I turn to face my love. He raises his glass in salute.

      Maddie laces her fingers through mine as we wait for the minister to begin the ceremony. “I know we said we only wanted the two of us here,” she says, her voice soft on the breeze.

      I laugh and tip my head back toward all of our people. “I think word got out about our secret plans,” I whisper.

      She bites her lip. “Yeah. You could say that.”

      “But it’s still just us. You and me, love.”

      She pulls my hand down and presses it to her abdomen, the thin silk of her dress slides under my skin. “What if I told you there was someone else coming to crash the party?”

      It takes a moment for her words to register in my mind. Someone crashing the wedding? Who?

      Then she squeezes my hand and pulls her fingers away until she’s holding mine flat against her belly.

      I blink as understanding hits me. I look into her eyes and I don’t have any words. I look at her, pleading for her to tell me she’s serious.

      Tears well up and spill onto her cheeks as she nods.

      “A baby?” I ask, feeling gobsmacked and wonderful and afraid to even believe it.

      “Our baby,” she whispers.

      Part of me wants to turn around and shout it out to our family and friends, but the other part of me, the part that feels lucky and precious about this exceptional moment, decides to hold our secret close.

      I lean in and press my forehead to hers, creating a tiny space in the world just for us. I whisper the words that have become ours. “A stór, a rún, a chroí.”

      Maddie whispers back, “My treasure, my mystery, my heart.”

      Then I place my hand over her belly and add another word to the list. “A stóirín.”

      “A stóirín?” she asks.

      I touch my lips to hers. “My little treasure.”

      The minister smiles and nods at us, and when we give him the go ahead, he clears his throat and addresses our friends and family.

      “Dearly beloved, friends of Madeline and Gerard, we gather here today to celebrate love.”
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      Dear readers,

      Thank you for continuing to share how you’re enjoying these fun short stories.

      

      Are you ready to roll with a Billionaire?

      His wallet isn’t the only thing that’s bulging!
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NINA

      

      

      It’s clear as I watch his latest interview why Platinum Industries’ board hired my PR firm. As their Founder and CEO talks to the reporter on the television, he isn’t doing his brand—or himself—any favors.

      The reporter is trying to get into the personal side, get him to talk about himself. She’s doing what she’s supposed to do; bring the conversation around to something that makes him seem relatable.

      But he’s holding back in every way.

      They sit opposite each other in sleek gray armchairs, a faux city-scape twinkles behind them. She’s dressed in a red pencil skirt and he’s in a navy suit with a white dress shirt.

      She smiles and tees up her next question. “You’ve told us about your mission to see Platinum Industries revolutionize brain surgery. But there are more pressing matters our viewers want to know about. So tell me, is there a special someone in Monty Ford’s life?”

      He clenches his jaw and leans forward in the armchair as if he’s going to pounce. He’s got a finger pointing at her. “You know what, Daria? I put questions like that in the same category as asking actresses on the red carpet who they’re wearing. At Platinum Industries, we’re doing important work. We’re going to save lives and make a difference for people who suffer with deadly aneurysms. Questions like that are reductive and I don’t see how my relationship status is relevant to what we’re trying to achieve.”

      The reporter looks like someone slapped her on live television. But I have to hand it to her; she keeps on rolling like a pro. “Well, fair enough. Let’s get back to business. Your board’s decision to take Platinum Industries public has been met with some roadblocks during the pre-IPO period. Can you elaborate on how you’re hoping to navigate these hurdles?”

      Ouch. I’d switch off the television if I weren’t doing research. I’ve been tasked with writing a series of image pieces about Montgomery Ford and his company, Platinum Industries. I’m preparing several pieces and one large multi-page spread and have secured strategic placement for them in a set of Tier 1 magazines to roll out over the next six months. The first one goes to print in only a couple of weeks.

      I haven’t yet spoken to his handler, but there needs to be a conversation about messaging and how to pivot away from these unwanted questions without coming off like an asshole. Because for all his good looks, perfect hair, bespoke suits, and velvet voice, right now, Montgomery Ford, self-made billionaire and fortieth richest person in the world sounds like a top-tier douche.

      The nose of the jet tips downward and the tone of the cabin noise changes pitch. We’re descending. I look at my watch. It’s seven in the evening. The flight from Los Angeles to New York is just over five hours and we are only about ninety minutes in.

      The phone embedded in the mahogany shelf next to my leather chair rings softly.

      I pick up the receiver. “Hello? This is Nina.”

      “Miss Blaze, this is Captain Fischer. We’re making a brief, unscheduled stop. Please buckle your seatbelt for landing.”

      “Unscheduled?” I glance out the window and listen to the cabin sounds for anything out of the ordinary that might indicate an emergency. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes. Didn’t mean to alarm you. We’ll be back in the air within the hour.”

      “All right. Thank you.”

      My belt is already buckled; habit from flying often on commercial airlines. Even though the cabin of Platinum Industries’ private jet looks more like a plush monochrome living room than an airplane, it’s still an airplane and I am not a fan of turbulence.

      I open my laptop and continue my notes on Montgomery Ford. At this point I’m just gathering snippets and thoughts, things I’ve heard him say on broadcast interviews and from written pieces through the years.

      He doesn’t talk much about himself at all, and when he does, it’s only surface things, like events he’s attended or the volunteer work he does with his foundation. Whenever questions come up about any romantic attachments or specifics there, he punches back, gets hostile, loses his cool. That’s a liability when you’re the public face of your brand.

      But it also makes me wonder…

      What’s he trying to hide?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MONTGOMERY

      

      

      

      As soon as the interview ends, I’m out of my chair. I pull the mic clip off my lapel and hand it to an assistant who has appeared next to me.

      Daria sits back in her chair and lets the make-up person touch up her face. “Thanks Monty. I really—”

      I don’t even reply. She’s going to make small talk? I storm off the set. If there were any way to launch an IPO for Platinum that allowed me to stay off these interview programs, I’d take that option in a heartbeat. But the unfortunate fact is we need to get the word out and build not only awareness, but also confidence in the company in order to sell shares at the IPO and make the launch viable. I need to press the flesh and do the talking in person; press releases aren’t going to cut it.

      The same old tired questions keep getting recycled by these uninspired hosts. Tonight’s interview with Daria Ventarolo—the so-called Mrs. Money surprised me. She’s usually spot-on with the financial angle and has no interest in her guests personally. So her question about my love life really caught me off guard.

      And then it pissed me off.

      She went there despite the fact that it’s clearly stated as an off-limits topic in the advance media background packet every producer gets. I head to the green room to grab my bag and a bottle of water.

      The producer meets me at the door as I’m leaving.  “Mr. Ford, Daria wasn’t supposed to—”

      I raise my hand to stop her. “Don’t worry about it, Cathy. It’s done.”

      She leans against the door, holding it open for me to pass. “It won’t happen again.”

      I nod and hurry past her. I don’t want to be here. I need to be away from these people, away from cameras. I need to be alone.

      Outside the studio, my car is waiting. I get in, close my eyes and fight the thoughts tightening my chest and making it hard to swallow. I can’t do this right now. I’m on the edge of finally achieving my goals with Platinum. It’s happening. I should be happy.

      But instead my mind keeps going back to Mariel. The woman I loved and lost, the reason Platinum Industries even exists. She died during surgery to repair a subarachnoid aneurysm. It is delicate brain surgery, but would have been routine had the device the doctors were using not malfunctioned. A flaw in the metal… one microscopic flake of debris released into her body… and she was gone.

      I pull out my phone and dial my assistant.

      He answers right away. “Mr. Ford?”

      “James, please cancel the rest of my interviews tonight.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Where’s the jet right now?”

      “One moment, I’ll check.” I hear the click of his keyboard keys and after a moment he says, “Captain Fischer’s in the air, en route from LA to New York. He’s flying up the PR person who’s doing that series on you.”

      Damn. I forgot about the PR deal.

      “Shall I call the captain, sir?”

      “Yes. Thank you James. I’ll wait.”

      He puts me on hold. It’s a couple of minutes before he returns. “Captain Fischer can reroute to Centennial Airport, south of the city. He will be there in approximately thirty minutes.”

      “Perfect. James, please have him do that. I’ll be there.”

      “Consider it done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NINA

      

      

      The plane taxis to a stop. I look outside the window and see we’re parked on the tarmac outside a private hangar in a small airport. I’ve flown on private jets twice before, both times were for PR assignments when it was important for me to get there fast to manage a crisis. In both of those cases, the jet was a charter; the client owned a part of a timeshare with other people or corporations.

      Between the understated yet classy decor, the incredible food, personal service, and the space and freedom to move around, there’s nothing quite like it and flying on a private jet just doesn’t get old.

      But Montgomery Ford’s personal jet is next-level. The creamy leather seats are roomy and buttery soft. The backs of the chairs feature his monogram embroidered into them with thread in the identical shade of cream as the leather.

      In the section I am sitting, the chairs are arranged facing each other around a mahogany conference table, which also features his monogram inlaid with blond wood and finished in a high gloss. It’s classy and understated, despite being the height of indulgence.

      Beyond the divider toward the back of the plane, the space is lined with gray upholstered sofas running the length of the walls. Small dark-wood coffee tables dot the area along the couches. Beyond that, in the rear-most section, is a bedroom which I can only assume is his based on my preliminary snooping.

      The captain opens the cockpit door and enters the cabin. “Miss Blaze. I apologize. We don’t have an attendant on tonight’s flight.” He opens the door and waits while the staircase unfolds. “You’re welcome to get up, take some air. I have to run into the hangar for a moment. Don’t take off without me.” He winks at his joke and then exits the plane.

      “Thank you, Captain.” I already served myself from the coffee pot in the galley, but it would be nice to stand up and stretch my legs. I unbuckle my seatbelt and give myself another tour of the cabin, and then sit on one of the sofas, grab a nearby magazine, and wait.

      Voices outside grab my attention. I sit up and place the magazine in the pocket on the wall and turn toward the door. When Montgomery Ford enters the jet, he’s scowling. He’s wearing the same dark suit he wore on television, but his tie is loose and the top button of his starched white shirt is undone. He’s carrying a pizza box like he’s the delivery guy.

      He walks past the conference table and when he sees me his face changes, softens for a millisecond, and then the scowl is back. He brings the pizza box down and places it on the coffee table between us.

      All the magazine and television coverage he’s received through the years, all the pictures online and in the tabloids do not do this man justice. He always appears hard and cold, hard-body fit and chiseled—yes, but always distant, unreachable.

      But in my first moments seeing him in person, he is tall and commanding, but his eyes are warm and kind, even behind his stupid scowl. There’s something in his face that is undeniably fierce and strong, while vulnerable and innocent at the same time.

      He rubs his hands together and then offers one to me. His hand is large and warm, and a little rough. My own hand disappears in his grasp.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Ford. I’m Nina Blaze.”

      He pauses for a moment, holding my hand. He looks surprised. Did he not know I was going to be here? I feel self-conscious and out of place, but there’s nowhere to go.

      “Miss Blaze? Pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MONTGOMERY

      

      

      

      I have my assistant send me the information we’ve gathered on Miss Nina Blaze so I can read it in the car. Her company’s profile on her is very flattering of course, but we don’t hire people based on their resume alone.

      I flip through to the opposition research my best friend and general counsel, Adam Edson has compiled on her—a requirement if we’re going to let anyone work with us—and read the real stuff about her.

      Antonina “Nina” Rose Blaze is a member of the Blaze resort and hotel family. She’s the third of five daughters of Daniel Blaze, Esquire, of Blaze Resorts and Giannina Carmona, whose family breeds thoroughbred Andalusian horses in the south of Spain.

      She learned the ropes under the mentorship of the famed PR guru, Ricky Hobbs. When Hobbs retired she started her own company. Her PR firm has handled some high-profile clients in the five years she’s been in business. Her background is in marketing and crisis management, and she’s trained as a mediator, with a specialty in hostile negotiations. She has a reputation for being honest and hard working, results-oriented and driven. She has her own money, as well as being an heir to her family’s fortunes. And most important of all, she’s discreet.

      I skim the case studies in her portfolio and read a few of the client testimonials Adam was able to get from speaking directly with her past clients, but it’s clear there is no need to read on.

      My board insisted we hire someone to ease the waves I’ve been apparently making on my IPO publicity tour, and it’s clear that Nina Blaze is the best there is.

      When the car stops I open the door and balance the pizza in one hand as I step out on the tarmac. The driver opens the trunk and removes my bag, placing it at my feet. I shake his hand and thank him, then I grab my bag and make my way toward the plane.

      Captain Fischer meets me at the bottom of the stairs. He takes my bag and follows me as I board the jet.

      When I step inside, Nina Blaze is sitting on the couch facing the door, waiting for me. She’s wearing a black sweater over a white button-down shirt and a pair of flowing black pants that end mid-calf. I catch a flash of red soles under her black shoes as she gets to her feet and takes my hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Ford. I’m Nina Blaze.”

      I take her hand and note absently how small it feels in mine. All the research in the world couldn’t prepare me for the creature that stands before me right now. I hear her speaking and I register her words, but my animal brain has shot to awareness and taken control. Pay attention, my inner voice says.

      Nina Blaze has the face of a goddess and a body designed for things we don’t talk about in the daylight, but there’s something else—something more to this woman than any opposition research can reveal. Something that raises a heat in my chest that I haven’t felt in years. Not since…

      Pay attention. The voice inside is urgent and serious. Like this is an emergency.

      My mouth goes dry and I force myself to swallow as I muster up the ability to make words again. “Miss Blaze? Pleasure.” It’s all I can manage in the moment. I am at a loss.
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        NINA

      

      

      It isn’t often that I am taken aback by a man. I’ve moved in some powerful circles in my line of work. I’ve seen all kinds of things and had to deal with all kinds of people. But as Montgomery Ford holds my hand and my gaze, I feel my heart actually skip a beat.

      He’s not surprised to see me; he knew I’d be here. That isn’t it. He’s tongue-tied. And not in the way that most men get when they meet me.

      Most men rake me over with their eyes and undress me right there like I can’t see what they’re doing. As soon as they measure me up as a sex object, their ability to see me as a professional goes out the window. It doesn’t matter that I am there to solve whatever problem they have made for themselves—which, as it happens, is often the result of their inner teenagers coupled with the misguided sense of entitlement most of them are afflicted with.

      Being summed up at a glance is part of the deal. It’s infuriating, it’s inevitable, and it doesn’t phase me anymore. I don’t fight it but I don’t take any shit. In my line of work, I deal with men like these by the dozen.

      But the feeling I get off Montgomery Ford isn’t like those men. He isn’t what I expect; he isn’t like anyone I’ve ever met.

      A zing of adrenaline rushes through me as we stand there, my hand in his. My self-consciousness ratchets up and my body breaks out in a sweat. He’s attractive, there is no doubt about that, but this isn’t me being attracted to him. This isn’t me at all. I’m in uncharted territory and whatever I’m feeling is something new. And it scares me to death.

      I pull my hand away before it gets clammy and makes things even worse.

      He stands there, still holding the pizza. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. He blinks a couple of times as if to get his bearings.

      “I got pizza,” he says.
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      I got pizza? Really? That’s the best you can do, Monty? I feel like a moron standing here in front of her. I feel exposed. I feel seen. What the hell is happening to me?

      Captain Fischer climbs aboard and rescues me from the awkward moment. He folds up the stairs and closes the door. “We’ll be on our way in just a moment. You’ll want to take your seats.”

      Nina smiles at the captain and walks past me to the table where she’s been sitting.

      I follow her and use the time to shake myself back into reality. I place the pizza box on the table and sit in the chair across from her. “So, you’re here to work your magic on me?”

      She shrugs. “There is only so much you can do with magic.”

      Touché. She’s not intimidated by me. I like that. “I should state for the record that bringing you in was not my idea.”

      She lifts a pen off the table and twirls it in her fingers. “I figured. That’s usually the case. We have a few hours until we get to New York. Shall we get started?” She continues without waiting for my response. “I saw your interview tonight with Daria Ventarolo—”

      I am immediately on guard. “She knew she wasn’t supposed to ask anything about my personal life.”

      “Yeah, and when you attacked her, she’s the one who handled it like a pro. What happened?”

      “I didn’t attack her.”

      “Yes, Mr. Ford, you did. You leaned over in your chair like a tiger about to pounce.” She leans forward, showing me what she means. “You pointed your finger in her face.” Her hands are so small, it’s hard to see her pointing at me as a threat. “And then you lectured her about how important your work is. How her question was reductive.”

      I lean toward her and grab her hand. “Her question was reductive. I thought my analogy to actresses on the red carpet would resonate with a woman.”

      She doesn’t pull her hand away. “It would have if you hadn’t been so angry when you said it.”

      “But I was angry.” I pull her toward me and when her face is very close I whisper. “My work is very important to me.”

      “It should be. You’re doing important work.” Her lips are full and her red lipstick taunts me. “Then what would you have me do?”

      “I would coach you,” she says.

      “Coach me? How?”

      “I would work with you so your reflex reaction when they ask personal questions raises passion instead of anger.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Passion reveals strength. And you are very passionate.” She moves her hand to my knee and it’s like a five alarm fire has gone off inside me.

      I must have this woman.
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      I don’t know what’s come over me. All I know is that I need to have him. Right here, right now. Whatever this feeling inside me is, it’s turned into an ache that demands relief. I need to give myself to him fully, and there is nothing I can do to hold back. Nothing.

      I don’t wait for him to lead. I don’t know what I’ll do if he rejects my advance, but something tells me he’s right here with me on this crazy channel. I get up from my chair and I stand in front of him. He’s still holding my hand. He pulls me down to him.

      I part my lips as we kiss and let go of any restraint. There is no line I cannot cross, there is nothing to hold back from.

      I climb up onto his lap and kneel over him, kissing his mouth, and his neck, then running my tongue over the stubble on his chin.

      He places his hands on my hips and pushes me down so I can feel his hardness press against me. He’s so hard, and it’s all I can do to keep my clothes on.

      He moans as I press myself over him, grinding and rocking my clit against his stiffness. Heat explodes between my legs. I grab his neck for leverage and press down even harder.

      He lifts us out of the chair and lays me down on the conference table. He’s on top of me, pulling my hair to one side and exposing my neck. He runs his tongue over me and sucks gently on my ear.

      I push his suit coat back off his shoulders and pull his tucked shirt out of his pants. I’m working on the buttons and he helps me, furiously slipping the little mother-of-pearl discs through the fabric as if our lives depend on it.

      When his dress shirt is finally gone, he peels off his undershirt and I run my hands over his chest. I take his nipple in my mouth and flick it with my tongue. He gasps and then we’re both fast at work on my sweater.

      The buttons on my blouse are tiny and it seems like there are a thousand of them. He stands and takes off my pants. Then he bends and kisses my belly as he removes my panties and gets down on his knees at the head of the table.

      I open the last button and slip out of my blouse and watch him as he presses his mouth to me and he licks my throbbing pussy.

      I grab him by the hair and close my eyes. “Oh, yes. Yes.”
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      She grabs me by the hair and holds me to her as she whimpers. “Oh, yes. Yes.”

      The noises she makes turn me on, make me want to work harder to bring more of those sounds from her. Every single ounce of my energy and attention are hers, and hers alone. I need to make her mine.

      She writhes on the table and spreads her legs wide as I pull her clit between my lips and suck and suck, making her moan and cry out.

      She’s so wet, so impossibly wet and my cock is bulging and aching for release. I stand up and undo my belt. She sits up and pushes my hands away, opens my belt buckle and pushes my pants over my hips. My cock is rock-hard and straining against my shorts.

      She slips her hands inside and grabs hold of me. Then she leans down and slides off the table, opens her red lips and takes me into her mouth.

      I watch her for a moment, but it’s too much, she’s too hot, I don’t want to come.

      I lift her by the arms and sit her on the edge of the table. She inches back and spreads her legs open for me.

      I kiss her neck and move down to her breasts, squeezing her and pushing the lace of her bra away so I can suck on her nipple. I feel as though I have been a dying man, an empty body crawling through a desert who has finally found a fresh spring of life-giving water.

      She grabs my hips and pulls me to her. “Take me.”

      I growl as the heat inside me rages at her words. I lift her off the table. She takes hold of my cock and guides me to her. I lower her down and I slip inside her wet warmth and then I am gone.
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      We come at the same moment on the conference table in a rush of murmurs and groans. He kisses me afterward with a look in his eyes that is so tender and intimate I feel like my heart could burst with longing. Then we move to his bedroom in the back of the plane and make love again, and then again in the shower.

      He has me against the tile in the shower, our bodies wet and soapy, and his cock filling me with every thrust.

      When the captain’s voice chimes in over the loud speaker it takes a moment for me to remember we’re still on his jet.

      “Sir, we’re making our approach. We’ll be on the ground in Teterboro shortly.”

      Monty laughs and nips my ear, blinking the water from his eyes. “Guess we better hurry.”

      I giggle like a school girl who has been caught red handed. “You’re the boss.”

      He turns me around and takes me from behind, his hands moving over my clit until we reach the top once more.
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      Before we land, Monty throws on a new pair of pants from his closet and makes a dash through the cabin, collecting all of our clothing and bringing it to the bedroom. I slip into my panties and my pants. He places my shoes together on the floor in front of me and helps me into my blouse.

      I move my hand over his and take over. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know. Will you let me, anyway?” He finishes with all the little buttons and helps me with my sweater. Once I’m dressed, he grabs a white tee shirt from a drawer and a clean dress shirt from the closet.

      “My attorney is going to meet me at the airport. He was planning to drive me to the city so we can talk over a few things in the car. Did you want to ride with us?”

      “Actually, I’d prefer to stick to my plans.” I don’t feel awkward and it surprises me. “Your assistant arranged for a car service to pick me up and take me to my hotel.” What I don’t say that is that I can’t imagine a half hour car ride with him and his attorney without that getting really awkward.

      He seems surprised. “Good. That’s good.” He sits on the bed and pulls on a pair of socks and steps into his shoes. “We have a meeting in the morning, you and I.”

      “Yes. At nine.”

      “Adam—my attorney, he’s general counsel… he’s going to be there too. He wants to get a feel for what you’re planning. For the pieces you’re doing.”

      “Right. That’s standard. I won’t do anything without your knowledge. I work for you.”

      “Well, technically you work for my board.” He pauses a moment and then asks, “Is this going be a problem? I feel like we… Did we cross a line or something here? I don’t normally…”

      I can’t help but laugh. “You don’t have to pretend this is the first time you’ve done something like this. I have done my own research on you, you know.”

      “What do you mean? What research?” Something in his eyes flashes and the mood in the room turns icy.

      The captains voice sounds over the intercom. “We’ve been cleared for landing. Please take your seats and fasten your seatbelts.”

      Monty opens the bedroom door and holds it for me. “After you.”

      I step into the main cabin and can’t help but wonder what just happened. Can he still be so prickly about even the slightest mention of his personal life after what we’ve spent the past three hours doing?

      He’s no choir boy; the tabloids magazines and gossip websites are always splashing pictures claiming Billionaire Monty Ford’s latest conquest.

      I take my seat and fasten the buckle.

      He sits across from me, a scowl on his face. “You know, just because you’ve read something online, you of all people should know not to trust everything you read.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      The wheels touch down and we taxi on the runway.

      “You think I take women on my jet and screw their brains out on a regular basis? You think that’s a thing that I do?”

      The venom in his tone takes me by surprise. I don’t know what to say. “I…”

      He doesn’t wait for a response. “You said earlier that you’d like to coach me so when someone brings up my personal life I’ll speak with passion and not anger. You said passion shows strength.”

      I nod. “It does.”

      “Well, I won’t apologize for my anger. Sometimes I just get angry and I don’t want to hold it back. If passion shows strength, what does anger show? Anger shows anger, that’s what.”

      The plane stops moving and he’s out of his seat and out the door as soon as it opens.

      I gather my things and make my way to the door and watch him storm toward a waiting Mercedes and get inside.

      I whisper as the car drives away. “Anger shows fear.”
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      God, I can’t believe how easy it is for people to make assumptions. I have never in my life had an experience like that, and never on my jet. I don’t know what came over me but I can see now that it was a mistake to sleep with Nina Blaze. She’s just another person looking to dig inside and get to the bottom of my private life. It’s the one place I simply cannot go.

      Adam’s waiting for me at the hangar. I take in a deep breath and try to clear my head as I walk over to the car.

      When I get inside, he hands me a folder with a printed copy of the opposition research he was able to pull up on Nina Blaze. “I’m still against having anyone embedded in the office. But, if I had to pick someone, I guess she passes the test.”

      I nod. “Yeah. I read most of it earlier. She’s perfect.”

      “Nobody’s perfect. Hey, you got pretty hot at the T.V. lady tonight. I know it’s a red line for you, and I get where you’re coming from, but Monty… the IPO can’t handle this much noise.”

      “I know.” I’ve known Adam since we were kids and he can tell when I don’t want to talk.

      “All right. You need anything else before we meet Miss Blaze in the morning? I hear she’s a looker.”

      Something in me flashes at him and I want to tell him not to talk about Nina that way. But I don’t. I can’t. I… fuck. I have no clue what’s going on. I only know that Nina Blaze has gotten in my head in a way that no woman has before. Not since…

      I squeeze my hands into fists and breathe the stress away.
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      The following morning, I arrive at the Platinum Industries’ Manhattan office ten minutes before my appointment. The receptionist leads me to a glass-enclosed conference room. I take a seat, swivel it to face the floor-to-ceiling windows, and watch the view from the ninetieth floor while I wait.

      At nine o’clock on the dot, the door opens and Monty Ford strides in behind a tall blond guy in a gray suit.

      The blond guy comes over to me with his hand out. “Miss Blaze, I’m Adam Edson, General Counsel. We spoke on the phone.”

      I smile. “Of course. I remember.”

      He motions to Monty. “And this is Montgomery Ford.”

      Seeing him again brings a flush of heat to my belly and I wonder if my face is turning red.

      Monty reaches across the table to shake my hand as if meeting me for the first time. “Miss Blaze.”

      I offer my hand. All right. If that’s how this is going to go. I can play along. “Nina Blaze. Nice to meet you.”

      “Let’s get started.” The lawyer sits down next to Monty. He opens a leather folder and pulls out a legal pad. “I guess I should start by letting you know I do not agree with the decision to bring you in, Miss Blaze. Your track record speaks for itself, but I can’t help but have reservations about producing all the media. Mr. Ford is a very private man.”

      I clasp my hands on the table in front of me. “I understand. This isn’t the first time I’ve been brought in by a nervous board to manage a client situation.”

      He nods and examines his notes. “Good.”

      I continue. “But the fact remains you do have a situation. Mr. Ford is a liability behind…”

      “Monty,” he says, interrupting me.

      We both look at Monty. He’s leaning back in his chair, his fingers steepled under his chin. He has his signature scowl on his face.

      I hold his gaze. He watches me and although he looks angry, I can see the softness behind his eyes, the tenderness he’s trying so hard to hide. I have to fight to get back on track. “As… As I was saying, Monty is a liability behind the camera and your company is in a perilous position facing an IPO where consumer confidence is waning. We have to turn that around.”

      “Understood,” the lawyer says. “Then let’s discuss ground rules, shall we? My concern is—”

      Monty stands and leans on his chair as his lawyer talks. He’s raking me over with his eyes and I don’t mind a bit.

      His lawyer’s voice trails off to the back of my mind as my attention moves to Monty. His custom tailored dress shirt clings to his biceps. I follow the line of his jaw to his collar and remember how it felt to run my tongue over those contours only hours ago.

      He walks over to the window and is standing to my left. I feel his eyes on me but his lawyer’s still talking so I try to be polite and keep facing across the table. Heat rises in my neck and throat. I want him to come closer to me. I need his hands on me. Thinking about his hands brings a rush of heat between my legs. I squeeze my thighs together and squirm in my chair.

      Monty sees what I’m doing. He stops moving and watches for a moment before storming across the room to the door. “You don’t need me here.”

      I watch him leave and an unfamiliar feeling washes over me. It’s relief and regret.

      The attorney has stopped talking. “Miss Blaze?”

      I blink and turn to him. “I’m sorry?”

      “Do you have a list of the media outlets where you’ll run your pieces?”

      “Oh. Yes. Right here.” I flip through my folio and slide a copy of the media buy across the table to him.

      He slips the paper into his folder and stands. “Okay then. I guess that covers everything. I’ll show you to your office.”
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      They’ve made an office available for me down the hall from Monty’s corner office and directly across from his General Counsel. His attorney leads me there and leaves me at the door. I move around the desk and slide into the leather chair, my thoughts on Montgomery Ford and his behavior during the meeting swirling around my head.

      If he is going to be standoffish and difficult, then there’s no reason for me to be here. I can write the pieces with information I gather online. But if they want me to wow the investing world and the public with the man that Montgomery Ford is, then I’m going to need more access.

      The phone on my desk buzzes and a voice comes through the speaker. “Miss Blaze?”

      “Yes?”

      “This is James, Mr. Ford’s assistant? Mr. Ford would like to see you in his office.”

      I stare at the phone as the intercom light goes out. Did he just summon me?

      Fine. He needs to be in control. He needs to display his power. If that is the way he’s going to play this, then I can play it too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        MONTGOMERY

      

      

      

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “Yes?”

      James leans in. “Miss Blaze for you, sir.”

      “Thank you James, please see to it that we are not disturbed.”

      He nods once. “Of course, sir.”

      I’m standing behind my desk when she enters the room. The muscles in her calves are accentuated with every step in her black stiletto heels. Her knee-length skirt swishes as she moves. She walks across my office toward my desk and stands there, watching me.

      I have spent the last few minutes since leaving the meeting rehearsing different things I want to say. I need to stay cool. I need her to understand. I can’t let my guard down.

      When I don’t say anything, she crosses her arms and opens her mouth as if she is going to say something. Then she runs her tongue over her red lips absently and sends my blood racing.

      I step around the desk. I can’t continue like this.

      “Monty, look. I—”

      “I can’t take it.” I am there in a flash. I run my hands through her hair and pull her to me, taking her mouth in mine. She exhales a moan and accepts me, invites me in with her tongue. When she pulls away, I look into her eyes. She looks confused.

      “I can’t get enough of you,” I whisper.

      “I thought you were angry with me.”

      I shake my head and try to make her see. The way she makes me feel… I didn’t think it was possible. I nip at her lower lip and caress her arm under the fabric of her blouse.

      “I don’t understand,” she murmurs.

      I shake my head. “Not angry.” I plunge into her mouth again and step backward, pulling her with me so I can lean against my desk.

      She stands between my legs, her hands on my chest, her body inches from mine. She wears a light perfume. It brings only a hint of something floral at her neck. I find myself seeking it, kissing my way over her delicate skin, hoping for another sweet hit.

      She moves her hands down my abdomen and finds my erection. I am straining against my pants. She opens my belt pulls down my zipper and reaches inside my shorts. Her hand is warm around my cock.

      “Oh, Nina.” I can’t stand another moment.

      We become a mass of hands and fingers and frantic movement, racing to take each other’s clothes off without breaking contact. I am naked in front of her, my cock standing at attention. She’s runs her fingers over my chest and then steps around and continues along my back. It’s like she’s assessing the merchandise.

      “Do you like what you see?” I ask.

      “Very much.” Her words are whispered against my neck.

      She moves around to face me. “I want you, Mr. Ford. I want you like I have never wanted anyone or anything in my life. But I won’t be played with.”

      “I would never…”

      She touches my mouth, quieting me. “I am here to do a job. A job for you, I might add. And if we’re going to do this…” she runs her fingers over the length of my shaft, “…and work together, I have a few conditions.”

      I swallow, watching her circle me. “Conditions?”

      She bites my earlobe and breathes into my ear. “Non-negotiable conditions.”

      I catch a hint of her perfume again and it makes me want to press my face into her hair. “What are your conditions?”

      “There are only two.” She gets on her knees in front of me and takes me into her mouth. Her red lips form a seal around me as she sucks on my cock.

      I grab her hair, moving with her as she glides over me slowly, teasing me with her tongue. “Conditions. Name them.”

      She pumps once more over my cock and pulls away. “One. Do not play with me.” She slides her hand between my legs and cups my balls, squeezing gently. “If you wish to explore whatever this is that we’re doing, I am more than willing, but this angry brooding thing you’re doing ends here. Today.”

      I nod quickly. “I promise to try.”

      “Good.” She licks the head of my penis and sucks the head for a moment before pulling back and looking up at me again. “Two. You need to let me in. Just a little. I can’t be effective for you if you continue putting up a wall whenever you don’t want to talk. It won’t work. Not with me.”

      I exhale. I know she’s right, but damn it. “Again, I can only promise to try.”

      She rises to her feet and stands in front of me, her eyes locked on mine, my cock in her hand. “I lied. I have a third condition.” She dips her tongue into my mouth quickly and we kiss.

      “Anything.”

      “Montgomery Ford, I need you to fuck me like your life depends upon it.”

      “As you wish,” I say. Because I fear it might actually be true.
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      It’s been a week since meeting Montgomery on his jet and I don’t think I can continue. He isn’t living up to his agreement completely. We meet regularly, mostly in the office, but sometimes at his penthouse apartment in midtown, and once on his yacht.

      The brooding is mostly under control, at least when it comes to his conversations with me, but as soon as my questions delve into his past or the reasons why he is so passionate about the work Platinum Industries is doing, he shuts down, and gets angry, lashes out.

      I’ve reached out to an old friend of my mentor’s. Tommy Rollins has been in the PR and celebrity business since before I was born. I met with him yesterday at a bar uptown to see if he’d be interested in taking over for me if it came to that. Over drinks I kind of explained the situation without telling him who I was working for.

      I hope it doesn’t come to that.

      But if something doesn’t change and fast, then I need to quit. It isn’t right for me to stay on simply so we can continue our sexual escapades across the city. It would be easier to do that if I weren’t working for him.

      It’s only been a week and everything has changed. He’s more than a client to me and I no longer have the distance I need to produce the image pieces his board needs—not if he won’t open up.

      I wait until the office closes and I know he’s still here. I don’t want to have this conversation in front of his staff. I walk to his office and I tap a knuckle on his door.

      “Come.” His voice is soft through the door.

      I step into his office. He looks up from his desk and smiles. “Nina.”

      He says my name as if he’s surprised to see me every single time.

      I walk over to his desk and sit in one of the leather chairs facing him. “I need to talk to you.”

      He puts his pen down and folds his hands in his lap. “All right. This feels serious.”

      I can see the hint of a scowl threatening to overtake him and I just smile and shake my head. “I can’t help you with this PR project.”

      That definitely surprises him. “What? Why?”

      “Because you won’t talk to me. I know there’s more going on inside that head than you’re willing to share. I need you to trust me.”

      I can see him pull back, his eyes narrow ever so slightly and he has his guard up. I move around the desk to be closer to him, so I can touch him. I take his hand.

      “Monty, I can see you are winding up to lash out at me.” I kneel down on the carpet next to his chair. “Don’t do it. Listen to me. It’s a defense mechanism, you’re doing it to protect yourself.”

      He looks away.

      I tug on his hand. “No, come back. Look at me.”

      I wait for him to meet my gaze. “I love you, Monty Ford. God help me, but that is the truth. We have something incredible going on between us that has nothing at all to do with my job.”

      He squeezes my hand and inhales deeply. He is uncomfortable but he fights it.

      I smile. “I am asking you to trust me. I am not here to hurt you. Something you’re carrying is eating you alive. Just let me in.”

      He swallows hard and his gaze burns into me. “You love me?”

      I nod. “I love you. And that will be true whether I stay on this job or not.”

      He shakes his head. “Nina, forgive me. This is very difficult for me.”

      “It’s all right.”
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      I’ve never shared anything about Mariel with anyone, and never expected to do so. But Nina’s right. I can’t carry on like this. We’re at an impasse unless I break down my own wall.

      If she loves me then it won’t matter. She’ll understand.

      “I don’t know how to talk about this.” I close my eyes and search my heart for strength.

      She taps my hand. “You’re fine. Just start at the beginning.”

      “Her name was Mariel.” Once I start talking, I can’t stop.

      I tell Nina everything. How in love we were, how we planned to get married and start a family. How I proposed and then she fell pregnant.

      “That’s when the headaches and the vertigo began.” I rub my face, trying to push away the horror of the memories of those early days.

      “At first they thought it was a side-effect of the pregnancy, something called hyper-emesis that can be very serious but is manageable if she responds to meds. They put her on bed rest and told her take it easy to keep the nausea and disorientation away.”

      Nina sits up on the edge of the desk next to me and listens patiently. I feel like I am having an out-of-body experience. What if she thinks I am less of a man for being so weak? What if I lose control and cry in front of her? What if she doesn’t really love me, and she’s only saying it to get close to me?

      I push all thoughts aside. “Mariel’s headaches got more intense on the meds. When she got so violently ill that she lost consciousness, I carried her into the ER. They admitted into the ICU. She’d suffered a subarachnoid hemorrhage; an aneurysm had ruptured, causing bleeding in the space surrounding her brain. Tests revealed three more aneurysms that needed to be repaired surgically.” The story tumbles out of me.

      “We were relieved to have an answer. She couldn’t wait to have the surgery. They prepped her immediately and our families flew in to be there.” I stop and swallow. I have to concentrate to keep my voice steady.

      “She died on the table. The device the surgeon used malfunctioned and a microscopic piece of metal flaked off the instrument and tore through the vessels they were trying to repair. The damage was massive. There was nothing they could do.”

      Nina wipes tears from her cheeks. “Oh Monty, I am so sorry.”

      I close my eyes and turn away. Nina grabs my hands. “No. Don’t stuff it all back inside. Why are you so afraid to share this?”

      “I am not afraid.”

      She sighs and her smile is sad. “Remember when I told you that passion is a sign of strength?”

      I nod and weave my fingers around hers. “Yeah.”

      “Well, when you want to steer the conversation away from your past—your personal life, you get angry.”

      “Yeah. I am not proud of that.”

      “Anger is a mask for fear. I don’t think you’re afraid to tell people about Mariel. Your passion for this cause—it is the reason Platinum Industries exists. It’s why you are forging ahead to make changes with these surgeries. Sharing that part of your reason with the world would be easy. They’d understand and they’d get behind you.”

      “I can’t do it. I don’t want to talk about this with the world.”

      “But why? What will happen if you did?”

      “I’d fall apart. I’d appear weak. My company would be reduced to a pathetic hopeless cause. There’s Montgomery Ford, chasing a ghost; have pity. Nobody respects a crazy man. Nobody respects weakness.”

      “It isn’t weakness if it drives you. Look at what you’ve already accomplished. Your devices are revolutionizing brain surgery. You’re saving lives. There is nothing about what you’re doing that’s weak.”

      “I can’t do it, Nina. I won’t.”

      She crosses her arms. “Then let me.”
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      On Wednesday of the following week, I arrive at Platinum’s office and the General Counsel is waiting at my door. “Hey Adam.”

      He’s all business. “Nina, could you come to the conference room, please?”

      “Sure.” I ignore the tug of worry as I drop my bag on the desk and follow him down the hall. When I enter the conference room, Monty is sitting at the head of the table with a folder in front of him. He is not happy, but his familiar scowl is nowhere to be seen. Instead, his face is a mask of absolute fury.

      Something is definitely wrong. “Monty? What’s going on? Adam? Has something happened.”

      Monty doesn’t respond, but lets his attorney take over. “Take a seat, Nina.”

      I take a seat across from Monty and wait.

      Adam slides the folder over to me. “Take a look at that.”

      I open the folder and find a set of 8”x10” color glossy photos showing me and Tommy Rollins having drinks and talking. The pictures look like they were taken on a cell phone.

      I look up at Monty and then Adam and shrug. “This is me and my friend Tommy Rollins. I met him for drinks last week.”

      “Would you mind explaining what you were talking about with the guy who is practically on the payroll for the National Tattler?”

      Monty looks up at the ceiling as if he wants to shout.

      I stare at Monty and then turn to Adam as realization washes over me. “Wait. I wasn’t… You think I was giving him dirt?”

      Adam rolls his eyes. “Tommy Rollins is a dirt peddler. That’s all he does, Nina. What else is he good for?”

      “That isn’t fair. I’ve known him for years. I met with him to talk about a project.”

      “A project where he sells your tell-all to that rag he works for?”

      “He doesn’t work for them. He’s freelance.” I can’t tell them I was meeting with him to take over my work here. Not now. They have already decided, and they won’t believe me if I did. “He’s a friend. I trust him.”

      Monty lunges toward me, hands on the table, his face contorted with rage. “I trusted you.” He hisses the words at me.

      I blink and sit back in my chair, stunned. I can’t believe this is happening.

      Adam slides a piece of paper across the table. “This is a letter ending our contract with you. Effective immediately, you’ll pull any pieces you’ve submitted for publication and send everything to us. You will cease any work on behalf of Platinum Industries or Montgomery Ford. You will not be paid for the time you’ve been here as it was done under false pretenses.”

      I pick up the paper and try to read it but the words blur as my eyes well up with tears.

      “It’s too late to pull the plug on all of them. The piece in Timesweek and the one in American Man have already gone to print.”

      Monty lets out a breath as if I’ve punched him. He looks at me with such sadness in his eyes. “I can’t believe you would do this to me.”

      “I haven’t done anything. You’re wrong about my meeting with Tommy. And you’re wrong about me.”

      Adam scoops the photos up and slides them back into the folder. “You can go now. Leave your key card on your desk. It’s been deactivated.”

      I let the conference room door close behind me and hurry down the hall to pick up my things. I feel like the world has been pulled out from under me. This doesn’t make sense. How can someone be so unwilling to trust anyone? How could Monty think anything I have said and done in the two weeks since we’ve met was anything but real?

      Christ, I told him I loved him. Now he thinks it was all a lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ONE WEEK LATER

        MONTY

      

      

      

      I haven’t shaved in a week. I’m sitting in my office in jeans and a tee-shirt waiting for the bomb that used to be my career to go off. Today, Timesweek Magazine—the first of the two glossy magazines featuring the tell-all slash piece Nina published hits newsstands.

      James has been standing next to the corner newsstand since four in the morning, waiting for the delivery to land.

      I’m on my third cup of coffee when he appears at my door.

      “Well?” I ask as he drops three copies of the magazine on my desk. “Have you read any of it? How bad is it?”

      “If you’re talking about the piece in the magazine, I don’t think I’d use the word bad. I think something more along the lines of magnificent or transcendent might be more fitting.” James takes my coffee mug from my hands and walks to the door. “If you’re talking about how badly you and your overprotective bestie Adam screwed up with Nina Blaze, I’d say you’re treading into the territory of disastrous or maybe even catastrophic.” He shakes his head as he closes the door. “I’ll get you more coffee right away, sir.”

      I pick up one of the magazines and stare at the cover. It’s a picture of me standing outside Platinum Industries’ building. I’m looking down at the camera with my arms crossed. Our skyscraper rises up behind me and fades into the sky. Across the cover it says:

      

      
        
        MR. PLATINUM

        Unbridled Passion Drives the Man Behind Brain Surgery’s Greatest Innovations

      

      

      I only have to read the introduction paragraph of the centerfold to see that Adam and I were so far off base about Nina that wrong doesn’t even begin to cover it. I double over and try to catch my breath. What have I done?

      I feel like I’ve been punched.

      “James!” I shout across the room.

      My assistant bolts into my office. “Yes? Are you all right?”

      “Can you call the jet? I need to get to Los Angeles as soon as possible.”

      James smiles as he recovers his composure. “I took the liberty of checking on that myself. Captain Fischer can be ready at Teterboro at eleven thirty. Shall I call him to confirm?”

      I gape at him. “Please. And James?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll need you to get an address for me.”

      He reaches into his inside coat pocket and pulls out a piece of paper. “Oh, I think I have that right here for you as well.” He walks over and places the address on my desk. “She’s about twenty-five minutes from Van Nuys Airport. Shall I arrange for a car once you land?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “You are very welcome, sir. And… your shower has been restocked with everything you need.” He makes a show of looking me up and down and then, sensing that he’s about to toe the line a bit too far, he makes a quick exit.

      I tap the button on my phone to call my assistant. “Yes, sir?” He answers as if he wasn’t just standing here.

      “James, call HR for me?”

      “Sir?” He can’t hide his concern.

      “I need to arrange for a raise for my assistant.”

      “Oh, yes, sir. Right away.”

      “That is of course assuming you haven’t already done that as well?”

      “No, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      “No need to apologize. Cancel my afternoon, would you?”

      “Consider it done.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NINA

      

      

      

      I pick up my mail and see my copy of Timesweek folded in with the rest of the magazines. I pull it out and stare at the cover—at Monty looking fierce and smoldering hot in the picture I had staged for him. The headline, Mr. Platinum, is in all caps, and the sub-heading spells out for all the world to see that I did not betray anyone.

      I try to swallow my anger.

      I laugh at myself. My anger. Anger masking fear.

      I can’t believe Montgomery Ford finds it so easy to mistrust. I can’t believe I spent two weeks of my life tasting absolute bliss only to have it torn away from me. And it’s true; I am angry because I am scared. I am petrified that what we had, however brief, will never come again. I’m afraid that I will never feel as close to another human being as I feel to Montgomery Ford.

      Nothing feels right since leaving him.

      Part of me screams that I should have gone back and fought with him, fought for him. Part of me wishes I had come clean in the conference room and told him that I was consulting with Tommy as my replacement, but professional pride held me back on that one. Part of me wants to go there now and throw this magazine in his face and make him see that he was fucking wrong.

      But the other part of me won’t allow that. I won’t grovel. He’ll find out eventually that I was telling the truth and then… and then what? I’ll go running back in his arms because he says I am allowed? No way.

      It’s been three weeks since that night on the jet that changed everything. And now I am not sure how I am supposed to move forward—assuming I can at all.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve spent all day in my pajamas watching old movies and wishing I’d never seen the Timesweek cover. It tears at my heart to know how fragile it all was. I wonder where Monty is right now, and if he feels even a shred of what I’m feeling.

      The doorbell rings. I grab my wallet and take out cash for the Chinese food delivery guy. I only have twenty-dollar bills and I don’t even care if he gives me change.

      I open the door and fish a second twenty out of my wallet. When I look up, I don’t see the delivery guy with my brown bag with the top folded over and stapled neatly.

      Instead it’s him.

      Montgomery Ford stands outside my door with a bouquet of red roses.

      I am not sure what to do. I want to yell at him. I want to punch him and throw him out. I want to tell him that he’s an asshole for assuming the worst in me when I never gave him reason to. I wish I had a container of lo mein so I could dump it over his head.

      “Nina. I am so sorry.” He looks terrible, like he hasn’t slept.

      Good.

      He offers me the flowers.

      I take them and I still can’t unravel my thoughts.

      “Nina… I wish I could go back. I’d do it all differently. I—”

      I grab his shirt and pull him to me and kiss him. I can’t help it. I can’t stop myself.

      We slam against the wall in my apartment.

      He pulls away and smiles at me, and his eyes are glassy with emotion. “I was afraid I’d lost you.”

      I blink back tears and kiss him again. “I am so glad you’re here. I don’t ever want to be angry and apart like that ever again.”

      He wraps his arms around me and whispers in my ear. “I won’t ever let you go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ONE YEAR LATER

        NINA

      

      

      

      We’re on the floor of the stock exchange and Monty is about to ring the opening bell. Platinum Industries had an incredible amount of interest during the pre-IPO period, and while there are no guarantees, there is every expectation that the stock will take off once trading begins today.

      The excitement is palpable as the clock closes in on nine thirty. Monty watches and when the time comes, he presses the button and the bell sounds and everyone applauds the launch of the Platinum Industries’ Initial Public Offering.

      Monty smiles. “This is it!”

      “I am so proud of you!” We have to shout over the noise of the trading floor.

      The board of directors and their families and friends file out the doors, leaving Monty and me alone on the little balcony that overlooks the stock exchange.

      I turn to leave and Monty grabs my hand.

      “Nina, wait. One second.”

      “We have to go, everyone’s waiting.”

      He gets down on one knee and opens a black velvet box, revealing a gigantic diamond ring.

      “Monty…” The extravagance takes my breath away. “My goodness.”

      “Nina, you’ve made me the happiest man alive.”

      “Don’t you think you should wait until the market closes before you say things like that?” I laugh.

      He laughs with me. “It doesn’t matter what happens today. That’s not what I am talking about.” His face grows serious. “Nina, before I met you, I thought I would spend the rest of my life making up for a mistake I didn’t make but that stole everything from me. I thought I’d carry that weight with me until the day I died. You’ve shown me a way through that, and you’ve done it with patience and understanding that I could never have imagined. You’re the reason my heart beats, Nina. I promised that I’d never let you go, but I never asked if you’d have me. Will you have me?”

      I can feel my eyes well up with tears and I smile at the man who holds my heart. “Yes, silly. Of course I’ll have you. Forever and always.”

      He stands up and slips the ring on my finger and the room explodes in cheers and applause.

      I laugh. “I forgot we had an audience.”

      He looks over his shoulder at the crowd below, who have gone back to the business of trading stocks. “You’re the only one that matters.”

      We walk off the floor and as the door closes behind us I know that we’re together in the most fundamental way. There is no more uncertainty, no more hesitation. Together we have found a safety that allows us to be fully ourselves, always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Second Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANOTHER YEAR LATER

        NINA

      

      

      

      “You’d think this was a royal wedding or something.” My sister Maddie peeks out through the curtain into the church and just shakes her head, pointing up into the air. “There are paparazzi hiding up in the balcony. I just watched some guy climb up behind the pipe organ for a better view.”

      The Blaze family is no stranger to the prying eyes of the photographers, but something about my marriage to Monty Ford has caught the attention and imagination of the press and the public.

      “Come away from there, unless you want your face in the news. Don’t give them anything to take a picture of.”

      The headlines leading up to our union had these crazy titles like the most recent one: Fire and Metal - A Match Forged in Platinum, as if we were living in some kind of epic fantasy novel. The whole thing feels strange and this level of attention feels odd, but on the whole it’s been harmless and interesting, and has brought an incredible amount of attention to Monty’s foundation, which is thriving.

      We’re waiting in the little sitting room until it’s time for us to line up for the procession. Everyone is here, and everything is perfect. The flowers are perfect, the dresses are perfect, everyone’s in a festive mood. Even the weather is perfect; we seriously couldn’t have asked for more.

      Monty and I knew this was going to happen; after his proposal on the floor of the stock exchange, our relationship took on fairy tale proportions and not a day has passed that we weren’t asked by the media or something was printed speculating about the planning. So it’s no surprise that our wedding is such an ordeal.

      It’s what made us decide to elope last month. We snuck aboard and jetted off to Maui without telling anyone, except Monty’s assistant, James, and while the rest of the world was minding their own business, we said our “I dos” in private; just us.

      Today is a big day, and it’s going to be lovely and special and memorable, but it’s that night last month on the beach with Monty that I will hold in my heart forever.

      James had arranged for a local pastor, Mr. Kahale, to marry us on the beach. The man arrived with his wife, Ailani, and their five children to stand as witnesses. They draped ceremonial lei over our shoulders and sang traditional Hawaiian wedding songs, and his children did a traditional wedding dance for us while we watched them in the light of the torch flames. It was warm and intimate, romantic and so full of love. By the end of the night, the Kahale family felt like friends. After the ceremony, we sat around and talked and then the pastor played Elvis’ Can’t Help Falling in Love on his ukulele. It was our first dance together as Mr. and Mrs Ford. It was perfect, and tender, and left a mark on our hearts that will stay forever.

      “What are you smiling at?” my sister asks. “You look like you’re a million miles away.”

      I turn to her, still smiling. “Maui,” I say, without any additional information. Monty and I decided not to tell anyone, not even our families, about our secret wedding. With all the media and everything surrounding every other aspect of our lives, it felt like one thing we could hold close and keep for ourselves.

      “You look happy, Nina. I am so happy for you.” She kisses my cheek and squeezes my shoulders. “I’ll go see if they’re almost ready.”

      A moment later, the curtain slides open and Monty slips inside the tiny room. He tip-toes over to the window like he’s sneaking and places his phone and a tiny speaker on the sill.

      “Before things get too crazy, I wanted a moment with my wife.” He smiles and reaches a hand out to me.

      I go to him and wrap my arms around his waist. “Shh. Don’t let anyone hear you call me that. Not for another hour at least.”

      He taps his phone and then turns to me, his muscled arms encircling me in an embrace.

      A ukulele strum fills the air and I feel my body ease at the familiar sound. After a moment, Mr. Kahale’s voice fills the tiny room.

      “For my young friends, Nina and Monty. May there always be laughter in your house, passion in your life, and aloha in your heart. Much, much aloha.”

      Then the strumming morphs into the familiar song and we’re back on the beach, the fire from the torches warming our skin, as Mr. Kahale’s words carry us away.

      Wise men say…

      Monty pulls me close, his lips next to my ear. “Aloha, wife,” he whispers.

      “Aloha, husband.” I press my body against his as we sway to the music. The rest of the world outside the room drifts away and there is only us and our special secret bond that will always and forever be ours alone.
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      “Hola! Welcome to La Concha Azul. Are you checking in?” The woman at the counter wears a pale blue suit with a bright turquoise scarf tied at her neck. Her dark hair is twisted into a low bun that sits over one shoulder.

      The front desk of the resort hotel is like many in this part of Mexico with an enormous open-air pavilion and high ceilings that arch way up, giving the feeling of being outside.

      I place my bags on the floor and pull out my wallet. “Yes. Thank you. I’m Bridget Blaze.” I hand her my driver’s license and credit card and wait while she pulls up my reservation.

      “Miss Blaze. Yes, here you are. You’re booked in Tortuga House with the Susannah Mitchell party.” She returns my cards, hands me my room key, and waves to someone over my shoulder. “Ricardo will see you to your rooms. The rest of your party has already arrived. Have a wonderful stay with us.”

      A young man dressed in khaki shorts and a tropical shirt in the same shade of turquoise as the woman’s scarf appears by my side. “Buenos días, Miss.” He nods once, grabs the handle of my rolling suitcase, and lifts my computer bag onto his shoulder. “This way, Miss.”

      I follow him through the pavilion and down the familiar wide staircase to the main avenue that runs through the resort and ends at the beach. When we step into the sun, I put my sunglasses on and try to settle into vacation mode. I feel like I am out of practice, and watching Ricardo with my computer bag, I’m reminded that despite being in the most gorgeous resort with my best friends, I won’t be enjoying too much actual vacation time while I’m here.

      Spring Break at La Concha Azul has become a tradition with me and a group of my friends since our freshman year in college. Susannah Mitchell and I met on our first day of orientation as roommates, and have been inseparable ever since. Our dorm suite-mates, Lizzy and Rosa, quickly made us a foursome, and our across-the-hall neighbors, Tina and Dionne rounded out our six-pack.

      The first year, when Spring Break rolled around, my dad used his connections in the hotel business to get us a suite at La Concha Azul. That trip was one that cemented our friendship, and we’ve been coming here every year since. Now in our seventh year, it’s become the only time we really get to see each other, and we’ve all vowed to never miss a trip—no matter what.

      The no-matter-what clause of our pledge is the reason I find myself here, planning to work on my thesis during Spring Break. I’m only a couple of months away from completing my master’s in Environmental Engineering, and I really need this week to make some progress before the deadline.

      Also, I really need a break. I’ve been going full-throttle since starting school, focused solely on my work. As important as it is to me, I’m starting to feel the strain. There’s only so long this girl can go without some serious down-time.

      Ricardo takes a right turn at the end of the avenue and follows the path that leads to Tortuga House, one of several two-story beachfront townhouses nestled into the hill on this side of the resort. He takes my key, opens the door, and we step inside. He places my bags near a wooden bench by the door. “Enjoy your stay with us. I am Ricardo if you need any assistance.”

      “Thank you.” I hand him a tip and close the door, then slip off my sandals and head upstairs to the balcony. The interior has been updated a bit since last year, but Tortuga House is gorgeous as always. I push open the sliding glass door and step outside, letting the warmth of the terra cotta tiles seep through the soles of my feet.

      “Bridget!” Susannah waves up at me from the sandy beach below. Each of these townhouses in the resort shares access to a private beach area just outside their back doors.

      I wave. “I’ll be right down!”

      I step back inside and bring my bags to the bedroom I share with Susannah. In a few minutes I’m transformed from my travel clothes to my bikini and wrap, floppy hat, and sandals. I toss a bottle of sunscreen into a tote and head to the beach.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ASH

      

      

      Griffin’s Sand Bar is hopping this afternoon while the celebrity beach volleyball tournament is heading into the championship match. It’s been like this all week. They’ve got television crews, reality TV stars, and swarms of college students packed into every inch of dry land. Everyone is drinking too much, and wearing very little. There are going to be some scorching sunburns by the time the sun goes down tonight.

      I’m behind the bar, covering my ear with one hand and holding my phone up to the other while my partner, Luis, scrambles to keep up with all the customers. “Don’t worry, sis. I’ve got it all under control.” I hold a finger up to a patron, letting her know I’ll be right there.

      My sister’s voice doesn’t hide her worry that I’m going to fuck everything up. I learned long ago not to take her control freak personally. She’s Type-A Annie, Annie the Achiever, super organized, and when she’s not able to be in control, it really, really freaks out. She is running through all of her mental lists for me, ticking off everything that she had to drop when she went into labor.

      I have everything written down, but I know I need to hear her out or she’ll just call back.  “Yes. I remember. The door to the dishwasher sticks. Yes.” I run my finger down my list. “And I called the guy to come look at the ice machine leak, he’ll be here at six.” Between Luis and me, we have slipped on the puddle from the stupid water line a dozen times.

      She reminds me of the new rules for trash disposal at the resort. I remember but I jot it down anyway. “Yes. Got it. Yes. Don’t worry.”

      Leave it to my sister, the owner of Griffin’s Sand Bar, to have her baby right in the middle of the Spring Break. Not that I mind; I would have come to help her out regardless. I mean… Spring Break in Cancún? Yeah… twist my arm.

      Anyway, it’s not like I had anything else going on…

      That thought, that my life was kind of free-flowing, used to be a comfort to me. I liked not being chained to a desk or tied down to anything. I liked working manual labor gigs and construction jobs. That was me: Ash Griffin, free and open.

      But now, since Derek died… that same thought has started to haunt me.

      My best friend was killed three weeks ago in a motorcycle accident. He was cruising on the highway when some asshole who was texting and driving veered into his lane and just ran him off the road. Derek hit a cement pylon—died instantly. The driver had no idea; he just kept on going. It was the people behind them who saw it all go down.

      Derek left behind his wife, two kids, and a successful, growing law practice. He had everything, and now he’s gone.

      At his funeral, we all talked about all the things he’d done with his life and career, and his family. He volunteered with his sons as a Boy Scout leader. He coached soccer. He had goals. He had plans. He had a life.

      His death made me look at my own life and ask myself, if I died tomorrow what would I leave behind? My parents and siblings would mourn, of course, but I haven’t done anything, I haven’t built much of a life.

      My goal of being free and open has resulted in a big empty hole. I’m 27 years old; I shouldn’t be able to just hop on a plane and spend a month in Mexico. I should have something else going on. Trouble is, I have no idea what I want to do with my life.

      More customers arrive and wave me down. I nod at them and point to the phone. “Annie, relax. Look, I have to go. Luis and I are in the weeds here. Call you later, ok? Kiss that baby for me.”

      I hang up and do a lap around the bar, taking orders from customers, checking IDs, making drinks, and settling tabs. It’s a frenzy in the best way. I’d forgotten what it was like to be this busy… to just go into super-bartender mode as the hours fly by.  It’s the perfect way to stop thinking about anything… which, as it turns out, is exactly what I need.
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        BRIDGET

      

      

      The following morning, we are having breakfast on the balcony and planning out the rest of the week. Tina is in the kitchen making pancakes.

      “Are you sure you can’t come with us?” Susannah’s pleading with me while she makes a reservation for everyone to go on a party boat cruise on a yacht this afternoon.

      I sip my coffee and try to hide any hint of regret from my voice. If they spot a weakness in my defenses, they’ll never stop trying. “I’m sure. I promised myself I’d put in a few hours every day on my thesis or I won’t have it done by the deadline.”

      Dionne crunches a piece of bacon. “All work and no play, Bridget. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Right?” Rosa says. “And you know that never worked out for anyone!” She leans back in her chair and crosses her arms, nodding like she’s sharing sage wisdom.

      I know they don’t mean it, but their words sting a little. That line is just about exactly what my ex-boyfriend used to say whenever he felt like I was taking my work too seriously—which was all the time.

      He was a high-powered corporate attorney and what he was really saying was that I was putting my work ahead of him. Thing was, he had no problem putting his own work first, and I never complained when that happened because I understood.

      I refuse to be in a relationship where one person’s life is more important than the other person’s. It’s possible for both people to respect the things that matter to their partner and maintain a relationship at the same time. Too bad I wasted two years with that guy before I figured it out. But no more. From now on, I won’t settle for someone who doesn’t respect me and my work.

      I smile at my friends. They know I’m not going to budge, but they tease me about it anyway. “You guys go. Make whatever plans you want during the days. I’ll join you for the nighttime fun when you get back.”

      Lizzy pours herself a mimosa from the wet bar and sighs dramatically. “All right. If we forced her to come she’d be miserable the whole time thinking about recycling or composting, anyway. Right, Bridge?”

      “It’s called sustainability,” I say, sticking my tongue at Lizzy. “And besides, you’re exactly right.” I scrunch my nose at her and we all laugh.
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        * * *

      

      My skin feels tight from the salt in the sea and from sitting in the sun all morning. The girls are off to their party boat cruise, and I’m alone, eager to work and also starving.

      I shower and throw on a sundress and sandals and take my computer with me in search of a quiet place to get some food while I write. I walk along the path toward the resort’s main avenue which is lined with restaurants, a spa, a coffee shop, and boutiques. I pass a restaurant down by the pool, but it’s packed with people, and the deck is busy with families and children. That’s not going to work. I try the next place a few doors down and quickly realize that I’m not likely to find any quiet restaurants at the peak of lunchtime.

      I’m about to head back to the house and order room service when I remember a small place down along the beach from previous trips. I decide to try my luck there. I step out of my sandals and into the sand, and follow the shoreline.

      Griffin’s Sand Bar is located in a small half-moon cove between the resort and the nearby village. There’s a boardwalk and a pier, and a dock a little farther down the beach where tourists can hire a Jet Ski or go parasailing.

      I step up to the bar and wait for the bartender to turn my way. He’s busy working on something, writing in a notebook. I feel like I’m intruding on a private moment. Like I should leave and come back and make noise the next time to signal my approach. But he’s got a warm, inviting face and besides, I’m really hungry.

      I smile at him. “Are you serving lunch?”

      When he finally looks up, he’s got a distant stare and seems distracted. Then he notices me and our eyes lock. He flashes a wide smile.

      Oh my.
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      It’s finally quiet with the volleyball tournament over. The beach cove is deserted and clean-up crews spent the morning getting everything torn down and the sand cleared of trash. As good as it is for business, it’s nuts how much of a mess the Spring Break parties leave behind. There will be another big event bringing in more crowds in a few days, but for the time being, the cove is a ghost town.

      Luis is on tonight, so I don’t have to be here, but I’ve been working through Annie’s list of chores and calls that need attention. I’ve also started another list of my own—brainstorming things I can do with my life, and… I am drawing a blank. It’s so hard when everyone around me has it all figured out.

      My parents are both successful running their own businesses in Miami. Mom is a pediatrician, and Dad is a real estate developer. Each of my siblings have their lives together too. My twin sister, Annie, has the bar and her family here in Cancún. My brother, Tim, is a dentist in San Diego, and my other brother, Mac, trains Olympic and X-Games skiers and snowboarders in Utah. And that leaves me. My parents never insisted on anything except that we all finish college. So here I am with a degree in journalism and no real itch to use it.

      So far, my list includes the careers my family members have chosen. Doctor, Real Estate Developer, Bar Owner, Dentist, and Elite Athlete Coach. None of these appeals to me. I write Journalist on the list and stare at the word. There’s a pull there, of course. It’s what I spent my college years focused on; once upon a time I was all in.

      I got a job working for a paper in Miami when I graduated, but it never felt right to me. As the new guy I was put on the local happenings beat and I’ve covered more births, bar mitzvahs, weddings, and deaths than any one person should have to. When it came right down to it, I couldn’t make it fit.

      My editor suggested perhaps I needed something with more meat, like investigative journalism, but by that time the fire had gone out and the embers were ice cold. I ended up leaving after only a year.

      When I left that job, my girlfriend at the time left me. She said that she didn’t sign up to take care of a guy who had no life path, and she definitely did not enjoy the unpredictable nature of my schedule or my paychecks. After she’d covered our joint rent for the third month in a row, she’d had enough.

      I don’t blame her. You’d think that would have pushed me to adjust and get back on track, but honestly, it really just left me with even less motivation. My last few relationships ended on the same note. Now I’m in this place where I feel like maybe I should get my shit together—give my next relationship a fighting chance before it starts.

      “Are you serving lunch?” The woman’s voice breaks me from my thoughts.

      I blink and turn toward the source of the sound and its like the world stops for a moment.

      She’s got the widest blue eyes. Her dark hair is pulled up on top of her head in a messy knot, and her nose and cheeks are peppered with freckles. She smiles and her whole face draws me in.

      “Lunch? Yeah. Lunch.” I move around the bar toward her. “Sure thing. Sit anywhere. I’ll bring you a menu.”

      We actually don’t open until four o’clock, but there’s no way I am letting this girl leave.
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      I set my laptop and my bag on a table near the bar and stand there, admiring the view. There’s a warm breeze coming in off the ocean. I stop for a moment and let it wash over me, breathing in the salt air. The tide is out and the waves crash in the distance.

      A couple walks hand-in-hand along the shore—she’s laughing at something he said. A pang hits me as I watch them. They seem so relaxed, so… connected. I can’t remember the last time I…

      “Welcome to Griffin’s.” The bartender lifts the flip-up counter and steps outside the bar. “Is this your first time here?” He’s wearing black shorts and a pale pink tee shirt that clings to his broad chest.

      I trace the outline of his pecs, admiring how they press against the thin fabric. “No. But it’s my first time during the day. It’s nice,” I say.

      He grabs a menu from a pocket on the edge of the bar and turns toward me. He smiles again and the corner of his mouth quirks up on one side.

      I take in the contours of his wide, muscled shoulders, his strong hips, his long, toned legs, and then I am right back to his eyes. “Nice view.” I can’t help but smile.

      His grin grows wider. White teeth flash and gray eyes catch the twinkle of the sun dancing on the ocean. He’s aware that I am flirting and he’s apparently enjoying it. He arches his brows and achieves full smolder in an instant. “Yeah, the view’s especially nice today.”

      Oh, sweet heavens. Bridget, you are here to work. The voice in my head tells me what’s supposed to be happening. I know that it’s telling me the truth, but damn, he’s hot, and like I said, I’m starving—in more ways than one.

      I take the menu and hold eye contact for a moment longer and then I glance at the food options. He watches me and I am feeling extremely aware of his stare. I can’t really concentrate with him standing right there so I order a cheeseburger and fries and a beer.

      “Excellent choice.” He is still grinning. He lifts the menu from my grip and quirks his mouth up on one side. It’s one of those things that gives me a glimpse of how he looked when he was a boy. “Coming right up.”

      I watch him walk away and I have to force myself to sit down and open my laptop. “You’re here to work,” I whisper to myself as my thesis document appears on the screen. “Oh look at that, you have plenty of work to do. First, make progress on your thesis and then you can play.” I sit in the chair that has a view of both the bar and the beach, and settle in to work.
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      Holy hell, that is one beautiful woman. It’s all I can do to tap in her order at the computer without turning to look at her again. She seems nice, and she’s one hundred percent, definitely flirting.

      Once the order processes, I pick up the phone to the kitchen and curl around the side of the bar to make sure she won’t overhear. “Hey, yeah it’s Ash at Griffin’s. I just put an order…” I look at my watch; it’s only one o’clock.

      They know I am not open yet, but the kitchen across the way preps the food for us and several of the other places on the cove. I need to call to make sure they know my order isn’t a mistake. “Cheeseburger, yep. Thanks.”

      I pour her an ice water and fish a Dos Equis out of the cooler and pop the cap. I place the drinks on a tray and head back out to her table.

      She’s typing on her computer and has her headphones in. I don’t want to disturb her, but I kinda do at the same time. I want her to look up at me with those eyes again. I want to make her smile.

      “Here you go.” I place the beer and the ice water on the table next to her laptop.

      She pulls her earbud from her ears and looks up at me. “Water too, thanks.”

      “Ah, the water’s on the house,” I say. “Important to stay hydrated, you know.”

      “That’s good of you.” She smiles and looks down as if she’s self-conscious. Her brown hair catches the sun; there’s a bit of red running through it.

      Then she’s back and our eyes meet again. Her eyes are such a vibrant blue they don’t look real. Most blue-eyed people have washed-out blue eyes, or gray, like me. But her eyes are the color of a perfect summer sky without a cloud in sight. And they’re wide… so wide I feel like an intruder when I look at her; like I am seeing too much, getting too close.

      Her accent isn’t quite Midwest, but she’s definitely not from the east coast. The way she says water gives her away.

      “Where are you from?” I ask.

      “Colorado, though I go to school in California right now.” She motions to her laptop.

      “Nice. I have a brother in San Diego.”

      “I’ve never been down there. I’m up at Berkeley.”

      It’s clear that I am already way out of my league here, but I can’t help myself. I like the way she moves her mouth when she talks. “Berkeley’s nice. What are you studying?”

      “Environmental Engineering. I’m working on my thesis.”

      I blow out my breath. Yeah, I am way out of my league. This woman’s got her shit together. “That sounds kind of heavy for Spring Break.”

      She smiles again and I can feel myself grinning. “It’s due the week after I get back. It’s almost done.”

      “How long you here?”

      A whistle behind us interrupts the moment. I turn and nod at Allie, one of the food runners, as she slides the tray with my order onto the bar.

      I poke my thumb over my shoulder. “Your lunch has arrived.”

      “Oh good, I’m starving.”

      I hurry back to the bar and pick up the covered platter and turn. My feet hit a slippery patch on the tile and slide out from under me. It takes a second for me to realize I’m airborne and about to land on my ass as the entire tray of food hurls through the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BRIDGET

      

      

      “Oh shit!” The bartender shouts.

      I look up and watch as his feet fly out in front of him and my lunch spills all over the floor. The plate smashes and the metal plate cover clangs on the tiles like a cymbal. The round black tray rolls away toward the beach like an escaped bicycle tire.

      “Oh, my god!” I hurry over to him. He’s flat on his back, blinking up at the ceiling. “Are you all right?” I look him over, but there isn’t anything obvious that’s injured.

      He squeezes his eyes shut. “Did that really just happen?”

      “Yeah,” I say. I notice a puddle on the floor, seeping from under the bar. “Are you hurt? You hit the ground pretty hard.”

      He tries to sit up, puts his hand down for balance, and hisses in pain. “Damn. I thought I had that leak fixed last night.”

      I move his arm toward me so I can get a better look. I turn it gently to inspect it. His wrist is swelling and the hint of a bruise is already forming.

      Years of ski slope injuries appear in my mind. “I don’t think it’s broken.”

      He cradles his arm against his belly and winces as he reaches for his cell phone in his back pocket. The screen is smashed and slivers of glass spill onto the floor. “Wow.”

      “You did hit pretty hard,” I say. “Sit there. I’ll get ice.” I go behind the bar and find a towel and some ice. When I return he’s smiling.

      “We haven’t properly met. I’m Ash. I’d shake your hand but…” He smiles that quirk again and my belly flutters.

      I hand him the ice and cradle his wrist into place on the towel and hold it there. “I’m Bridget.”

      “Sorry about your lunch, Bridget.” He’s watching me like I might disappear. He smiles again and there’s a dimple on the one side that I didn’t notice before.

      I bite my lip. “I was really hungry, too.”

      “Yeah?” he whispers, watching my mouth. He bites his lip as if mirroring me.

      I nod and look into his eyes. “Starving, actually.”

      “That’s too bad.” He leans toward me and stops, his lips inches from mine. He smells of aftershave and coconut sunscreen.

      I nod again. “Yeah. Too bad.” Then I lean in and close the gap.
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      Her mouth is warm and tentative as she kisses me. First she nips my lower lip, then she presses her mouth fully to mine. I lift my hand to her cheek and wince in pain as I try to lift my wrist.

      She pulls away, panting. “Are you ok?”

      “Yeah.” I nod and lean in and urge her to return to me. I lift my good arm and let the towel of ice fall to the floor.

      Her tongue moves with mine. She tastes faintly of peppermint with a hint of beer. She pulls away again, looking over her shoulder. “We shouldn’t… Your customers…”

      I shake my head and put my good hand on her hip. “We don’t open until four.” I kiss her chin.

      She stands up straight, her eyebrows arched in a question. “Do you always serve people lunch when you’re not open?”

      I shrug. “I didn’t want you to leave.”

      She smiles. “Oh yeah?”

      “Oh yeah.”
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      The voice in my head is beyond confused, but thankfully it’s also fading fast. I know nothing about this guy and I only kind of care about that. Wait, that’s not true. I do know something. I know his name.

      “Ash?” I say.

      “Hmm?” He groans into my neck.

      “What’s your last name?” I ask as if knowing this additional detail will make him less of a stranger and excuse what I know I am about to do.

      “Griffin.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Blaze.”

      “Blaze… like a fire?”

      I nod and lick the corner of his mouth as it curls upward. “Like a fire.”

      “I like it.” He’s on his feet and he’s got his good arm wrapped around me, his hand on the small of my back. We turn and he presses me against the bar. My dress is sheer and underneath I’m wearing only a string bikini. I spread my legs and let him move closer. He grinds his cock against me, sending a thrill through my body that makes delicious heat gush between my legs.

      I moan, wrap one leg around him, and pull him closer.
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      The pain in my wrist is all but forgotten. She’s sending me all the signals and there is no denying the heat between us. Our bodies fit together perfectly, and we move as though we’ve done this together before.

      “Come with me.” I take her by the hand and lead her around the back of the bar to the small cabana office my sister added to the building last year. Inside, there’s a small desk and chair, filing cabinets, and a sofa.

      I open the door and Bridget pulls me inside. Then she’s got me against the wall and her hands are at my waist, opening my shorts.

      Her dress is made of the thinnest material. I untie the laces at her neck and let it slide open, revealing her shoulder and one breast inside a black, string bikini. I kiss her neck and move down to her breast. Her heart is racing against my mouth as I suck the soft skin.

      She shrugs the dress down over her other shoulder and it pools at her feet. I get down on my knees and kiss my way along her abdomen to her navel, then I untie the strings of her little bikini bottom and let it fall to the floor.

      Her scent is intoxicating. I move my mouth over the narrow strip of dark hair, kissing her mound. I part her lips with my tongue and she whimpers, grabbing my hair with both of her hands. She’s so wet, so ready. I let my tongue explore her slick opening until it flicks the tiny pearl of her clitoris.

      She gasps and thrusts forward, parting her thighs, inviting me in.
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      Oh. My. God. The things he does with his mouth are amazing. I feel like I could fall into oblivion, if only my legs would hold me long enough to get there. I use the wall for leverage but I can’t keep my knees from buckling as he goes down on me.

      When my legs turn to jelly again, he shifts and urges me toward the couch. I throw myself on the cushions and he’s there, hands on my knees, pushing them apart.

      I reach down and undo his shorts and take his cock into my hands, stroking the shaft and letting the heat of his skin fill my palms.

      He bends down and moves his tongue between my legs again. His cock slips from my fingers. I bend around to reach for him again, pull him toward me.

      Ash shakes his head. “I don’t have a condom,” he says.

      Who is this guy?  I’m about to tell him that it’s okay, that I am on the pill, but he’s back at it again, sucking and probing and when I come it’s as if there’s a burst of electricity shooting through my entire body, making every hair stand on end.

      I collapse into the couch, heaving. “Not bad for a one-armed man,” I say between breaths.

      “What can I say? I was overcome by you.” He smiles and moves to pull his shorts up.

      I stop him with my hand. “Oh, I don’t think so.”
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      She grabs me by the waist and moves me to sit on the sofa. I ease back into the soft fabric as she kneels in front of me and pulls off my shorts. My cock is standing straight and hard, waiting. She takes me in both hands and squeezes gently, rubbing one hand over the head as the other moves down to my balls.

      Her hands are like velvet on my skin. When she takes me into her mouth, she moans with pleasure. Her hair has fallen from the knot, and it obscures her face. I gather her long locks in my hands and pull them gently aside.

      “I want to watch you,” I whisper.

      She smiles and looks up at me, holding eye contact while she takes my entire length into her mouth.

      Holy shit.
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      I’m back at Tortuga House, showered and dressed, when the girls return from their party boat cruise. My laptop sits open in front of me and I’ve managed exactly zero work on my thesis. Instead, I have been daydreaming about Ash Griffin and the unexpected magic that took place this afternoon.

      I’m surprised at myself; I have never in my life had a one-night or one-afternoon stand like that. I’ve never even had sex on the first date. I can’t believe what I just did and yet, I want to see him again.

      I can’t go back to the bar—that is absolutely not happening. But damn, I can’t get him out of my head. I’ve never had a man put me first like that. Holding back because he didn’t have a condom as well as taking care of my business before his own? No way.

      So much for my vow to make this a working vacation. What does it mean that I broke my promise to myself on the very first day? Present me is very disappointed in past me—disappointed, yes, but only a little because present me is also one hundred percent relaxed and completely satisfied.

      By the time I made him come, Ash’s wrist had ballooned and turned dark purple. Neither one of us wanted to leave, but he had to see a doctor and it made it easier for both of us to slip away without it getting too awkward.

      “Hey, girl! Dinner reservation is in thirty minutes.” Susannah drops into the chair next to me, “So, you’re all smiles, did you have a productive afternoon?”

      I am at a loss for words. She leans into her compact mirror and applies her lipstick, then realizes I haven’t responded. I can feel my face flush.

      She pretends to look stern. “Uh huh. So you skipped out on the party cruise with us and instead you…”

      I close my eyes and swallow, trying to find the words. “So, after you guys left I went to find someplace to grab a burger and get some work done.” I can’t look at her. I concentrate on pulling at a thread on the woven tablecloth.

      “And?”

      My words come out in a rush. “And then I met a guy, and he fell and hurt his wrist, and I had to get him ice, and then we kissed, and then one thing led to another and…” I cover my face with my hands, thrilled, emboldened, and embarrassed all at the same time.

      Susannah’s mouth hangs open. “You? Get out!”
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      Our waiter takes our dinner plates away and we sit around the table, enjoying the night air and the sunset.

      Lizzy looks at me over the top of her dessert menu. “So, we have shared our party cruise down to the tiniest yacht-y detail. What else is there to know about this guy, Bridge?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve told you everything.”

      “You’ve told us his name and that he is a bartender, and that he’s apparently quite skilled in the fine arts… Girl, that’s hardly everything.”

      Rosa sips her wine. “It’s usually Tina who picks up the players… you surprise me, Bridge!”

      Tina tosses her napkin at Rosa. “Thanks a lot! I do not!”

      Rosa’s not having any of it. “Um, excuse me? Sister, please. Let’s see. There was that time in New York with that dancer guy? The one with the fantastic afro, remember? And then the deejay at that club in Miami…”

      Dionne nods. “Yeah, and how about the time in Puerto Rico when you hooked up with that tall dude from the hotel? What was his name?”

      Tina smiles and we all say it together, “Tall Brian!”

      Everyone laughs.

      Rosa rubs my arm. “No judgement, Bridge. It’s just so unexpected.”

      I will myself not to blush. I am a grown woman; there is nothing to be ashamed of.

      Dionne claps her hand on the table. “Well, I’m proud of you, Bridget. Not just for taking my advice. Face it, all work and no play is no fun for anybody.” She raises her glass. “Here’s to more hard work tomorrow!” She winks at me.

      We all raise our glasses. “To more hard work tomorrow!”

      Dionne downs the rest of her wine and stands up. “Let’s go dancing!”
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      Noctámbulo—The Night Owl dance club is an adults-only, after-hours party spot that all of us love. The deejay tonight is playing techno music and the dance floor is crowded with hoards of people bouncing and swaying to the beat.

      I follow Susannah, Tina, and Lizzy to the dance floor, bopping our way through the throng. I pick up the rhythm and dance-walk, feeling free and light. Dionne and Rosa squeeze in behind me and we let the music take us.
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      After the hospital, I stop by the bank to make the bar’s deposit. Luis usually takes care of the money, but it’s right down the street and I figure I’ll do my part.

      My wrist is in a soft cast. Bridget was right; it isn’t broken, but it’s pretty badly sprained. I head back to the bar to check in with Luis before I head out for the night.

      Bridget mentioned that she and her friends were going dancing after dinner. I’ve decided to take advantage of my night off to be in the right place at the right time so I can bump into her accidentally-on-purpose.

      When I get to Griffin’s, the bar has about a dozen customers and Luis is nowhere to be found. The phone is ringing. Something about the scene raises my hackles.

      I step behind the bar and do a lap to check on everyone. Most of the customers had recently been served, but two people had been left waiting while Luis was gone. I get them sorted and head back to the cabana office. When I get to the door, Luis is coming out and another guy is walking off toward the beach. Luis seems surprised to see me.

      “Hey. We’ve got customers,” I say.

      He claps me on the back and walks back to the bar. “Ash. How the arm?”

      “Just a sprain. I’ll live.”

      He keeps walking. “That’s good news. Good news.”

      “Who was that guy?” I ask, following him around the building.

      “Hmm? Oh, him?” He waves the thought away. “He’s nobody. Don’t worry about it.” He lifts the flip counter and steps behind the bar, then makes his way to the phone. He picks it up and speaks for a moment before holding it out for me. “It’s Annie.”

      I take the phone from him. “Hi, Annie.”

      “Ash, oh, I am so glad I caught you.” She sounds breathless and worried.

      “What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”

      “What? Yeah. I got nervous when nobody answered the phone. I called your cell.”

      “I smashed the screen today. Like, obliterated it on the tile. I’m going to have to get a new one. What did you want to talk to me about?” I watch Luis do the rounds at the bar.

      Everything seems normal. I hear the baby squealing close to the phone. “How’s my nephew doing?”

      “He’s great. Amazing. Exhausting.” She soothes the baby with a murmur. “All right, Ash. I have my hands full here. Talk to you tomorrow, ok?”

      “Yup.” I hang up and drop the phone into the charger base. “Luis!” I call across the bar. “I’m out.”

      He waves goodbye. “Adiós! See you tomorrow.”

      Whatever weird vibe I got when I first arrived is gone. I take the steps two at a time and hop off the deck onto the beach. The path toward Bridget’s resort is dotted with small lamps on low stakes sticking out of the sand. I look over my shoulder in the direction I saw the guy with Luis heading. There’s nothing in that direction but a stand of palm trees and then darkness until the low lamps pick up the path heading in the other direction to the pier.

      I shrug off the questions and continue ahead, toward the resort and the possibility of seeing Miss Bridget Blaze again.
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      Music fills the air. I can feel the bass thrumming through my chest. We’ve been dancing for an hour at least and I don’t want this night to end. It’s still before midnight and I’m afraid that when tomorrow comes, everything that happened today with Ash will fade.

      I think about this afternoon and the electricity I had with him… it seems almost unreal now, so strange to have just added that on to an otherwise ordinary day. It’s not like I wake up and go out and hook up with random people on a regular basis.

      I stop myself. Rewind my thoughts.

      I’m not being entirely honest about what happened today. It wasn’t just a hookup—calling it that demeans it. We had something more between us than just the most amazing sex ever, didn’t we? It felt deeper than that, more solid, a flash connection…

      Thinking of him brings a smile to my face. I definitely want to see him again, but I can’t just show up at his bar like a needy puppy. As much as spontaneous sex is not me, chasing a man is even further away from who I am. No, if I am meant to see Ash Griffin again, it’s going to happen without me going back to his bar.

      Tina touches my shoulder and shouts over the music. “I need a drink!”

      I nod and watch as she walks off. The song changes and the beat shifts, and my body responds as if on its own. I throw my arms up, twisting to the music. Closing my eyes, I imagine Ash’s hands on my body. I run my hands over my belly, down my hips, and pretend he’s here as I get lost in the music.

      In my mind his hands are on me, holding me to him as we move to the beat. He squeezes me with his fingers and presses my body against him, pushing his leg between mine. Dear Lord. Just thinking about him sends a rush of heat between my legs. I’m having a wet fantasy in the middle of the dance floor just thinking about him.

      Affinity. That’s what we had. The word pops into my head. Ash and I shared an instant spark that brought us together. I bend my knees and lower myself down and let my hands caress my legs, my thighs, over my waist and breasts and up to my throat. My skin is alive under my touch. I wish Ash were here so I could explore more of this thing—this affinity that drew me to him.

      When I open my eyes, I feel like I am dreaming. I must be, because Ash Griffin is standing on the edge of the dance floor right in front of me. I wonder how long he’s been there, if he’s been watching me. I feel my skin flush hot thinking he saw me imagine him.

      I blink. Can it really be him? The club is dark and there’s a haze from the smoke machine, and the strobing lights make it hard to see much detail. I stare at him and notice a cast on his wrist. He sees me watching him and smiles that lopsided quirk.
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      She moves to the music like it’s part of her. Her eyes are closed and her arms turn and curl around her while her hands caress her body. I wonder what she’s thinking about right now.

      Her hair is pulled up in a knot again, and she’s wearing a slip dress that barely covers her thighs. Her skin glistens in the glow of the club lights.

      I can’t look away.

      When she opens her eyes, she’s facing in my direction, but I can’t tell if she sees me. Her arms stop moving and fall to her sides and she stands still. Yeah, she’s definitely spotted me, now. There’s a moment where I think she isn’t sure, but then recognition comes over her face and she smiles.

      Relief runs through me and I realize I was holding my breath. What if she didn’t want to see me again? I take a step toward her as the music changes. The tempo increases and the crowd starts to bounce in time with the synthesizer.

      She moves in my direction.

      We meet on the dance floor and the crowd envelops us, taking us in and absorbing us into the mass.

      She gets up on her tip toes and leans against me, hands on my chest, her mouth near my ear. “What are you doing here?” She has to shout over the din.

      The smile on her face tells me that she’s glad I came.

      I bend to her ear. “I had to see you again.”

      “Dance with me!” She throws her arms up and sways to the beat. I move with her, bouncing and grinding, following her lead. She presses her back against me and the scent of her brings me to this afternoon and the incredible time we had together at the bar.

      After the second song transitions to the third, she grabs my arm and pulls me off the dance floor, leading me to the patio outside. The door swings shut and the music fades to a low roar. It takes a second for my hearing to adjust.

      “I didn’t expect to see you again.” She moves to a small metal table with two chairs and sits down.

      I take the seat opposite her. “Yeah. You said you and your friends were going dancing tonight. I figured it was worth a shot.”

      She lifts my cast. “Is it broken after all?” My fingers rest on her palm. She doesn’t pull away.

      “Just a bad sprain.”

      “Oh good. You’ll be back to work in no time.” She traces each of my fingers with hers.

      “Yeah.” I take her hand. “How is it possible that we only met today? I feel like I’ve known you much longer. Is that weird?”

      She lets her fingers weave with mine. “With someone else, maybe.” She crinkles her nose and whispers. “I feel the same way. And I also feel kind of funny about that.”

      “Yeah, me too. That’s why I came to find you. I was worried I’d creep you out showing up like this, but I didn’t want to let you slip away after… after…”

      “After such an amazing afternoon?” She finishes my thought.

      “Exactly. But as amazing as it was, it wasn’t enough. I want more.”

      She blushes and looks away. Then she shakes her head. “I can’t leave, my friends and I have a thing… we stay together when we’re out.”

      “No. I didn’t mean… I didn’t mean that. I want to talk. I want to know more about you. I feel like we did things backwards.”

      She smiles and holds my gaze a moment. “Ok. What do you want to know?”

      “I—I don’t know… um… Your work today. What are you writing your thesis on?”

      She leans back in her chair and laughs. “You ready? It’s not for the faint of heart.”

      “Lay it on me,” I say.

      She takes a deep dramatic breath. “Arguments for Implementing Sustainability Programs in Large-Scale Hospitality Applications.” She waits for my reaction. “It’s ok, most people glaze right over when I start talking about it.”

      “No. No… it’s interesting, actually. Working here I know that the trash situation is out of control. What kinds of things make a resort more sustainable? Recycling and water restrictions?”

      She sits up straight, excited. “It’s all kinds of things. The hospitality industry is a huge strain on the environment, both in terms of pollution as well as what they consume. But there are ways to change everything to make the impact less harmful. And I mean just about everything. From energy and water conservation to ensuring they use all natural and ethically sourced bath and cleaning products, dining options based on which food sources make the most sense, textiles for decor and bedding, even the room keys can be made of natural and bio-degradable materials instead of plastics.” She pauses and then covers her face. “Oh my god, I am rambling. I am so sorry.”

      I pull her hands away. “No. It’s fantastic. It’s nice to see that you’re so passionate. I am actually really interested in all of it. What got you interested in that?”

      We talk for the rest of the night, holding hands, our feet touching under the table. She tells me more about her thesis and how her family’s business got her interested in all of it.

      I tell her about my family and my sister and her baby and how that brought me here for the bar. She asks me about journalism and the fact that I don’t use my degree, and for the first time in my life, I don’t feel self-conscious sharing any of it.

      She doesn’t judge me; she is just interested, curious, and positive. I tell her about Derek and the wake-up call his death has given me, and how I’m struggling to figure things out.

      By the end of the night, we don’t even realize that the music has stopped. Bridget and I are engrossed in conversation and the rest of the world seems far, far away. When her friends come to find her, she seems as surprised as I am at the interruption.

      “We’ve been looking all over for you!” A tall blonde woman says.

      Bridget clutches her friend’s hand. “Susannah, hey. Sorry. I… um… This is Ash.”

      “Ash from this afternoon at the bar Ash?” She gapes at us. “I’ve heard so much about you.” She flashes a wicked grin.
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        * * *

      

      I walk with Bridget back to her condo. Her friends are a few yards ahead, giving us some privacy. When we get to the fork in the path that leads to her door, I stop and take her hand.

      “This was really nice. Can I see you again?” I know she’s here for the rest of the week and I want to get as much time as I can with her before she leaves.

      She smiles and bites her lip. “What about tomorrow? Breakfast?”

      “That sounds perfect. I’ll meet you here… at seven?”

      “Seven.” She nods and pulls me close.

      I kiss her and it’s sweet and slow. She places her hand on my chest and I cup the back of her head in my hand. I like the way she feels moving against me. When the kiss ends it’s like the perfect way to end the evening. “Goodnight, Bridget.”

      “Goodnight, Ash. I am glad you came to find me.”

      “Me too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BRIDGET

      

      

      The next morning, Ash meets me at the fork in the path. He’s got a single white rose in his hand and he’s made reservations at a fancy brunch place. He takes my hand and we walk along the beach, past the cove and Griffin’s Sand Bar.

      “What will you do when your sister comes back?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about that. I wonder if I should start writing again. Build up a portfolio and see if I can’t get some freelance gigs to start.”

      “That’s exciting!”

      “Yeah. I have a few more weeks to go. Who knows. It’s hard to figure out what to write about.”

      “Maybe the right story will just land in your lap, you never know.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice? I could use a little bit of instant life-purpose.”

      I stop walking and pull his arm until he turns around. “You know, you keep talking about yourself like you’re not living up to your full potential. I mean, I get it, you’re coasting a bit right now, not sure what you want. But I look at you and I see how lucky you are. You have the space to find your path. You have the time to come down here and help your sister out for weeks at a time… that’s not a flaw in your life, that’s a quality. You ask me? I say that’s a blessing.”

      He smiles and shakes his head. “You’re really something, Bridget. Thank you. I can’t remember ever being able to share all of this with someone and not feel like a total loser. Most people I meet have everything figured out by now.”

      “You’re not most people, Ash. I think you’re going to do something great.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “It doesn’t have to change the world to be something great, you know. It just has to mean something to you. And most times, when you find something meaningful, it’s also something that makes a difference, too. That’s what makes things great.”

      “You’re so optimistic. I need some of that.”

      “Careful, I hear it’s contagious.”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, we walk back along the shore and stop at Griffin’s bar.

      “This is me,” he says.

      “Yes, it is.” I rock on my bare feet and smile up at him. “Thank you for a lovely morning.”

      “Thank you for joining me. Want to do it again tomorrow?” He kisses me once, a quick peck. “And the next day.” He kisses me again. “And the next… wait, how many more days are you in town?”

      “Three more breakfasts.” I get up on my toes and plant a good one on him.

      “What do you say? I won’t have another night off while you’re here, but breakfast is always open.”

      “I’d really like that. And it still gives me time to work and time with my friends at night.”

      “Then it’s a date. Tomorrow. Same time, same place.” He backs away, watching me, letting my hand fall from his grasp when he gets too far to hang on.

      I press the rose to my nose and spin on my heels and continue along the beach path back to the house.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ASH

      

      

      I feel like I am floating to the bar. I don’t know when I’ve ever felt this good about anything. Not just about Bridget, but life… my future. There’s a tiny fire inside me and it’s finally urging me to do something real.

      I head to the cabana office and when I get to the door, Luis is there with that guy from last night. Just like last time, the hairs on my neck stand on end.

      “Hey!” I call after the guy.

      He doesn’t turn around, but instead double-times it and keeps walking away like he hadn’t heard me. But we both know he did.

      I push open the office door. “Luis, who was that guy? What was he doing here?”

      “Ash, hey. Nothing. He’s—”

      “Yeah, he’s nobody. You said that last night when he was here too. I didn’t believe you then and I definitely don’t believe you now. What gives?” I drop myself onto the sofa. “Is everything all right?”

      Luis lowers himself into the desk chair and rubs his face. “Annie made me swear to keep you out of it.”

      The mention of my sister’s name sends alarms through my head. “Annie? What’s going on, Luis? You might as well tell me, or I’ll just find out some other way.”

      He looks up at the ceiling and leans the chair all the way back.

      “He’s with the policia—a cop. He was here to pick up a payment.”

      “Payment? For what?”

      “Ah, your sister is going to kill me for telling you.”

      “I won’t tell her it was you.”

      “You forget we’re talking about Annie.” He sighs heavily. “Last year, the mando único—the police—started a task force to stop corruption with the sanitation department in Cancún. Trash is big business at the resorts and there are lots of crazy rules. Then all the sudden, these inspectors start coming by. Checking to see if we have this bogus form or that non-existent license or what have you. We pay them, they go away.” He shrugs as if that’s all there is to say.

      “So that cop… he’s part of the task force?”

      Luis nods. “He runs the task force.”

      “But wait, you said he was here for a payment.”

      “Yeah. He also runs the inspectors.”

      I whistle. “So the whole thing’s a scam? That guy was here for a shakedown?”

      “That’s about the size of it, yeah.” He looks ashamed and beaten down.

      “Why did he come back today if he was already here last night?”

      “Yeah, about that. Thanks for making the bank deposit for me. There wasn’t enough cash on hand last night to pay the dude.”

      “Oh man, I didn’t know.”

      “I know. You weren’t meant to know anything about it. Your sister’s got everything under control. She wanted you to have nothing to do with any of it.”

      I can’t believe this is happening. “What about other cops? Isn’t there someone you can call? Escalate it to the chief or something?”

      “You don’t understand. The police in Cancún—it’s the federal, state, and local police all rolled into one. They work together.”

      “And?”

      “And that guy?” He points at the window. “He works with the new chief.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
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        * * *

      

      I spend the rest of the morning at the computer researching the local paper’s website and after a few hours, I have a list of reporters at the Yucatan Times who’ve covered anything to do with sanitation, salvage, or police corruption. It looks like there are three reporters who cover the main stories.

      I call the paper and leave a message with each of their voice mails, telling them I’m a reporter investigating and trying to get an idea of how the sanitation scheme works down here.

      By the time I’m done, it’s lunch time and I have only a couple of hours before I have to open the bar.

      I close the laptop and leave my notebook on the desk and lock up the cabana office. I tuck the keys into my pocket, turn around, and everything goes black.

      Huge hands punch me in the stomach. I double over, clutching at my abdomen.

      Someone grabs my neck, pulls me to the side. “We hear you’re making calls you shouldn’t be making,” a male voice whispers in my ear.

      Rough hands grab my arms and pull them behind my back. They cinch plastic tie wraps over my wrists, pulling them awkwardly away from my body as one of them forces me forward. “The boss would like a word with you.”

      Then I’m lifted off my feet and tossed into the back of a truck. I hear the sliding door slam down and the air goes from normal to sweltering in seconds. I lay down on my side and try to calm my breathing.

      This isn’t going to be good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BRIDGET

      

      

      I wake while it’s still dark. I get dressed and hurry down to the beach to catch the sunrise. It’s a ritual I’ve had since I was a little kid. Whenever I’m about to embark on some new path, I set my alarm and make sure to get up to watch the sunrise so I can make a wish on the biggest star in the sky.

      There is something magical about starting the first new day of the new thing in the exact moment the day begins. My dad calls them my Big Star Plans, and today it feels right to mark my hopes for me and Ash.

      I know we just met but I really feel like I’m starting something with him. Something that feels real and has potential. Yeah, we kinda started it off backward with sex first and dating second, but that doesn’t seem to matter at all. He’s special, and I think he thinks I’m special too.

      A large cruise ship is the only bright spot on the dark horizon. It inches along, the light from the decks reflecting off the black water. I look at my phone. It’s only about half an hour until sunrise, and then another hour after that until I get to see Ash again. I can’t shake this feeling that something really good is beginning with us. Thinking about him makes my belly flutter.

      I lay my blanket on the cool sand and sit down to wait for the sun.
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        * * *

      

      It’s ten after seven and there’s no sign of Ash. I’m standing at the end of the path and starting to make excuses for him. Maybe he overslept. Maybe he forgot. But it doesn’t take long before the other voice creeps in. Maybe he had no intention of coming. Maybe I got it all wrong.

      By twenty after I give up and head back to the house. My friends are all awake now and heading to the beach so I change into my bikini and wrap, grab my hat, and join them.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        FRIDAY

      

      

      The next morning, I decide to give Ash the benefit of the doubt and I am at the fork in the path at seven. This time I only give him ten minutes before I head back inside. I feel like a fool for believing anything he said. But really I’m just confused. He seemed genuine.

      I didn’t get the player vibe off him at all. The girls think he was leading me on, but toward what? It’s not like he was looking to get in my pants… he already got that. I don’t understand.

      Susannah joins me at the table with a bloody Mary. “Why don’t you go to him?  Walk up to that bar and tell him he’s an Ash-hole.”

      I smile but I want to defend him; he isn’t an asshole. Is he?

      Should I go to the bar? Part of me really wants to. But I am still stuck on how wrong I got everything. I really thought there was something legit between us. If I go to the bar and he’s a jerk to me, I just don’t know if I can face that.

      I had my hopes up. I wished on the sunrise.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SATURDAY

      

      

      Well, this is it; our last few hours in Cancún. My flight leaves at three and I need to be up at the main pavilion to check out and get the shuttle around noon. I pack up my suitcase and slip my computer into my bag, shaking my head. I can’t believe I let this whole week slip by without getting any work done.

      After Ash stood me up, I wallowed in umbrella drinks and hung out with the girls instead of working. That means I have only this coming week to really bear down. I can’t believe I let a guy wreck my plans.

      I roll my suitcase to the living room and Susannah’s waiting for me.

      “I think you need to go see him. Tell him goodbye, if nothing else. You won’t be able to let this go if you leave with everything up in the air like this. Besides, he doesn’t get to just ghost you like that. Who does he think he is?”

      I take a deep breath. “You’re right. I need to know what happened.”

      “Come on, I’ll walk with you.”
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        * * *

      

      The beach cove is busy with television crews setting up for some event. Ash mentioned how the reality shows put on games here over Spring Break, but I’ve never seen one in person. It looks like fun.

      I step up to the bar and look around, but nobody’s here. I knock on the door to the office and wait, but there’s no answer

      I shrug at Susannah. She’s standing in the sand, waiting for me.

      Damn him. It isn’t fair that I don’t get to have a say in how this goes down. “I’m going to leave a note,” I call to Susannah.

      I fish around the bar and find a pad and pen. I think about what to say and it all falls flat. I don’t want to yell at him.

      
        
        I missed you the past few days.

        Ghosting doesn’t suit you.

        - Bridget

      

      

      I add my phone number and tear the page from the pad. Then I grab a glass from the bar and use it as a paperweight, leaving my note next to the register.

      Well, that’s all I can do, I guess.

      I head back to Susannah and she puts her arm around me.

      “Feel better?” she asks.

      “Not really.” I lean my head on her shoulder and we walk away.

      “Well, at least you tried. You’ll be glad you did.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know. I just want to go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BRIDGET

        ONE WEEK LATER

      

      

      I’m leaving my adviser’s office after our final meeting before I defend my thesis in front of the committee. I’m pretty sure I have the content down cold, but I want to review the last few changes with her and make sure my paper meets all the technical requirements before I turn it in. I’ve been holed up in my apartment for days, forcing myself to give my paper one hundred and ten percent—the time I missed on vacation caught up with me. It’s hard to believe I’m almost finished.

      I close the office door and head back to my apartment. When I get to my building, I stop short and gasp.

      Ash is standing on the sidewalk outside my building. He’s got two black eyes, a bandage over his right eyebrow, and his soft wrist cast has been replaced with a hard one that goes all the way up past his elbow.

      “Ash? What are you doing here?”

      He smiles and his mouth quirks up on the one side. “I’m sorry. I’m late for our date. You won’t believe what happened.”

      All the comebacks I have rehearsed in the shower all week fall away. He looks pitiful. He also looks really happy to see me.

      “You came all this way just to take me to breakfast?”

      He nods and gives me that smile again. “Yeah. I would have come yesterday, but it took forever to figure out your address. I had to lie to the registrar and tell her that I was your brother and I was in an accident and lost your address when I lost my phone.”

      “Really? I am a little alarmed that it was so easy.”

      “Don’t be. I was very convincing.” He pulls me to him, his fingers on my hips. “I was desperate to see you.”

      I look up at him. “When you didn’t show up I convinced myself that you weren’t interested. That I misread everything.”

      “Are you kidding me? I haven’t stopped thinking about you since that first day.”

      “Me too.”

      “Thank god you left that note. When Luis saw it he started looking for me. He had no idea anything was wrong.”

      “What happened?”

      “You saved my life.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ASH

      

      

      When Bridget appears outside of her apartment, I feel like I might pass out. Between pain meds and travel and how the sight of her sends my heart racing, I have to fight to stay on my feet.

      The guys who took me were thugs working for the police. Apparently, when I took the bank deposit with me the day I went to the hospital, I messed up the routine. Luis usually handles the bank stuff, and by doing him a favor and running that errand, I inadvertently took all the cash away a day too soon. When the chief’s guy showed up to collect, the money was gone.

      They assumed I was trying to hold out. Since my sister was away, they figured I wasn’t going to play ball.

      They beat the shit out of me and broke my arm. I’m pretty sure they were going to kill me. That is until my sister showed up with a bag of cash and a promise to keep making payments if they let me go. She had to convince them I wasn’t working against them.

      During the car ride home, Annie tried to explain the connections between the tourism trade and the infrastructure that makes the country run. “Sanitation, salvage, recycling, trash—it’s a huge industry all over the world, and Cancún is no exception. It’s just the way it is right now. Before this chief it was one of the federal guys. Before him it was whichever cartel was on top. Organized crime is growing down here, it’s not going anywhere. You can fight, or you can play along. I love it down here, but there’s always someone with their hand out.”

      Once the doctors gave me the all-clear, I was on the first plane home.

      Standing here looking at Bridget, I realize how lucky I am and how important it was for me to get here to see her. That alone shows me how much has changed for me. “You saved my life.”

      She smiles and kisses me slowly. “I am so glad you’re here. How long are you in town?”

      I touch my forehead to hers. “Actually, I was hoping to talk to you about that… over breakfast.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      She pulls me toward her door. “How about you come inside and we see what comes up?” She shoots me an eyebrow.

      “You need to be gentle, I’m not at full strength yet.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I know just what you need.”

      She leads me inside and as the door closes behind us I feel like the life that came before this moment is done and I’m about to embark on a new path. This new life is one with passion, and purpose, and most importantly, Bridget Blaze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ONE YEAR LATER

        ASH

      

      

      I toss the magazine on Bridget’s desk, and wait for her get off the phone. The headline on the glossy cover features a collage of images of a generic beach hotel, palm trees, and a landfill. The entire thing is covered with dollar signs. Emblazoned over the image is the headline in red letters:

      
        
        Corruption in Cancún: Dirty Business

      

      

      The piece is the culmination of my work over the past year. Since my kidnapping. Since meeting Bridget.

      I reached out to my old boss at the paper in Miami, and with his help, I pitched it to several media outlets. This magazine and its cable news arm signed on to sponsor my research and gave me the resources to support me while I worked to bring it all together.

      Annie said she was behind me one hundred percent, but that she was worried about my safety. That’s laughable considering she’s still living down there where it all went down. But she’s married to a guy who’s pretty connected and she’s got an understanding with the chief.

      “You’ve blown the lid off, Ash. This story is now too high profile; they won’t be coming for me. They don’t want revenge; all they want is money.”

      Bridget and I moved to Colorado after she graduated. She opened up shop in Blaze Corporation’s main building where she’s consulting with her family’s resorts on implementation of sustainability initiatives. Her programs are starting to get some traction and now she’s reaching out to other organizations as well. It feels like a movement.

      I watch her on the phone. Her passion for her work is clear to anyone she meets. Passion like that was always so foreign to me, so unattainable. But now, everything is changed and I owe it all to her.

      She hangs up the phone and picks up the magazine. “Oh, Ash. You did it!” She gets up and comes around her desk to where I am standing. “I am so proud of you.”

      “I feel like I owe it all to you,” I say.

      She drapes an arm over my shoulder. “No way. This was all you.” She kisses me and smiles, and I want to stand there forever with her in my arms.

      “I’m serious.” I lift her arm from my shoulder and hold her hand. “Before I met you, I was up to nothing. I had no plan, no purpose. No fire. But then you came along and you made that seem all right. You didn’t judge me, you didn’t see me as a loser.”

      “Ash…”

      “No, it’s true. But after the kidnapping and everything, when I thought I wanted to do something about what happened, you didn’t tell me to hide or run away. You saw a fire in me and you encouraged me, even though you knew it was scary.”

      I get down on my knee. “Bridget Blaze, you saved my life. Because of you, I am here today. But not just alive… I am living a life of meaning and purpose, and most of all, love.”

      She’s got tears in her eyes, and a smile on her face. She wasn’t expecting this, and that makes me even happier.

      “I can’t imagine what my life would be like today without you. I don’t want to even think about it.” I pull a tiny velvet box from my pocket and open it for her. “Bridget, will you marry me?”

      She looks at the ring and then takes my face in her hands. “Oh my god, Ash! Yes!” She gets down on her knees and kisses me between her words. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Second Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANOTHER YEAR LATER

        BRIDGET

      

      

      

      After a whirlwind romance, a kidnapping, and an explosive exposé in a national publication, I would have thought that Ash and I would settle into a quiet, unassuming life with lots of low-key everything. But sometimes I wonder if our relationship was born under a restless moon or something, because our lives have been anything but quiet. If fact, it seems everything we do brings with it it’s own special kind of chaos.

      And our next adventure is no exception.

      I remember the exact moment we learned what was coming.

      “Three?” Ash looks pale as he swallows and echoes the doctor’s words during the ultrasound.

      “That’s right.” He moves the wand to capture everything on the screen. “Here you can see beating heart number one, and here, number two, and way over here, number three.” He smiles at Ash and then at me. “Congratulations, you two. You’re going to have your hands full.”

      “Three,” Ash whispers, his mind probably moving in a million directions at once.

      I keep shifting my gaze between the screen and Ash. Triplets. The word ripples through me, raising excitement and dread and fear and worry before rounding back onto excitement once more. Three babies.

      Then I just throw my head back and laugh. “We seriously don’t know how to do anything low key.”

      Ash grabs my hand and kisses it. “Three!”
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        * * *

      

      Fast forward six and a half months. We’re at the hospital, and they’re rolling me in to the operating room for my scheduled c-section. The babies are all doing great, but I am one tired mama.

      We’ve done everything we could possibly do to get the house ready, and aside from three bassinets, and stocking up on triple inventory of everything, it hasn’t been too crazy preparing, to the surprise of both of us.

      Once they get me prepped, they bring Ash in and he touches my arm. “This is it. The last moments when it’s just the two of us.” He bends and kisses my forehead. “Are you ready?”

      I smile at his excitement. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

      “So, what about Matthew, Charlotte, and Axel,” he says, continuing the on-going debate about the names for our two sons and daughter. None of the names either of us has proposed has felt right. We have gone over family names, friends, our own names, the doctor’s names and now we’re going totally random, searching for the ones that feel right.

      I shake my head. “Not sure. I think we should wait to meet them.”

      He smiles. “Won’t be long now.”
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        * * *

      

      The room is dark and quiet. I open my eyes and look around, expecting to find myself alone. The monitors next to my bed blink and flash, my IV drips fluids, and I feel a contented sleep coming back over me. I am just about to close my eyes when I realize Ash is sitting in the rocking chair with three tiny bundles cradled in his arms.

      He is whispering to our babies, talking to them in the softest voice.

      “And what about you? Do you think you’ll be a lawyer or a musician, or what about an adventurer? Maybe you’ll climb Everest.” One of the bundles coos and I see a flash of tiny fingers arching upward.

      “And what about you, baby girl? You have your mother’s mouth, you know. It curves down right at the bottom there, exactly like that. Do you think you’ll be an astronaut or a painter, or maybe you’ll be the one to climb Everest.”

      He bends to kiss each of their heads and then leans back and sighs, a huge smile on his face.

      Happiness blooms inside me and spills out of my eyes. I can see it so clearly; he’s going to be an amazing father.

      “You talk to them so sweetly,” I whisper.

      His eyes meet mine and he grins. “Hey,” he whispers. “How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?” He adjusts the baby bundles and gets up, holding all three of them in his huge arms. He comes over to me and hands one of the boys to me. “I can’t get enough of them. They are so amazing. You’re amazing, Bridge.”

      I pull the swaddling down so I can see his tiny face. I can see Ash in the shape of his eyes and the brow line. “Have they told you what they want to be when they grow up?”

      He just smiles and shakes his head, handing me our daughter. She has his chin with the tiny cleft in the center.

      “They aren’t very talkative right now. I think they’re being shy about it—not ready to discuss anything in detail.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      He keeps holding our third son and sits on the bed next to me. “Look at them, Bridge. I mean, just look at them.”

      We stare at our triplets and then each other, and when he smiles, I see a tear spill over onto his cheek.

      He shakes his head. “I had no idea I could ever be this happy. I love you, Bridget. I love you, and our babies, and our big, crazy life.”

      “It’s about to get a whole lot crazier,” I say.

      He smiles. “It’s going to be so great.”
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            More Spring Breakers Stories…

          

        

      

    

    
      Is it getting hot in here?

      We sure hope so! It’s Spring Break season, and your favorite Flirt Club authors have put together some steamy, short stories about sexy times in the sun! So grab a piña colada and take a break while we heat things up for you. We promise you will get hot and bothered with our hunky heroes!

      Sun, sin, and string bikinis… everything’s going down.

      
        
        Sign up for the FLIRT CLUB NEWSLETTER

        and never miss another moment of fun!

      

      

      

      Spring Break Baby Burrito by Frankie Love

      Spring Break Breaking Bad by Alexis Adaire

      Spring Break Delish by Laney Powell

      Spring Break Double Take by Angel Devlin

      Spring Break Heartache by Dee Ellis

      Spring Break Left Behind by Olivia Hawthorne

      Spring Break Navy Seal by Sierra Hill

      Spring Break Secret Baby by Tracy Lorraine

      Spring Break Surprise by Fiona Starr

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            May: His Violet

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      His Violet: A May Flowers Short Story

      Copyright © 2019 by Fiona Starr

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dear readers,

        Thank you for continuing to share how you’re enjoying these fun short stories.

        

        Please help others readers find our stories by leaving a review and spreading the word!

        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        First Epilogue

      

      
        Second Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        More May Flowers Short Stories…

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLIE

      

      

      The first time I laid eyes on Violet Duchenne, there was a spark. It was one of those things… it rang through me in that moment when our eyes met. We were in Freshman Orientation—the A-through-E group—and she sat next to me in the university’s lecture hall.

      She had leaned over in her chair to get something out of her bag which was on the floor, and her long brown hair had fallen off her back to hang over her shoulder. When she sat up, her hair fanned the air, filling it with the scent of fruit and flowers and sunshine. I inhaled deeply, taking in as much as I could.

      “Your hair smells amazing,” I whispered over the instructor who was droning on about the dining hall.

      She flinched, clearly startled, but she didn’t say anything. When she looked at me and our eyes met, my heart flipped and it was like something in the air snapped me to attention. Maybe time stopped… maybe not… I don’t know. It was over in a flash, but we definitely had a moment—or at least I did.

      First, she turned toward me as if she wasn’t sure I was talking to her. Then, when she met my gaze, her brown eyes locked with mine and her lips parted. She gasped and then the magical part was over. After that her face turned pale; she seemed to cringe a little, then she lifted a hand to shield her eyes and leaned over so her hair formed a curtain, blocking me from view.

      I remember being stunned; I’d never had that effect on a woman before. I mean, it’s not like girls throw themselves at me, but I do all right, and I can definitely tell when I’m not wanted so I took her cue and turned my attention back to the lecture.

      That was two years ago. I had a couple of classes with her freshman and sophomore year, and I know we made eye contact sometimes, but I never got another opportunity to talk to her. She always seems to sit on the opposite side of the room from me and rush out at the end of class. But out of those few classes, Violet Duchenne disappeared.

      Until today.

      I step through the doors of the university’s library with a list of topics I need for a project in my Human Behavior class. Normally, I would go online and research everything that way, but we have to cite all these sources and I don’t trust the Internet to provide one-hundred percent reliable information.

      The air inside the library is cool and the main room smells of wood polish and dust. I know already that I’m out of my league when it comes to locating specific books on the shelves, so I head right to the research desk at the back of the building.

      I place my list on the white marble counter and wait for the librarian to notice me waiting. When she finally turns around, I can’t believe my eyes.

      “Violet Duchenne.” Her name falls from my lips and the people working at the table behind me send an angry shh in my direction. I turn and try to look apologetic. “Sorry,” I half-mouth, half-whisper.

      When I turn back, Violet’s eyes are as big as saucers.
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        VIOLET

      

      

      

      Oh. My. God. Charlie Blaze stands at the help desk with a smile on his face that’s exactly like the one I remember. The sun beams in through the glass doors behind him, surrounding him with a buttery halo so bright I wouldn’t be surprised if a choir of angelic children appeared out of thin air and burst into song.

      I’ve imagined this moment so many times, and so many different ways, it takes a minute for me to catch up with reality. I’m overcome with a mental montage of the fantasy scenarios I’ve written in the pages of my diary over the last couple of years.

      But he doesn’t leap over the counter and take me in his bulging arms, caressing my cheek as he professes his undying love for me. He doesn’t take my hand and kiss his way up my arm to my lips telling me that my hair smells amazing as his gray eyes drink me in. He doesn’t tear my dress off, and…

      I force myself to swallow and I realize I’m gaping at him like an idiot. He is actually here. Charlie Blaze is here. In my library. At the desk where I work. Looking right at me.

      “Violet Duchenne.” My name moves from his mouth through the air and when it hits me, my skin breaks out in gooseflesh. I can’t breathe. I need to get out of here.

      He turns to apologize to some people behind him, and I feel like maybe I can escape. I could drop to the floor and crawl away while he’s not looking… pretend I was never here. But he turns around again and I know that I’m like a deer in the headlights… frozen and unsure. I have never had one before, but I imagine this is what an out-of-body experience must feel like.

      He smiles that smile again. “I’m Charlie Blaze. We met at—”

      “Freshman orientation, I remember.” My words rush over his in a jumble and I feel stupid and awkward. I also remember him from Freshman Economics, English Lit, Sophomore Civics, Comparative Religion, and the first two classes of Creative Writing that he must have dropped since he never came back. I don’t think there is a way to tell him any of this without sounding like a deranged stalker, so I decide to just keep it all to myself.

      “Yeah. Orientation. That’s right.” He runs his hand through his brown hair and bends his head, rubbing the back of his neck. When he looks up at me with a thousand-watt smolder, I know I’m going to be up late tonight adding the next installment to my diary. Holy shitballs—I have always thought he was good looking, but he’s downright dreamy in the flesh.

      The thought hits me like a splash of water in my face. Of course he’s dreamy. He’s always been dreamy. You know this Violet. You also know that he’s with Phoebe McEntire and not at all interested in you. What would a guy like Charlie Blaze have in common with a wallflower like you? It’s not that he’s here to ask you out or anything… he’s clearly here for help with school work.

      I talk myself down. Okay, Violet. Keep your panties on. Your diary fantasies of Charlie Blaze are not ready for Prime Time.

      I swallow the bitter pill of reality and try to compose myself. The fantasy montage is at it again and I see myself leaning forward on the counter, the cold marble perking my nipples which are visible through my sheer top. Then I see myself grabbing Charlie by the collar and pulling him toward me, asking him if he wants to smell my hair again.

      It takes everything in me to quiet my racing mind. How is an oversexed, under-serviced, wildly imaginative virgin supposed to cope when the object of her fantasies is standing before her with an eager smile on his gorgeous, chiseled face?

      I swallow hard, but my mouth is dry. “What can I do for you?” I ask. My voice is a whisper as my head drops down and my hair falls in front of my face. I bite my lip to prevent Diary Violet from saying, “Anything you want, Charlie Blaze. Just take me.”
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        CHARLIE

      

      

      Her head drops and her hair falls, hiding her face. It’s reminiscent of the lecture hall and that first day we met, but right before her eyes hit the marble, she bites her bottom lip and smiles. The sun catches a flash of her white teeth as they nibble on the corner of her luscious pink lips.

      My inner caveman bursts from hibernation and demands that I drag her off by her sweet-smelling hair immediately and show all the places she should be nibbling.

      I shake my head. What the hell, Charlie? Pull it together. “Um…” I shove the paper across the counter toward her as my caveman howls with disappointment. “I made a list.” It’s all I can think of to say. Smooth, man. Real smooth.

      Violet takes the paper and inspects the list of topics I need to research. “You must be in Professor Wilson’s class. Lots of people have been in this week asking for help.” She talks so low I have to lean in to hear her. Sending my movement, she looks up at me and blushes when our eyes meet. Then she looks away, studying the list again.

      “Yeah. Wilson’s Human Behavior, this research paper counts for a quarter of our grade. Do you think you’ll be able to find what I need?”

      “Are you going to stay and work today, or come back another time?” The flush on her cheeks makes her brown eyes even warmer.

      “Oh. I was hoping to work on it today. Is that all right? Sorry, I don’t spend much time in the library. Is it better if I come back later?”

      Her eyes flutter. “Oh. No. It’s fine. Absolutely. I can help you with this.” She starts typing on a computer behind the desk and making notes on a piece of paper. “It’s no problem. Actually, it’s my job.” When she’s finished, she glances in my direction, but doesn’t really make eye contact. “It will take me a minute to pull everything for you. Let’s get you a desk. Follow me.”

      She’s all business as she leads me through the stacks toward a small research carrel nestled into an alcove at the rear of the library.

      Unlike the rows of mini cubicles in the main library area, this carrel is like a tiny office squeezed into an old broom closet. It’s maybe six feet by eight, but it has a desk, a chair, and electricity for my computer and phone. I step inside. “This is nice.”

      She nods and looks at her hands. “It is. These are the old carrels from when they first built the library. There’s only a handful of them left after they did a huge remodel years ago. They are really nice to work in. Quiet. And it happens to be in the section where most of the books you need are.”

      “That’s great. Thanks.” I slip my bag off my shoulder, pull out my laptop and class notes, and lay everything out on the desk. This research paper is going to be pretty involved, and before I got to the library, I wasn’t sure how it was going to go. But now I feel at ease knowing I have Violet’s help to find the books for my research.

      “If you’ll wait here, it’ll take me a few minutes,” she says, her eyes already looking toward the door. And as she turns away, I realize I want her to hurry, she can come back and stand near me.
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        * * *

      

      When Violet returns, she’s got an arm-load of books. “This should get you started. There are a couple of titles in the archive that I think will be especially helpful. I’ll go find them and be right back.”

      “That’ll be great. Thank you… Violet.”

      When I say her name, it makes her look up at me. The tiniest smile appears on her face. I smile too, and she steps backward, slamming into the door jamb as she leaves, her face turning all kinds of red. When I first met her, I thought she didn’t like me. But maybe Violet Duchenne is just painfully shy.

      About ten minutes later she’s back with another armload of textbooks. I spin in my chair to face her as she enters.

      “I found one that covers the first scientific studies done on body language, your list mentioned—” Violet steps through the doorway and the top book in the pile clips the wall, knocking her off balance. She overcorrects with a sideways step and bumps into the desk. Then she drops the books, and falls right into my arms.
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        VIOLET

      

      

      

      I squeeze my eyes shut and brace for impact. When I open them, his gray eyes hold me as steady and strong as his arms, which are every bit as strong and bulgy as I imagined they would be.

      I freeze for a second. This isn’t happening. Then I feel his heart beating against my shoulder, which is pressed up against his chest. I smell his cologne, which is just a hint of something spicy and clean. I see the dark stubble along the edge of his tanned jaw. He’s looking down at me and the look on his face tells me he’s as surprised as I am.

      “Oh, my god. I am so sorry,” I say, unable to move from his marvelous embrace.

      His eyes hold mine as he growls. “I’m not.” And before I even know what’s happening, his lips are on mine. His kiss is soft and slow, like he’s not sure he should be doing this to me without checking first. He pulls my bottom lip into his mouth and I feel his tongue move across it. He pulls away, his eyes boring into mine.

      I don’t know what comes over me. It’s like Regular Violet and Diary Violet take one look at each other and Diary Violet, with all her steamy imaginings and sexy dreaming drop-kicks Regular Violet to the floor and takes over.

      My hands are in his hair. I comb through the thick locks on top and move to the shaved softness at the nape of his neck, luxuriating in the feel of his warm skin on my fingertips. I pull him to me, ignoring the fact that I am still laying awkwardly across his lap and we kiss again, this time Diary Violet opens her mouth and lets go.

      His mouth moves over my chin and down my neck, kissing me, caressing me with his tongue. Everything feels urgent and needy. He finds my ear and his breath is warm and hurried; it sends a thrill down my spine that makes me whimper.

      “Oh, Violet.” His voice is raspy and quiet, his face serious.

      “Charlie.” I breathe his name, and I hear the passion in my voice that sounds like someone I don’t recognize. I’ve dreamed this. I’ve pictured it and written it, and now that it’s happening, and it’s so surreal I truly feel like I am outside my body. But I know that I am not because every with move his hands make—every time his mouth makes contact with my skin—I feel it with an intensity I could never have imagined.

      He shifts his arm under my knees and lifts me off his lap as he stands. Then he turns and sits me upright on the edge of the desk; shoving the books aside and placing me down gently.

      I don’t want to stop kissing him. I don’t want any space between our bodies. I want to wrap my arms around him and hold him close and let him move his mouth over every inch of me.

      He stands in front of me and places a hand on each knee, leaning in to kiss me again. I open my legs and wrap them around him, inviting him closer, wanting him near… needing his body up against mine. My skirt shifts up my thighs and I just don’t care.

      His hardness is like a rod between my legs and the pressure makes me moan from a place deep inside. It’s involuntary, and hearing myself make such an animal sound shocks and thrills me. But instead of feeling like it’s happening to someone else, the sound seems to bring me back into my body. Heat explodes between my legs.

      Charlie reaches up under my hair at the back of my neck and grabs a handful, pulling gently, forcing me to arch my neck for him. My breath quivers as he kisses me along my jaw line. Then he’s back at my ear and the sensation it brings makes every nerve in my body sing. I grind against him, wondering how in the world my body knows which may to move.

      He unbuttons the top button of my blouse, then the next, revealing more of my neck and collar bone. He kisses the top of my breast and inhales deeply. “I want you, Violet.” His breath is hot on my skin.

      I’ve never been with a man before. I’ve wanted to—oh, god so many times, but the opportunities just never really arrived for me. I figured it would happen in its own time and until it did, I’d entertain myself, using my diary as the outlet for all of these thoughts I’ve played with ever since I first laid eyes on Charlie Blaze.

      Now I’m here, with him, and it’s one million times better in real life. I want him. I him to be my first. I am ready to let go and allow him to take me, all of me, and finally satisfy this yearning I’ve harbored forever. I reach down and touch him, wrapping my hand around his erection, fighting against the fabric of his pants, which are straining to contain him. I squeeze him gently, amazed at how hard he feels in my grip. How big it feels in my hand. It isn’t what I imagined exactly.

      The phone on the desk next to my bare thigh comes to life. The vibration makes Charlie jump away from me like I’m a hot wire and he’s just received a hundred and twenty volts of electricity right into his spine. I glance down at the screen and see Phoebe’s face smiling through the glass screen.

      Charlie stares at me from the other side of the carrel, looking like a guilty man as the phone continues to vibrate and then, finally, thankfully, the call goes to voicemail.

      “Oh my god.” What was I thinking? Hell, I wasn’t thinking. What was he thinking? How could I let this happen? He has a girlfriend who clearly is still in his life. So what does that make this?

      “Violet. I…” He stops and exhales without saying anything more. But really, what is there to say?

      I glance down and feel self-conscious now that my skirt is up around my hips and my panties are in full view. I hop off the desk and try to arrange myself as I push past Charlie and leave the tiny room. My chest feels tight. I hurry around the stacks until I am around the corner and it’s okay to breathe.

      I am not going to cry. I am not going to cry. I am not going to cry. I tell myself this as I wipe the tears from my cheeks and try to calm my racing heart. Why am I so upset? Phoebe’s call saved us from making a big mistake. I don’t want to break up anyone’s relationship, and it’s clear from his reaction that he didn’t either.

      It’s a hard pill to swallow, but I think it’s clear—the only Charlie Blaze that belongs in my life is the one in my diary. I wait until my tears stop and I can breathe without stuttering. When I step out from behind the bookshelf, he’s gone. He took his phone and his bag, but he left his laptop sitting behind the books on the desk.

      “Damn it.”
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        CHARLIE

      

      

      

      I stand outside on the library steps trying to digest what just happened. I’m holding my bag in front of me, hiding the tent of my jeans and waiting for my cock to settle the fuck down. I replay the heat between Violet and me and force myself to stop. She’s fantastic, but why did I react that way when Phoebe called? Damn it. I’m an asshole. I need to go back in there and explain.

      The door to the library opens and Violet steps out.

      “Violet. Hey.” The words aren’t coming and I realize that she didn’t come outside to talk. She’s holding my laptop and she can barely even look at me.

      “You… You left this.” Her eyes are red and it’s clear she’s been crying.

      I take my computer and slip it into my bag. Seeing her hurt breaks my heart. Knowing that I did that to her feels like a kick in the face. Oh man, I suck. I reach out and touch her arm. “Violet. I don’t know why I—”

      She shakes her head, pulling away and letting her hair fall down as her face turns red. I used to find her blushing kind of cute, but not I can see it’s torture for her. I am torturing her. She’s so uncomfortable standing here.

      “Heads up, Blaze!” Something hits the back of my head and I turn to see a frisbee bounce down the steps as Brandon and Skip, two of my fraternity brothers, laugh and take the library steps two at a time.

      Brandon shoves me and then claps me on the shoulder. Skip flips the frisbee off the steps with his foot and watches as Violet turns back and retreats into the library like she’s just seen a ghost. I want to tell her to stay, that it’s ok… but she’s clearly not comfortable being here.

      “Who’s the mouse?” Skip says.

      I watch Violet disappear around the door into the library. “Mouse?”

      Skip spins the frisbee on his finger like a plate. “Yeah, the library chick. You putting the moves on the geek class?”

      I don’t respond. They wouldn’t understand. They’d laugh if I told them that I might have a thing with Violet Duchenne. “She’s nobody. Just a library chick.”

      Brandon laughs and tips his chin at the door. “My man Charlie? With that? Come on…” He puts his arm over my shoulder, turning me away from the door and walking me down the steps. “Look, you’re not with Phoebe anymore—and that’s fine, man… you do you. But you don’t have to go from filet mignon to ground beef, overnight, man. There’s a whole pile of Phoebes just waiting to get their hands on you.”

      “Ground beef. Right. Whatever.” I try to laugh but it’s forced and comes out like a bark.

      Skip flings the frisbee toward a lamp post across the quad, continuing his endless game of one-man frisbee golf. “Speaking of beef. Declan’s got the grill going back at the house. Let’s go before there are no burgers left.”
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        VIOLET

      

      

      

      I lean against the inside of the library door, hugging my arms tight around me, afraid to breathe. I listen to Charlie and his friends, my humiliation complete. I feel like I am back in middle school when Bobby Cramer from English discovered a poem called Shrinking Violet and the whole class decided that was the perfect way to describe me and my shyness.

      The nickname stuck with me through high school. I wasn’t taunted or bullied like some other kids were, but anytime my shyness became a thing someone would say it and it kind of became a self-fulfilling thing. I discovered that the only thing to do was to make myself invisible. The more I was able to do that, the less likely they were to notice me and tease me about being Shrinking Violet.

      What is it with people who think it’s okay to do that to another person? Why didn’t Charlie stand up to them and defend me? Why did he pretend he didn’t know me?

      He said I was nobody. When they compared me to Phoebe and called me ground beef, Charlie laughed out loud.

      I wish he’d never come to the library today. I wish I had never laid eyes on Charlie Blaze.
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        CHARLIE

      

      

      

      The following afternoon, I head to the library as soon as my class lets out. I have to talk to Violet, let her know what happened when Phoebe called. I was up half the night tossing and turning, replaying the fantastic moments with Violet yesterday, and then cycling through the crash when Phoebe called and everything came to a screeching halt. Her red-rimmed eyes kept flashing in my mind. I fucked up. I feel like a world-class jerk.

      I pull the heavy wooden door open and head to the research desk at the back of the main hall. When Violet sees me her face goes white and she turns to leave.

      “Hey, Violet,” I say, trying to act like everything is normal for the sake of her co-worker who is able to hear everything and is clearly interested.

      She freezes and turns back toward me. “Charlie.” Her face is red now, and she tries to look away while also keeping her back to her coworker.

      I point in the direction of the carrel where she took me yesterday. “Can I talk to you?”

      She glares at me and I can see her weighing whether or not she wants to give me any time. “Fine.” She leaves the desk and walks toward the back of the library.

      She passes by me and flips her hair defiantly. I catch the scent of her hair as I follow, trying not to get caught up in her swaying hips and heart-shaped ass.
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        VIOLET

      

      

      

      I can feel Charlie’s eyes on me as I walk away from the desk. I have no idea what he came here to say, but I know that I don’t want Louis, one of our new interns, to overhear. I pull out my keys and move them along the ring until I locate the one for his carrel. I locked it after he left yesterday, before I realized he was such a jerk.

      I let the door swing open, revealing the desk and the stacks of books on body language and human behavior. “I figured you’d need to keep doing your research.” I can’t look at him. I won’t.

      He sighs. “Violet, I owe you an explanation. About yesterday. When my phone rang.”

      “You really don’t have to do this.” Oh my god, I need to not be here. This is awful. I don’t want to hear about anything.

      He reaches out to touch me and I recoil.

      He drops his arm. “But I do need to. I want to. It matters to me that you know. I broke up with Phoebe a couple of weeks ago. She isn’t happy about it, keeps calling me, trying to get back together.” He runs a hand through his hair. “And when you and I… when we were… um. And then I saw it was her on the phone… it was habit, nothing more.”

      I shake my head. “But I heard you.”

      “Heard me?” He looks confused. He can’t recall what he said? Did it mean that little to him? His confusion makes it even worse.

      I won’t back down. “Outside. Yesterday, with your friends?” I surprise myself by looking him right in the eyes. “You said I was nobody. Just some chick.” I can feel my throat tighten and I force myself not to cry. He isn’t worth my tears.

      His shoulders drop and his eyes go wide. “Violet, no. It isn’t like that. Those guys are jerks. I didn’t want to…”

      “Don’t. Don’t try to backpedal. I was there.”

      “Violet, please…”

      “No. There’s nothing to say. I thought you were different, Charlie Blaze. I thought you were something else… but you’re just like the rest of them.”

      The look on his face tells me that I’ve made my point. I don’t wait for him to respond. I turn on my heels and leave him standing at the door.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the rest of the afternoon at the library, unable to focus, forcing myself to keep busy. After a while I get lost in the routine of helping students research and locating books. When Louis walks past with a rolling cart absolutely heaped with books to return to the shelves, I offer to take it from him. It’s a boring job and he gives up eagerly. I’m grateful for the opportunity to disappear in the stacks for a while and not have to deal with any people.

      It takes a couple of hours to empty the cart. When I get back to my desk, there’s a huge bouquet of red roses in a tall glass vase standing at the desk. Louis is smiling when I arrive.

      “Someone has an admirer,” he teases and waggles his eyebrows at me.

      I ignore him, pull the card from the clip and open it up.

      
        
        Roses are red.

        I made Violet blue.

        Please give me a chance

        to make it up to you.

      

        

      
        I am so sorry, Violet.

        You deserve better and

        I’d love another chance.

        -Charlie

      

      

      

      Charlie steps out from behind the bookshelf. “I’ll do anything, Violet. Please.” He stands off to the side of the desk, looking forlorn and serious.

      “Shh!” a student at a nearby table scolds him.

      He steps closer, but he doesn’t lower his voice. “I messed up, Violet. I don’t deserve it…”

      “Quiet!” a different person shouts.

      Charlie ignores them. “…but if you’d give me the opportunity, I’d like the chance to make it up to you.”

      “SHH!”

      He’s being so loud, disrupting everyone. I have to stop this. I come around the desk and grab him by the hand, dragging him back to the carrel. “You need to be quiet,” I whisper.

      “I know. Sorry. I just—” He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Violet, I am really sorry you heard me and my friends yesterday. But it isn’t what it sounded like. They’re jerks and they wouldn’t understand.”

      “Understand what? That you’ve acquired a taste for ground beef?”

      “What? No. Violet, no. They wouldn’t understand that what happened yesterday wasn’t just hot and sexy… I can’t explain what it is.”

      I don’t look away. I jam my hands into my hips and look him full in the face. “I’d like you to try, Charlie.”

      He runs his hands through his hair. “When I met you, I thought you were totally repulsed by me. Every time I caught your eye, you seemed to flinch and turn away like I was the worst thing. But now I see that maybe you’re just really shy? I don’t know. What I do know is that with you I am… I was… You do something to me, Violet. And those guys? They’re not bad guys, but they see me one way—to them I am Charlie, baseball captain and frat brother. Who I date matters to people like them.”

      He is making no sense. “What does that even mean?”

      “Honestly, I spent most of the night thinking about it and I don’t know, either. I think I was worried that they’d stop being my friend—saying it out loud sounds so childish, but that’s what it is. I have an image to uphold to them and I think I was worried about being real. How messed up is that?”

      “It’s pretty messed up.”

      “The other part of it is that if I tried to explain what happened between you and me, they would misread it as bragging, and that felt like an even worse way to disrespect you. Because whatever we had here yesterday wasn’t about conquest.”

      “So you chose the path of the lesser disrespect?”

      “Oh man, I am making this worse.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I just hate that I hurt you. I feel like what we have here is special and…”

      I touch his hand. “You can stop now.”

      “Okay. But, I am really sorry, Violet. Thanks for letting me try to explain.” He turns to leave.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      He turns back, a confused look on his face.

      I smile. “You said you wanted to make it up to me. You can take me to dinner.”

      “Yeah?” His smile lights his face and makes my heart race.

      I want to believe him. I want to trust that he means what he said. I smile and force myself not to hide my face. “Yeah.”
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        CHARLIE

      

      

      

      The restaurant we decide on isn’t fancy, but it’s quiet and the food is good. The hostess seats us in a booth in the back and when we slide in it’s like the rest of the world disappears. It’s just me and Violet and the spark between us.

      She’s got her hair pulled up in a twist on top of her head, and it’s the first time I’ve seen her wearing it off her face.

      “You look nice. I like your hair like that.”

      She blushes and I feel like I’ve made a wrong move.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to embarrass you.”

      “I know you don’t. It’s me. I don’t know why it’s so hard.” She clutches her hands together wringing them like she’s nervous. “I feel like I don’t belong here—with you. Like I am going to wake up tomorrow and go back to being nobody.”

      “You’re not nobody.” I reach over and place my hand over hers. I want to reassure her, help her realize that she’s got nothing to be insecure about. “You do belong here. How can you think you don’t?”

      She smiles. “People like you don’t understand. I mean, you couldn’t possibly.”

      “What are people like me?”

      “Popular people. Confident people. People who fit in. You walk into a room and people see you and accept you. They want to be near you. That doesn’t happen with me. When I walk into a room I am invisible—and that makes me want to be invisible. I am not like you.”

      “Well, I don’t know what I can do about any of that, but I can assure you that you’re not invisible to me. From the first moment I met you I’ve wanted to be near you. And since the other day, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Me too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After dinner, we walk slowly through campus, talking and looping around, trying to prolong the night.

      A few times her hand brushes mine and I am tempted to hold it, but I can’t read her and I don’t want to scare her off. “I’d like to kiss you,” I say.

      She stops and looks up at me, then goes up on her toes and presses her mouth to mine.

      The spark inside me ignites into a five-alarm fire and the only thing it needs is Violet. She tastes like the wine we had at dinner and she smells of fruit and flowers, and it’s like a bouquet of flavors bombarding my senses.

      My cock throbs between my legs and this time I don’t have anything to hide behind. I press against her as I kiss her, letting her feel me and when she responds to my body, something in me breaks open and it is like I have finally found another part of me I never realized was actually missing.
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        VIOLET

      

      

      

      You go girl! Diary Violet takes a back seat tonight because this is all me. Now that I’ve had a taste of Charlie Blaze, I don’t want to let him go. He’s so good and after talking everything through I realize that he’s just as insecure as I am, despite seeming confident and popular.

      It isn’t okay that he cares so much about what his friends think of him and his choices. But the more I think about it, the more I realize that I am in the same boat, but maybe on the opposite side. I also care what people think of me, but I care so much that I don’t let anyone really see me. I’ve decided to work on that, and with Charlie, maybe, I’ll have a chance.

      We’re kissing like love-starved teenagers under a streetlight in the middle of the darkened quad. The campus is quiet this late in the evening.

      He pulls away, breaking his wonderful kiss. “Would you like to…?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “My apartment is on First Street.”

      “So close,” I say.

      He holds my hand as we walk and I am so aware of his touch and the way it keeps the heat in my belly burning. A tiny part of me is nervous. This is it. Tonight it is the night. I am going to give myself to Charlie Blaze.
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        CHARLIE

      

      

      

      We step inside my apartment and I lead Violet to my room. My roommates are out, but I have no idea when they will be back and I don’t think Violet would like it if anyone walked in on us.

      We step into my room and I stand there, not sure what to do. Then she closes the door and leans against it and smiles nervously.

      “Are you all right?” I ask. I want everything to be perfect for her, for us. I don’t want anything about tonight to go wrong. I feel like I got a second chance and I don’t want to screw it up.

      She nods quickly and her voice is a whisper. “Yes.”

      I walk over to her and kiss her once, slowly. “You don’t need to be nervous, Violet. Not with me.”

      “I know.” She kisses my neck and moves up to my ear. “I’ve never done this before.” Her words are like air and it takes me a second to process what she just said.

      I pull back, my hands on her waist. “You’re a virgin?” I am so surprised that it hadn’t occurred to me. Of course, it makes sense, and it explains a little about why she’s so shy. But the way she moved in the library… “I didn’t know. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      She smiles. “Oh, yes. Please. Don’t make me beg, Charlie.”

      I laugh. “Oh, it won’t come to that,” I assure her.

      I wanted her before, but now, knowing that I would be her first, it changes something. I want this to be perfect for her. I want her to be able to look back on this night and cherish the memory for the rest of her life. I know will never forget my first time—with all the fumbling and missteps and embarrassing teenage stuff. I also know it’s different for women, and I want to get it right.

      I want her to love every minute, and then come back for more. My caveman wants to be the first and the only man to possess her. But the rational side just wants her to choose me.

      I bend to kiss her and move my hands under her soft bottom. Then I lift her into my arms so she’s above me and I have to arch my neck to maintain the kiss. She runs her hands over my cheeks and her nails scratch my stubble.

      My cock is rigid and straining against my clothes. I lean into her, pressing her against the door, thrusting my body slowly into hers.

      She responds by curling herself against me. Her body grinds over my cock and she moans with pleasure. “I want you, Charlie.”

      I want to rip her clothes off and take her. I want to feel myself inside her. I want to see her mouth on my skin and know what she looks like when she comes.

      I push off the door and carry her to the bed, laying her gently on the pillow. She moves her hands to my belt, unbuckling it urgently. Then her hands are on my cock and the heat between us makes my breath catch.

      I kiss her neck and pull the collar of her shirt down so I can get near her breast. She peels her shirt off and I run my hands over her belly and around the side of her ribs. She shivers in the cool of the room and I want to warm her. I take off my shirt and her hands move all over my chest, feeling my muscles and combing through my hair. I bend and take her breast in my mouth, flicking her nipple with my tongue and feeling it grow hard in mouth. My hands move over her belly and down her thighs until they find the hem of her skirt and move underneath.

      I crawl to the foot of the bed as she unbuttons her skirt and shimmies out of it. Her panties are purple lace, just like her bra and I roll them down her thighs and toss them onto the floor.

      I run my hands between her thighs and ease them apart. She watches me, her eyes on mine. She doesn’t blush, she doesn’t look away.

      Her pussy is so wet, it glistens. And when I part her lips with my tongue, she whimpers with pleasure. “Oh god. Yes.”

      I move slowly, letting it build for her. I don’t want to rush things and there is nothing like watching her respond to me. Whatever shyness she experiences in her normal life, does not exist here. She spreads her legs wide as I probe her with my mouth, tasting her sweet nectar and letting her reaction stir my cock until it aches for her.

      I take her clit with my lips, gently at first and she bucks under me, pulling away.

      “Oh, Sorry. Oh my god.” She’s breathless.

      “It’s all right. Does it feel good? Should I keep going?”

      He looks at me as if I am crazy for asking. “What? Yes. Please, yes.” She throws herself back onto the pillow. “Do it again.”

      “As you wish.” I go down on her, gently again, kissing her and sucking her and letting her wetness fill my mouth. Then I take her clit in my mouth again and suck, but this time I don’t hold back.

      “Oh!” Violet whimpers and squirms under me. I grab her ass and hold on, letting her move while I pleasure her. She grabs me by the hair pulls me to her, pressing me against her. “Harder. Oh god! Yes! Charlie, harder!”

      I move my hands between her cheeks and let my fingers brush over her opening. Her breath stutters and she’s so close, I can feel it. Her swollen clit dances under my tongue and when she comes, she screams into the pillow and then comes up gasping.

      My body is screaming for release, but it doesn’t matter. I can wait. Seeing Violet unleashed like this… it’s all I want. I want her to love this, to love me. I want her to know that when she is with me, there is nothing to hide; no reason to be afraid. I want her to know that if she’ll have me, I belong to her.
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      If this is what it’s like with his mouth, what will it feel like with when he’s inside me? Charlie is so gentle, so caring, so tender as he touches me, and yet he’s relentless as he brings my body to climax. I want him to own me. I want my body to be his. I want to do this again, and again, and explore every inch of him.

      I want him to know every inch me.

      He lays down next to me, and I feel his hardness on my thigh.

      “That was amazing,” he says. “You’re amazing.”

      I shake my head and I want to look away, but I don’t. Instead I look him right in the eye. “Thank you. I didn’t know it could feel like that.” I lean in to kiss him. His mouth tastes different, musky… I realize with a start that this is me on his lips. The thought sends a flood of wetness between my legs.

      “I want more.”

      “Already?” He laughs.

      I nod and he watches me, pausing for a moment. “Are you sure?”

      “I am. I want this. I want you.”

      He reaches across me and opens his night table drawer. When leans back, he’s got a condom in his hand. He tears the foil with his teeth.

      I take it from him. “Show me?”

      He shifts himself so he’s on his back and pulls the condom from the wrapper. Then he shows me how to place it over the top of his erection and roll it down over his length.

      “It’s so tight. Does it hurt?”

      He smiles. “No. I mean, it’s better without, but it isn’t bad.” He puts his hand on my hip and looks at me with his soft gray eyes. “You ready?”

      I blow my breath out. “I am ready.”

      He doesn’t dive in. But instead he starts at my mouth and kisses me gently, his tongue pressing into me, moving with me. Then he runs his tongue over my chin and along my collarbone, licking me, raising gooseflesh over my skin with the chill.

      His hands move between my legs and then he touches me with his fingers parting my lips gently as he presses himself into my entrance.

      “I’ll go slow, okay? Tell me if you want me to stop.”

      “Okay.” My mind races with a jumble of thoughts that circle and spin. I am so nervous and excited and thrilled and afraid and will it hurt and will he want me after and oh my god this is really really happening.

      He moves his hips and I feel my body take him in. It’s only a little at first, but he slides inside and then he stops and pulls away and I decide instantly that don’t like when he pulls away, not one bit. I need him closer, deeper.

      When he comes forward again, he pushes against me harder this time and the sensation of him filling me is so unexpected, so perfect and wonderful, I could weep.

      He moves over me and I sink into the mattress under his weight. I arch under him, not knowing how I know but letting my body guide me. It knows what to do. He slides onto his back and holds himself inside me as he grabs my ass, moving me, pulling me, rocking me over him.

      “Oh Violet.”

      I bend to kiss him and he sits up, and with his hands on my hips he controls my body. His mouth is on my breasts, my nipples between his teeth, his hands hold me as I lean back and ride him, understanding for the first time what it means to trust another person completely.

      Then we move again and I am on my back, my legs wrapped around him as he begins moving faster. I run my hands over his back, feeling the sweat as I trace the contours of his muscles.

      He moves his hips and whatever part of me he’s touching sends a zing through my body that starts in my toes. My body catches his rhythm and we move together, the intensity of our need overpowering any will we might have.

      He thrusts into me and I feel my body hum around him. “Charlie, yes. Yes. Yes!

      He bites my ear it makes me gasp. “Violet, oh god. Oh.”

      We come together, spent and satisfied. I have never felt this close to anyone in my life. I feel like I could trust Charlie Blaze with anything. The feeling is calm and sure, and when he smiles up at me, I feel like I could do this forever.
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        * * *

      

      We lay under the covers in silence, my head on his shoulder, my hand on his chest. I listen to his heart and his breathing, and when he draws in a deep breath I know he’s about to speak.

      “I wish I had tried harder to get to know you back in freshman year.”

      “What? What a funny thing to say.”

      He runs his hand over my hair. “I mean it. I feel like… I…” He stops.

      “Feel like what?”

      “Nothing. Forget it.”

      I get up on my elbow so I can see his face. “No, come on. Don’t hold back.” How can you hold back anything with a person after you’ve done what we’ve done? The thought comes and I know it’s naïve, but it’s how I feel.

      He watches me and I can tell he’s deciding whether or not to tell me what he’s thinking.

      I push on his chest. “Come on. Please?”

      He closes his eyes. “I feel like this—what we have between us—is unlike anything I’ve experienced before. I feel like it’s something most people don’t get to experience at all.”

      I know what he’s saying, but I need to hear it. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you believe that there are people in the world who are meant to be together?” His voice is quiet, serious.

      “Like soul mates?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Maybe. I don’t know. I have some cousins of mine who met their soul mates and would totally agree. But whatever you want to call it… I think it’s real, and what if you’re that person for me?”

      I think back over the past two years and how every time my mind went quiet it ended up on thoughts of Charlie. “If I told you that I’ve been thinking about you for the past two years, would you believe me?”

      He smiles. “That’s what I mean… I wish I had tried harder back then. I thought you weren’t interested.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. It’s not something I am proud of, believe me.”

      He grins up at me. “Let’s make up for lost time then, shall we?” He throws the covers up over his head and moves down between my legs.

      I grin, surprised at how comfortable I feel. “Yes please.”
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        ONE YEAR LATER

        CHARLIE

      

      

      

      “You ready?” Violet calls from the bedroom.

      I step into my shoes and adjust my tie in the mirror. “Yeah. Did you find your tassel?”

      She steps through the bedroom door and sashays across the apartment we moved into six months ago. Her cap is askew and her gown flows out behind her. “Yes. It was under the bed. How do I look?”

      “I think black is the new black.”

      “Oh my goodness, you shop in the same place I do?” She holds my arms out to get a good look at my cap and gown, which are identical to hers.

      She moves in and kisses me and then shifts my tassel from one side of my cap to the other and then back again. “Which side do we start on?”

      “No idea.”

      “Ok. Let me check my make up one more time and then we can go.”

      She heads back into the bedroom and I fumble into my pockets, suddenly nervous. When I get the velvet box out, I stare at it, feeling like the luckiest guy in the world.

      I drop to one knee and wait.

      When Violet returns she gasps and her eyes well up with tears.

      “Charlie!”

      I had some words ready, but they are gone and I have to wing it. “Violet, this past year has been the most incredible time of my life. I have never been so happy as I have been with you. You’ve taught me how to be totally myself and I can’t imagine a life without you by my side.”

      “Oh, Charlie.” She steps toward me, her hands over her mouth, tears streaming down her cheeks. Then she drops to her knees and kisses me. “I love you.”

      “Violet Duchenne, will you marry me?”

      “Yes, Charlie Blaze, I will marry you.” She rubs her nose against mine and smiles.

      Our foreheads touch as I slip the ring onto her finger and then we get to our feet and I wipe the tears from her face.

      She laughs. “And I used to think that the only time I’d get to love you would be in my diary.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “Wait. You write about me in your diary?”

      “Oh my god. I can’t believe I said that.” She gapes at me and her face flushes red. I haven’t done that to her in a long time.

      “That’s all right. No pressure. You can read it to me some time, it will be like a bedtime story.”

      She swats at my chest.

      “So, how does the real thing measure up to the diary version?” I ask, pulling her toward the door.

      She blushes. “Oh, you’ll do just fine.”
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        SIX MONTHS LATER

        CHARLIE

      

      

      Violet leans back into her pillows, a wicked smile on her blushing red face as she turns the page in her diary and continues reading.

      “Charlie takes his hand and brushes the hair away from my eyes, his fingers caressing my cheek like a feather. I turn and guide his hand to my lips, sucking his long fingers one-by-one, taking them deep into my mouth so I can taste even this part of him. I want to touch every inch of his body, explore the contours of every muscle. He was blessed with an incredible physique and I want to know it all.”

      “Damn, Vi. That’s hot.” I roll over so I am lying between her knees. “You have a whole diary full of these little passages?”

      She arches a brow. “I have two. One for freshman year, and one for sophomore. I stopped writing about you after we met.” This makes her blush even more.

      “And is there anything you’ve imagined that hasn’t come to pass?” I ask, not teasing or making fun, but curious to hear what she has to say.

      I was her first, her only. And after overcoming her shyness, it started us on a path where we communicate about everything—in the bedroom and out. The caveman in me loves that she’s mine, while the rest of me just wants to make sure she’s happy.

      She closes her diary and drops it on the bed, her smile wide and playful. “You’ve exceeded all expectations, Charlie Blaze.”

      I crawl up so my chin rests on her belly.

      She runs her fingers through my hair. “Too bad men don’t keep secret sex journals about the women they desire,” she muses, laughing.

      “Oh, god. That would be a disaster of boobs and moaning and more boobs. Nobody needs that.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I doubt your diary would be so awful. What would you write about me?” she asks.

      “Is that a challenge, Violet Duchenne?”

      Her eyebrows shoot up as the possibilities race across her face. “Maybe?” She clutches her hands to her chest like she’s making a wish.

      I get up onto my elbows. “All right. Let me compose my thoughts for a moment.”

      I take a deep breath and begin.

      “Violet throws me onto my back, the force of her passion surprising in someone so small.”

      Taking my cue, Violet sits up and heaves me off of her legs, rolling me onto my back.

      “She straddles me, slipping her hands under my shirt and pressing her nails into my chest.”

      She does as I say, and before long, my shirt is on the floor.

      “Her mouth is warm on my neck, kissing and licking as she makes her way to my ear…”

      I close my eyes and try hard to concentrate, but her touch is like an inferno.

      “My cock grows hard as Violet touches me. It throbs, waiting for the promise of her glorious pussy, so wet with need that I…”

      “Oh boy.” Violet giggles as she bends and kisses my mouth. Then she slides her hands inside my shorts and wraps her fingers around my cock.

      “I slide out of my shorts and as soon as I am naked, Violet kneels next to me and takes me into her mouth.”

      I stop talking, and instead watch her suck me, feeling her tongue tug at me as she strokes my balls and gently scratches the skin there.

      Slowly, she pulls away, catching her breath. “I know how this story ends,” she whispers.

      I reach between her legs and she continues to take my length into her mouth. Her glorious pussy is indeed so wet with need that I…

      “I want to taste you,” I whisper. My voice feels hoarse with desperation.

      Violet moves over me and opens her legs to straddle my face, my cock in her mouth the whole time.

      I take her, probing and licking, teasing her with my tongue. Then my mouth pulls on her slick clit, homing in on this one spot, knowing that this attention is what she needs.

      She responds with a gentle moan and sucks harder, her head bobbing faster, faster. I take my cue and pull her clit with more force as I enter her with my fingers.

      We roll to our sides, thrusting against each other, our mouths taking our bodies in with urgent need and the desire to please each other.

      Her moans tell me she is close to the edge. I push, push, taking her with a relentlessness that I know she likes. She releases my cock and gasps, panting and clutching me, hanging on to my thighs as I send her over the edge and falling into ecstasy.

      Violet rolls onto her side gasping as she strokes my cock. After a moment she sighs. “Shall we go for a sequel?”

      I shrug. “They are rarely as good as the original.” I feign a lack of interest. Her hand feels so good.

      “We’ll see about that.” She gets on all fours and turns away from me, glancing back over her shoulder. “From behind, Charlie. Fuck me, hard.”

      Her words make my blood race. She’s never said that to me. She’s talked dirty a few times, but always quietly and shy. I love that she just tells me what she wants, and I love that she wants everything. I am here for all of it.

      I get up on my knees and inch over to her, easing my length into her as we join.

      She arches up onto her knees, her fingers stroking me as I glide in and out of her wetness. I bring my hand around and finger her clit, which makes her buck against me.

      “Yes, Charlie. More.”

      I do as she says, thrusting and rubbing, trying to hold on.

      She moves her hand under mine and begins to pleasure herself, her practiced hand moving in ways my own hands haven’t yet found. “Harder. Fuck me harder!”

      I grab hold of her hips and pull her to me, our bodies smashing together, over and over, my cock pushing all the way into her, feeling the heat and the tightness with every single motion.

      She whimpers once, softly. Then again, more urgently this time. She’s close, so close.

      I close my eyes and let go so we can come together at last, our pleasure intertwining for the peak.

      We drop to the bed, spent and sweaty, our bodies relaxed as we tangle together.

      “Thank you,” Violet breathes.

      “You’re welcome. Thank you, too.”

      “I mean it, Charlie. Thank you. For being so… so…” She stops as if searching for the words. “I like that I can tell you everything, that I can trust you with everything.”

      Her words make me smile. “Of course. I love that you share it all with me.”

      She leans back on the bed and smiles. “I keep wondering if this is all a dream and I’ll wake up one day and realize it’s just a page from my diary.”

      “This is real, Violet. It’s more real than anything I could have ever imagined.” I kiss her gently. “And I love you.”

      She smiles and touches my cheek. “I love you, Charlie Blaze.”
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