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ONE
DEENA


The moment I walked into his glass-walled office, I could tell Callum Frost was a Grade-A control freak. He filled out his crisp white shirt and perfectly tailored pants in a way that signaled hours in the gym and access to a private chef. His movements were restrained and efficient. His hair was dark and slightly tousled, curling at the ends but not long enough to be untidy. No, his hair was deliberate too. Nothing about him was out of place, even when the space around him crackled like the air before a bolt of lightning. Minions scurried. Ducked their heads. The intensity of his energy prickled against my skin from all the way across the room, and I still had to get closer.

His left hand was on a laptop keyboard, its screen displaying a video call, his right hand held a phone to his ear, and his gaze locked on an unfortunate soul standing next to him with tears in her eyes.

“Where the hell is that new travel coordinator?” His voice cracked across the room, deep and commanding. That would be me. Despite myself, a tingle of apprehension went through me.

“She’s on her way,” the woman answered, voice wavering. “I’ve emailed a potential replacement in case she doesn’t show, and⁠—”

“You what?” Danger shimmered in the air as those two words left his mouth.

“Mr. Frost,” Miranda said, “I know you want to proofread all my emails, but if you just give me a bit of leeway, I’d be able to get more done.”

“More leeway, Miranda? I’d give you more leeway if you proved you could use it appropriately. I had to reorganize my calendar this morning after you approved meetings without checking with me first.”

I narrowed my eyes. An insane micromanager. That figured. Nothing I hadn’t dealt with before. That was good to know up front, so I could tamp down the frustration that would inevitably bubble up.

Miranda stared at him, jaw clenched. “I was trying to show initiative.”

His eyes were hard as ice as they stared at poor Miranda. I willed myself to step forward, but my body wouldn’t comply.

That was the thing about growing up in a repressive household where I was trained from a young age to do as I was told and aspire to nothing more than being someone’s wife: Actually stepping into my power and going toe-to-toe with men like Callum Frost was excruciating. But I still did it when I had to.

Thankfully, I’d only been hired to fix this current emergency. I would never need to see him again after today, and I would be paid generously for my time. I was good at what I did, and I didn’t come cheap.

“Initiative,” Frost replied, rolling the word around his mouth. Callum Frost lived up to his name, his gaze so cold I swore his breath solidified as he spoke. “Did your initiative extend to fixing this, or do you simply like wasting my time?”

“I can’t take this anymore,” Miranda said. She lost the battle against her tears. “I quit.”

“Fine,” Frost replied, unemotional. He shifted his gaze to the computer screen while Miranda pushed past me. The rest of the minions continued to make themselves look industrious while Frost barked, “We’re going to get you out of Bangkok before the day is out, Jack.”

“If I don’t make it to Mexico City by close of business tomorrow, we’re going to lose the deal,” the man on the screen warned. “We need this. Diaz won’t speak with anyone but me.”

“I’m working on it.” Callum ran a hand through his thick, dark hair, grabbing the phone he’d set down on the desk while he was firing poor Miranda. “Still on hold,” he snarled, tossing the phone so it spun toward the edge of the desk. “Will no one get me a number that works? How hard is it to get a man onto a flight?”

That sounded like my cue. I took one step forward, and it was like I’d crossed some invisible barrier. Frost’s eyes snapped up to stare at me, and it took all the mettle beaten into me over years of struggle to keep my spine straight and my gaze steady.

“Who the hell are you?”

I’d had just about enough of his bark, and I wasn’t afraid of his bite. I crossed the distance between us, grabbed the still-spinning phone, and ended the call.

“What are you doing.” It was less a question and more of a command for obedience. A demand that I explain myself. He straightened, towering over me. His fury was a physical thing, pressing against every inch of me, making me fight to hold my ground. “Security!”

I ducked around him; he might have been the man in charge of this venture capital firm, but he wasn’t in charge of me. I hadn’t built my business bowing to men like him. In fact, the whole reason I’d been able to build this business was because I stood on my own and I didn’t let anyone intimidate me.

That was what made me who I was.

“Mr. Reed,” I said to the man on the screen, “you’re on a flight to LAX via Singapore that leaves in forty minutes. You’ll have to clear customs in LA, so a priority escort will be waiting for you to get off the plane. From there, you’ve got just over an hour to get on a flight to Mexico City. I’ve chartered a plane for you. Your driver has just confirmed he’ll be waiting for you to take you to Mr. Diaz’s residence straight from AICM. Luis is very good. He’ll get you to the Diaz residence in time to complete the deal. You should be getting the full itinerary through to your email just about⁠—”

Ding!

Jack Reed glanced away from the screen and down to his lap, then lifted his phone. “Got it,” he said.

I straightened and turned to the man-shaped thunderstorm to my left. Smiling without any humor, I finished my sentence: “—now.”

Frost stared at me, his irises the eerie, pale blue of dense snow. “Name.” His voice was low and demanded an answer.

It was getting impossible to maintain eye contact, but I would not cower. Instead, I blinked away from his gaze and continued my conversation with Mr. Reed. “If you have any luggage, leave it in Bangkok,” I suggested. “I’m very good at what I do, but this is a tight one.”

“Understood,” the man on the laptop replied. He met my gaze. “Thank you.”

I smiled, and this time it was genuine. “It’s what I do.”

Getting businesspeople from A to B in the thick of the December holiday chaos was no easy feat, but I’d been doing this a long time. Every time one of my itineraries worked out, it gave me a little jolt of pride—in myself, in my business, in my abilities.

Pride that I’d gotten this far without having to shackle myself to a man and make myself smaller in the process.

Jack Reed ended the call, and silence settled over the room. I busied myself adjusting the cuffs of my white shirt under my blazer, then smoothing my hands over the soft wool of my pants. It was my one very expensive suit—the one I wore when I had to fit in with men like Callum Frost. Conscious that I was fidgeting, I straightened my shoulders and turned to face the man himself.

His eyes bore into me, icy and pale and unsettling. His features were chiseled with the precision of a master sculptor, his nose long and his lips full. He had dark slashes of eyebrows that only emphasized the remarkable color of his eyes. He was an exceedingly handsome man, and the power of his presence struck my gut like the tolling of a big bell.

I didn’t trust good-looking men. But I couldn’t deny this particular one was attractive.

All I could do was shove that feeling down, down, down, and pretend I was unaffected. “Deena Brand, at your service,” I said, sticking my palm out toward his middle. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Frost.”


TWO
CALLUM


Her hair was a wild riot in shades of brown and blond, half-tamed into a bun at the crown of her head. Tendrils framed her face, emphasizing big brown eyes and pink, lush lips. Lips I wanted to suck and bite and punish for speaking to me so impertinently. Heat burned through my chest, half of me so angry I couldn’t breathe, the other half full of desperate want.

It knocked me sideways, and I resented her for it. I hated when my emotions got in the way, when things happened that I didn’t expect.

And I hadn’t expected her. The chaos of her presence, and the way everything went silent in her wake. The way her eyes challenged with nothing but a guileless blink.

Deena Brand was not like our last travel coordinator. She wasn’t like anyone I’d hired before. She faced me, her hand hanging between us for a long moment before I lifted mine to shake it. I hid the jolt that went through me at the touch of her skin against mine. She was soft, her bones fine—but her grip was firm. I wanted to pull her closer and make that lush mouth soften. I wanted to tell her to get out of my face and never come back.

“Ms. Brand,” I repeated. “How nice of you to finally show up.”

Her eyebrow arched in response, lips twitching. Mocking me. The suit she wore looked wrong on her. It fit her perfectly, but the austere lines and plain gray of the weave looked too drab for the fire raging in her gaze. Her ears and hands were adorned with multiple glinting jewels and rings, hinting that in another environment, Deena Brand would not be wearing a staid, gray wool pantsuit.

She enraged me, marching into my office like she owned it, fixing problems that had stumped my entire team like it was nothing to her. I was angry that she’d made a fool of me and vaguely embarrassed that she’d done it in front of my staff.

Even still, I was impressed, and because of that mix of fury and admiration, I wanted to own her. I wanted to see her melt, to bend her to my will, to pick apart every knot that kept her tied together so tightly.

Standing so close to her, I inhaled her scent. It was sweet and complex, amber and orange blossom. It went straight to my head, and I forgot to be mad while it filled my nose.

“According to my watch, I’m right on time,” she said, pulling her hand away so she could shake the watch down from her cuff.

My hand flexed as I dropped it to my side, a huff slipping through my lips. “According to me, you’re not.”

“That’s not a metric I’m interested in using to assess my punctuality.” A sharp, insolent smile.

The clatter of a key ring and stomping of heavy boots preceded the arrival of the security team. I kept my eyes on the woman before me as they hovered at the doorway.

“Sir?”

“False alarm,” I grated, and Deena smiled. It was an impudent curve of her lips that did nothing to lessen the hostility in her eyes. If she hadn’t just saved my company from disaster, I’d have her thrown out. Maybe. Probably.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked sweetly.

She could get on her knees and beg for forgiveness with that obscene mouth of hers. She could surrender to me and maybe—maybe—it would scratch the itch her presence ignited under my skin.

I did not like this feeling. As a result, I did not like her.

“You’ve done enough,” I replied, knowing I should be grateful. If Jack made it to Mexico City on time, Deena had saved the biggest deal of the year, right in time for a nice little holiday bonus for the team and a jump in my own net worth.

But I couldn’t shake the fury clinging to my skin like an oil slick. I always felt this way when control slipped from my grasp, when things didn’t go exactly as I’d planned, when disaster seemed to lurk just around the corner. I was jittery and edgy, and I needed this woman gone.

Either that, or I needed her under me. But that didn’t seem likely based on the thinly veiled hostility lurking in the shadows of her eyes.

“Where should I send my invoice?” she asked. Her eyes went wide and innocent, and she tilted her head to blink at me. She was mocking me even now, but no one else in the room would be able to tell. This irreverence was a special gift, just for me. “Miranda was my main point of contact, but now…”

Now my assistant had quit, which meant once again, I’d be looking for someone new to replace her. She was my third assistant in as many months. Infuriating. Predictable. How could it be so hard to find someone competent? I demanded excellence, but the job wasn’t rocket science.

I tugged open a drawer and pulled out a business card. “Send your invoice to me.”

She was careful not to touch my fingers as she took the card, and as she tucked it into her purse, I thought I caught the slightest trembling in her fingertips.

“Will do. Good day, Mr. Frost.” She nodded at me, then at the rest of the team, and then she was gone. Thankfully.


THREE
DEENA


Three weeks later, only a few days into the new year, my phone buzzed. An unknown number flashed onto my screen.

UNKNOWN


I need to get to Tokyo ASAP.




I lay back onto my pillows and glanced at the time. It was after eleven o’clock at night, and the world outside my studio apartment window was all darkness, snow, and cold.

I knew it was him without having to verify his phone number. Callum Frost was as annoying over text as he’d been in person—demanding and arrogant and expecting me to thank him for the opportunity to kiss his feet. He’d paid my invoice early, though. That was rare.

Typically, if someone gave me their business card—especially someone who paid their bills on time—I copied their contact details into my phone. But as soon as I received the payment from Frost’s venture capital firm, I mentally crossed him off my potential client list. I was deep in debt, still drowning in student loans that never seemed to go down despite nearly a decade of regular payments, and I couldn’t afford to turn down a client. I’d taken on credit card debt to get my business off the ground, and then more to cover some cost of living expenses I hadn’t factored in, and that debt lingered like a bad smell. With just a few more big clients, I’d be able to get rid of the credit card and attack the student loans. Then I could save up, and maybe, someday, sock some away for retirement. I could do it—if I took advantage of every new client that came my way.

But working for Frost, in particular, felt risky in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

My phone buzzed again.

UNKNOWN


Are you there?




Eyes narrowing at the screen, I couldn’t help the huff that slipped out of me. This man had a lot of nerve. But what else could I expect from a rich, handsome white man who’d probably been given everything in life? I’d grown up with one as a brother and another as a father; I knew just how deep their entitlement burrowed. Their privilege was an invasive weed that kept popping up even when you’d nuked your entire garden. Impossible to get rid of.

And maybe it was a character flaw that I couldn’t just let it go. Maybe it was the memory of the energy in the room when I’d stood in front of him, that feeling of being so alive it felt like I could taste my own death. Maybe I was just a fool for a handsome, demanding man, but I didn’t block him and move on with my life. My fingers flew over my phone screen, and I answered his text.

DEENA


I’m sorry. Who is this?




My lips curled despite myself, because even though we were nowhere near each other, two near-strangers hidden in their own little corners in New York City, I could feel the lance of annoyance that pierced him when he read my message.

UNKNOWN


Callum Frost




I gave you my card.




My eyes rolled so hard I got a headache.

DEENA


Of course. Was I meant to frame it?




I jumped when my phone started ringing, the fright making my hands shake, but I forced my voice to remain steady. “Deena Brand speaking.”

“Ms. Brand,” Callum said, his own voice dark and smoky. “Is this how you treat all your clients?”

“Only the special ones,” I shot back, and it was clear that “special” wasn’t a compliment.

“Can you get me to Tokyo or not?”

“Do you always call people close to midnight and expect them to jump to do your bidding?”

“When they charge as much as you? Yes. I do.” His words were deep and low, and they made a full-body shiver course through me. I imagined him sitting at his desk, gripping his phone so hard his knuckles turned white.

I discovered I liked pushing Callum Frost’s buttons. How would it feel to be in the room with him right now, with those remarkable eyes on me and that storm of electricity snapping against my skin? It had been so long since I’d felt anything other than desperation, anything other than the merciless fight for survival.

“Tokyo, Ms. Brand.”

I suppressed another shiver. His voice was indecent. “Whether or not I can get you to Tokyo depends on two things.”

“Which are?”

“Your budget, and the time you need to land.”

“Unlimited, and as soon as possible.”

I shifted in bed and grabbed my laptop from the nightstand. I’d just closed the lid a few minutes before Callum’s text landed on my phone, calling it quits on another eighteen-hour day. I loved owning my own business, but it was relentless, and I couldn’t afford to slow down. There was no safety net beneath me if I stumbled.

“Give me a sec,” I murmured, pinning the phone against my ear and my shoulder. “My laptop’s just warming up.”

“Do laptops need to warm up these days?”

I narrowed my eyes as I stared at my screen. “Mine does.” It was a clunky old beast with a mind of its own, but replacing it was an expense I couldn’t afford. And I was not taking on more debt.

He hummed, the sound sending warmth spiraling through my stomach. I hated that his voice turned me on. I hated that anything about him turned me on, because he represented everything I’d left behind. I’d run from a life under the thumb of a man like him and fought to build something for myself.

So why did he make me want to simper and submit?

“Did I catch you in bed?”

I jerked. “Excuse me?”

“I can hear the sheets rustling when you move.”

“Stop listening to my sheets rustle, Frost,” I growled.

His chuckle was dark chocolate, rich and decadent. “I couldn’t if I tried. By the sound of it, you’re alone.”

Heat smarted across my cheeks, and I blinked half a dozen times to refocus on my laptop screen. “That’s none of your business.”

“That’s not true. I need to know everything about the people I deal with.”

Of course he did.

“I’m the one doing you a favor here,” I snapped. He was somewhere in this city of millions, nowhere near me, unable to touch me, but his words still felt like velvet ropes slithering across my skin, tightening around me to keep me in place for his appraisal. His amusement. I shrugged, trying to shake off the feeling.

“I looked you up, you know,” he said.

“The more you talk, the longer it’ll take me to find you a flight.”

He laughed again, and it didn’t sound quite as grim as the first time. “I don’t believe you. You could do your job with your eyes closed, Ms. Brand. The woman who built her business on her own over the past eight years, with no help and no support, on her own in the big city after leaving her hometown in North Carolina.”

The thought of this man looking me up made my stomach clench. It terrified me…but that wasn’t all it did. I wondered if he’d glared at his screen the way he’d glared when I’d stood before him. Or maybe he’d been emotionless, extracting every detail from my online presence like a surgeon hunting for cancerous tumor cells.

I shifted in my seat then froze, conscious that he was listening to my every move. When I spoke, my voice was stilted. “If money is no object, I can get you on a private jet in two hours. Local time in Tokyo will be five-forty a.m. on Wednesday when you land. You lose a day crossing the date line. Will you need a chauffeur on either end of the journey?”

“Please,” he replied.

“Where should they pick you up?”

He gave me an address in Tribeca.

“The car will pick you up in forty minutes. Safe travels, Mr. Frost.”

“I think we’ve graduated to first-name basis by now, don’t you think, Deena?”

The sound of my name on his tongue made my stomach clench. Heat flowed down my thighs, and I tossed my laptop aside so I could squeeze my legs together.

“Call me Cal.”

I would do no such thing. “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Frost,” I replied, voice snapping on his name. “I’ll send through my invoice in the morning. Good night.”

I hung up the phone before he could answer, then tossed it across the room toward the small two-seater sofa on the opposite side of my studio. The device bounced on my faux fur throw cushion, landed on the floor, then skittered under my tiny dining table. I clenched the sheets, pulled my legs up, and pressed my forehead into my knees.

I was jittery and keyed up. My limbs were restless, and the sound of Callum Frost’s voice still echoed in my ears. His dark, low chuckle. The way he said my name. How it felt to know he was listening to my every move.

I should’ve hated it, but my heart was stuttering and I couldn’t catch my breath.

I was turned the hell on.

I would never speak to him again. I couldn’t go anywhere near him. It was dangerous to my health. He was everything I’d run away from—the domineering, controlling man who thought he could twist me into knots for his own amusement. I’d clawed my way out of my old life and built my business in order to gain whatever freedom I could. I wanted freedom. I wanted independence and security and the ability to live my own life the way I chose.

But I also wanted him. I wanted all that energy and intensity on top of me. I wanted him to chuckle in my ear, wanted those big hands on my body while I writhed and begged. I wanted him to tell me to drop to my knees and watch him come undone when I did, and I wanted him to say dark and dirty words while he entered me.

I was such a fucking mess—but I couldn’t resist temptation. My hand slid under my pajama pants, into my panties, where I was already wet and needy. My eyelids fluttered shut, and all I saw was Callum’s face.

This moment would go with me to my grave. No one had to know—especially not him. If he ever found out just how quickly the thought of him made my back arch and a whimper escape my lips, I would never, ever live it down.


FOUR
DEENA


In the first week of February, I was called back to the glass tower that housed Frost’s firm for yet another last-minute travel emergency. Three people had to make it to New York within the next twenty-four hours to close some big important business deal, and they were coming from three separate continents. I exited the elevator and immediately sensed the frantic energy on the floor. A woman in a pencil skirt tottered on high heels, pages fluttering in her hands as she made her way toward the corner office. The reception desk was empty. A middle-management-type man yelled at a younger man, both of them frowning at a computer screen in a nearby conference room. The clever people in the office clattered on their keyboards and made themselves look busy.

I helped myself to a mint from the bowl on the reception desk as I skirted around it and followed the sound of many humming voices toward Callum Frost’s office.

Today, I wore wide-legged pants of forest green paired with a black turtleneck. My wool trench coat flapped around my knees, and my favorite tote bag hung from my shoulder. I’d worn gold-plated filigree earrings that dangled almost to my shoulders, a luxury I shouldn’t have bought but couldn’t resist. Pretty armor that would protect me better than the boring suit. I spun one of my rings with my thumb, the movement hidden against my palm, the only indulgence I allowed myself to release some of the pent-up energy that had circled inside me as soon as I got the call to come and help.

January was typically a slow month for me after the franticness leading up to the holidays, and I’d had to tighten up my spending to make it through. This job would give me a few weeks of breathing room, which was the only reason I’d agreed to take it.

At least, that was what I told myself. I couldn’t deny the jump in my pulse that had occurred when I’d seen “Frost Venture Capital” in my email inbox.

Most of the voices came from desks outside Callum’s office, and a few heads popped up to see me walk by. I ignored them all, noting the empty desk that used to have Miranda’s name on it. It was clear of the papers and detritus of an active workstation, which meant he hadn’t found a replacement assistant yet—no great surprise. I knew he was a bear to work for, and I didn’t even work for him.

I found Callum with his large hands flat on his desk, his dark head bent over an array of pages. The woman in the pencil skirt hovered nearby, a laptop balanced on one palm while her other hand danced over the trackpad. “I’ve organized a car to get you to the meeting this afternoon⁠—”

“Send me the details. I’ll check them before you put them in my calendar.”

“Still suffering from terminal micromanagement syndrome, huh,” I said from the doorway, wanting to catch him off-balance. I’d forgotten the power of his stare, though, and the moment his head snapped up and that icy, intense gaze landed on my face, it was me who wobbled. I leaned against the doorjamb to hide it and gave him a humorless smile. “I’m here to save the day again.”

The woman brushed past me, evidently seeing my arrival as the perfect excuse to leave the lion’s den.

Said lion straightened, eyes never leaving mine. “Work for me. I still haven’t found a decent assistant, and you impressed me last time. Full-time, full benefits. Name your price.”

Ha. Come, little gazelle. Put yourself right here between my nice, shiny teeth.

I pushed off the doorframe and huffed. “No. What’s all this?” I waved at the papers on his desk. I could see itineraries and familiar logos from airlines and chauffeur companies.

“I’m trying to get my team to this meeting,” he answered, scowling. “It shouldn’t be this hard to book a couple of flights.”

His frustration was delicious. This time, my smile came more easily—but I made the mistake of glancing up at him again. We were closer now, him behind his massive dark wood desk, me on the short end of it. My thoughts skittered to the night he called me and what I did when we hung up. Heat flushed up my neck as a blush warmed my cheeks, and I cursed the fact that my skin reddened so easily.

Especially when his gaze circled my face, and his eyes narrowed ever so slightly. When he met my gaze again, there was a knowing expression in his eyes. “Why, Deena⁠—”

“This was a tough one,” I interrupted, pulling a folder out of my tote bag and placing it on top of the scattered papers on his desk. “I’m waiting for confirmation from one of my contacts at the airline, but we should be able to get your London associate on a flight on standby. They might have to sit in one of the crew’s jump seats, but I’m guessing that will work for you.”

“That will work for me,” Callum confirmed. Somehow, he’d moved closer. I straightened and took half a step back, my fingers brushing the edge of his desk to steady myself.

He was taller than I remembered, and broader too. My mind had warped my memory of him, convinced me he wasn’t as commanding and intimidating as I’d thought the first time. How could he be? He was only human. But my mind had only been trying to protect me from the reality that I’d never met anyone with a presence as staggering as Callum’s. He smelled exactly the same, and the scent of him went straight to my head. Straight to my cunt.

I never should have touched myself that night. I swore he could tell what his presence did to me. It was right there in the way he stared at me, in the carnal undertones of his voice. “Work for me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“If I tell you, it might hurt your feelings.”

“Deena,” he cajoled, and when he closed the distance between us, I didn’t trust my legs to support me if I tried to move away. “We could do amazing things together.” His lips quirked, and the space between my thighs clenched. That voice. It was deep and rich and velvety, and it made me want to give him anything he wanted. I’d never had this kind of reaction to a man before. To anyone before. Power usually made me want to buck, especially when people tried to exert it over me. And Callum did. He wielded his authority with every tiny facial expression and subtle manipulation of his voice. He was a man in control of his surroundings.

I should have been repelled, but I wasn’t. I was electrified. I cursed myself for agreeing to take this job.

“I need you,” he murmured.

Oh, how I wanted to hear those words in another context. How would I feel if a man like Callum Frost dropped to his knees in front of me and told me he wanted to worship me? How incredible would it be to be the owner of all his attention, his affection?

But I knew his type—and I knew mine. He was a bully. He was used to getting what he wanted, exactly how he wanted it. And I was just a lowly woman who might be lucky enough to make his life easier while he decided I was worthy.

That little voice in my head that told me it would feel so good to be around him, to soak up some of his magic—that voice had been trained from a young age to expect the least and thank her betters for it.

Never again.

I had clawed my way out of childhood and built my business from a blank sheet of paper with nothing but sheer determination. I would never hand over my hard-fought independence to a man—especially one as intoxicating as Callum Frost.

“I’ll pay you anything you ask,” he said, and I knew from the look in his eyes that he meant it.

I wavered. Just for a second—for an instant—but I did. My student loans still loomed over me, oppressive and unshrinking. I’d been paying them off for close to a decade, and somehow I owed more than when I started. An old power bill was in collections. My credit card debt was a monkey on my back. I could ask him for enough money to pay them off and then some, and he would agree. I knew he would.

But I’d lose myself in the process.

“I work for no man,” I told him. “I work for no one but myself.”

He hummed, chin lifting. “Is that some sort of feminist thing?”

“It’s just a fact, Frost. I need you to sign these papers to authorize the London flight, and then I can get out of your hair.” I pointed to the forgotten folder in the center of his desk. I should’ve sent all this over email and refused to come into the office. It was too much of a risk to be this close to him.

“What if I don’t want you to get out of my hair?” he asked in that low voice. My eyes flicked up to meet his, and I saw humor in his gaze. He knew what his voice did to me—probably read it in every shade of red painted on my cheeks—and he was using it like a weapon.

“What you do or don’t want is irrelevant,” I said. “Sign the papers and let me do my job.”

He did, and I snatched the folder back. I’d planned on staying here until I got confirmation the travel plans were locked in and worked for Frost’s team, but I was dizzy with the scent of him, and I needed to leave before I did anything stupid.

Like agree to work for him. Or admit I was attracted to him. Or tell him just how fast I came to the thought of him inside me.

My legs were jelly by the time the elevator doors closed, and I crumpled against the mirrored wall as a sigh blew through my lips.

I promised myself that next time he contacted me, I wouldn’t answer. I promised myself I’d block his number.

Ha. Yeah, right.

Eight days later, I broke my promise.


FIVE
CALLUM


CALLUM


I just sent through details for an upcoming trip I need to take with two employees. Let me know when the arrangements are ready for me to review.




DEENA


I got it. Before I start working on this, you should know that my fee has doubled.




CALLUM


Why?




DEENA


Because you annoy me and I’m trying to make you go away.




I huffed where I sat in my bed, rereading her message as my fingers hovered over the screen. Night blanketed the city, and I’d left my curtains open so I could look out over the glittering lights of the buildings and the dark, inky water beyond. I hadn’t seen Deena in a little over a week—not since she’d blushed so prettily in my office. I missed her, which was ridiculous. It wasn’t her I missed, obviously. It was the feeling she gave me, that thrill of chasing and needing and wanting.

Leaning against my headboard, I typed.

CALLUM


Charge what you want, Deena.




Seconds stretched into minutes, and I picked up my phone half a dozen times before finally snorting at myself. I was acting like a fool. She was doing a job for me. Nothing more.

But I still snatched the device up from the nightstand when it buzzed.

DEENA


Provisional itinerary sent along with my invoice. Due on receipt.




Sure enough, an email was waiting for me with two attachments. I reviewed them and paid her invoice. Then I picked up my phone again.

CALLUM


Work for me.




This time, her reply was nearly instantaneous.

DEENA


No. [image: red heart]




CALLUM


Why?




DEENA


Scroll up a couple of messages if you need a refresher.




I laughed. I couldn’t help it. No one else spoke to me like this. No one resisted the way she did. And I couldn’t help thinking she was being illogical. I’d pay her whatever she wanted. She was good at what she did, and I respected that. Taking on the role of my executive assistant would be a walk in the park for a woman like her. I could deal with the attitude if it meant never having a missed connection for an important business trip.

That’s not the only reason you want her, my consciousness whispered, but I didn’t listen. I ignored the throbbing low in my gut at the memory of her voice and the twitch that moved my fingers when I thought about picking up the phone to call her.

I put my phone away, but sleep was a long time coming.

[image: ]


Dawn broke over the horizon without fanfare, finding me already sitting at the desk in my home office, finishing my second cup of coffee. I’d rewritten half my team’s emails for upcoming proposals and double-checked every calendar entry my new temp assistant had organized for the week. The words “terminal micromanagement syndrome” floated through my head, spoken in a smoky, teasing voice that I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about ever since I first heard it.

Deena infuriated me. The way she took charge of situations made me deeply uncomfortable. I wasn’t used to giving up control, especially in my own company.

And yet I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

“Uncle Cal?”

I glanced up to see a small head peeking around the side of the doorway, blond hair tied in two French braids with blue bows holding the ends together. Pushing back from my desk, I brushed aside the twist of anxiety that never failed to appear when my five-year-old niece was around. She was so small and vulnerable, and I was…me. I wasn’t qualified to look after her, even for a moment. “What’s up, Lila?”

“Mommy said I could have pancakes this morning.”

“Pancakes are for special occasions.” I stood and circled my desk.

“She said you’d say that and to tell you every day is special.”

That was a gut punch if I’d ever heard one, and my sister Erica knew it. I huffed, tugging the end of one of her braids before scooping her up into my arms. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s see if we have what we need.”

“Yay!” She wrapped her legs around my waist and leaned her head on my shoulder, tapping her fingers on my biceps as I walked.

A moment later, one of the three nannies I’d hired when Erica and Lila came to stay with me rushed around the corner. She crashed to a stop, her eyes wide. “Mr. Frost, I’m so sorry. I turned my back for a second⁠—”

“Don’t worry about it, Mary,” I said. “I’ve got her.”

The nanny nodded and stepped aside as I walked by. We went down the stairs and along the hallway toward the kitchen before Lila said, “Mommy said you make the best pancakes.”

“Your mommy said a lot of things this morning.” I entered the penthouse’s kitchen and arched my brows at Erica, who sat on one of the barstools lining the near side of the island.

She smiled at me, angelic. My sister’s fingers touched the edge of her head scarf, a nervous tic that had shown up as soon as the chemotherapy started taking her hair. “She likes a lot of chocolate chips in hers. And I know you’ve got the real maple syrup in the cupboard, so we’ll have some of that too.”

“Sir?” My chef, Xavier, stepped out of the butler’s pantry, a reusable grocery bag folded under his arm. “Would you like me to get the pancakes started?”

“I’ll make them,” I said.

He nodded and ducked out of the room, and I opened the pantry to grab the flour and baking powder. I glanced over my shoulder at Erica, who arched a brow, and I turned back around to get the chocolate chips.

“She needs more than carbs and sugar, Erica. She needs nutrients. So do you.”

“If you make me another one of your green smoothies, I’ll dump it over your head.”

Huffing at the flat look she gave me, I relented, knowing her treatment made everything taste wrong. Lila clambered up onto one of the barstools, and I circled the island to set up next to her. From the fridge, I grabbed milk and eggs. “Crack these in here,” I said, gesturing to the eggs and the bowl.

Lila’s tongue stuck out at the corner as she did what I asked, dropping half the shell in with her first egg and a few shards with the second.

“Oops,” she said.

“No problem,” I said, and fished out the shell pieces before measuring out the flour and baking soda. I asked Lila to dump them in a second bowl while I whisked the eggs.

I met my sister’s gaze over the top of my niece’s head. “I read the oncologist’s report this morning. I’m not satisfied with the way he’s handling your care. I’m going to get a second opinion from⁠—”

“Cal,” my sister interrupted. “Let’s just have some pancakes this morning. Please?” She glanced at Lila, who was flinging flour halfway across the kitchen in an attempt to stir the baking soda in. My eyelid twitched at the mess, but I could clean that up when we were done.

“Fine,” I said. “Here, kiddo. Mix this in.”

Lila beamed up at me, and my hard heart softened.

The three of us ate pancakes at the kitchen island, and then Mary came to take Lila to preschool. I’d signed her up for a no-tech Montessori school as soon as the two of them came to stay, and I was sure it was the best care Lila could get under the circumstances, but⁠—

“You have that look on your face like you’re spiraling,” my sister said.

I blinked and met her gaze. “I don’t spiral.”

“Uh-huh.”

Clicking my tongue, I said, “I was just thinking about the preschool Lila’s going to.”

“It’s perfect. She loves it. She’s made friends.”

“Their educational targets seem a little lax, and—what are you doing?”

Erica slid off her chair, letting out a now-familiar groan that told me her body was all aches and pains. She shuffled over to where I stood in front of the sink and put her hands on my cheeks. “You know I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for us, right?”

I frowned. “You’re my sister. What was I supposed to do, turn you away? You know you’re welcome here anytime.”

She smiled sadly. “If anything happens to me⁠—”

“I don’t want to hear this,” I said, pulling away. “Your bloodwork is stable. People beat breast cancer every day.”

“If anything happens to me,” Erica repeated more forcefully, “I want you to take care of Lila.”

I froze, a lump jamming itself halfway down my throat. “Erica⁠—”

“Cal, there’s no one else.”

“Trevor—”

“Her father walked out when I got my diagnosis, and he hasn’t shown any interest in stepping up since then. We weren’t married, and he won’t fight you for custody. He might try to squeeze you for some cash, but you’ve got plenty of that. I want you to take care of her when I’m gone.”

The metal bowl with smears of half-dried pancake batter clattered against the sink when I dropped it. “You’re not fucking dying, Erica. I won’t let that happen.” It horrified me when my voice trembled, and I knew Erica noticed.

“You can’t control everything, Cal.”

“I’m getting that second opinion.”

She huffed. “Fine. What’s a few more needles jammed into my arms?”

I went back to washing the dishes. My head housekeeper had passed by the doorway twice already, and I knew she was annoyed I was doing this, but I couldn’t stand still while my sister spouted that kind of bullshit. I scrubbed until the stainless steel of the bowl gleamed, then tossed it onto the counter where it dripped in growing puddles.

“Of course I’ll take care of her,” I finally replied. “The two of you are the only family I’ve got left.”

Erica’s hand landed between my shoulder blades. “Thank you. My lawyer’s drawing up my will—stop looking at me like that, Cal. It’s just a precaution. I’m still fighting this and I intend to win.”

“That’s the first thing you’ve said this morning that makes any kind of sense.”

“Mommy! Mary said we have to go so I’m not late for school.” We both turned toward the kitchen entrance as Lila came sprinting toward us. Erica braced herself for a full-speed hug while I winced. My sister smiled and kissed her daughter on the head. Lila gave me a quick hug, and a familiar pit of anxiety opened up in my gut.

If the worst did happen…would I be able to take care of Lila? That kind of responsibility made me feel sick. She was so little. So vulnerable. She reminded me so much of⁠—

No. I wasn’t thinking about that. Not this morning.

“I’m going back to bed,” Erica said as soon as Lila was gone. Her shoulders slumped, and the toll the treatment and the cancer had taken on her was written in every exhausted line of her body.

“Eat something before I get back from work tonight,” I commanded. “You just pushed your pancakes around the plate. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

She smiled. “Love ya, Cal.”

“Try to choose something with at least one vitamin in it,” I grumbled.

My sister chuckled, but it was far from the bright, gut-busting laughter that used to come out of her before she got sick.

She was worried she’d die. I was worried she’d die.

If she did…I’d be responsible for that little girl. Her life, her safety, her future—it would all rest on my shoulders. I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t worthy, wasn’t good enough. I’d already failed once, and I wouldn’t give myself the chance to fail again. If it came to the worst, I’d go against Erica’s wishes and find a more suitable guardian for Lila.

Except I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Who else would make sure she was taken care of? Who else would do it right?

I went to work with my head full of messy, ugly thoughts. All day I felt jittery, on edge, and agitated. I barked at my staff and torched a relationship with a potential client, but no matter how much of an ass I was, it didn’t fix the way I felt. By the time the sun went down, my frustration with myself reached a peak.

There was only one person who would give me what I needed, who could scratch the incessant itch inside me that begged me for a fight. I picked up my phone and found Deena’s number.


SIX
DEENA


My fingers slid along the stem of the wine glass as my date told me all about his new podcast.

“It’s just going to be really conversational, you know? A bit of sports, a bit of humor. You’d love it.”

How he knew that, I had no idea; he hadn’t asked me a single question about myself. “I’m sure I would,” I answered with a forced smile, wondering how angry he’d get if I left before our entrees arrived. I already knew there wouldn’t be a second date.

But maybe I wasn’t giving him a chance. Maybe I was doing what I always did, which was put walls up around myself as soon as a guy showed the least bit of interest. Maybe I was self-sabotaging.

I took another swallow of wine and continued to carry the full weight of the conversation: “So, um, what kind of microphones do you guys use?”

“Oh, great question, Diana⁠—”

“It’s Deena.”

“Isn’t that what I said?” He shook his head with a frown, huffing. “Anyway, we got these mics online, but you know, you can’t just buy a cheap USB mic, right, you have to have crisp audio if anyone’s going to listen…”

He leaned in to talk at me, and I regretted my question. I didn’t care about a single word that left his mouth. I nodded and smiled, sipped my wine, and heard nothing.

There was something wrong with me. He was nice. He was good-looking. Yes, he wasn’t the best at conversation, but⁠—

“So you want to go to your place or mine after this?”

Clearly, I’d missed critical parts of this dialogue. I blinked at him. “Sorry?”

“After we eat. You’re down to fuck, right? I mean, this dinner’s gonna cost, like, two hundred bucks. I’m paying, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Outrage was a burn down the back of my throat. Who did this guy think he was? He thought just because he paid for dinner, I’d spread my legs for him? He didn’t even know my name. We had nothing in common. I wasn’t even attracted to him, but I’d agreed because…because…

Because of Callum freaking Frost! Because every time he called or texted or made demands, the restless feeling inside me grew. Because my fingers and toys could only take me so far, and I needed the weight of a man on top of me to get me over that last, ever-so-sharp edge.

But not this man. He hadn’t even tried.

I thought all I needed was a rough, casual screw to get that infernal man out of my system. I thought any cock would do. I’d been wrong. Coming on this date had been a mistake. My fingers tightened on the stem of my wine glass, and I wondered if it would feel as satisfying as it looked in the movies to throw it right in his face.

I opened my mouth to answer—and felt my bag buzzing where I’d left it hanging on the back of my chair.

The vibrations made me pause. If I made a scene, my date might get angry. If he got angry, he might get mean. I wasn’t afraid of him, but I did own my own business, and a few fraudulent reviews could really hurt me. A guy like this wouldn’t think twice about ruining my life because I’d dinged his ego.

So instead of snapping his head off, I reached into my purse and pulled out my phone. When I read the name on the screen, my heart took off.

“I have to take this,” I said.

“Really?” my date protested. “Right now?”

“It’s work,” I explained with false regret. “Won’t take long.” But it would give me an excuse to get up and walk out. I could pretend there was an emergency, text him that I wasn’t coming back, and that would be that. Bundling my jacket under one arm, I wove through the tables and made my way to the exit.

“What do you want?” I said as soon as I swiped to answer.

“That’s a funny way to greet your favorite client,” Callum’s low voice murmured in my ear. He paused, then asked, “Am I disturbing your evening?”

I glanced over my shoulder to give an apologetic wave to my date, but his eyes were glued to his own phone, so I turned around again and ducked out the door. “Yes,” I lied. “I’m on a date.”

Now why did I feel the need to say that?

“With who?” The question was sharp, and I knew Callum expected an answer.

I wouldn’t give him one. “That’s none of your business.”

The silence was loaded, until he broke it with a soft laugh. “Can’t be that good a date if you took my call.”

I grimaced, hugging my jacket in my arms as I huddled under the restaurant’s eaves and watched traffic drive by.

Today had sucked, and it hadn’t even been that much different from every other day. Life was drudgery, and there was no way out. It was early March, and the last dregs of winter still blew through the night. Earlier today, when my mother called with a particularly effective torrent of emotional manipulation, I’d caved and booked a flight to my hometown for my parents’ thirty-fifth wedding anniversary party in two weeks’ time, and the only silver lining was that I’d get a bit of warmth on my skin to tide me over until summer hit the city.

But for now, I stood in the cold with only Callum’s voice to keep me warm. Dangerous, dangerous proposition. The restlessness inside me grew, and all the orgasms I’d given myself over the past three months suddenly seemed so pale and lifeless in comparison to the feeling this man’s voice created in me.

I was in trouble, and I knew it. I needed to end the call. Needed to stop this before I did something stupid. But my tongue darted out to lick my lips, and I couldn’t make myself pull the phone away from my ear. I glanced down the street. Might as well walk to the subway station—going underground would give me an excuse to get off the phone.

My legs didn’t move, though. My mouth did. “My date was wonderful,” I shot back. “He’s a successful podcaster. I learned all about microphones.”

Cringing as soon as the words left my mouth, I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to rally my thoughts. He’d called me. He needed help with travel arrangements. I should steer the conversation back to that.

“A podcaster,” Callum exclaimed sarcastically. “Does he pause in the middle of a fuck to tell you about his sponsors?”

My cheeks burned. “What do you want, Frost?”

“What I want isn’t relevant right now, but what I need is your help getting a client to the city. I wouldn’t want to interrupt your date, though. I’m sure foreplay with Mr. Podcast is better than talking to me.”

He sounded jealous and petulant, and it should have been a turn-off. But he was jealous of a man he’d never seen…simply because that man was on a date with me. My mind spun, because I realized this intense, stormy energy between us—Callum felt it too.

My core throbbed, and that keen edge of desire cut through me, sharper than it ever had before.

I was in so much trouble.

And I couldn’t help but make it worse. “Jealous, Frost?” I snapped.

“You’re talking to me right now, Deena. You walked on your date the minute I called. By the sounds of it, you’re standing on the street. Poor Mr. Podcast is all on his own, isn’t he?”

The flush on my cheeks went all the way down my chest. God, he was annoying. Why did he turn me on? Why was my blood pumping hard and my stomach clenching with need?

“I have to go.”

“Back to your date?”

“Home,” I hissed.

He harrumphed, and I heard the squeak of a chair. He’d leaned back. “Will you look at the email I just sent you?”

“Maybe. If I’m feeling generous, which at this particular moment, I’m not.” My feet finally got the message, and I started moving down the sidewalk toward the subway station.

“And how are you feeling, Deena? Frustrated? Annoyed? Unsatisfied?”

All of the above. A gust of wind blew against me, and I wished I’d taken the time to put my jacket on. “You are the most unprofessional man I’ve ever met,” I said, hurrying as the subway entrance came into view. “I have to go.”

“Call me when you get home.”

“What? No.” Why would I do that? Why would he want me to do that? Head spinning, I frowned at my phone and ended the call. I’d reached the station—and my phone rang again.

“Did you just hang up on me?” Frost asked when I answered, his voice a low, dangerous rumble.

I sucked in a breath. That voice. I was wet down below, my heart thumping so hard I felt lightheaded. And I realized another man would never have satisfied this feeling. This was a problem only Callum Frost could solve. And that was very, very bad.

I stood on the top step with one hand gripping the handrail leading underground. “No, I didn’t hang up on you. Our conversation was over, so I ended the call. I’ll take a look at your email tonight and let you know if I can help you. Key word: if.”

“Call me when you get home,” he repeated.

I resisted, the tension in my chest so tight it felt like my ribs would collapse. I didn’t want to do what he told me. I didn’t understand what was going on between us, but I knew I needed to keep my distance.

And at the same time, I ached. All over, everywhere, all at once.

But still, when I huffed and said, “Fine,” Callum hummed in satisfaction, and some of the frantic, desperate energy in me eased. My fingertips tingled as I hung up the phone, not wanting to admit the truth:

It felt good to do what he told me to do. It felt so fucking good to give in.

Thankfully, by the time I unlocked my apartment door and pushed my way inside, I’d come to my senses. I left my phone in my purse and opened my laptop. The next time I contacted Callum Frost was through an utterly professional email which made no mention of dates with other men or phone calls or the fact that I liked it when he tried to order me around.

But that was a weak, avoidant defense that would crumble as soon as he picked up the phone to bark at me. I’d given up promising myself I’d ignore him.

He was the only thing in my life that gave me any sort of spark. Everything else was drudgery and duty and debt.

Seconds trickled by with no response, and I paced my apartment, feeling silly and stupid. He hadn’t been jealous. Why would he care that I was on a date with another man? I’d made a fool of myself. I was the only one who felt anything in this weird dynamic of ours. He was toying with me, because that was what men like him did. Soon, I’d be going back home to North Carolina and fighting against the weight of my family’s expectations, and I’d feel like a failure then too. Tension tightened around me like steel bands winched against my ribs. I couldn’t take it anymore. I hated feeling so stupid.

Then my phone rang.


SEVEN
CALLUM


She didn’t call me, but she did email through proposed travel details and another extortionate invoice. I read the email, scowled, and picked up the phone.

Her voice was slightly breathless, but still full of snark. “Let me guess. You want to make some changes?”

“You didn’t call me when you got home, Deena,” I chided.

“No,” she agreed. “I decided that our relationship has grown murky, and I should put up some professional boundaries.”

“I see.” I stood up and walked to the windows lining the wall of my office to shake off some of the twisting need growing in my stomach. I wanted to throw her over my knee and punish her for her impertinence. “Your date didn’t walk you to your door?”

“See, that right there?” Deena said. “That’s inappropriate. We’re business associates, Mr. Frost.”

“What if I like it when you fight with me?”

“I would encourage you to explore that in therapy.”

I huffed a laugh. “No one else pushes back the way you do. Today, of all days, I need that, sweetheart.” I clamped my lips shut, because I’d said too much. The leash had slipped, and I’d given away more than I wanted. Bracing myself for a cutting remark, I gritted my teeth and glared at the cold night outside.

She was quiet for a beat. When she spoke again, her voice was different. Softer. “Is everything okay?”

I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed them with my thumb and forefinger. I would have preferred snark and derision. I would have preferred she hang up on me.

But that wasn’t really true, was it?

Everything was fine, and everything was terrible. But how could I explain that? Why would I explain that? Better to put up walls and keep everyone out. Make sure I was in control of every outcome, so I could guard against disaster.

Except I couldn’t control everything, could I? I couldn’t control Erica’s cancer. I couldn’t control Lila’s safety every moment of the day. I couldn’t control Deena.

Maybe that was why I found myself telling her the truth. “My sister’s sick. Breast cancer.”

“Oh,” Deena said quietly. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not—” I bit off the sentence, not sure what I was trying to say. My heart thumped strangely, and my office felt empty and echoing. I was alone in the world, responsible for my sister, my niece, my employees, my future…the weight of it felt particularly heavy today. And Deena was Deena. Unflappable and stubborn and addictive. It felt good to tell her something that I wouldn’t tell anyone else.

“She’s doing well,” I finally finished. “Her bloodwork is good. It’s just…”

“There are no guarantees,” Deena finished quietly.

“Exactly.”

“Bet that drives you nuts,” she added, a sardonic note dancing at the edge of her tone.

I walked to the small bar cart and dropped a couple of ice cubes in a glass. “And what’s that supposed to mean, Ms. Brand?”

“Back to last names,” she mused. “Here I thought you were starting to like me.”

I was starting to feel a lot of things for her—things I didn’t want to admit to her and definitely not to myself. But hearing her voice eased some of the tension that had plagued me all day. “You haven’t answered the question.”

“I was merely suggesting that a man such as yourself⁠—”

“Expand on that, Brand. What’s a man such as myself?”

“A man who expects things done a certain way. A man who likes when people do as they’re told.”

I hummed, smiling down into my glass as I poured a couple of fingers of brandy. “I do enjoy when people do as they’re told, Deena. I’d like you to do as you were told, for once.”

She blatantly ignored the suggestiveness lacing my voice and cut to the heart of my problem. “Right. So it must have driven you crazy to deal with the uncertainty and the lack of control that comes with serious illness.” The teasing tone left her voice, but it wasn’t replaced with pity. Only understanding.

Her empathy wrapped around me like a warm blanket. The reality of my sister’s situation came rushing back, but it didn’t feel as all-encompassing and hopeless as it had just an hour ago. Deena’s voice on the other end of the line had dragged me out of the depths of my darkness. I wished she were here so I could inhale the scent of her perfume and feel the curve of her waist. I wanted to tell her more, like how hard I’d worked to get where I was, and how crazy it made me that she refused to work for me. I wanted to tell her about my childhood and my fears, just to hear her humming in my ear again.

I’d lost my damn mind.

Desperate to get away from that writhing mass of emotion, I changed the subject. “What are you wearing?”

“Frost—”

“I’m just curious about what someone wears on a date with a podcaster.”

Her laugh was low and rueful. “Stop it. I wish I’d never told you that.”

So did I, because the last remnants of the burning, white-hot jealousy that had speared me when she told me she was on a date were still sitting like hot coals in my stomach. But prodding them felt better than thinking about my family. “Describe your shoes to me.” Had she worn heels on her date? So another man could admire her legs, touch her waist, dream about her ass? So another man could picture her splayed out on his bed? So another man could make her come?

“You are such a weirdo. If you’re happy with the travel arrangements I sent through⁠—”

“Deena,” I cajoled. “Set work aside and talk to me.” I slumped down into an armchair and looked at the city. She was out there, somewhere, moving around her apartment while she stayed on the phone with me. I took a sip of my drink, relishing the burn as it went down.

Her sigh was quiet, but I heard it. A tiny capitulation that gave me the biggest thrill I’d felt since the first time she walked into my office. “I wore heels,” she admitted, “but I’ve taken them off. They were black satin with a peep toe. They kill my feet, and I wish I hadn’t worn them.”

She’d wanted to fuck him. She’d planned on it—and then she’d walked out when I called. My heart thumped. “And your hair?”

“What’s going on here? What are we doing right now?”

“I’m trying to paint a picture in my mind.”

“From the guy who keeps trying to get me to work for him,” she muttered.

“I’ve given up on that,” I answered. “I’ll settle for this.”

Her breath grew heavier, and I heard the rustle of cloth. I closed my eyes and took another sip. She was sitting or lying down. If I were there, I’d press her knees apart and run my hands up the insides of her thighs. I’d drink down her shivers and her sighs like they were my sustenance.

“My hair is down. I curled it.”

Another lance of jealousy speared through me. I’d never seen her hair down. I hummed, imagining how it would feel to wrap those strands around my fist and tug. How it would feel to hear her sigh and gasp.

“My dress is black. It’s simple, hits below my knee, and has a slit that shows off my thigh.” Her voice was a quiet murmur, but I heard the hitch in her voice on the last word. She inhaled, short and sharp, then spoke again in a steadier voice. “I wore it with a leather jacket I thrifted years ago.”

“And under the dress?” I asked, voice so low I was surprised she could hear it.

Her breathing sped up, and I heard her swallow. “This is so wrong,” she whispered. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

My heart rattled, and I set my glass of brandy aside to press the heel of my palm against my throbbing cock. “I know.” My voice was a hard rasp.

“I can never work with you again if we do. I’ll have to strike you off my client list.”

If someone had told me even an hour ago that I’d sacrifice the best travel coordinator I’d ever worked with for a few minutes of phone sex, I would have laughed. Of course I would never do that. Nothing got in the way of my business, because it was the only area of my life where I truly thrived.

But Deena sounded breathless and needy, and she was the exact drug I needed to get my fix. “When’s the last time you touched yourself, Deena?” My voice changed and deepened, and when her breath gusted, I knew she liked it.

And I couldn’t lie; I liked it too. I liked the thought of this willful, obstinate woman giving in to me. I liked the thought of her alone, in her apartment, clenching her legs together because my voice drove her mad. Touching herself when I commanded her to. Coming when I gave her permission.

“Tell me.”

“Today,” she whispered. “Before my date.”

“Were you planning on sleeping with him?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“The truth, sweetheart.”

“Yes. Until I met him. Then I changed my mind.”

“Are you touching yourself now?”

She was quiet for a beat, then whispered, “Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Tell me how you’re touching yourself.”

More rapid breaths. I pressed my palm against my cock as my blood thundered in my ears. Then, quietly, Deena said, “Over my panties. I’m lying on my back in my bed.”

“You wish I was there with you?”

“No. Yes. No.”

I chuckled, closing my eyes. “Slip your fingers into your underwear and tell me how wet you are.”

I could taste her embarrassment on my tongue, feel the way she resisted. Then there was a rustle. A heavy breath. A rush went through me; she was giving in.

I was so hard it ached all the way down to my knees.

Her voice sent another pulse through me. “Wet enough to—to slide inside.”

“Good girl,” I murmured, and I heard the catch in her breath at my words. Another piece of the puzzle that was Deena fell into place, and I hummed. She was stubborn and bratty and couldn’t help talking back—but she also liked being praised. Liked being told how perfect and good and sweet she was. And she was perfect and good and sweet.

“I’ve been wanting you since the moment I saw you,” I admitted. “Since you walked in and made a fool of me. Wish I could lick the taste of you off your fingers.”

“Cal—”

“Keep touching yourself and think about how hard you make me. How much I want you, Deena. Want to feed you my cock while you hum for me.”

“And what makes you think I’d do that for you?” she asked. She was trying to sound tough—but she was panting.

“Because I’ll tell you to get on your knees and suck, sweetheart, and it’ll feel so good to obey. And I’ll tell you how perfect your mouth feels and how crazy you make me. I’ll wrap my fingers in that beautiful, wild hair of yours, and I’ll make you feel how much I want you.”

She whimpered. I clenched my fingers around my length, closing my eyes.

“Are you close, sweetheart?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Next time you go on a date with another man, you’ll be thinking of me.”

It wasn’t a question, but she answered anyway. “Yes.”

“And when I tell you to call me when you get home, you will.”

Her sigh was pure release. “Yes.”

“Come now, Deena. Let me hear the pretty noises you make when you’re wishing my cock was inside you.”

She did—and they were better than I could have expected. She moaned my name, desperate and needy and perfect. I exhaled, lightheaded, my hand still gripped around my cock through the fabric of my clothes.

Her breaths were hard and fast. If she were here, I’d thrust inside her and let her ride me to another orgasm. I’d make her work for it, because she was a woman who didn’t give in easily. I’d fuck her until she was mine. Until she forgot she hated me. Until the only words she knew were yes and please and more. If she were here⁠—

“Oh. My. God.” Deena’s voice shook. And then the line went dead.


EIGHT
DEENA


I hung up the phone, fumbled to turn it off completely, then slid off the bed. My legs were jelly and my panties were around my calves, so I stumbled a few feet and crumpled to the ground. A half-sob, half-sigh tore out of me, and I pushed myself up to my knees.

What the hell had just happened? Why had I done that?

My laptop dinged. I crawled on my hands and knees to my sofa, where I’d left the computer on the seat cushion. Callum had sent me an email: Turn on your phone.

I pecked at the keyboard with my index finger: No. Then I slammed the laptop lid down and shoved the computer into the crack between the cushions, like that would fix this situation.

What had I done? What had I done?

I needed a shower. I needed a brain transplant.

Crawling up the side of the couch, I steadied myself and let my underwear fall to the ground. I stepped out of it and tore off my dress, every stitch feeling too abrasive on my sensitive body. Then I stumbled to the shower and turned the knob to full, freezing cold, and I got in before I could think twice about it.

The shock of the water stole my breath. I ducked my chin and let the water run down my head and over my body. Gooseflesh covered me everywhere in an instant, but it took long moments before I could take more than little sips of air into my lungs. When my teeth clacked from the cold, I nudged the tap and allowed myself to warm up. After a while, I was finally able to take a full breath, and I had to admit the truth to myself.

That was the hottest thing I’d ever done in my entire freaking life.

And I wanted to do it again.
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I blocked Callum Frost as soon as I turned my phone on the next day, and I set a rule in my email inbox to send his messages straight to a locked, hidden folder.

He’d been a good client and a great source of income, but there was no way I could get anywhere near him. Not after last night.

I buried myself in lead generation and marketing. I called up a friend of mine, Alba, who had given birth to her son back in November. She was in a little bubble of infant bliss, and it warmed my heart to hear her so happy.

I didn’t want what she had. I didn’t want to be tied down to a man, barefoot and pregnant in his kitchen. I wanted my life and my business. My independence.

But she was happy, and that made me happy. Maybe, in a small, strange way, it made me a little jealous.

Not enough to change the course of my life, though. Not enough to make bad decisions like unblocking Callum Frost’s number.

I hustled for two full weeks, but when my next debt payment came out of my account, I was down to less than a thousand dollars to my name. Nothing was more disheartening than knowing I was covering my bills, doing everything I could to grow the business, and still feeling the uncertainty of living paycheck to paycheck.
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When it came time to board the flight to Charlotte, North Carolina, I was feeling tender and vulnerable. Not the ideal state of mind to willingly step into the wasp’s nest. My parents were having their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary party at their local country club, and everyone would be there. All the people who thought I’d thrown away my best shot at a good life when I’d broken up with my high school boyfriend. Who thought I was silly and strange and shameful for wanting to support myself. I braced myself for what was to come.

But I didn’t brace myself enough.

Halfway to the car rental kiosk, I spotted a familiar face. My brother Brooks stood waiting with his hands in the pockets of his faded jeans, a half-smile appearing on his face when he spotted me. He was half a head taller than me and he obviously hadn’t given up the gym habit, but I could see the beginning of a beer gut. Married life must’ve been treating him well.

He intercepted me before I could make it to the kiosk and wrapped an arm around me. “Hey, Deena.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Is that how you greet someone who came to pick you up from the airport?” He hooked an arm around my neck and pulled me in for a too-tight brotherly hug, rubbing his knuckles on my scalp.

I yelped, clawing at him until I could pull away. “What the hell, Brooks! We’re not little kids anymore.”

He laughed. “Still the same whiny-pants even after a three-year disappearance, huh.”

“I’m getting a rental car,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Mom told me to drive you.”

I widened my eyes at him. “Still doing Mom’s bidding after my three-year disappearance, huh.”

Brooks clicked his tongue and grabbed my small suitcase from my hand. “Come on, Deena. We’re going to be late for dinner.”

Stewing in my own anger, I stomped beside my big brother. It was easier to go along now and get a rental car later, or just deal with taxis and ride shares for the weekend.

“How’s Stacey? And the kids?”

“Riley just lost a tooth and left it for the tooth fairy, but she saw me sneaking into her room last night, so the truth’s out.” He gave me a sideways glance. “Stace won’t admit it, but she’s so mad I think she’s considering divorce.”

Despite myself, a tiny huff of laughter came out of me. I liked my sister-in-law. We’d been friendly at school, and she’d never made fun of me for wanting something more than marriage and babies, even though that was what she’d aspired to. She would never divorce Brooks. Not only because she didn’t believe in it, but because they were head over heels in love with each other.

We drove down roads I knew like the back of my hand and slowed as we turned into my parents’ neighborhood. Brooks drove with one hand on the wheel, his elbow resting on the open window frame. Familiar sights and scents made me feel like my entire life in Manhattan was a dream.

“How’s business?” Brooks asked when we turned down our parents’ street. He and Stacey lived three doors down, but he still parked outside Mom and Dad’s place. Dad had a new car, a gleaming luxury SUV that looked right at home in front of the beautiful house.

I gave my brother a flat look. None of my family had ever shown the least bit of interest in my ambitions. I’d been ridiculous for wanting to go to college. My degree had been pointless. I was single, therefore I was a failure. I wasn’t going to give my brother or anyone else ammunition with which to attack me by giving them any more information than they needed. “What do you care how my business is doing?”

He frowned at me. “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to be civil.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I muttered, anger sparking. Easy for him to say, when he’d grown up having me and Mom and all our aunts serving him food and doing his chores. Being civil for him meant being polite. Being civil for me meant shrinking myself to fit in a box of other people’s ideals.

“Christ, Deena. I was actually looking forward to seeing you before I remembered you’re a total bitch.”

Heat seared through me, and I slammed his car door as soon as I’d stepped outside. The weekend was off to a flying start.

And it only got better.

The front door of the house opened, and my mother stood there, her hair perfectly set, her pale yellow pants matched with a crisp white sleeveless shirt. She planted her hands on her hips and tsked. “Do they not sell hairbrushes in New York City, Deena?”

“Nice to see you too, Mom.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, flapping her hands in the direction of the messy bun Brooks had attacked on sight. “I’m sure Annabelle can fit you in before the party.”

“I’m not letting Annabelle anywhere near my head,” I warned.

“And I’ve got a dress for you to wear, so don’t you worry about that,” my mother said, ignoring my words. She put her hands on my shoulders, looked me up and down, and sighed. Then she turned to my brother, and a giant, beaming smile broke over her face. “You are such a dear for doing that, Brooks. I know going to the airport for Deena was an inconvenience.”

Words couldn’t hurt me. I wouldn’t let them. I swallowed back the burning ball of emotion in my throat and glanced at my brother.

His gaze slid toward me, then back to our mother. “It was no problem,” he said. “Dinner ready?”

“I was just about to fix you a plate. Deena, go on into the kitchen and do that while Brooks brings in your suitcase. You’ll stay in your old room.”

My old room was no longer my room. They’d converted it to a guest room the moment I’d left for college. It was as clear a message as any that their home wasn’t my home anymore. I’d made my choice, and I’d chosen wrong.

“Yes, ma’am,” I grumbled, full of repressed teenage angst and all the bottled-up hurt I’d spent the last decade running from.

My parents lived in a five-thousand-square-foot home built with red brick and a grand colonnade entrance. Dark blue shutters framed the windows as mature, leafy trees and perfectly manicured bushes lined the walkway from the driveway to the front door.

My throat tightened.

I remembered rushing up these steps and being told that ladies didn’t run. I remembered slamming the door when I pretended I was going to run away half a dozen times as a child. This time, when my thumb pressed the latch on the cast iron handle, it felt like I was opening the door to someone else’s home.

My mother hadn’t gotten over her love of wallpaper in the years since I’d been here. White wainscoting covered the bottom half of the walls on the entire bottom floor, with the top half of the entryway papered in a silver floral motif. To my right, the formal living room opened up, dramatic moldings painted a fresh white with dark blue wallpaper covering the walls. The blue set off the rich reds of the sofas and Turkish rugs.

I blinked at the photo of Brooks and Stacey just visible on the mantel—no sign of me in the pictures there, but that was no great surprise—then turned toward the hallway that would lead me to the kitchen. Mom had changed the colors of the walls here, going with a deep ochre color through the hallway and dining room, which opened onto the huge kitchen she’d renovated twice over the course of my youth.

She’d done it over again recently, with navy cabinets and pure white marble to match the theme of the formal living room. Plates waited in a stack on the island next to a roasting tray covered in foil. Steam wafted out as I peeled the foil off, and the smell of my mother’s cooking brought another host of memories rushing back. Not all bad ones—there were years and years that I’d clung to her skirts and tried to be the daughter she always wanted.

“Maryanne, is that you?” my father called out.

“Just me, Dad,” I called out, exiting the kitchen to find him in his study. Familiar dark mahogany bookcases framed him as he sat behind the chunky matching desk, his head bent over papers. He was balding, the spotted skin of his scalp showing through the white hairs he still had. Sometime in the last three years, my dad had turned old.

He looked up when I hovered at the doorway. “Deena! You’re here.”

“I’m here,” I confirmed.

“Where’s your mother?”

“She’s outside with Brooks,” I said, wandering in. An empty glass rested on the corner of his desk, diamond shapes etched into the crystal. A slice of lemon was nestled between half-melted ice cubes. I guessed he wanted my mother to refill his drink, and I grabbed the glass, operating on autopilot. “I’ll get it.”

“Thanks, honey,” he said, and reached over to chuck my chin.

It wasn’t until I was halfway back to the kitchen that I cursed myself for slipping so easily into the role I’d tried to leave behind. Why couldn’t my father refill his own sweet tea? Why couldn’t he even get up off his chair to give his only daughter a hug after not having seen her for three years?

“I’ll do that,” my mother said, flapping her hands at my father’s glass. “Where’s Brooksy’s plate?”

“Haven’t gotten around to it,” I said, lifting the glass in explanation.

My mother clicked her tongue at me, rolling her eyes. It was a tiny expression, but it hit me like a gut punch. I still wasn’t good enough for her. Never would be.

Tears began to smart in my eyes as I took the foil off the roast chicken, preparing to cut a portion for my brother’s dinner.

“He likes the leg, Deena,” my mother reminded me as she poured my father’s drink.

“Right,” I said, shifting to give him the preferred cut of meat. Couldn’t even get that right.

“Potato salad in the fridge,” she said, gliding out of the kitchen toward my father’s study.

I took a deep, shuddering breath to compose myself. I was being ridiculous. It was one weekend, and then I’d be back to my regular life. I could do it, even though being here made me feel like every breath was inhaling crushed glass. As I put my brother’s dinner on the plate, I built up my walls. These people were my family, but they didn’t know the real me. They could think whatever they wanted about me—it didn’t change my worth. I’d built my business and my life the way I wanted, and I was proud of my accomplishments.

I felt as alone as I had at eighteen, when my college application had come back approved and I’d worked up the courage to tell my parents I’d applied. They hadn’t congratulated me. Instead, I’d been informed that I wouldn’t be getting any money to study, even though my brother did.

I felt as alone as I had at thirteen when I was told I had to quit softball because the competitive league my coach wanted me to join was too much of a commitment when my brother needed rides to his extracurriculars.

As alone as I’d felt at six when I had to stay inside and play with stupid dolls when my brother got to go out and explore the forest park at the end of the road.

My mom came back in and took my brother’s plate from me, adding some more meat and waving me away before hurrying out to feed her favorite.

I leaned against the kitchen cabinets and counted to ten, but it didn’t help. I still felt angsty and lonely and hurt. I felt like a freak who would never fit in, and I was annoyed at myself for caring. I was a grown woman, and I knew how my mother was. Still, she knew how to twist the knife with little more than a flick of her fingers or a sideways glance.

“You look fat, Deena. New York doesn’t agree with you.”

I jerked and looked up to see my mother frowning at me as she re-entered the kitchen. “Mom,” I protested. “Come on. Can we at least try to have a good weekend?”

“I’m just saying,” she said with big eyes. “No need to get all huffy about it. Look at the size of your hips! I don’t know if the dress I got will fit. Have you gone up a size?”

My hips were perfectly normal, and I would not, would not, take her comments to heart.

But I burned on the inside. Burned all the way up the back of my throat and in the middle of my chest. I felt my shoulders cave in on themselves and had to force myself to roll them back out.

“Here,” my mother said, handing me a plate. It held a few stringy pieces of chicken beside five or six green beans.

“What’s this?”

“Dinner. Go and sit with Brooks so he’s not on his own.”

I reached for the spoon in the potato salad bowl, and my mother stared at me disapprovingly. Because the plane had actually been a magical time machine and I had apparently transformed back into a sixteen-year-old girl, I scooped up twice the amount of potato salad I wanted and gave her a snarky smile.

I hated myself around her, and I couldn’t stop.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” she said. It wasn’t a compliment.

Feeling ashamed of myself, I stomped out of the kitchen and sat across from Brooks. My dad took his usual seat at the head of the table, where his plate had already been left. Mom came back in with a drink for my brother and a few bits of bird food for herself. I ate while my brother told our mother about the tooth fairy debacle, glad, for once, that no one cared to ask me a thing about myself.

Just as we finished dinner, the doorbell rang a moment before Stacey’s voice called out, “Hello!”

“We’re in here!” Brooks replied.

Mom stood up as Stacey entered, and my sister-in-law waved her back down. “We’re good. We ate on the way back from the game.” She had both kids with her, Corey in his baseball gear and Riley wearing a flouncy pink dress, proudly smiling to show off the gap in her teeth. She carried a gift bag in her right hand.

“Did you win?” Dad asked Corey.

My nephew beamed. “Yep!”

“That’s my boy,” my dad said, grinning.

He said it so easily. Words of pride that I’d never even heard from my own father. I forced a smile onto my lips while my sister-in-law greeted me and gave me a hug, exclaiming at the color of my hair and the outfit I had on.

“You’ve always been so fashionable,” Stacey said. “You’re going to have to give me a makeover while you’re here. Everything I have seems so outdated.”

“Just don’t go doing that to your ears,” my dad cut in, motioning to my piercings with evident disgust. I had double piercings on my lobes and a helix piercing at the top of my left ear. Hardly anything groundbreaking, but more than the simple pearls my mother and Stacey wore.

“Oh, Beau,” Stacey said with a laugh, throwing her arm around my father’s shoulder. “If I need fashion advice, I won’t be asking you,” she joked.

My father patted her arm, clicking his tongue. He looked…fond. It hurt more than I cared to admit to myself. I ate another scoop of potato salad and chewed mechanically. Pressure built inside me, and that potato salad turned to glue in my mouth. Coming here had been a mistake.

Brooks cleared his throat as he looked at Stacey. “Actually, Mom, Dad, Deena. We wanted to tell you something.”

Stacey’s eyes went watery, and her two kids hovered at her sides. “Riley, honey, give Grammy her present.”

My mom took the gift bag, then reached inside to pull out a tiny infant onesie. She gasped, unfolding it, then turned it around to show my dad, and I read the words “Grandma’s girl” written in pink cursive on the front of the onesie.

Her scream was pure joy, and I watched my mother give Stacey the kind of hug that I’d never once received in my entire thirty-three years on this planet.

“Mommy’s pregnant! I’m gonna be a big sister!” Riley exclaimed, jumping up and down as her dress flounced around her.

“Now, Deena, I just need one from you and I can die happy,” my mother said as she moved to plant a kiss on Brooks’s cheek. I forced a laugh until she added, “Won’t hold my breath, though.”

In the hubbub that followed, I couldn’t help but feel like an outsider. I congratulated my brother and his wife, greeted my niece and nephew and told them how excited I was for them, then excused myself. My hands leaned against the walls as I tottered toward the powder room, my emotions a riot inside me.

I was happy for my brother and Stacey. He loved being a dad. He loved his wife and kids. He was happy, and I was happy for him. They’d waited for me to arrive so that I could hear the news along with my parents. That was Stacey’s doing, I was sure, and I should’ve appreciated her thoughtfulness.

So why did I feel so fucking terrible about it all?

I wanted to be back in New York. I wanted my own life. I wanted to feel grounded again, to remind myself that I was whole even without my mother’s approval.

Leaning against the powder room sink, I closed my eyes and took in deep, shuddering breaths. I was trembling. Why? It was one weekend home, and I felt like I was about to fall apart at the seams.

My phone was in my hands a moment later, and I scrolled through my social media for a few seconds, searching for distraction. Stability. Something.

I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. Drowning or dying or being way too dramatic about a stupid trip home.

Then I found the folder where I’d sent Callum Frost’s emails. I tapped it, my heart taking off. There were five emails, starting the night we did what we did.

CALLUM


Answer my call.




Deena.




Did you fucking block me?




The following day, he wrote again.

You’re ignoring me because you’re scared, and it’s not like you, Deena. You’re better than this.




He’d sent only one more message, six days after the first flurry, just over a week ago.

Stubborn woman.




I bit my lip. My core throbbed just from that handful of emails. I should’ve left it at that. A few weeks-old emails had grounded me, made me forget how chaotic it felt to be home. I could go back out there and survive the weekend. I didn’t need Callum messing with my head too.

But my fingers moved before I could stop them. I navigated to his contact in my phone and scrolled down to the big blue word that read, “Unblock.” There was no hesitation. I wasn’t going to call him. I was just…just…

My fingers kept moving.

DEENA


Got your emails. Did you miss me that much, or are you just mad I blocked you?




As soon as I hit “send,” all the breath rushed out of me. I turned my phone face down and leaned against the vanity, squeezing my eyes shut. That was dumb. I shouldn’t have done that.

Then my phone buzzed. It was in my hand without me remembering picking it up.

CALLUM


Knew you’d crack eventually, sweetheart.




DEENA


Dodging the question, huh.




Three little dots appeared, and my heart began to gallop. A knock on the powder room door made me jump, and I stuffed my phone in my pocket before I could read his second reply. “Almost done!” I called out.

“You ran away,” my mother complained. “Don’t make this moment about you, Deena.”

I wrenched open the door and fought to find patience inside me. She was baiting me, and I wouldn’t bite. “I needed to pee, Mom.”

My mother clicked her tongue, not believing me. “Come help me clean up in the kitchen.”

I trudged behind her, my phone burning a hole in my back pocket. All the dishes had been brought in from the dining room, where my brother and father chatted.

Stacey was at the sink, and she smiled when I came in. “Feeling okay? It’s good to see you, Deena.”

“I’m great. What about you? Get away from there,” I said, shooing her away from the dishes. “You’re pregnant. You should have your feet up.”

“When I was pregnant with you, I never got a break,” my mother put in.

Stacey and I exchanged a glance, and my sister-in-law bit back a smile. “I’ll get the boys some fresh drinks,” she said, the perfect housewife that my mother had always wished I was.

I put some plates in the dishwasher while my mother put plastic wrap over the leftovers. But I couldn’t resist temptation for long, and I pulled my phone out of my back pocket to stare at the screen.

CALLUM


You know I missed you, Deena.




I could almost hear the dark velvet of his voice through the text message. Below it, he’d written again:

And I am furious with you.




Heat snaked through my belly, settling in the space below my navel where I was hollow and achy. I bit my bottom lip, not quite able to regret my decision to send that message.

I’d missed how every part of me seemed to come alive whenever we had the least bit of contact. It could be as little as the brush of his gaze over my skin, or two simple text messages. And I couldn’t quite resist the urge to keep going. Everything else was bleak and fraught. Messaging Cal, by comparison, felt electrifying.

DEENA


How furious, exactly?




My heart thumped as soon as the message sent. I stared at the screen until the little check marks turned blue, and I knew Callum was reading my reply.

Then I just about jumped out of my skin when my mother asked, “Who’s Callum Frost, and why is he mad at you?”

I spun around, my butt crashing with the lower cabinets, my phone clutched to my breast. “No one,” I blurted.

She planted her hands on her hips and stared at me. Stared through me, seeing all my dirty little secrets. “Are you seeing him?”

“No!”

“Don’t lie to me, Deena.”

“I’m not!” I protested, and even to me, it sounded like a lie. But I wasn’t seeing him. We were…I didn’t know what we were.

Then my phone buzzed, but it wasn’t the vibration of a text message. I made the mistake of pulling the device away from my body to stare at the screen, and my pulse took off.

Callum was calling me.

Of course he was. This was what he did. I’d taunted him, and he wasn’t one to back down. But before I could click the phone’s side button to ignore the call, my phone disappeared from my hand and materialized in my mother’s grasp.

“Mom!”

She flicked her finger across the screen and dodged my clawing hands as she put the phone to her ear. “This is Deena’s mother. To whom am I speaking?”

“Mom,” I hissed, sounding very much like that teenager I hadn’t been for over a decade. I reached for the phone, but she dodged around the corner of the island and ducked away from me—but not far enough that I couldn’t hear Callum’s voice coming through the earpiece.

“Callum Frost. Nice to meet you, Ms. Brand. Deena’s told me so much about you.”

I could hear the laughter in the dirty liar’s voice. I was going to murder him. Both of them. Everyone. I’d be in prison for the rest of my life, and it would be worth it.

My mother arched her brows at me. “Has she?”

Callum’s reply was lost in the noise of me trying to scuffle with my fifty-five-year-old mother to get her to stop talking to the guy I had a crush on.

Wait, no. I didn’t have a crush on him. He was just—he was just Cal. He’d put some sort of spell on me. He’d opened the top of my skull with a can opener and scooped out all my brains. Clearly.

Why had I messaged him in the first place?

But my mother chuckled. “All good things, I hope.” She paused, listening, and considered me with glittering eyes. “Oh, good. Mmhmm. Well, we’re talking now, aren’t we? Are you in the travel business as well? Deena’s been chipping away at her little business for so long, you know. We’re terribly proud of her.”

My eyelid twitched as my mother dodged another attempt to grab the phone. Proud of me? Ha!

“Venture capital!” My mother turned, looking at me like she’d never seen me before. Because how could I, of all people, be interesting to a man with venture capital kind of money? “Oh, how fascinating.”

This was my worst nightmare. I’d only wanted to take the edge off by feeling a glimmer of his attention. That was pathetic, I knew. But this—this was an unmitigated disaster.

“I’m sorry to tell you, Cal—can I call you Cal?”—she giggled again—“I’m sorry to tell you, but she hasn’t breathed a word of your existence to us. But Deena’s like that.”

I glared at her, motioning for her to give me the phone.

“And did she tell you about the party this weekend? No?” A pointed look with eyebrows so arched they nearly touched her hairline. “What a shame. I would’ve loved to meet the man who captured her heart. Deena’s been single for so long, you know. I had half a mind to try to set her up with her old sweetheart while she’s here. But now…”

I vaulted halfway over the island, banging my knee on the edge of the marble so hard I saw stars, and finally got a good claw grip over the top of my phone. I wrenched it out of her hands as I collapsed on top of the island, the dirty roasting pan clattering to the ground when I rolled into it.

“I need to go,” I yelled into the phone, and I mashed at my phone screen until I ended the call. Then I lay on top of the island, my phone gripped in my hand, pain pulsing through my knee, and forced myself to lift my head so I could meet my mother’s gaze.

“He seems nice,” she said. And she smiled.

My phone buzzed.

CALLUM


You didn’t tell me you were out of town.




Somehow, my mother managed to read the message upside down from where she stood above me. “Honey, you’ll never keep a man if you keep acting like this. They need to feel like they’re in charge.”

Ugh. “I’m not trying to keep him,” I grumbled.

“Well, you’re doing a good job, then.”

I stuffed my phone back in my pocket without answering. My heart was thundering, and my hair had fallen out of its bun. I knew I was red-faced by the heat I felt on my cheeks, and the back of my shirt was damp with sweat. “I need a shower,” I announced, and I marched out of the kitchen without finishing the dishes. For once, my mother didn’t call anything out after me, and I was able to escape in peace.

I locked myself in the guest room and collapsed face-first on the bed. A groan slipped out of me along with a bit of drool that soaked into the floral-patterned comforter.

Pulling my phone out of my pocket felt like I was prodding at an unexploded land mine with a stick I found on the side of the road. I rolled onto my back and unlocked it, staring at Callum’s last message. No, I hadn’t told him I was out of town. Why would I?

And why did it feel like I’d been naughty for not clearing with him first? And why on Earth did I like this feeling?

My fingers went on a journey across my screen again, and I hit send before I could overthink it. Because despite everything, it felt too good to talk to him. I was an addict, and he was my fix.

DEENA


You enjoyed that, didn’t you?




CALLUM


Immensely.




DEENA


I’m blocking you now.




CALLUM


Try it and see what happens, Deena.




I bit my bottom lip, because even now—even after all that—he turned me the hell on. I couldn’t keep doing this. The more contact I had with him, the more it felt like I was unraveling. In a few quick taps, his number was blocked again.

Relief warred with disappointment inside me, but this was the right thing to do. After scrubbing my face and unpacking my bag, I felt a little better. I refocused on my plan: make it through this weekend and then go back to my regular life with all its mundane, all-consuming problems.

Keep trudging. Keep paying off debt. Keep surviving.

And most importantly, ignore the temptation of talking to Callum Frost.


NINE
DEENA


The dress my mother got for me wasn’t bad, exactly, but it wasn’t my style. I went for interesting cuts and solid colors, and this dress was…not that. It would fit right in this evening, though. Much more than the black midi dress I’d brought—the one I’d worn on my disastrous date with Mr. Podcast.

I sat on my bed, my hair wet from my shower, and looked at the dress she’d hung from the top of the closet door. The baby pink fabric wouldn’t look bad on my skin tone, but it wasn’t a shade I would have chosen for myself. And I definitely wouldn’t have chosen so much bedazzling. Straps held up the scooped neckline of a boned, structured top, and the satin skirt was overlaid with a diaphanous, crystal-encrusted overskirt. To finish it off, the waist was embellished with a perfect pink bow.

Standing up off the bed, I grabbed the cushioned, satiny coat hanger and turned the dress around. The back dipped low—almost as low as the skirt’s waistband—so I wouldn’t be able to wear a bra. Wonderful.

I could wear my black dress. Pulling open the closet door, I grabbed my black dress from inside and laid both garments down on the bed.

Black would be more comfortable, but it would invite comments and criticism. It also wasn’t black tie—I didn’t own any floor-length gowns that were—so it wasn’t exactly event-appropriate. Pink would be fine, and it would keep my mother happy. Keep her feeling like she had some control over me.

I chewed the inside of my cheek and reminded myself that the goal was to make it through the weekend. Even though I felt like I’d reverted back to an angry, hormonal teen as soon as I set foot on my parents’ property, I was still a rational adult. I could wear an event-appropriate dress that I wouldn’t have bought for myself just for the sake of peace. My own peace and my parents’. It was their anniversary party, after all.

Resigned to a future where I was stuffed into a pink princess dress with lots of crystal embellishments, I got my hair dryer out and gave myself a blowout. With my hair in Velcro rollers, I did my makeup carefully. The familiar motions eased some of my nervousness. I dabbed on my concealer, took my time with my eyeshadow, and finally brushed on my mascara. Some of the tension in my body dissipated.

The event would be fine, and I would congratulate my parents, tolerate whatever criticism they dished my way, and then in the morning I would get on a plane and go back to my life. Everything would be okay.

By the time I’d taken the rollers out and brushed out the curls, my mother was calling my name from downstairs.

“Almost ready!” I yelled back. Then I turned back to the bed, took a deep breath, and grabbed the pink dress.

It just about fit, but was a little tight through the bust and hips. I was able to loosen the bow at the waist for a bit of added comfort, but there was no saving my breasts from spilling out of the top of the dress.

It was just one event, and I had to admit that I didn’t look bad. My mother had also left a shoe box. Inside, I found a pair of pink satin open-toed shoes with a floppy tie at the ankle. The heel was a ridiculously high stiletto, and it guaranteed I’d break my ankle. No way. I’d brought comfortable black pumps with a two-inch block heel to go with my dress. They didn’t really go with the soft pink of the dress, but they’d be hidden, so they’d do.

I sat on the bed and leaned an ankle on the opposite knee to get the shoe on when there was a knock on the door. My mother poked her head in and immediately zeroed in on the heels.

“Deena, no. You can’t wear those. I gave you shoes to wear.”

“I’ll break my neck. They’re like six inches high.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Now hurry up, we have to go.” She grabbed the shoebox where I’d left it by the closet and brought it to the bed, opening it expectantly next to me.

I still had my well-worn pump on my foot, my fingers wrapped around the chunky heel. I looked at the pink shoes, then at my black ones.

The pink ones really would look better, and they would be the path of least resistance. Make it through the weekend, I reminded myself. When I’d tried to resist, it had ended with my mother on the phone with Callum Frost. That couldn’t happen again. There was no sense in being childish. I could wear the dress and the heels and smile for photos like the good little daughter I’d never been. Then I’d get back on the plane and go home—to my home—and everything would be fine.

With one bracing breath, I slid off my comfy heels and grabbed the pink satin stilettos. Once they were on, I teetered for a few steps, then found my balance.

“Good. Now come on, Deena. We’re all waiting for you.”

I grabbed my clutch—white with silver hardware, which would match just fine—and followed my mother out of the bedroom. My father waited at the bottom of the steps, his hair combed back, his tux jacket slung over a chair by the front door.

He looked at me and gave me a small smile. His hands went to my shoulders, and he pressed a kiss to my cheek. “You look beautiful, Deena.”

My throat grew tight, and it was all I could do not to cry. It felt good to be called beautiful by my father, to have a small droplet of acceptance from him. But at the back of my mind, I knew that I’d had to dress like a different person in order to receive it.

Would he call me beautiful if I’d been in a simple black dress? Or did I have to perform exactly how he and my mother expected me to just to get the barest whisper of approval?

We rode to the venue, which was at the country club where my parents had been members for twenty years. A valet took the car, and we were immediately swept up into the hubbub inside.

The main reception room had been transformed, with round tables covered in white tablecloths and beautiful floral centerpieces. Lights dangled from the ceiling, giving the room a warm glow, while the wall of windows opened onto the huge patio overlooking the water and the marina full of yachts below. A cool, salt-laden breeze blew through the room, and I detached myself from my parents to grab a drink at the bar.

With a vodka cranberry in hand, I stood to the side and watched the mingling. It didn’t take long for my mother to find me again. She was accompanied by two of her closest friends. The three of them looked me up and down, assessing.

“Hello, Deena,” Lisa said to me, her hair bleached to within an inch of its life and chopped at the shoulders. She wore glittery chandelier earrings to match the gigantic oval diamond her husband had given her for their thirtieth anniversary. “You look lovely this evening. Your mother tells us you’re seeing someone!”

I kissed the air on either side of her face and glared daggers at my mother. “I am,” I lied. “He couldn’t make it this weekend.”

“He owns a venture capital firm,” my mother cut in.

“And he couldn’t make it?” Alison asked, tilting her head as she stared at me. Her hair was dark and swept in a complicated updo. She hadn’t changed her makeup style in decades, and her pale blue eyes were all the more piercing for the thick black liner that circled them. “That’s curious. I would have thought he cared about making a good impression with your family.”

“What’s his name again?” Lisa asked.

I cleared my throat. “Callum,” I replied.

“Callum who?” Alison probed.

I gave them a closed-lipped smile. “Do you not believe me? Why the inquisition?”

“Honey,” my mother chided with a laugh. “Of course they believe you. I spoke to him yesterday. He texted her about how much he missed her. Show them.” She flapped her hands at me.

“I’m not showing you the text from my…my b-boyfriend,” I said, stumbling on the falsehood.

“You’re no fun,” my mother said with a dramatic roll of the eyes. “They’re just surprised, is all. After Austin, we didn’t think you’d ever find someone who’d put up with you.”

“I dated Austin when I was seventeen years old, Mother,” I said through gritted teeth, scraping the bottom of the barrel for the last of my patience. “It wasn’t exactly a love story for the ages.”

“I met your father when I was seventeen,” my mother said, turning up her nose. “And look at us now.”

Yes, look at you now, I thought uncharitably. Living separate lives, with you serving him hand and foot and him rotting in his office every chance he gets. Not exactly a marriage to envy.

I took a deep breath and pushed the thought aside.

“Is he going to propose soon?” Alison asked, returning to the matter at hand. The matter being me, the big fat liar who was pretending to date my billionaire client.

I gulped through a tightening throat and tried to laugh, but it came out tense. “I don’t think so,” I said, which was the first true statement I’d uttered about Callum all day.

“Well, why not?” Lisa cut in. She clicked her tongue and looked at my mother. “You know, my Macie was married within six months of meeting Xavier. They knew what they wanted and didn’t waste any time.”

Alison nodded, throwing me a sideways glance. She didn’t believe the Callum story one bit.

My mother simmered where she stood, clearly furious about being one-upped by her best friend. The smile she gave Lisa was all teeth, and then she said, “It was so good of Xavier to see beyond Macie’s past.” Her past being a party girl who rode whatever dick happened to appear beneath her. I rolled my lips inward and stood very still, lest my mother’s ire turn on me. But she wasn’t done with Lisa. “And how wonderful that their son didn’t even need to stay in the NICU even though he was born so many weeks premature. Is it rare to have a nine-pounder at thirty-two weeks?” Her smile widened. “Such a blessing and a miracle, isn’t it?”

Lisa went red and spluttered. Sounded like Macie got pregnant before the wedding bells rang, and there had been some creative truths told about the baby’s gestational age. It also sounded like everyone knew it—no surprise in this place. Everyone talked about everyone else, and your best friend could turn around and stab you in the back. Or in my mother’s case, stab you right in the front.

My eyes darted around the room, looking for safe harbor. I didn’t want to be anywhere near these three women when the cattiness got worse. I spotted Brooks walking into the event hall with his wife and kids. He shook hands with a man I recognized from my father’s business, and Stacey chased after Riley, who’d taken off running toward the snack bar.

I could wrangle the kids. I could be the fun aunt and take care of the kids all evening, and no one would bother me. Turning back to the three harpies, I opened my mouth—then clamped it shut again.

My mother had her arm around a man I recognized. A man I hadn’t expected to see here.

He gave me a half smile. “Hi, Deena.”

I blinked. “Austin. I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”

My high school sweetheart had turned into a broad, handsome man. His hair was still that middle shade between brown and blond, styled in a tight fade with well-groomed stubble. He filled out his tux and looked entirely at ease at the country club that felt like a pit full of snakes to me.

He smiled at my mother. “Wouldn’t miss it. You look beautiful, Mrs. Brand.”

“Oh, stop it.” She swatted at him. “Handsome devil.” Looking at me, she said, “Austin just started his own law practice in town. And he just moved into a gorgeous new house. Thanks again for giving us that tour,” she added, smiling at Austin.

“My pleasure, Mrs. B,” he said.

My mother turned her gaze to me. A beautiful house that could have been yours, if you hadn’t been so foolish to let him go, her eyes said.

Looked like she either didn’t completely believe that Callum was real, either, or she was still mad at me for playing catch-and-release with Austin. Ignoring my mother’s loaded look, I turned to him and smiled. “Congrats. How’s it going so far?”

“It’s a lot of work,” he said with a grin. His eyes coasted down my dress and back up again, lingering on the neckline, where my breasts were lifted and displayed like I was a Regency novel heroine.

I flushed.

With obvious effort, he lifted his gaze to my face. “What have you been up to?”

“Still doing the travel thing,” I said. “Business is going well.”

His eyes glazed over slightly, then returned to my breasts. I tamped down the dart of annoyance. Even when we were teens, Austin hadn’t cared about my dreams. I broke up with him when he’d explained that I could go to college if I went to the same one he did, but I’d have to be a stay-at-home wife afterward. He was going to pursue his dreams of being a big-shot criminal defense lawyer, and I could put up or shut up.

Or leave.

“Deena is seeing someone,” Alison cut in, smiling beatifically at me, even though her eyes were sharp. “Aren’t you, dear?”

I stammered wordlessly while Austin’s brows jumped.

“He owns a venture capital firm,” Lisa put in, eager to get one over on my mother. Clearly, neither of them believed that Callum existed. And I couldn’t blame them. He existed, but he wasn’t my boyfriend. “He’s extremely wealthy.”

Austin’s brows tugged together. “I see. That’s…nice.” He glanced around. “Is he here? Maybe we can exchange notes about dating you.”

Everyone laughed, and I forced a smile. My mother looked at me, and clearly she could tell I was reaching my limit. “I think we should let the kids catch up,” she said a little too forcefully.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lisa answered gleefully. “Deena was just about to tell us about the proposal she’s expecting any day now. He sounds like a catch. What was his name again? Caden? Calvin?”

“We didn’t get a last name,” Alison told Austin in a false conspiratorial tone.

Austin grinned, glancing back at me. His brows jumped when he met my gaze. An invitation. You don’t have to lie to me, his gaze said. Maybe we could pick up where we left off.

“And we didn’t get a picture, either,” Lisa added. “Surely you’ve got tons of pictures of the two of you together! Let’s see one!” She smiled at my mother, her eyes flat and deadly.

The ladies wouldn’t let my mother get a win, and the cost was my dignity. They were happy to make a fool of me in front of Austin and whoever else had wandered over to listen, just to embarrass my mother.

I mostly wanted to get away…but I found myself siding with my mom. I didn’t like her jabs, but I didn’t like other people trying to cut her down, either. It was some sort of latent family loyalty rearing its ugly head. Or maybe I was plain ole embarrassed at being called out for my fibs.

I smiled at the two ladies, marshaling my thoughts. “Callum,” I said. “His name is Callum. Cal. He’s wonderful, actually.” I flicked my gaze at Austin and widened my smile. “We met at the end of last year. He’s a workaholic, but all the best men are, aren’t they?” I laughed delicately and shook my head, flicking my hair over my shoulder. Their narrowed gazes only fueled my fire. I let out a sigh. “He swept me off my feet.”

“Oh?” Alison said, doubt entering her gaze.

Maybe I was telling the truth, she thought. Maybe there was a man waiting for me in the city. Maybe Callum did exist.

And he did. I took a sip of my vodka cranberry and let out a wistful sigh. “I think I fell for him the moment I saw him. He’s so handsome with the most amazing eyes. But it’s the way he treats me that really won me over. He knows when to call me on my sh—excuse me, on my crap.” I laughed, putting a hand to my breast. I looked out the open windows at the crashing waves of the sea beyond, as if my emotions for the man were just too much to bear. “But he’s a total romantic at heart. I don’t know where I’d be without him.”

Austin, my mother, and both other ladies had gone silent. I looked at Lisa, then Alison, but neither of them were paying attention to me. Austin had torn his gaze away from my tits and was looking behind me. My mother had followed his gaze, her eyes wide, her throat bobbing with a hard swallow.

My heart gave a violent thump.

Slowly, as if in a dream, I spun on my six-inch stilettos and looked at what had captured everyone’s attention.

Well, not what. Who.

Callum Frost stood before me in a perfectly tailored tuxedo. His hair was pushed back from his face, though one rogue curl flopped onto his forehead. He’d shaved to show off his strong jaw, and his eyes were dancing with laughter.

My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

Shock stole my words. It didn’t make sense that he was here. I wondered if someone had slipped something into my drink. Maybe I was hallucinating this whole thing.

But then the hallucination moved, and the warmth of his palm against the side of my neck made me inhale sharply. His thumb stroked up my throat and swept along my jaw. With only the pressure of his thumb on the bottom of my chin, he tilted my head up to meet his pale blue gaze. There was nothing wintry about it now. It was all heat and humor, and I was so mortified I couldn’t feel my face.

I searched my empty mind for something to say, but his hands were on me and he was here. Why was he here? How?

His lips tilted into an amused, almost fond smile, and I swore he could read every thought clanging through my empty skull. Then, in the lowest of murmurs I loved so much, that voice of velvet sin, he said, “Hello, love.”

And then he kissed me.


TEN
CALLUM


Her lips tasted like vodka cranberry and Deena, and I couldn’t resist the urge to sweep my tongue against hers to get more of it. A tiny, half-suppressed whimper came from the back of her throat, causing a surge of victory to course through me.

I hadn’t meant to kiss her right here in front of the whole room. But then I’d see how the asshole to my left had been staring at her, coveting her, and all logic had fled from my mind. Besides, how could I resist when she was so kissable? And so obviously full of shit—as usual—and afraid I’d call her on it, the little liar.

God, I’d missed her.

We pulled away from each other, but I didn’t remove my hand from her neck. My thumb traced her bottom lip, my gaze following the motion until I couldn’t resist meeting the dazed look in her eyes and admiring the pretty flush on her cheeks.

“How’s that for romantic?” I asked quietly, and the question seemed to snap her back to herself. She wrenched away from me and turned, only to stop short at the sight of three older ladies and the asshole with the wandering eyes.

“Well,” one of the ladies drew out expectantly. She had Deena’s brown eyes and her stubborn chin, so I guessed it was her mother. When she spoke, I recognized her voice: “Deena, honey, aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“No,” Deena said, then shook her head as if to clear it. “I mean⁠—”

I slid my hand around her waist and tugged her tight to my side, loving the glare she shot me. Every time we’d been in the same room, and every exchange we’d had over the phone or text or email, Deena had been so self-contained. So in control.

But now she was rattled, and I loved it. I was a terrible person for it, and I didn’t care. I wanted to tease her until she opened for me. Wanted to learn all her secrets. Wanted to make her melt. Wanted to drag her somewhere dark to show her how angry I’d been at getting blocked. Again. And then have her beg for my forgiveness until we were both sated.

She spun in my hold so she was half facing me, placing a hand on my chest to try to put some distance between us. I kept my arm clamped around her waist and smiled. I wasn’t letting her out of my grasp so easily.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, sounding very much like the Deena I knew, and very much like she was on the verge of coming apart at the seams.

“After we spoke yesterday, I moved some things around. Thought I could surprise you.”

Confusion and irritation filled her gaze, but she stopped pushing at my chest. She softened against me, and I stroked her side with my thumb.

Her mother let out a sigh and shook her head. “Well, isn’t that just the most wonderful thing you’ve ever heard? Lisa? Alison?”

The other two ladies watched us with narrowed eyes, then cleared their expressions and smiled. “Isn’t it, just?” the blond one said.

I turned to the man and stuck out my hand. “Cal,” I said.

“Austin,” he replied, shaking. We gripped each other a little too hard, and when his eyes darted to Deena—and flicked over her chest—I squeezed even harder. He looked at me again and let go of my hand, dropping his arm to his side so he could try to hide the way he flexed his fingers. I smiled, and I knew it didn’t reach my eyes.

“I’d better make the rounds,” he said. “Excuse me. Congrats again, Mrs. Brand.”

“Yes, yes,” she said, not sparing him a glance. She was studying me: my tux, my hair, my watch. And then she smiled. I’d passed the first examination. “It’s so wonderful to meet you, Cal. Deena’s told us so much about you since your call, but reality is just so much better than we expected.”

“Mother,” Deena grumbled.

“I’m just saying, Deena! I half thought you’d made him up.”

“You weren’t the only one,” the dark-haired lady said. “What is it you do for work, Mr…?”

“Call me Cal,” I said with a smile. “And I own a small venture capital firm. We try to find companies with potential and give them the capital they need to grow.”

“In exchange for part ownership,” Deena added, her brow arched.

Temptation rose, and I couldn’t resist the opportunity to make her mad. I couldn’t help it; she turned me on when she was furious. Being a condescending ass would do the trick. I leaned down and touched my nose to hers. “Yes, love. That’s how I make money from it.” Her flush was a shade darker than her dress. I touched the pink strap, fingers running over the crystal embellishments, and said, “This is nice. You look like a princess.”

“Deena’s our pride and joy,” her mother cut in.

Deena frowned at the other woman. “No, I’m not.”

“Oh, hush, honey. Cal, can I get you a drink? Something to eat? I’ll talk to the caterers and we’ll shuffle the tables around so you can sit next to each other. I had you next to Austin so you could catch up, but now…” She waved her hands as if to dismiss that idea, excused herself, and hurried away, the two other ladies in her wake.

We watched them leave. I still had my arm around Deena, and I had no desire to let go. She looked up at me, her eyes narrowing.

I grinned at her. “You’re welcome.”

“Excuse me?”

“Seems to me like I just saved your ass. Good thing I showed up when I did, or who knows what stories you would’ve told about me.”

She clicked her tongue, all skepticism and snark. “Uh-huh. Is this the part where I call you my hero and bat my eyelashes at you?”

“Try it and see. If I like it, I might get you to do it again.”

Her cheeks went darker still, and she rolled her eyes. “Are you going to tell me what the hell you’re doing here? Did my mother put you up to this?”

“No.” I dropped my voice, turning to face her fully. “You blocked me again, Deena.”

Her chin jutted out. “So?”

“So, I knew you’d be here, and I wanted to talk to you. It was easy enough to find the event details with a quick search on social media.”

“Creepy, but okay.”

“Then I happened to walk in when you were telling some interesting truths to your old friends.”

Her eyes slid away from me. “That was…just ignore anything you heard.”

“Look me in my amazing eyes and say that again.”

Her glare was a thing of beauty. “I hate you so much.”

“I thought you fell for me the moment you saw me.” I smiled. “Which one is the lie, Deena?”

Her eyes skittered around the room as her pulse thrummed in her neck. A few people were watching us curiously, but I didn’t care. My gaze dropped down to her lips, and I wondered if I could get away with kissing her again.

Before I could test that hypothesis, Deena clamped her hand around my wrist, pulled my hand away from her waist, and tugged me toward the exit.

“We need to talk,” she muttered, “and then you need to leave.”


ELEVEN
DEENA


I pulled Callum into the billiard room just across from the main event space, shoving him inside before closing the door. He watched me with that same amused, mocking look in his eyes, a small smile playing around the corners of his mouth.

A mouth he’d used to kiss me. A kiss that had been so much better than I’d imagined.

My body still flushed hot, I marched to the edge of the room to stare at the billiard cues on the wall. “You have three minutes to tell me what you’re doing here, Callum.”

“And then what?”

“And then I call security.”

“That’ll be hard to explain, considering what you told everyone about me a few minutes ago. ‘Swept you off your feet,’ was it?”

My jaw ached from clenching it so hard. I hated that he was right. I either had to let him play the doting boyfriend or make a gigantic fool of myself at my parents’ party.

Even worse—now it felt like I owed him.

Glaring over my shoulder, I hissed at him through clenched teeth: “Talk. Now.”

“I told you already. I missed you.”

My stomach bottomed out, because he didn’t really, did he? Unless—but the look on his face made me pause. He leaned against the billiards table, grabbing one of the red balls to toss it up and down with his hand. His lips were set in a faint grimace that belied his relaxed pose.

A man of contradictions.

Finally, his eyes flicked up to meet mine, and he admitted, “I need your help with some travel plans. But you blocked me before I could ask.”

Disappointment crashed into me, and I turned back to stare at the cues to hide it. He wasn’t here for me. Why would I think he was here for me? Why would I think that kiss had anything to do with…with…

“And I wanted to see you,” he added.

The world tilted sharply to the side. He could tell what his words did to me, and he was toying with me. I was sure of it. With my arms crossed tight against my chest, the bedazzled bodice scraped against my skin. Annoyance shot through me. At the dress. At my family. At him.

I’d capitulated with my mother and worn the dress and the heels. I’d folded so quickly with my family, setting aside my desires and my values just for the sake of keeping the peace. I’d made myself smaller, contorted myself to fit into their box, at least temporarily.

I would not contort with Callum.

I faced him, narrowing my eyes. “What do you want, Callum?”

“Cal,” he corrected softly, eyes of crushed ice steady as they watched me. “Call me Cal.”

“What do you want?” I asked, ignoring the way his gaze sent heat spiraling through me.

He answered my question with a question: “What will it take for you to be my executive assistant?”

“A traumatic brain injury. Next question.”

“Six months, Deena.”

“Stop saying my name like that.”

He blinked, slow and satisfied. His lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Like what?”

He’d backed me into a conversational corner, and he knew it. But he would have to waterboard me to get me to admit that when he said my name, it set off a tiny detonation between my legs. I wasn’t thinking straight. I was never thinking straight when he was around.

“I’m not going to work for you,” I said to save myself having to answer his question.

His tongue slid out to lick his lips, and I fought not to squirm where I stood. I hated what his presence did to me. I hated that I’d given in to temptation on the phone, and now I wasn’t sure where I stood with him. What I wanted with him.

Besides the obvious, of course.

“Okay, I’ll cut you a deal,” he said, setting the red ball down as he pushed off the billiards table. He prowled closer, and my heart took off. He was dressed impeccably, his hair in perfect disarray, his strong jaw clean-shaven. I’d never seen a more attractive man, and I resented him for it. “I’ll stop asking you to work for me if you kiss me again.”

A shocked laugh fell from my lips. “You kissed me, Cal.”

A devilish smile made his eyes light up. “You kissed me back.” He stopped when he was only a few inches away, and I was forced to tilt my head to meet his gaze. A gaze that dropped to my lips for a lingering moment, then slid lower. “I wasn’t lying earlier,” he said quietly. “I like the dress.”

Pleasure squirmed through me. I loved when he complimented me, but I would never admit it. I set my jaw. “I don’t care what you like or don’t like.”

His finger reached out to trace the strap on my shoulder, following the curve down to where my breasts were spilling out of the top. I shivered as he touched the fabric, the edge of his fingertip brushing my chest, but he didn’t stop. “Why won’t you work for me?”

My knees had gone wobbly, and it was becoming difficult to stand. “Because of this right here,” I whispered.

“This has got nothing to do with that.”

I snorted, and his finger continued its journey across to my other breast and up the opposite strap. His touch was feathery and light, but it sent jagged bolts of lightning down to my center. When he dropped his hand to his side, I had to work to hide my disappointment. Some of the fog in my head cleared.

He watched me with those all-seeing eyes. Reading every heartbeat thrumming in my throat. Watching every emotion flit across my face. He was playing with me, turning me on so I’d do anything he asked. The proof was right there in his next words: “Come on, Deena.”

“Why do you want me to work for you so badly? Hire someone else.”

A shadow crossed his gaze. He hesitated for a moment, then said, “There have been a lot of close calls with deals lately. Our travel plans keep getting in the way, and my team isn’t able to keep up.”

“And still no assistant.”

He gave me a flat look. “No.”

“Shocker.”

“You could do it.”

“You expect me to give up my business just to place myself under your thumb?” I laughed incredulously. “I know you’re a rich man who probably waves a hand and gets what he wants, but come on. Get real.”

“Miranda was the best I’ve hired in a while, but she’s not answering my calls.”

“That’s not as surprising as you might think.”

He sighed, one hand lifting to run through his hair. “I know I’m a hard guy to work for, okay? And I might have some micromanaging tendencies, but⁠—”

“You’re asking too much from an assistant, Cal.”

He frowned at me.

I spread my palms. “From what I’ve seen from working with you, you need a dedicated travel coordinator. Not an assistant. Not an administrator who also has seventeen million other tasks. The needs of your business, travel-wise, are way too onerous to be anything other than someone’s full-time job.” I forced myself to look away from him and glared at the green felt on the billiards table over his shoulder. “But what do I know? It’s only my bread and butter.”

“And you’re the best at it,” he said. “That’s why I want you on my team.”

My throat grew tight, and I forced myself not to glow at his praise. My eyes remained on the table, but the tips of my fingers trembled.

He knew how to push my buttons. All my buttons.

I’d grown up being shoved aside. My education was never as important as my brother’s. I had no college fund. No help with scholarship applications. No time for the extracurriculars or volunteer positions that might have made me look attractive to prestigious schools. All I had was a dangerous concoction of brains, determination, and stubbornness—and yet I’d grown up craving approval from my parents, my brothers, my teachers.

Even now, as a grown adult with a business and full independence, hearing a powerful man with innate authority tell me that I was good at my job made me want to lean toward him and simper.

It was pathetic. I hated how much I wanted someone to recognize my efforts, how much I craved the praise I’d been denied as a child. I loved it when he told me I looked like a princess. I loved the fact that he was here. And I hated every bit of it at the same time.

So I huffed and arched a brow at him, hiding how much his words had affected me. “You expect me to give up my business? Delusional, even for you.”

“A non-exclusive contract. Six months,” he countered, still standing too close, still watching me like he wanted to devour me. “You could keep working on your business while you work for me. My team’s travel needs would take priority, but you’d have time to work on your own projects.”

“How much time? How would I ensure that you don’t use the priority clause to push out all my regular clients?” I shot back.

“I’d leave that up to you.”

It was my turn to laugh.

He had the audacity to look offended. “What’s so funny?”

“Mr. Frost,” I clipped, shaking my head. “There isn’t a hope in hell that you would leave anything up to me. And that’s why I could never work for you.”

Cal’s jaw bulged as he ground his teeth. His eyes slid away from mine, and I exhaled. Holding eye contact with him had started to become difficult. After a moment, he seemed to come to a decision. He met my gaze again, and without preamble, he said, “I’m about to lose a hundred-million-dollar contract because of a series of fuckups with travel arrangements. The travel agent messed up a connection, and the company owners were stranded in Atlanta for twelve hours. We promised to put them up in a hotel, but it was overbooked, and then the agent never answered their calls to fix the problem. Another VC firm got wind of it and swooped in to get them to the city to start negotiations.”

I straightened, shocked at his honesty. “And you can’t salvage the relationship?”

“I’m trying, but it’s not looking good. I can’t afford for that to happen again. I mean literally can’t afford for it to happen again. My firm’s future depends on it.”

I had to be a special kind of stupid, because his explanation softened my resolve. Cal must have seen it in my expression, because he leaned forward and said, “I need your help, Deena. I could lose my business. You, of all people, know what that would do to me.”

Oh, damn him. Damn him for knowing exactly what to say despite barely knowing me. Damn him for using that soft voice and making me feel like he was sharing a secret with me. In a desperate attempt to save my crumbling defenses, my gaze slid away from his as I set my jaw.

“Deena,” he murmured. “Name your price. I mean it. Name the hours you want to work. Name any condition that you want written into the contract. I need you.”

All my debts could go away. If I worked for him, we’d draw professional boundaries. This silly infatuation would surely run its course.

God, I was such an idiot. But I still looked at him and asked, “Six months?”

A flicker of triumph went through his eyes. “Six months.”

One last gasp of logic pushed the only correct answer from my lips: “No.”

He laughed, bright and honest, and my own lips curled in response. It was impossible not to lean toward him, to soak up some of the magic of his attention.

I was a fool, but when he looked at me with warm eyes still full of laughter, I didn’t care. A smile bloomed over my lips, and Cal watched it, his eyes darkening with desire. He lifted a brow. “If you won’t work for me, then there’s no reason not to kiss me again.”

Desire slammed into my gut, and I hid it with a disbelieving laugh. “I can think of a few reasons, actually.”

“Like?”

My mind went suddenly blank, and he gave me another one of those sinful, knowing smiles. I clicked my tongue and marched past him, trying to put some distance between us. It was my turn to pick up a red billiards ball. I tossed it from hand to hand, then rolled it toward one of the pockets as I said, “Number one: You’re a creepy stalker who showed up here without being invited and then kissed me without warning.”

He hummed, the sound of his footsteps alerting me to his approach. My heart thumped in sync with his steps.

“Number two. You’re too used to getting what you want, and I resent that.”

“Not true,” he said, one palm appearing on the edge of the table near my hip. “There are a lot of things I want that I can’t have.” His lips dropped to my shoulder, and I shivered. He pressed a soft kiss to the exposed skin there, then ran his lips toward my neck, inhaling the scent of my skin.

He was too close. The fog was back in my mind, muddling all my thoughts.

He was here because he wanted me to work for him, but then what was this? What was going on?

And what did I want?

I couldn’t make any sense of it. His right hand landed on the other side of me, and I was trapped against the billiards table, penned by his arms. I gripped the felted edge, my heart beginning to thrum. It was too much. He was a hurricane of male energy, and I couldn’t keep resisting him. As my head bowed, panic began to build in the pit of my gut. I needed to run. I needed to get away from him—but I couldn’t. And even if I did, what would stop me from turning around and running right back?

I took a deep breath. “Cal,” I started hesitantly. “I don’t do well when I feel trapped.”

It was half an admission, but it felt like I’d bared myself to him for inspection. Even though I couldn’t see them, I was sure those sharp, intelligent eyes were studying every line of my body. Reading all my secrets. I didn’t want to give him anything to use over me. I’d fought so hard to build my life and get away from my past. Handing Cal any sort of power over me felt like a regression. He’d do what everyone else had done: use me and keep me leashed, then toss me aside when he was done with me.

His fingers shifted on the table next to my hips, but they didn’t move away. He exhaled, the breath ruffling the back of my neck, and gave me an admission of his own: “I don’t like giving up control.”

I snorted.

Of all the possible responses I could have had, that was probably the worst choice, because Cal’s presence pressed against my back. His warmth was an inferno from shoulder to heel. I couldn’t decide if my legs were trembling because I wanted to run, or because I wanted him to spread them wider. “You think it’s so funny to push my buttons, don’t you, Deena?”

I was breathless, trembling with anticipation and anxiety and adrenaline. “You’re the one who pushes buttons,” I replied. “Stalking me across state lines? Calling me at all hours of the night?”

His chest pressed against my back. A spike of panic went through me. I hated being trapped. Hated my freedom being restricted in any way. But beneath the panic was something else—a warm wave of emotion that made my breath quicken. My heart fluttered like a trapped bird. My legs twitched, wanting to run.

But my feet stayed still.

Callum loomed behind me, big and dangerous and intimidating. But at the same time, his presence made warmth spread through my core, made my heart slow as it thumped harder. Hot blood coursed to my tingling extremities.

Slowly, as if giving me the chance to stop him, Cal moved. His hands slid to my legs and up over my stomach, pinning my arms to my sides and banding me to him. His hold was unbreakable. His chest was a broad wall, immovable against my back.

My heart fluttered and pulsed—but I didn’t fight or thrash or scream. I didn’t panic.

I softened.

Calm washed over me, the kind of calm that felt other. Like it had blown in from another realm to make me rethink everything I knew about myself. I was trapped here, with a man so much bigger and stronger than me. And it felt incredible.

Callum let out a low grunt as my fingers softened against the felt of the table, my body melting against the safety of his bulk. He held me, and there was nowhere else to go, nothing else to do but give in to him. Every muscle in my body eased, and Callum made another noise, muttering something that sounded like, “Thought so.”

Something in my brain clicked into place. This was safe. Cal was safe. I could let go. I could reach out and take what I so desperately wanted.

All it took was for me to angle my hips back slightly, to push against Cal where he stood behind me. His reaction was immediate. His hand clamped around my hipbone to hold me there, and his own hips surged forward so I could feel the hard ridge of his erection.

I gasped, and Cal slid his hand from my hipbone down to the core of me, squeezing his hand around me so I was pinned to him by the part of me that wanted him most. Lust surged within me, so strong it ripped the breath from my lungs. My hands landed back on the table as my dress crumpled in his grasp.

His voice was darker than I’d ever heard it, his breath hot on my ear as he growled, “You feel what you do to me, Deena?” He squeezed me again, fingers pressing into my clit as my panties soaked through. “Been hard since the moment I saw you standing in front of that leering asshole.”

Desire was forked lightning in my veins. My fingers curled into the green felt in front of me, my vision going dark at the edges. “Is that jealousy I hear in your voice, Cal?” I asked, breathless, unable to stop myself. It felt amazing to finally give in to temptation, but I still liked pushing back.

“It’s a lot fucking more than jealousy,” he rasped, hips rolling against my ass in an imitation of the act. “You drive me insane.”

That made two of us. I huffed, focusing on the felt before me, pushing against his movements so he knew I wanted it as badly as he did. My head fell down, chin landing against my chest.

His fingers spasmed against me, all the layers of dress and tulle and crystal embellishments and underwear far too much for the raw contact I needed. He rubbed me through all the layers, rough and clumsy, making me gasp and buck. “Don’t block me again,” he growled.

I glanced over my shoulder as I pushed out a breath of a laugh, catching the dark look in his eyes. “Still mad about that, huh?”

“Furious,” he said, fingers tangling into my hair as he yanked my head back to kiss me. It was awkward and messy and electric. I tried to twist in his arms to kiss him better, but he kept his hand locked on my crotch, his arm a band of steel that kept me from moving away. His cock pulsed against my ass, needy and insistent.

As his fingers dug into my dress, his other hand fisting my hair, I began to realize there was something seriously wrong with me. I liked being twisted to the point of discomfort and held down so I had nowhere to run. I liked when he took control.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my fingers curling into the table.

His grip in my hair slackened slightly. “Same things as you, sweetheart.”

“We can’t.”

“Says who?”

“You’re my client. And you’re annoy—” I gasped as his palm gripped me hard, squeezing me with the kind of ownership that made me want to melt.

“Annoying?” he finished for me, amusement lacing his tone.

“Very. But nothing special. A run-of-the-mill control freak,” I said between breaths as his palm pressed where I needed friction the most. “Spotted it a mile away.”

His hum made heat spill through my middle, and then he grabbed my dress and bundled it up until his bare palm was against my thigh. “I think you enjoy being a brat, Deena.” When he said the word “brat,” Callum—Cal—slid his hand up and pressed it against my soaking-wet underwear. He probed at my entrance, rubbing the fabric against me, and my legs trembled. We groaned in unison.

He crowded me against the billiards table, hand pinning me in place, and dropped his voice while his lips brushed my ear. “How about just this once, sweetheart, you try being good?”

His heat and scent and presence were all that existed, but I fought my desire to submit fully to him. “Let me guess: all I have to do is exactly what you say?”

“Smart girl,” he rumbled, and the praise sent desire dancing through me. I wanted to be smart and good and perfect for him, just to hear him say those things to me, in that voice, until the end of my days.

And I hated myself for being so fucking predictable. Even after everything I’d done, all the independence I’d fought for, I was about to give it up for some guy who was blessed with an extra dose of charisma? I snarled at him, and he responded by spinning me around and kissing me hard and messy. His teeth scraped against my bottom lip while his fingers clawed at my dress. Distantly, I hoped the fabric wouldn’t wrinkle easily, because he took precisely zero care as he yanked it up and bundled it against my stomach.

I scrabbled at his clothing, tugging at the luxurious fabric of his shirt. This was so much more than I’d bargained for, but what had I expected? I knew the kind of man he was. Demanding. Commanding. Used to getting his way. I’d felt a shadow of that on the phone, when the sharpness of my orgasm had left me reeling.

The reality of him was always going to be a force to be reckoned with.

His fingers were unhesitating as they jerked the gusset of my drenched underwear aside. With no warning other than one soft grunt when his fingertips touched my arousal, Cal shoved two long, thick fingers inside me.

I gasped, hands flying to his shoulders, eyes widening to meet his.

I’d never seen this look on his face before. It was triumph and lust. Worship. Ownership.

He said only one word: “Ride.”

My hips moved, the friction and pressure of his hand so achingly perfect. He watched me through hooded eyes, chest heaving with every breath.

“Beautiful,” he said, and my hips jerked. He used his free hand to tilt my chin, brushing his lips against mine. “So gorgeous, love. Better than I imagined. Ride my hand and don’t stop until you shatter.”

I was flushed and out of control. I could do nothing but cling to him and do exactly as he said, my body no longer my own. I gripped his shoulders, little moans slipping through my lips on every breath.

“You want everyone to hear you?” he chided, his fingers sinking deeper, thumb circling my clit. “Want everyone to know you’re mine? Is that why you’re being so fucking loud, Deena? Or is it because you’ve been waiting for this moment for months?” He curled his fingers inside me, pulled them out, and added another.

I cried out, then buried my face against his neck. Cal wrapped his free arm around my shoulders, his hand cupping the back of my head, his other hand never stopping its torturous, beautiful service.

“Be quiet for me, beautiful,” he ordered softly. “Come on my fingers and don’t make a noise.”

“Annoying,” I grumbled against his throat, and Cal chuckled. The hand on my head softened as it held me against him. My legs trembled and twitched, and a climax shimmered in the distance.

“Been thinking about making you come since the moment you walked into my office and made a fool of me,” Cal said, his voice so low I had to strain to make out the words over the rushing of the blood in my ears.

“I didn’t⁠—”

“Wanted to turn you over my knee and show you what happens when my woman acts like a brat in public and tries to embarrass me.”

My woman.

My head spun. It didn’t mean anything—I knew it didn’t. We barely knew each other. But it still made my chest feel hollow and achy.

“So now you’ll be a good girl and come on my hand, won’t you? You’ll do it quietly so I can watch your face while you do.”

I hated how much that turned me on. Pulling back to glare at him, my retort was stolen when I saw the look in Cal’s eyes. He sounded calm and dangerous and in control. But his eyes betrayed the truth.

Callum Frost was clinging onto control by the barest thread. His eyes held an edge of wildness, and I didn’t know what would happen if I pushed him. There were people just on the other side of the door, and my dress was bunched up around my waist. I glanced at the door, and a rush of heat went through me.

Apparently, I liked this. I liked the risk of getting caught. I liked Cal telling me what to do, even though it made me want to rebel.

“Cal,” I breathed, flicking my gaze up to his.

His expression was knowing, a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips. The hand he’d used to tilt my chin slid down, gently holding the base of my throat. In this moment, he owned me. And I liked it. “Has anyone ever told you you’re perfect?”

I tried to huff a laugh, but pleasure washed through me in a rolling wave. My forehead fell to his shoulder as my legs began to tremble. I gasped, but I bit back the cry that wanted to come out.

“Perfect and dirty and mine,” he rasped, jaw brushing my temple, his praise sending more heat rushing down to my toes. “Coming so quietly like a good girl.” His fingers slid inside me easily, and I whimpered when the heel of his palm connected with my bud. I tried to squirm away, but Cal made a rough noise at the back of his throat. “Come, Deena,” he commanded in that deep, dark voice.

“More,” I gasped. “Please.”

“If you want more, you ride harder, love,” he commanded, gentle and inexorable.

I whined in protest, and he smiled. I felt the way his cheek curved against my temple, could hear the smile in the soft praise he murmured in my ear. His thumb moved to my clit, and my hips jerked and rolled. I ground myself against his hand, all shame and embarrassment gone. I bucked and rode, whimpering while he told me how well I was doing it.

I wanted this. I wanted this so badly. Those eyes drunk at the sight of me. Those fingers curled inside me. That dirty, possessive, arrogant mouth parted on a breath, sighing because of me.

My orgasm crested.

“Cal,” I whined, and pleasure ripped through me. My head fell back. His satisfaction was evident in the look in his eyes and the softening of his shoulders, but he didn’t remove his fingers from inside me until the last twitches of my orgasm faded from my body. Then, slowly, he brought his palm to his lips.

I watched as he licked the taste of me from his hand, his eyes fluttering shut as a groan rumbled through his chest. Panting hard, I tried to reckon with what had just happened. Tried to make sense of it, to figure out if I should regret it or not.

Then he opened his eyes, and he moved his fingers to my mouth. He pushed his index and middle fingers between my lips, and a shiver went through me as I took them inside my body once more. I could taste myself on him.

“You’re being so good, love,” he whispered, pupils so wide his eyes looked black. “Doing as you’re told.” The praise shivered through me, sending little fireflies of delight flitting through my center. He watched me, noting every reaction, and I knew he could tell I liked it when he spoke to me like that. “Lick them clean, love. And then I’ll fuck you right.”

I shouldn’t have liked him telling me that, especially not when he showed up here without warning. But I did like it. It made the orgasm that had only just happened pale in comparison to the mounting desire inside me. Desire to take him inside me again, to feel his heat and strength and power surround me so I couldn’t think of anything else. To have him tell me how good and perfect and beautiful I was in that voice that drove me wild.

This was beyond anything I’d done with any ex. Beyond anything I’d fantasized about. He slid his fingers in and out of my mouth as I worked my tongue all over them, wishing they were his cock.

And I realized he’d been right on the phone.

If he told me to drop to my knees and suck, I would. I would do anything in this moment, because nothing felt better than having the full force of his attention, his affection. Nothing felt better than the heat of his body pressed up against mine, and the knowledge that just behind the placket of his pants, he was hard. For me.

I could let go, and it would be okay. I didn’t have to fight it. I wanted to please him, and in a distant part of my mind, I wondered if I should feel weak and ashamed for it. After all, he made me want to simper and submit.

That was what everyone always wanted from me. Everyone outside that door. Everyone I’d grown up with. They hated me when I left, when I put myself through college and got my degree through force of sheer determination. They resented the fact that I had a business and I was able to support myself in a way that wasn’t tying myself to a man.

I was proud of those things. They were integral to who I was, the very fabric of me. I was independent and strong, and I stood on my own feet. Always.

So why did Cal make me want to get on my knees? What kind of weak, spineless woman was I?

“Hey.” He took his fingers back and cupped my cheek. His grip was strong, his eyes boring into mine. “Deena. You’re in charge here.”

I blinked, chest heaving with an inhale. “What?”

“You want to stop, we stop. You don’t like something, tell me, and that’s it. Do you understand?”

My heart thrummed with the weight of his words. I gulped, still tasting my own arousal on my tongue. “I…I don’t know.”

Cal’s touch softened, and he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. With his eyes still wild with desire, he visibly reeled himself back in. He gulped, licked his lips, then said in a quiet, rolling voice, “I think it turns you on when I tell you what to do.”

I flushed hot, and I knew I’d turned bright red. “No, it doesn’t,” I lied.

His eyes flicked between both of mine, and understanding seemed to settle over him. “What we do in here has no bearing on who you are out there.” He tilted his head toward the door.

When I tried to turn my head away from him, he brought me back with his fingers on my chin. “I wouldn’t have asked you to work for me if I didn’t respect you. And I still respect you, whatever we might do together.”

My legs were shaking with adrenaline, because this was the knot at the center of our attraction to each other. We both knew we could satisfy each other. He could give me exactly what I needed—what I craved—when no one else had been able to.

Because I’d never felt safe with anyone else. Not safe enough to let down my walls and admit that I didn’t want to be in charge. Not all the time. Not here.

Cal knew it. He understood it. Somehow, he’d gleaned my secrets from our few interactions, and he was promising to keep them safe.

Could I trust him? Of course not. But did I want him?

I dipped my chin in agreement, and Cal exhaled. He kissed me hard, and the last gasp of resistance went out of me. This was happening.

I wanted this. Wanted him. And I’d take whatever consequences came next.

Cal lifted me so I was fully sitting on the edge of the table. “Deena,” he murmured against my lips. “Spread your legs for me, love.”


TWELVE
CALLUM


I’d started shaking the minute my fingers had entered her, and I couldn’t stop no matter how hard I tried. She was so perfect. I’d wanted her so badly, and I’d almost convinced myself that I’d made up our attraction. I’d invented the fire in her eyes. I’d hallucinated the way my body reacted to her.

But it was real. Nothing had ever been so real as my desire for this woman. I didn’t care that anyone could walk in, or that she definitely hated me beneath the unstoppable force of our attraction. It didn’t matter.

What mattered was the sight of her sitting on the edge of a billiards table, her dress crumpled in a pink, frothy mass above her hips, her knees spread wide. Her feet were wrapped in ridiculous pink heels that seemed completely opposite to something the Deena I knew would wear. I wanted her to wear nothing but them, pink straps digging into her ankles while I held them spread wide and had my fill of her.

I put my hands on her legs and forced them wider, my thumbs pressing into the impossibly soft flesh of her upper thighs. I wanted to bite them, suckle them, leave my mark. I wanted her to look at herself in the mirror later and remember how much I wanted her.

Her panties were still bunched to the side, and the center of her glistened. With a deep inhale, I tried to marshal my thoughts. Control was slipping from my grasp, and I hated that. I slid my thumbs toward her core, tracing the swollen, wet lips I couldn’t wait to taste.

Deena shivered, then leaned forward and put her hand over my cock.

“Stop touching me,” I rasped, eyes never straying from the movement of my thumbs.

She shivered as I circled her clit with one thumb, the other dipping inside her. But she didn’t take her hand away from my rigid length. Instead, she squeezed it and whispered, “No.”

I huffed a laugh, gaze flicking up to meet hers. She was flushed all over her face, neck, and chest, her cleavage dappled with fine droplets of sweat. Her hair was a wild, glorious mane that framed her face. I’d never seen anyone so beautiful.

“Brat,” I growled, pressing her clit hard. “You don’t touch me until I tell you to.”

Her hand spasmed against me, and I jerked in response, my hips chasing more of that feeling. More of her. Her head fell back, and I couldn’t resist the temptation to press my lips to her fluttering pulse. I tasted her skin, my fingers sliding back inside her as she moaned.

But she didn’t take her hand off my cock. Instead, she started squeezing and stroking and teasing. I scraped my teeth against her neck and relished the shiver that went through her body. She was so wet it dripped down my fingers and coated my palm.

She would feel like heaven. I needed to get inside her.

But not like this. Not until I was ready, until I knew she was mine.

“Hands off my cock, Deena,” I rasped, and closed my teeth over her earlobe.

The panting of her breath was sweet and fast, the air dancing over the skin of my jaw. “Make me,” she whispered.

Even now, when she’d agreed she wanted me—when she’d agreed that she needed what I could give her—Deena resisted. That independent streak flared bright and strong, just like it did when she marched into my office and made a fool out of me.

I fucking loved that about her.

Smiling against the corner of her jaw, I took my hands away from her core and manacled her wrists. She gasped, fighting me, but when I held her wrists in one hand at her front, her shoulders relaxed. I pulled away, loving the dazed, glazed look in her eyes. I had her.

I fucking loved that too.

“You know what happens to girls who don’t do as they’re told, Deena?” With my free hand, I unbuckled my belt.

She licked her lips. “What?”

“They get punished.” I squeezed her wrists, causing her arms to straighten and press against the sides of her breasts. She looked completely undone, and I was drunk with the sight of it.

Control was a funny thing. In this particular moment, I was in control of what we were doing, but I was losing control over myself. Deena was too intoxicating. I’d wanted her too much, and now she was giving me everything I’d ever dreamed of. Her fight before her submission. The softening of her expression when I had her in my grasp. The way she kept her knees as wide as I’d pushed them, teasing me with the sight of her glistening cunt.

I inhaled a long, shaking breath, watching every expression on her face. I needed to be sure she wanted this. Needed to be sure I wasn’t taking this too far, because I’d shown up here after she’d blocked me, and she was so good at pushing against my every effort to claim her.

I loosened my grip on her wrists slightly, studying her.

As if she could hear the doubts swirling in my mind, Deena’s eyes focused. She blinked, smiled softly, and said, “Fuck me, Cal.”

The leash snapped. In an instant, I had her on her back on the green felt with my cock in my hand. The next instant, I was inside her. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t slow. And it gave me the sweetest moan I’d ever heard in my life straight from my woman’s lips.

“You want everyone to hear you?” I asked, sliding out only to push back in. My hand landed on the table near her head as I pushed in deeper. “Want your ex to know I’m the one who’s fucking you?”

Her head rolled on the felt as she tilted it to look at me. Her eyes were glittering. “So jealous, Cal.”

My hips snapped, and she couldn’t stop her moan. “Yes,” I agreed. “I am jealous.” I punctuated every sentence with a thrust of my hips. “Jealous of every man who gets to see you. Speak to you. Touch you.”

“I haven’t even seen Austin in ye—ohhh,” she ended on a moan as I gave it to her deeper and rougher, her fingertips curling into my arms as she arched her back to take all of me.

“You don’t say another man’s name when I’m inside you,” I said, voice black with fury and lust and possession.

Her hair clung to the felt behind her head, a halo of gold and brown. Her eyes fluttered shut as I fucked her, and I caught her hand as she tried to slide it toward her clit, pinning it up above her head. She whimpered in protest, and I clicked my tongue.

“I told you this was punishment,” I said, my voice low and breathless. “This one’s just for me. I’m going to take what I want from you, and you’re not going to come unless I tell you to.”

Her chest flushed red, the color climbing up her neck to sweep over her cheeks. Exquisite.

“Cal,” she whispered.

My movements slowed. I met her gaze, every ounce of my will focused on pausing. All I wanted was her. All I could think of was the orgasm tightening at the base of my spine, the desire to claim this woman for my own.

But she’d said my name, and she needed something from me.

Stopping would hurt me. Not stopping would kill me. I would not hurt her.

Gasping for breath, I forced out the words, “Yes, love?”

“The other hand. Please.” Her eyes were liquid and begging.

It took me a second to figure out what she meant. But the fingers of her free hand curled into my elbow, fingernails digging into the fragile skin of the joint. Understanding snapped inside me, and I grabbed that wrist to pin it above her head with the other.

Deena’s whole body relaxed, a sigh slipping through her lips as soon as I had her pinned. Her eyelids fluttered shut, and she gave herself to me completely.

From one second to the next, I was in love with her. It didn’t matter that we barely knew each other, or that I was pretty sure she hated me. She was perfect, and I loved her. From that moment on—that moment of unadulterated trust and surrender—she was mine.

My orgasm ripped through me in a wave of fire. I stifled the roar that tried to escape my throat, grabbing my cock as I pulled out of her. My other hand gripped her thigh as I painted her with my release. Marked her as mine.

“Now, Deena,” I said, squeezing the base of my cock as I milked every drop. “Now you can make yourself come.”

Her fingers were stroking her clit in an instant, spreading my own orgasm all over her glistening skin. Through half-lidded eyes, Deena watched me watch her. I held her thighs apart so I could feel the way they twitched as she touched herself. She looked undone and messy, so different from the utterly self-possessed woman I’d come to know. My chest felt hot and tight at the realization that she trusted me to see her like this. Me, and no one else.

Unable to resist temptation, I slid my fingers inside her, curling them as I stroked. Deena’s inner walls clenched, and she inhaled sharply as her back arched. Her free hand flew down to grab my wrist, holding me inside her as she rubbed herself to completion.

It was the single most beautiful thing I’d ever witnessed in my life.
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In the aftermath, the room was too quiet. Every breath, every heartbeat, every rustle of fabric sounded thunderous in the pulsing emptiness. The sounds of the party in the next room seemed closer, and I wondered if everyone had heard. My body twitched and flushed in waves, even as Cal helped me back to my feet. My thighs were sticky. My dress was a crumpled mess.

I blinked, coming back to myself. Half of me was utterly horrified. The other half wanted to do it again.

I’d never had an orgasm like that in my entire life. Never felt like my body was not my own, like every bond I’d forged to keep myself together was broken and remade.

Cal’s belt was still unbuckled, but his pants were fastened. He moved closer to me while I reeled, his fingers touching my cheek so I’d look up at him. I gulped. We smelled like sex.

Seconds stretched as he watched me, his eyes back to their remarkable pale blue, and I began to worry that this had been a mistake.

Then he spoke. “You are perfect, Deena,” he rumbled a moment before pressing a soft kiss to my lips. Lips that were still brushing mine when he asked, “You hear me?”

The praise warmed my chest, sending tingles through my extremities. I wanted more. Desperately, pathetically wanted him to tell me that again and again. It felt like everything I knew about myself had been pulverized in this room, and I scrabbled to pull myself back together again.

I needed walls. I needed to feel like my body was my own, like my mind was mine once more. I wanted more from life than to be a man’s accessory. But he was here and he was gorgeous, and he was telling me all the things I never knew I needed to hear. Even as panic began to take root, a substantial part of me wanted to strip my dress off and beg him to take me again. Beg him to make me feel like I was flying, like every weight that kept my feet on the ground had been stripped away.

The thing was, though…I liked having my feet firmly planted on the ground. Didn’t I?

This could not happen again. But how to put distance between us when all I wanted was to feel his hands on my skin?

In my pleasure-addled mind, I clung to the one thing that had never failed me. My ambition. My brain. My business. I leaned away from Cal and said, “I’ve reconsidered your offer. I’ll work for you.”

The effect of my words was immediate. He took a step back, his eyes shuttering. “I see. What caused the change of heart?”

“Post-orgasm clarity,” I quipped.

He huffed, moving to fasten his belt. I watched the movement of his knuckles, his long fingers, his broad palms. He had beautiful hands.

I wanted him so badly I was sick with it. Tearing my eyes away, I nodded sharply. Convincing myself this was the right move.

“And how much will it cost me to hire you?” Cal asked, and it didn’t exactly sound like he was talking about money.

“You said you needed six months from me,” I continued. “I think I can make that work. Of course, if we work together, this can never happen again.” I flicked my fingers between us.

His jaw tightened. “I see,” he repeated. He watched me for a beat—long enough that I had to fight the urge to squirm—and said, “How much?”

He’d told me to name my price. The true price was never, ever giving myself to him again. If I could keep him at a distance, then I wouldn’t have to face how earth-shattering it had been to surrender to him. I could rebuild myself to the woman I knew I was. The woman who’d left her hometown and created a life for herself based on her own values, and not the ones of the family who wanted to keep her small.

That was who I wanted to be. That was who I would be.

As we watched each other, I wondered if I could make Cal go away altogether. If I demanded a high enough salary, he’d balk. He’d gotten what he wanted in this room, and now I needed to make him lose interest.

I plucked a number out of the air, the biggest number I could force past my lips. “Three hundred grand.” That would pay off my student loans, give me a small emergency fund, and allow me to actually put some money away for retirement. I might even be able to start a small down payment for my own house. I’d be financially secure for the first time in my adult life.

Cal’s eyes dropped to his cuffs, which he adjusted with sharp movements. “Done.”

Damn it. I’d gone too low. My heart fluttered, and I didn’t know why. Was it the thrill of knowing I’d be making enough money to finally have stability and a nest egg?

Or was it the thrill of knowing I’d be working with Callum Frost for the next six months?

I narrowed my eyes, wanting to make one final effort to push him away. “Half paid up front, nonrefundable. Even if I quit at the end of my first day.”

His eyes snapped up to meet mine. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Sounds like Mr. ‘name any condition you want written into the contract’ was full of shit, after all. What a surprise.”

His gaze had lost all its warmth, and I knew I was dealing with the director of a successful venture capital firm now. Not the man who thought I was beautiful and perfect, who’d kissed me and called me love. He squared his shoulders and drilled his gaze into mine. “You want me to hand over a hundred and fifty grand when I might get nothing out of it.”

“You’ll get to know you convinced me to do something that every fiber of my being is telling me is a bad idea. And you’d get at least one day. That’s gotta be worth a hundred and fifty, no?” I smiled. There was a wall between us now, and that was good. It made me feel like I was dying inside, but it was good.

He blinked slowly, arched a brow, and tilted his head to concede the point. Then he smiled, sharklike and dangerous. “Can you start Monday?”

“I can start when my lawyer’s reviewed the contract and I’m happy you’re not going to screw me over.” I didn’t have a lawyer, but that was neither here nor there.

His smile widened. “I like you, Deena.”

He’d said all manner of things to me, over the phone and in this room. He’d ripped me apart and put me back together. But that one sentence… that was the one that felt truly dangerous. Something was shifting between us, and I had the distinct impression I’d played my cards all wrong.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “The feeling is most definitely not mutual.”

He laughed again, the sound of it making a shiver tremble through my body. Then he extended a hand toward me to shake on it. I looked at it for a second, certain that I was making the biggest mistake of my life.

I’d failed in pushing him away, and I had a feeling the boundaries I was trying to erect between us were as solid as cobwebs to him. But I had to do something. I couldn’t leave this room feeling like I was falling for him, for God’s sake.

Besides, with a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, I could pay off my loans. I wouldn’t have much more than that, but I’d be able to afford a new laptop. All I had to give him was one single day.

I could do one day. Couldn’t I?

Inhaling sharply, I slid my palm against his. Despite everything, the touch was electric. I felt it like lightning in the veins of my arm, forking through my body as warmth settled between my thighs. His eyes were the color of winter, but they were alive with triumph. That, combined with the feel of his broad, hot palm against mine—and the stickiness of our mutual pleasure still coating my thighs—made me feel like I’d just agreed to snuggle up with a very hungry lion.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Deena.”

“My lawyer will be in touch,” I replied, pulling my hand away.

“And until then?” he asked.

I frowned at him, not understanding.

Cal tipped his head toward the door. “How do you propose we handle the rest of this evening?”

A breath whistled out of me. Somehow, I’d forgotten where I was. I bit my lip and blinked at the door, remembering everything—and everyone—who waited beyond it. “Oh, crap,” I muttered.

In my peripheral vision, I caught the curve of Callum’s smile.
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The underskirt of my dress was crinkled beyond recognition, but the crystal-encrusted tulle hid some of the damage. The nearest bathroom was at the far end of the hall, which meant I’d have to pass the big double doors leading to the party room and probably run into half a dozen of my mother’s closest frenemies on the way there.

Yeah, no. That wasn’t happening. I pulled out a tiny compact mirror from my purse and checked my face. I was flushed, and my concealer had creased under my eyes. I patted it out and reapplied my lip gloss, then tried my best to finger-comb my hair. Cal leaned against the billiards table, watching me.

His gaze was a hot brand. I glanced over my shoulder to arch my brows at him, and he blinked lazily. “You look perfect, Deena,” he rumbled.

His words made my gut clench. I snapped my compact closed and turned away from him, hoping he couldn’t see the blush rising on my cheeks. “I need to go to the bathroom to wash up,” I announced.

“I’d really rather you didn’t.”

I spun around to glare at him, but Cal had his eyes on his cuffs, readjusting them again in an exaggerated casual move. “Excuse me?” I bit off.

Blue eyes lifted to meet mine. I went completely still. “You heard me, Deena.”

We were across the room from each other now, but my thighs clenched. Thighs still coated in sticky release, drying in streaks on my skin. My underwear was drenched and uncomfortable.

And he wanted me to leave it, because he was a complete and utter pervert.

And why the hell was I turned on again?

“Absolutely not,” I clipped, and turned for the door.

Before I could get there, it swung open. My mother’s face appeared, eyes narrowing slightly as she took in my appearance. Her gaze flitted to Cal and back to me. She painted a smile on her face. “We’re about to do the toasts. Chop-chop! You can work out whatever it is you’re fighting about later.”

“We aren’t fighting,” I said, stomping toward the exit.

My mother gave me a significant glance that said, Really, Deena? Messing this up too? She stepped out the door and held it open while Callum ambled toward us without a hair out of place. He smiled at my mother, sweeping her fingers into his as he reached her.

He pressed a kiss to the back of her hand. “I can see where Deena gets her perceptiveness.”

My mother blushed.

Cal smiled, eyes sliding to mine. “And her beauty.”

“Oh, Cal,” my mother said with a titter, swatting at his broad shoulder. “Don’t let my husband hear you say things like that, or he might have to have words.”

My father would never have words. He didn’t care about anything my mother did as long as his drink was refilled on command and his dinner was hot and ready when he wanted it.

Cal inclined his head, then extended one elbow toward each of us. He smiled serenely at me as I vibrated with rage beside him, but I had to take his proffered arm unless I wanted to make a scene. The three of us re-entered the main ballroom with Cal the perfect gentleman as our escort.

The perfect gentleman who’d just screwed me to within an inch of my life. I wasn’t the same woman I’d been an hour ago.

The speeches were full of lavish praise and even more lavish lies about my parents’ relationship. I clapped when it was appropriate, then snagged a glass of champagne from a passing waiter to down the whole thing in a gulp. Cal watched my every move, and when I’d given the empty glass back to the staff member, we were ushered to our seats.

I took the opportunity to slip from Cal’s grasp and head for the washroom. It was beyond a heavy wooden door, with a little tower of rolled-up washcloths waiting for me on the marble vanity. I grabbed one, wetted it, and sequestered myself in one of the stalls to scrub away the remnants of what we’d done.

My underwear was a disaster. There was no way I was putting it back on. I stuffed it into the trash can in the stall and told myself everyone made mistakes. This just happened to be one of mine.

Then I touched up my makeup and took deep cleansing breaths in front of the mirror to compose myself. I would refuse to sign the contract. I’d block him again. I’d make sure I never saw him again, because his presence dropped my IQ to precipitously low levels.

The washroom door swung open, and I smiled at the older woman who stepped through. Tossing my used washcloths in the pail designed for that purpose, I brushed past her and walked back to the ballroom.

I spent the entire meal pushing food around my plate, wanting the evening to end. But it didn’t end. It kept going, and going, and going.

When the last plate was cleared, I prepared myself to make my escape—and Cal swept me into his arms and dragged me to the dance floor.

“What are you doing?” I hissed.

“Dancing.”

“I don’t dance.”

“You do now.” His arm clamped around my back, and I could feel the whole length of him down my front. His palm was broad and warm where it held my hand, his head tilted toward me as if I were the only woman in the room.

He was toying with me, dragging this out so I knew he was still in charge. He was angry that I’d rejected him after what we did, and now he was needling at me the way he always did, trying to get me to make a scene. I set my jaw and glared up at him, and his lips curved into a smile. The hand on my waist slid down to my hip, and Cal’s eyes lit up with interest.

“You’re not wearing underwear, Deena.”

Heat threaded through me. His fingers pressed into my hip, branding the bare skin beneath. I glared. “You are an insolent, irritating man,” I said in a voice low enough that no one else would hear.

He dipped his lips toward my ear, his hold on me tightening as the music swelled around us. “And you are an infuriating, intoxicating woman.”

A shiver went through me, and I knew he felt it. Redoubling the force of my glare didn’t seem to affect him as he pulled away, his body refusing to give me an inch of space as he swept me around the dance floor.

I realized, as he twirled me, that I’d made a critical mistake.

I thought I could push him away, but Cal was a man who got what he wanted. In trying to reject him and put walls up against him, I’d only become more of a challenge.

And now I’d be working for him.

What had I done?

The last notes of the music shimmered in the air, and couples all over the dance floor pulled apart to applaud the string quartet.

“I need a drink,” I announced.

“I’ll get it for you,” he offered, ever the perfect gentleman. One of the couples next to us smiled, and I bit back my retort. He walked me to the edge of the dance floor and headed for the bar, and I took the opportunity to duck toward the open doors. Fresh air would help my brain reboot.

With my hands wrapped tight around the balustrade, I let the sea breeze wash over me. It was a little too cool to be comfortable, but I relished the way it woke me up. I closed my eyes and inhaled, sorting through my thoughts.

I wouldn’t work for him. No way. I’d make it through this evening, then send him on his way, make something up about us breaking up when my mother inevitably asked about him, and then never see him again.

Never feel his lips on mine again. Never get that flying, floating feeling when he helped me let go. Never again feel the electric jolt caused by his full, focused attention.

My brows arched, and I looked out over the inky sea. Could I really walk away from him after what had just happened between us?

“Trouble in paradise?” a familiar voice asked.

I turned as Austin came to a stop beside me, a glass of liquor dangling from his fingertips. He extended a flute of champagne toward me. I took it and lifted it in thanks. “These things always exhaust me,” I explained.

Austin hummed, his eyes coasting over my face. “You look good, Deena. Really good.”

I smiled at the compliment, but a twist of discomfort went through me. It didn’t feel the same as when Cal called me beautiful. Austin had a way of saying it that was layered. Like even a simple compliment might have a cost—just by receiving it, I now owed him something. When Cal called me beautiful or perfect or infuriating, it felt like he was saying it because it was the simple, undeniable truth.

“Thank you,” I said, and took a sip. “So do you. Haven’t seen you in a tux since prom.”

He grinned at me. “The good ole days.” He angled his body toward me, his hip leaning on the balustrade. The waves lapped at the marina below us, boats bobbing up and down in a gentle rhythm. “You ever consider moving back?”

I laughed. “No.”

Austin had the gall to look wounded. He took a sip of his drink and gave me a rueful smile. “And here I thought I had a shot of convincing you to pick up where we left off.”

Before I could remind him that we left off when we were both teenagers and our brains weren’t fully developed, a deep voice made me turn toward the ballroom. “You don’t,” Cal said, his gait casual, his eyes hard. He smiled, but there was no humor. “Have a shot,” he finished, pale eyes boring into Austin’s. “She’s here with me.”

The cold wind lifting goosebumps all over my arms did nothing to quench the heat that Cal’s voice ignited in my gut. No one had ever claimed me like that. So publicly. So undeniably.

I knew it wasn’t real. I knew Cal just wanted me to know that he hadn’t given up. In fact, he’d won, because he’d gotten to sleep with me and I’d agreed to work with him. Still, he was a good actor. He looked truly furious as he stalked toward me and plucked the champagne from my fingers. He set the flute on the nearest table and replaced it with the one he’d brought me.

Austin had straightened and taken half a step back in the meantime, his eyes losing their playful light as he glared at Cal. “I think Deena can speak for herself.”

My brows lifted. That was an interesting thought, and completely opposite to how Austin had treated me when we were together. Maybe Austin had evolved in the years I’d been away.

Cal ignored him, choosing instead to grasp my chin and turn my head so I’d meet his gaze. His eyes burned into me, and my gut clenched. It didn’t look like he was playacting at being angry at all. I parted my lips to say something, and he took that opportunity to kiss me, hard and possessive. It didn’t last long, but it knocked me completely off-balance.

His eyes never left mine, but he spoke to Austin. “Leave us,” he said.

Austin scoffed, and I saw him slink back inside in my peripheral vision. I tore my chin away from Cal’s grasp. “Laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?” I snapped. My heart was beating too fast. I took a sip of my fresh glass of champagne and glared out at the boats.

“He wants to fuck you,” Cal growled.

I clicked my tongue and turned to stare at him. “Okay. And?”

His jaw bulged as he locked his teeth. Before either of us could answer, my mother appeared at the inner edge of the balcony. “There you are!” she called out, bustling closer. “Cal, honey, have you got your bags with you? I won’t hear of you staying at a hotel. You’ll stay at our house. Don’t take off early, now. I want as much time as possible with the man who captured my darling daughter’s heart.”

Darling daughter?

Cal turned, his face shedding its anger and transforming into a smile. “How generous of you, Mrs. Brand.”

“Will you call me Maryanne?” she chided, flapping her hands.

“He can’t stay with us!” I exclaimed, my voice squeaking.

“Nonsense, Deena,” my mother said, giving me a loaded look. “Stop being ridiculous.”

She and Dad had never let boyfriends stay over. Stacey hadn’t even been able to sleep over until after she and Brooks were married.

Cal put his arm around my shoulder, and I hated that his warmth felt like home in the chill of the outdoors.

“Not in the same room, of course,” my mother said, wagging her finger at Cal. “We’re decent people.”

“I wouldn’t dream of breaking your house rules,” he said, thumb stroking my shoulder. I looked at Cal, who looked back at me. His lips were set in a soft smile, but his eyes were hard as chips of ice.

The message was clear. Your move, Deena.
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Deena’s childhood bedroom was a good size, with a queen bed tucked into a corner. The furniture was all solid wood, and the bedspread was white with little pink flowers on it.

It surprised me.

Deena strode toward the closet, glancing over her shoulder as she pulled it open. “Aren’t you supposed to be in your own room?”

I smiled at her. “Probably. But I wanted to see this. I wasn’t expecting so many flowers.”

Deena scowled at the bed and huffed. “My mother redecorated when I moved out.”

“I see. What did it look like when you lived here?”

Clothes rustled in the closet a moment before a set of loungewear went flying toward the bed. “That’s none of your business, Mr. Frost.”

I hummed, moving toward the dresser. Deena had put a few cosmetics on top of it. I picked up a bottle of perfume and sniffed it. Smelled like her—but also not. I liked it better on her skin.

“Deena!” Maryanne called out.

“In here,” Deena replied, marching over to me so she could snatch the bottle of perfume out of my hands with a glare.

Her mother appeared in the doorway and beamed at me. “Oh, Cal!”

“Cal was just leaving,” Deena said, staring at me. “I know how you and Dad feel about guests in our bedrooms.”

“Don’t worry about that, honey bunch,” Mrs. Brand said, swatting at the air. “I know you two are just dying to catch up.”

“I know I am,” I said, relishing the way Deena’s glare intensified.

I loved it when she surrendered to me. But I liked it almost as much when she fought with me. Being around her was like turning the intensity up on life. Colors were brighter. I could hear more clearly. Scents were layered and intoxicating.

“We’ll keep the door open,” Deena said through clenched teeth. Her smile was a forced grimace as her eyes bore into me. “Sorry, Cal. Them’s the rules.”

“Oh, rules, shmules!” Mrs. Brand said with a giggle. “You’re a grown woman. Just don’t tell your father.” The older woman gave me an exaggerated wink, and before Deena could protest, she yanked the bedroom door closed.

I turned back to Deena and grinned.

She stared at me, practically vibrating with tension, and finally let out a sharp snort. “I need to do some work,” she announced. “Make yourself at home.” A venomous look. “I know you’re already going to.”

I watched her stomp to the attached bathroom with the loungewear set under her arm, and then I made my way to her bed. When I was reclined on it with my fingers braided behind my head, Deena reappeared.

The soft navy fabric of her pants hugged her curves, but the top was just loose enough that I had to guess what lay beneath. She looked more like herself in the loungewear, but I kind of missed the princess dress. Her hair had been gathered up in a high bun that revealed the curve of her neck and the stubborn set of her jaw. She’d scrubbed the makeup off her face, showing me the bare, unfiltered side of her.

Gorgeous.

Deep in my gut, the thrill of the hunt began to pulse. I’d had her once already, and I wasn’t going to let her go now. She thought she could push me away. She thought she could build walls between us by agreeing to work for me.

But she was wrong.

Deena ignored me as I watched her, choosing instead to flip open the screen of her laptop. The device began to run, sounding like a plane clattering down the runway for takeoff. Deena sucked in a hard breath.

“Shit,” she muttered, grabbing the laptop bag from the top of her desk. She yanked it open and dug her hand through it, grimacing. Tossing the bag aside, she looked under the desk, then around the room.

She didn’t look at me.

“Something wrong?” I drawled.

“I need to plug this thing in.”

“Hmm.” I glanced at the nightstand, where her laptop charger was bundled. I imagined her lying in bed last night, finishing a few things for her business, the driven, determined woman who never gave up. She was like me that way. She enjoyed control too. Control over her life and her choices. Control over her finances, her independence. She’d do anything to protect those things.

Except the part of her that craved release. The part that had begged me to hold her down. The part that had shattered so beautifully when I had her pinned beneath me so she had no choice but to give herself to me.

And right now, her control was fraying as she frantically searched the room for her charger.

But she was studiously ignoring the entire corner of the room where I reclined, so she didn’t see it.

“It starts this rattling sound, and then the cursor stops working,” she explained, getting on her hands and knees to check behind the desk. “Then it crashes, and it wipes out tons of work, even if I’ve saved it.” Her voice was muffled, but I could sense the edge of her panic.

I unplugged the cord from beside the bed while Deena hunted for it. From my vantage, I could see a little strip of skin on her lower back, her shirt riding up as she bent over, her ass on full, beautiful display.

The laptop began to hum, and Deena’s movements became more frantic. Finally, she looked at me and spotted the black cord in my hands.

“Give me that,” she said, lunging toward me to snatch the charger. She stabbed the end of it into the wall and got the other end into her laptop just as the screen began to flicker. Holding her breath, Deena watched for a few moments, then tentatively touched the trackpad. The cursor moved on the screen, and she let out a long breath.

“I should’ve learned my lesson by now,” she muttered. “I’ve lost hours of work more times than I can count.”

“You need a new laptop. How old is this thing?” I reached for her screen.

“Don’t touch that!” Deena smacked my hand away. It was the first time she’d touched me since we left the country club. She stuck her arm out, guarding me from getting any closer to the computer. “If you move the charger from that precise angle, the screen goes all fuzzy and I need to restart it to get it to work again. It takes forever, and there’s no telling what gets deleted.”

I stared at the screen, then at Deena. Her words made no sense. “You built your entire business on that thing? It looks like it should be in a museum.”

“Yes, well, we can’t all be venture capital firm owners, can we? Now tell me what you’re still doing here. Your room is down the hall.”

“We’re supposed to be a couple, remember?”

She stared at me for a beat, then very deliberately grabbed her chair and sat down in front of the ancient beast that was her laptop. I couldn’t quite suppress my smile.

Deena ignored me, and as I watched her work for a few moments, I knew what she was trying to do. She was shutting me out. Trying to remind me that what happened in that billiards room wasn’t going to happen again. If I was lucky, she’d lend me her professional expertise. If I wasn’t, she’d block me again.

But Deena had made a critical mistake: She’d let me in. What happened in that room couldn’t be erased. I’d finally found a woman who was smart as hell and sexy as sin. A woman who fought back when I tried to dominate her, then sighed in sweet release when she gave in. I’d spent my whole life feeling like something was missing without even realizing it.

Until now.
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I slept badly. The bed felt lumpy, my pillows were too flat, and I swore I could smell Callum everywhere. At three o’clock in the morning, I thought I heard a creak outside my door, and my heart began to thump. If he walked in here and climbed into bed with me, I was afraid I wouldn’t protest. My body ran hot, and my legs moved restlessly, and I wanted to feel him inside me again.

No. I squeezed my eyes shut and forced the thought from my mind.

I refused to touch myself, because I knew my fantasies would stray toward him. But I wouldn’t be so weak. I would be the version of me I knew, the version I’d come to love. Strong, independent, stubborn, and driven. Not some simpering fool who spread her legs for the first man who crooked his fingers at her.

When dawn finally lightened the sky, I rolled my aching body out of the bed and took a cold shower. The stairs creaked in a familiar way as I stumbled down them in search of coffee, but a new sound stole my attention. I paused at the bottom, frowning.

My father was…laughing. He never laughed. He barely even spoke. He came alive when he was around his buddies, but here? With my mother hovering and us kids making a ruckus? He was stone-faced and closed off.

Then I heard the low rumble of Cal’s voice, and I gritted my teeth. My toes sank into a plush rug as I crossed the hallway toward the kitchen. And there they were. Cal, looking slightly undone in mussy hair and a white shirt with the top two buttons undone. He leaned against the counter with a mug of brew in his hands while my father sat at the small table in the breakfast nook with the paper ignored in front of him, his face lit with a smile.

Cal spotted me first. His gaze swept over me, and I wished I’d worn something other than jeans and a plain T-shirt. My clothes were loose, but it still felt like his gaze ran directly over my skin as he took in the sight of me.

“Morning, love,” he murmured as he set his mug down. “How did you sleep?”

He straightened as I approached, and I felt my father’s gaze on the two of us. The mugs were in the cabinet behind his head, which I had no doubt he knew. He’d probably chosen that exact spot to lean so I’d have to come near him in order to get coffee.

I stopped in front of him and forced myself to smile. “I slept okay. You?”

“Can’t complain,” he replied, and chucked my chin with his index finger. I saw him coming before he kissed me this time, but I still couldn’t escape. Not with my father watching. Not when pushing him away would cause awkward questions. So I stood still and softened my lips, accepting the light, chaste kiss he pressed there. It was nothing. I’d kissed more passionately in high school drama class.

But it set my body on fire.

Judging by the look in Cal’s eyes, he could tell. A wicked smile curled his lips, but his voice was innocent and doting as he asked, “Coffee?”

“Please.”

I leaned back and watched as he grabbed a mug and poured coffee into it. Then, with the carafe still in his hand, he glanced at the sugar bowl and the jug of creamer, then flicked his gaze to my father, and finally looked at me.

He didn’t know how I took my coffee. And he should know, seeing as he was playing the loving boyfriend. A role he’d cast himself in.

It was my turn to smile at him. I batted my lashes for emphasis.

Cal arched a brow and unscrewed the lid of the creamer bottle. He put a dash in, mixed it, and without sparing me a glance, dumped a heaping spoonful of sugar in my coffee.

It was exactly how I took it. Rattled, I accepted the mug from him and joined my father at the breakfast table, hiding my discomfort behind a large swallow of coffee. Delicious.

“Cal was just telling me about how you met,” my father said.

I blinked. “He was?”

“Said you saved him from losing a business deal when you swooped in and got his man flown across the globe in record time.” My father pursed his lips and nodded, giving me a look of respect I’d never received from him before.

Sliding my gaze to Cal, I caught him watching me. He’d told the truth, and that confused me more than anything. He was playing a part—had been ever since he showed up here—and he enjoyed toying with me in front of my family. He could have made up any story about me. Said that he saved me from a mugging in the city. Cast himself as a hero.

Instead, he’d told my dad exactly what happened. A business deal had been on the line, and I’d rescued it.

“Deena’s very good at what she does,” Cal added. “I’m constantly impressed by her.”

My father cleared his throat, gaze flicking from Cal to me. He looked at me like he’d never seen me before. “Yes, well, we’re proud of what she’s accomplished,” he said. “Our little girl was always going to forge her own path.”

My heart thumped. It was all I’d ever wanted to hear from my father. A tiny morsel of praise. A crumb of affection that would show me that he saw me. He respected me. He loved me.

Part of me was so unbelievably happy to get it. I’d waited thirty-three years to have my father acknowledge my accomplishments, to have him proud of me for something other than wearing a pretty dress and attracting the right sort of guy.

The other part was furious. The only reason my father was impressed at all was because Cal had given me his stamp of approval. Why did it take another man lifting me up for my own father to finally take note? Conflict raged within me, but I didn’t have an outlet for it.

Not when my mother swept into the room in a floral dressing gown, her hair and makeup perfectly done. “Oh, everyone’s awake!” She beamed at Cal. “And you’ve already got coffee.”

“Beau helped me out with it.”

“I’ll get breakfast started,” my mother announced. “Deena, get the eggs from the fridge.”

The command irked me, but I didn’t have the heart to protest. Not when I felt off-balance already. Not when Cal was watching my every move, my every reaction.

He saw too much.

“How long will you be staying, Cal?” my mother asked, grabbing a loaf of bread from the pantry. “We’d love to have you for another few days. Get to know the man who’s stolen our girl’s heart.” She beamed at him.

I put the carton of eggs on the counter and opened my mouth, but Cal beat me to it by saying, “I’m heading back to Manhattan this morning, unfortunately. The jet’s ready and waiting. I just need to tell the crew whether or not Deena will be aboard as well.”

My mother paused, eyes wide as she looked at him. “The jet!” she exclaimed. Her gaze slid to me, an assessing look in her eyes. “How…convenient!”

I grimaced as I turned back to the eggs. My mother was practically glowing at the thought of my “boyfriend” having access to a private jet. And she was looking at me like I was worth something now that Cal had chosen me. It was my father’s approval all over again, and it tasted rotten on my tongue.

“I’ll go pack,” I said, suddenly overcome with the need to get out of this room and away from all three of them. I left my nearly full coffee on the counter and hurried out, not taking a full breath until I was behind the closed door of my bedroom.

I packed like a madwoman, tossing my clothing into my suitcase and kneeling on it so the zipper would close. Then I sat at the desk and buried myself in work until there was a soft knock on the door.

Cal cracked it open. “You ready?”

I closed my laptop and nodded. “Yes. Are you sure it’s okay for me to come with you on the jet?”

I’d organized countless private planes for clients to zigzag across the globe. Most of my clients didn’t have their own private jets—it made more sense to charter a plane as needed rather than pay for the expenses of maintaining and storing their own—and their travel habits kept me in business. But despite knowing the ins and outs of private jets, I’d never actually been on one myself.

“Yes, Deena,” Cal said. “Of course it’s okay.”

“Give me five minutes and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

He closed the door, leaving me to gather the last of my things. But he didn’t meet me at the door. He waited at the top of the stairs, grabbing my small suitcase from my grasp so he could carry it down the steps for me. My mother watched from the landing, a bright smile on her lips and a cunning look in her eyes.

She gave Cal a big hug and then turned to me. Grabbing my upper arms, she gave me a squeeze and said, “Your father and I are so proud of you, honey.”

The praise made me feel sick. She wasn’t proud of me for making my own way in the world. She wasn’t proud of me for making my way through college with no help, or for starting a business that had kept me afloat for eight years.

She was proud of me for bagging a rich man.

Nothing I did would ever make her happier than this. I would never be enough just for being me. I would only ever be enough in relation to who I decided to date and ultimately marry.

I’d known this my whole life; it wasn’t new information. For my mother, my place in the world was secondary to whoever I tied my life to. But to hear her say it now, in front of Cal, when there were so many other things that she could be proud of...

It hurt—a lot. It felt like an ending.

The car ride to the private airfield was quiet. I said nothing, barely noticing the luxurious car and driver that took us there. I moved as if in a dream, feeling like my whole world was crashing down around me.

But nothing had changed. It was silly to be so devastated over a few comments. It shouldn’t have affected me this much.

Cal stayed close, his hand sometimes drifting to my lower back as he guided me through the easy security check and check-in process. He handled everything while I walked like a zombie, occasionally glancing at me but saying nothing.

We settled into our seats, and the air hostess gave us each a crystal glass of hand-pressed orange juice and a small plate bearing a perfectly tiny piece of toast loaded with a mound of smoked salmon and a little sprig of dill. I stared at the food, my stomach clenched in knots.

Finally, Cal spoke. “Tell me what’s wrong, Deena.”

I blinked away from the salmon to look at him. He was still dressed in that shirt and slacks, looking casual and expensive all at once. I wished he were the type of man I could bare my heart to. Someone who would hold my secrets in his hands and keep them safe for me. But he wouldn’t. He’d use them against me to get the upper hand. I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

His jaw bulged as he clenched it. He sipped his juice. I stared at my plate but didn’t touch the bite.

“Deena.”

I looked up.

“Can you do me a favor?”

Frowning, I shrugged. “What is it?”

“Eat the smoked salmon for me. You barely ate last night, and you haven’t eaten anything all morning.”

He’d noticed that? Why did he care? I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

His brows drew together, and he ground his teeth. Then, softly, he said, “Please? It would make me feel better.”

And why should I care about making you feel better? I wanted to snap. But I’d played the angsty teen all weekend, and it turned out to be an exhausting role when you weren’t hopped up on teenage hormones. I picked up the tiny piece of toast and put it in my mouth. It was delicious, and I felt slightly better when it hit my stomach.

We took off. It would be a short flight of just under two hours, and I settled into my seat to stare out the window. The stewardess came by, and Cal murmured to her, but I ignored them both—until a full breakfast spread appeared in front of me, along with a gigantic vat of coffee.

“Oh,” I said to the stewardess as she popped a table out of a hidden compartment, spread out a white tablecloth, and began placing the various dishes on the table. “I’m not hungry.”

“Leave the food,” Cal ordered, and the stewardess gave him a little half-nod, half-bow, and scurried away.

I glared at him. “Are you so much of a control freak that you won’t let me feed myself when I’m hungry?”

“You can either eat the food or tell me what’s bothering you, Deena.”

I scoffed. “Those are my only options?”

“Yes,” he ground out.

It infuriated me that he pretended to care—but I could tell from the look in his eyes that he wasn’t going to let this go. My voice came out like the cracking of a whip. “I’m angry because my parents never treated me as well as when they thought I was dating you.”

By the expression on his face, I knew he had no idea what I meant. He confirmed it by saying, “Okay. And?”

“And I want them to be proud of me because of me, Cal!” I pinched my lips, and to my horror, pressure built in my throat, behind my eyes. Instead of indulging the pain swelling inside me, I went on the attack. “You have no idea what it’s like to be rejected because you won’t act how you’re expected to. I never wanted to get married and pop out babies. I wanted more, and they judged me for it. When I got accepted to college, they weren’t proud, Cal. They were mad. I was informed that there was no money for me, so I could just get those silly female ideas out of my head and marry Austin before he came to his senses and left me. I had to practically run away in order to go to college. I took on so much freaking debt just to get an education. They could have snapped their fingers and fixed my problems. The way you snap your fingers and fix yours. But I can’t do that.” I stabbed my chest with my finger, then turned it on him. “And then you appeared out of nowhere and acted like the perfect boyfriend, and you showed me what life could have been like if they actually loved me. But they don’t. They only love me if I’m attached to you.”

A tear fell from my eye, and I brushed it away, utterly ashamed of myself. I was a grown woman. I had my own business. My own apartment. My own life. Why did I crave my parents’ approval so much? Why did it hurt so damn much to know I’d never truly get it?

Cal was quiet for a long time. Long enough that the sniffles coming from me mortified me. Then, quietly, he said, “I’m sorry, Deena.”

“Yeah, well, you should be,” I snapped, but the heat had gone out of my words. I just felt tired. I grabbed the mug of coffee and put my sugar and cream into it, then drank half of it in one gulp before refilling the mug from the big carafe the flight attendant had left. My fingers strayed to the basket of perfect, flaky pastries, and I found myself tearing a pain au chocolat into pieces that I could stuff into my mouth.

I gave up on my stubbornness, picked up my fork, and tucked into the creamy scrambled eggs on my plate. By the time I’d finished eating, I’d put a serious dent in the mound of food that had been left for me, and I couldn’t resist the urge to lift my gaze to Cal.

He’d eaten his own breakfast, and he met my stare steadily.

“Looks like you got what you wanted. I told you what was bothering me and I ate the food. Are you happy now?”

He picked up his coffee and took a sip. He drank it black, I noticed. “No,” he finally said as he set it back down on its saucer. “I’m not. But it’ll do for now.”

We landed, and two cars were waiting for us on the tarmac. This was where we parted ways. Cal walked me to the first car and held the door open for me.

I took a deep breath, gathered all my courage, and looked him in the eye. “Thank you for the ride,” I said, tilting my head toward the plane. “Good luck with everything.”

I tried to turn away, but Cal caught my chin. He turned me to face him again, and his eyes were hot as burning coals. “If you think this is it between us, Deena, you’re wrong.”

My gut clenched. “Like I said, I’ll have my lawyer review the employment contract, and we’ll go from there.”

A little puff of breath left Cal’s lips. His grip on my chin tightened ever so slightly, and I couldn’t deny that I loved the feeling of being trapped by him, even if the only parts of him keeping me in place were the tips of his fingers. His lips curled, his smile tinged with cruelty. “We’ll do this your way, then.”

I narrowed my eyes. “We slept together, Mr. Frost. That’s it. If you want me to work for you as badly as you claim, then our personal relationship is over.” And it would stay that way. It had to, or else I’d lose everything that made me me.

I couldn’t go back to that billiards room, to that place where I begged him to hold me until I shattered. If I did that again, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to put myself back together.

“Tell yourself whatever you need to tell yourself, Deena,” he murmured, lips hovering so close to mine. “But know this: Next time we sleep together, it’ll be because you come to me.”

I scoffed and tore my chin from his grasp. “Keep dreaming,” I said, and slid into the back seat of the car. He closed the door and stalked back to his own vehicle, and I slumped in the seat as the breath rushed out of my lungs.

By the time I made it back home, I felt like I needed to sleep for three days straight. But my phone dinged with a new email, and the subject line jolted me back to life.

Callum had sent me an employment contract.
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A little over a week later, the contract was signed and I was staring into the depths of my closet on Monday morning, wondering what I should wear to the first day of a job I didn’t want, working for a man I’d slept with the previous weekend.

I’d considered rejecting the offer, but practicality won out. As long as I worked one full day, I’d get half my three-hundred-thousand-dollar salary paid up front. I just couldn’t say no.

Besides, spending time with Cal was sure to make my attraction wane. He was domineering, irritating, and overbearing. I lived for my freedom and independence. No matter how attractive he was, it couldn’t change those fundamental truths.

The best way to get over him was to get to know him.

As I gulped down my second coffee of the day, I looked at the outfits I’d laid out on my bed. I didn’t want to wear the gray pantsuit. It was great for appearing professional when I was meeting clients, but it wouldn’t be right for Cal. He’d know I was trying to wear it like armor.

I had to go in there seeming confident and in control. My outfit had to scream the message that whatever had happened before, it had no bearing on what would happen going forward. He was paying me an obscene amount of money for a non-exclusive employment contract. I was doing the smart, logical thing and taking the money. But that was all I was taking.

Still, foolish female vanity scratched her nails along the knobby bones of my spine, and I discovered that despite everything, I still wanted Cal to think I looked good.

I grabbed a favorite blouse of mine, a shade of burgundy that set off my skin tone. It wasn’t exactly a spring color, but the blouse had balloon sleeves that gathered into thick cuffs at the wrists and a big, silly bow at the neck. I laid it on the bed and grabbed a pair of wide-leg pants in a shade just a bit darker than the blouse. It would stand out against the grays and blacks and whites of his office, but no one could tell me it looked unprofessional. It was an outfit that said I had a point of view. An outfit that said I couldn’t be put in a box. An outfit that made me feel like me. Now, more than ever, I needed to remind myself of who I was.

I stood in front of the mirror and fastened the blouse’s necktie into a big, floppy bow, then pulled on the pants and picked a pair of satin burgundy pumps to complete my monochromatic outfit.

With my hair styled in soft waves and just the right amount of makeup to highlight my features, I felt beautiful and powerful and ready to face Callum Frost. Today, he wouldn’t be the man who’d torn my body apart just over a week ago. Instead, he was the man who would finally let me achieve some stability. Nothing else.

I grabbed my things and walked out the door.

When I got to the office this time, a young woman waited behind the glossy reception desk. She smiled at me. “Deena Brand?” When I nodded, she gestured to the hallway. “Right this way. Your office is ready.”

My brows jumped. Callum and I hadn’t discussed an office. I thought I’d be working in the pit in a cubicle with the rest of the team.

“I’m Willa,” she said. “I just started here too. I love your outfit.”

I smiled, glad there was at least someone who appreciated my style. “Thank you.”

“Here we are,” she said, and opened an office door directly beside Callum’s. “Mr. Frost will be right with you, but let me know if you need anything in the meantime.”

“Thanks, Willa.”

She left me to explore the office on my own. I stepped inside, and I swore I could smell his cologne, sense the hint of his presence in the space from earlier. Eyes narrowing, I scanned the generous space and circled the desk to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows.

The view of the city was unbelievable. Towering above the chaos where I was, I almost felt separate from it. Cars zoomed on the streets below, and people rushed across on foot. My thoughts drifted to the quiet street where I’d grown up. I never thought I’d get away. That big, stately house had felt like a prison. I used to dream about coming here and making something of myself—and now look. I was up in the clouds hovering over Manhattan, about to receive more money than I’d ever had, expanding the business that was my lifeline.

Had accepting Callum’s job offer been a mistake or a boon? Was I walking into a trap, or doing the only logical thing a woman in my situation could do? Sighing, I tore my gaze away from the city below and turned to my desk. It was a gorgeous, solid wood piece of furniture with a tall, upholstered chair behind it. As I approached, my brows drew together.

On top of the desk was a box, and taped to the box was a yellow Post-it note that curled at the bottom. I pressed it flat so I could read it.

Call this a sign-on bonus. Donate the other one to the Met. They’ve got an exhibit on ancient tools; I’m sure they’d be happy to add yours to the permanent collection.

C

A new, top-of-the-line laptop waited for me beneath the note. I peeled the note off and held it between my thumb and forefinger, arching a brow at the computer. A bonus, or a bribe?

“This is the part where you say, ‘thank you, Cal,’” he rumbled from the doorway.

I pretended his voice didn’t send a shiver right through me, and I ran a finger along the edge of the laptop box. I would’ve been able to afford this when my first payment came through, but I never would’ve allowed myself to buy one so nice. “Thank you, Cal,” I dutifully repeated, flicking my gaze up to look at him through my lashes.

He leaned against the doorframe, a lion at rest. The hunting was done, and he would sleep until it was time to eat again. His gaze was unreadable, but his lips twitched into a ghost of a smile. “I was half-convinced you wouldn’t show up this morning,” he admitted, pushing himself off the frame to prowl closer.

I was grateful for the chunky desk that separated us. “I considered it.”

“But you’re no coward.”

“I’m no fool,” I corrected. “I only have to make it to the end of the day.”

“You won’t quit at five o’clock,” he answered.

I sat down in my chair and tented my fingers. “Oh? What makes you so sure?”

“Simple,” he replied. “You’re obsessed with me.”

A smile stole over my lips before I could stop it, and I rolled my eyes. “Uh-huh.”

“And you like a challenge. You like proving people wrong and muscling your way into spaces where you’re not supposed to be. It reminds you that you’ve made it. That all those people were and still are wrong about you.”

My smile faded, and I frowned at him. That was a little close to the mark—but what else could I expect from a man who made a living reading people, assessing their business ideas, and deciding who to invest in? He’d been successful because he could see people’s strengths and weaknesses at a glance.

I never should have admitted that stuff on the plane.

I changed the subject: “I’d like to review your current processes in relation to travel planning. I’ll then make recommendations for improvements.”

He straightened, scowling. “My processes don’t need improvement.”

“I’m the expert here, Mr. Frost. You hired me for a reason.”

“I hired you to make sure we didn’t lose any more contracts because of travel disasters.” His head tilted ever so slightly. “And because I wanted to see your face every day.”

That admission—whether or not it was true—made me want to melt for him. God, I was pathetic. All I could do was ignore it and address the first part. “Travel disasters which occurred because of your current process. Hence the need for me to assess them and make recommendations.”

Oh, he did not like being challenged in his own territory. His brow darkened as he held my gaze, those pale blue eyes burrowing into mine with a ferocity that made me glad I was already sitting. He’d looked at me the same way when he had me up against the billiards table, when I kept touching him after he told me not to. It was electrifying.

I smiled—and I realized he was right. I liked muscling my way into this office, wearing my red power suit and my dangly earrings, holding that big, day-one payout over his head. It did make me feel like I’d made it. Hadn’t that been exactly what I was thinking when I looked out the window?

I lifted my chin. “I feel the need to remind you that if you fire me at any point over the next six months, you’ll owe me the entirety of my contracted salary.”

“I don’t need reminding,” he growled, then leaned his knuckles on my desk. “And I’m sorry to break it to you, sweetheart, but I’m not firing you. You’re stuck with me for at least the next six months.”

What did he mean, at least?

He pushed off and walked out of the office. I waited until I heard the door to his office close before I released the breath from my lungs.

Six months might as well be an eternity, but Cal had been right about another thing: I wouldn’t quit. I needed the money, and I enjoyed a challenge.

That, and I’d never felt as alive as I did when the whole weight of his attention was bearing down on me. With trembling hands, I unpacked my new laptop and got to work.
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The emails started flooding in around one o’clock that afternoon. “ATTN ALL,” one of them read in the subject line, “NEW STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE FOR REQUESTING FLIGHTS.”

She’d copied in the whole company.

Slightly incredulous, I opened the enclosed document and saw that Deena had scrapped all the checks that I normally did on our company’s travel arrangements, and instead moved all the managerial tasks to her own desk. She didn’t want me to have any oversight whatsoever. She was insane.

I stood and was at her door within seconds—and I stopped short.

Taped to the outside of her office door was a copy of her employment contract, with one section highlighted: “EMPLOYEE shall have full managerial control to oversee and amend procedures with relation to travel and accommodation.”

I ripped the document off her door and shouldered my way inside. Deena sat behind her desk, click-clacking her new laptop’s keyboard, her eyes on the screen. “I’ll be with you in just a moment,” she said, then dramatically pressed a button and looked up to give me a beaming smile. My pocket buzzed a millisecond later.

I held her gaze for a moment, then pulled my phone out to see another email with her name on it. “SURVEY: All staff to complete enclosed document and return to Deena by COB.”

“That’s so I can get a sense of everyone’s preferences, so I can work that into their profiles to streamline the booking processes. I noticed that you don’t have a database with everyone’s information.”

“You can’t just change things without telling me, Deena.”

She tilted her head, blinking innocently. “I think I can, actually. It says it right there in my contract. The one you’re holding in your hands right now.”

Our gazes clashed. She was doing this on purpose to push my buttons. Grinding my teeth, I crumpled the contract into a ball and tossed it in her wastepaper basket.

“Rude, but okay.”

“What’s your game?”

“Game?”

“You’re doing this to drive me crazy.”

“Do you think it might be possible that not everything is about you?”

I arched a brow.

She smiled in response. “Maybe your current process is clunky and inefficient, requires too much manual oversight by you, and as a result leads to missed connections, overbooked hotel rooms, and clients being poached right out from under your nose.”

My chest burned with the truth of her statements. “I want to be involved.”

“I know you do, honey,” she said, turning back to her screen. “That’s why I copied you on the email.”

I was at her desk without even realizing I’d moved closer. “That’s not what I meant,” I told the top of her head. She didn’t look up from her laptop, and I found myself staring at the twists of rich chestnut and glints of blond tumbling in waves down her back. A tendril of hair had fallen against her cheek, and she brushed it aside before typing something.

From my vantage point, I could see the way her pants pulled across the hips, and how the light filtered through the gauzy fabric of her blouse to reveal the shape of her shoulders and arms. She’d worn that on purpose to torture me, I was sure. I was like a bull, losing control at the sight of red.

I thought hiring her would give me the chance to break her down and win her over. It was a hunt, and she was my prey. But now I didn’t know who was in control anymore.

Deena finally blinked up at me, uncowed. “You hired me because you needed help, Mr. Frost. If my particular brand of helpfulness is too much for you to handle, feel free to terminate my contract.”

“And pay out six months’ salary.”

She smiled. “No hard feelings, I promise.”

There were hard feelings, all right—they were pressed up against the placket of my pants as she sassed me from behind the computer I’d bought for her. I wanted her beneath me, so we could fight each other until she gave in. Until I saw those impenetrable walls fall down as she sighed my name.

I loved how hard she pushed back. I loved the challenge in her eyes. Loved how good she was at her job. Talking to Deena gave me the same kind of thrill as signing a multimillion-dollar deal. Touching her felt even better.

And she’d told me that I never would again.

As we stared at each other over the top of her desk, I knew she thought that was the truth. She believed she’d played her cards just right, and she’d walk away with the money without having to surrender to me again.

But she was wrong.

“Look at it this way,” she said, clicking her mouse as another email buzzed in my pocket. “Even if you fire me, you’ll get something out of it: I’ve just rebooked a third of your current confirmed travel arrangements to account for customs and immigration time. You would have missed at least a dozen business meetings if you’d kept the itineraries as they were. So you can let me go right now, pay the severance, and you still win.”

Like hell I did. I wouldn’t win until Deena was mine. Mind, body, and soul. The harder she fought it, the more I wanted her.

I took a deep breath, willing calm into my voice. “From now on, I would appreciate it if you informed me of the changes to company procedure before you email the entire company.”

She held my gaze as she leaned back in her chair. “Of course, Mr. Frost,” she said, all wide-eyed obedience. Except for that little spark of challenge hidden deep in her eyes.

It was that spark that kept me hooked. It was that spark that made the wanting inside me feel like a gnawing, pulsing need.

But she needed time. If I pushed her now, she’d run. I straightened, holding her gaze, and relished the way a tendril of doubt entered her gaze. She wasn’t sure if she’d won this exchange, after all.

“Good work, Ms. Brand,” I replied, and stalked out of her office, feeling her eyes on me the whole way.
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Deena reminded me of me at work. She was utterly focused and unrepentantly bossy. It was a complete counterpoint to the way she was in the bedroom—or billiards room, as it were—and it made total sense to me. She kept everything together out here so that she could let go in there.

Except I saw the look in her eyes in the billiards room, before we went all the way. The conflict. The creeping, growing shame. She wasn’t used to letting go at all.

Her first week was a whip crack of new procedures and shuffled itineraries. I left for London on Wednesday and was back by Friday morning, new contract secured and nary a travel disaster in sight. She was right; she’d more than paid for her salary, even if she quit before the six months were up. Not that I was going to let that happen.

By her second week, Deena had charmed most everyone in the office. Especially me. My feelings for her became a twisting, writhing mass in the depth of my gut, growing a little bigger every day. I’d listen for her footsteps. My breath would catch when she’d pass by my door. I’d walk into her office and pretend I wasn’t inhaling the scent of her skin.

Her walls stayed up, but I knew how to bide my time.

On Tuesday around two o’clock, I heard a voice that made me look up from my desk.

“UNCLE CAL!” Lila screamed, brandishing a paper. She sprinted toward me and barreled into my office. Erica and Mary, the nanny, followed. “I drew you a picture at school,” my niece said. She ran around my desk and crashed into me, arms up, knowing I’d be there to lift her into my lap. I did just that, setting her down on my knee as she slapped her drawing on my desk. “It’s you, me, and Mommy. We’re at the park. Look. That’s Zeus.”

Zeus was a dog. When I’d gotten back from North Carolina, I’d taken Lila and Erica out for ice cream. Erica hadn’t eaten hers, but she’d been smiling as we sat there. Lila had made it a mission to pet every dog in the park and had fallen in love with a floppy-eared spaniel.

“You got the exact color of his fur,” I said, pointing at the brown she’d used to draw Zeus.

“Yep,” she confirmed, nodding.

A soft smile pulled at Erica’s lips as she eased her way down into a chair. My ribs tightened at the sight of her the way they always did, because she didn’t walk so much as shuffle, and her face was lined with exhaustion. But she was out of the house, and she was smiling. That was something.

“Thank you,” I said to Lila. “I love it.”

“Will you hang it up in your office?”

“Definitely. Where should I put it?”

“Hmm,” Lila said, studying her surroundings. She slithered off my legs with the drawing in her hands, marching around the room to find the best spot to hang her artwork.

My sister’s gaze met mine. “That second opinion you wanted agreed with my normal doctor. He doesn’t want to do another surgery. He says it looks like the treatment is going well, and he agrees with my current treatment plan. I’m almost through the worst of it, according to him.”

I dipped my chin. It was good news, but it made me feel powerless.

“Right here, Uncle Cal!” Lila called out. She was holding her drawing up in the middle of the biggest wall, between two pieces of very expensive artwork.

I grinned. “Let me get something to hang it with.” I rifled through my drawers and came up with some tape. As I crouched next to Lila and attached loops of tape to the back of her drawing, I heard someone clear their throat.

Deena stood in the doorway, her laptop in her hands. Her gaze bounced from me to Lila to Erica. She took note of Erica’s head wrap, and I remembered that I’d told her about my sister that night I couldn’t resist calling her.

“Sorry to disturb you,” she said. “I’ll come back.”

“That’s okay. We have to head out soon anyway,” Erica said. “Little miss ma’am needs to get some lunch into her.”

“Mom! Not yet. We’re hanging my picture!” Lila had all the attitude of a teenager in a tiny little body. I couldn’t hide my smile as my gaze bounced from Lila to Erica—and finally to Deena.


NINETEEN
DEENA


Cal’s smile was unlike any expression I’d ever seen on his face. It was pure delight, and it lit his face up from within.

I’d seen him surly and annoyed. I’d seen him sly and cunning. I’d seen him turned on and angry.

I’d never seen him full of pure, unadulterated joy.

The force of it hit me like a train. He was so gorgeous. My whole body felt electric, my heart pulsing as my extremities tingled. His eyes met mine, and a touch of guardedness returned to his expression. The distance I’d insisted on creating between us was still there.

“Hang on, Erica,” Cal said. This had to be the sister and niece he’d told me about. “Let me put this up on the wall and then you can go.”

“Yeah, Mommy! We’re hanging my picture.”

Cal stood and taped the drawing to the wall, right between two large canvases of modern art. He stepped back, and his niece joined him to admire the drawing.

“What do you think, Lila?” Cal asked.

Lila scrunched her face, then waved an imperious hand at the wall. “There’s too much stuff on the wall. You can’t even see my picture!”

“Lila, this is Uncle Cal’s office,” her mother chided.

“No, she’s right,” Cal said. He spun around, studying his walls. His gaze landed on a diploma framed behind his desk. His MBA. He strode over to it and yanked it off the wall. Right when I was going to slink away and leave them to their family time, Cal spoke to me without looking away from his diploma. As he put the frame face down on his desk, he said, “Deena, do you mind going to the supply closet at the end of the hall? I think there’s a screwdriver in there somewhere. Willa might be able to help you. Phillips head.”

“Sure,” I said.

He lifted the diploma and showed it to Lila. “You think your picture will fit in here?”

“Yeah!” She smiled at her uncle, then at her mom. She had a gap in her teeth right at the front, just like Riley.

I melted. It was just too cute. I dropped my laptop back on my desk and made my way to the supply closet. After a bit of shuffling around, I found a small tool bag, which I brought back to Cal’s office.

He had one of those big, expensive-looking canvases in his arms. His hair had fallen over his forehead as he shuffled over toward the back wall, the painting brushing his front. Erica watched him with her chin resting on her palm, a fond, slightly lopsided smile curling her lips.

“Is he always like this?” I asked quietly, setting the tools on his desk.

Erica glanced from her brother over to me. She huffed. “Pretty much. He gets an idea in his head and nothing will change his mind.”

And he would do anything for the people he loved, I noted. Like rip apart his office decor just to make his young niece happy. Lila bounced on the balls of her feet as she watched him, then flitted over to study the frame of the painting. She scraped at it with her index finger, then bounced over to where Cal stood in front of the second painting.

Cal grabbed it off the wall, but the edge of it caught on a table lamp. I dove forward and caught the lamp before it smashed on the ground. Cal looked down from where he stood, his eyes bright, a smile on his lips. “Thanks. You mind grabbing this end? Let’s rest it against the back wall.”

We put the canvas next to the first one, and then Cal tugged on one of Lila’s pigtails and led her over to the desk. He unscrewed the back of the diploma frame while I put the table lamp where it belonged, and then I found myself drifting toward his desk so I could watch. Erica had leaned her arms on his desk, and Lila was kneeling on his chair.

Cal stood in the middle, taking tiny screws out of the back of the frame and setting them carefully aside. He pulled out the backing of the frame, then slid out his diploma. He glanced at it briefly, then set it carelessly aside. His niece’s picture, he handled much more delicately. He gently peeled off the loops of tape he’d previously stuck on the back of it, centered it in the frame, and put the whole thing back together.

I grabbed the level from the tool bag, along with a hammer and a little nail. Cal grinned at me, setting off a tiny detonation in my chest. With Lila leading the way, we walked over to the far wall, leveled the frame, and marked where it should go. Then Cal hammered the nail into the wall and hung up his niece’s drawing.

Cal picked Lila up and held her there as he asked, “Better?”

She gave him a big, exaggerated nod. “Much better,” she confirmed, and Cal laughed. This time, when he met my gaze, his smile didn’t slip, and I realized I was smiling too.

Feeling unsteady, I excused myself back to my office. I heard the hubbub of his family leaving as I worked, and finally looked up when a shadow darkened my doorway. Cal stood there, looking more at ease than he had before his family’s visit.

He cared deeply about his loved ones. They were his world.

In an instant, my view of him shifted. He wasn’t just a callous businessman who liked things done his way. He wasn’t just overbearing and domineering. He cared. He was capable of love—deep love.

It shouldn’t have changed anything for me, because our situation was still the same. He was dangerous to my independence, and I hated how unsteady he made me feel. But I couldn’t help liking him a little more after what I’d seen today.

What would it feel like to be one of those people he cherished?

“You wanted to see me?” he asked.

“I have a proposal for streamlining client travel bookings for people who aren’t already in your organization,” I said, and cleared my throat. “I’ve used this process in my own business, and it really helps cut down on errors. I could implement it here for you.”

He nodded and dragged a chair around my desk, folding his big body into it as he leaned forward. “Show me.”

I did, then got a warm buzz in the pit of my stomach when Cal leaned back, impressed. “You’ve certainly earned your keep,” he said quietly.

When his eyes flicked over to meet mine, I saw the hidden meaning behind his words. If you want to quit, I won’t be mad. I could walk away with a little over a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and he’d let me go.

My voice was hoarse when I asked, “Will you keep your niece’s drawing up on the wall?” Hidden meaning: What kind of man are you, really?

His gaze circled my face, eyes crinkling at the corners. The lion was amused. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow and find out.”
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The picture stayed on the wall, and a few more of them appeared around it as the days wore on. The big expensive-looking paintings got moved to the lobby, and his MBA reappeared in its designated space behind his desk the following week in a new frame.

I revamped his company’s entire travel booking process, implementing a lot of the lessons I’d learned while building my own business. I was getting paid a lot of money, but I was giving him my hard-won knowledge. It seemed like a fair trade.

My workload ballooned, and I found myself staying at my desk through lunch most days. I’d work late, catching up on my own clients’ requests after hours. My office was quiet, clean, and had fast internet. It was better than my studio apartment or the cafés where I’d worked before.

I blinked, and a month had gone by. I realized it late one night, when most of the lights outside my office were off, and I was considering the ramifications of drinking coffee at this hour. Then the sound of a door closing made me look up. I’d thought I was alone.

Cal walked out of his office, stopping outside my door. He frowned at me. “You’re still here,” he noted.

Our relationship had been mostly professional in the past month. I still caught myself staring at the way his muscles shifted under his clothes, and when his attention swept over me, it always gave me a shiver. But he was my boss now, and I’d gotten what I wanted. Distance. Security. Thick, stone walls to keep me safe.

Sort of.

“I’m still here,” I confirmed. “Just got a few things to finish up for a client, and then I’ll head home.”

He hummed, checking his watch. He looked up again, and the force of his gaze made me glad I was already sitting. “Don’t stay too late,” he commanded.

“Yes, sir,” I quipped.

Something changed in the air between us when those words left my lips. It only lasted a moment, but it was electric. It was in the way he looked at me, like he was remembering everything we’d done only six—no, seven weeks ago. Or the way he stood, like it was taking everything he had to stop himself from closing the distance between us.

Suddenly, the professional walls I’d tried to erect seemed like they were made of spider’s silk. He could sweep his arm and brush them aside in an instant, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to do anything about it. If he walked over, grabbed me, and kissed me, I would open my mouth and welcome it. I’d open my legs and welcome that too.

But the electricity in the air faded, and Cal gave me a short nod. “Goodnight, Deena.”

I held my breath until I heard the elevator doors open, and then I released it in a gust. The words on my laptop screen blurred, and I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes to try to shake away the effect of his presence.

“Screw it,” I murmured to myself, and crossed the office to hunt for coffee in the kitchen. Within seconds, the pod machine was spluttering hot liquid into a mug, and as soon as the cream and sugar were in, I inhaled the scent like it was my lifeline. I drank it down in three big gulps, then made another to bring back to my desk.

The machine was still rumbling when my phone rang. I smiled at the number on the screen. “Deena!” Alba said, her face popping up. She always had a big smile on her face these days, even though she looked tired. “Are you still at the office?”

“Just finishing up,” I said, which was nearly the truth.

“That new boss is taking up too much of your time,” she chided.

I smiled. “I’m working on my own stuff right now. Just using the office for the free Wi-Fi.”

“And the new boss?”

I shrugged. I hadn’t told Alba about everything that had happened lately. I knew she wouldn’t judge me for my behavior, but the thought of putting words to my experience with Cal…

How could I? I couldn’t even explain to myself why he had such an effect on me. How would I explain to my friend that from the moment I saw him, it felt like the nexus of my world had changed? And the more I tried to deny it, the stronger the pull became.

It made no sense.

Instead of opening up that can of worms, I changed the subject. “How’s Adam?” Her son was just over five months, and he was the cutest little thing I’d ever seen.

“Asleep,” she said. Her eyes were sparkling, joy suffusing all her features. “He sat on his own today, and he kept giggling every time he did. Then he’d fall over from the giggles.”

I laughed and wondered if I did want what Alba had. She’d gone through hell to get there, but now she seemed to be embracing the quiet life at home.

How would it feel to let go of this driving need to be independent? To lean on someone else when I needed support instead of always feeling like I had to handle everything on my own?

But if I leaned on someone else, how could I be sure it wouldn’t be a trap? How would I go back to being on my own when it inevitably crumbled?

Finally, when I’d nearly finished my second coffee, I told her I had to go. I had work to do, and then I needed to make it home before I collapsed. Coffee hadn’t made a dent in my fatigue, but it had caused a sour tightness to grip my middle. I shouldn’t have had so much of it on an empty stomach. I shuffled back to my office—and I stopped short.

On my desk, a container of takeout from the place at the bottom of the building sat waiting for me, utensils placed beside it. I crept closer and saw a Post-It from Cal. It said only one word, scratched out in his tightly controlled, angular handwriting:

Eat.

It was the private jet all over again. Except this time, instead of feeling resentful at being coddled, I found myself appreciating it. I opened the takeout container and found chicken and pesto pasta salad. It smelled unbelievably delicious. Sinking into my desk chair, I wolfed it down and tried not to think about how much I appreciated the gesture.


TWENTY
DEENA


The pasta salad was only the first of the meals Cal had sent to my office. From that evening on, every day at noon on the dot, a delivery guy brought something for me to eat. After three days of it, I marched into my boss’s office.

“Cal,” I snapped, closing the door behind me as I glared at him. To my right, the wall was almost fully decorated with Lila’s drawings, all framed professionally and displayed like priceless pieces of art. I forced myself not to look at them, because they might make me think he had some redeeming qualities. He did not.

Cal leaned back in his chair and watched me with pale blue eyes. “Yes, Deena?”

“I don’t need you to feed me,” I said through clenched teeth, lifting the six-inch thick roast beef sandwich that had been delivered today. It looked amazing, but this was getting ridiculous.

“But you do need to be fed,” Cal replied.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re clearly not eating when left to your own devices, Deena.”

“And that’s my problem.”

Unperturbed, Cal spread his hands in what I thought was surrender. Until the next day, when another gourmet sandwich landed on my desk. Prosciutto, avocado, and roasted vegetable. My mouth watered, but enough was enough.

Erica and Lila happened to be walking by when I grabbed the sandwich, intending to throw it at Cal’s head. His sister looked at me, her brows raised as her gaze dipped to the soon-to-be-projectile gripped in my hands. “Everything okay?”

Lila blinked up at me, a fresh drawing gripped between her fingers. Another addition to the growing gallery wall in Cal’s office.

I forced my shoulders to ease and smiled at the little girl. Then I looked at her mother and said, “Your brother seems to think I’m unable to take care of myself. He’s been sending lunch to my desk every day.”

Erica’s head tilted. Her eyes seemed brighter than the last time I’d seen her, and she wasn’t dragging her steps quite as much. She must’ve been feeling better. Judging by her sharp gaze, she shared her brother’s perceptiveness—and it was currently focused on me. Finally, her lips curved into a smile as she shook her head. “He does that.”

“Force-feed people who don’t want it?”

“Yes,” she confirmed with a laugh. “Just be thankful he’s not making you any green smoothies.” She shuddered dramatically.

We both turned at the sound of Cal’s voice. “Excellent idea, Erica. Willa!” He called out. The new receptionist poked her head around the corner, and Cal said, “Buy a blender for the office. A good one. And one of those delivery boxes with the seasonal vegetables.”

Erica gagged theatrically.

“On it!” Willa replied.

I glared at him, and he smiled. It was the smile of a cat who had a mouse right where he wanted it. My stomach clenched.

Erica’s gaze bounced between us. She gave me an assessing stare, then stuck out her hand. “I didn’t catch your name last time.”

“Deena,” I said.

“Erica,” she replied. “I give you permission to throw any disgusting smoothie Cal makes right into his face.”

I smiled. “Wonderful idea.”

“I don’t like this,” Cal said, wagging his finger between the two of us. “Lila, let’s put that picture on the wall. Erica, step away from the angry woman. She’s unstable when she gets worked up.”

I clicked my tongue and rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help the huff of laughter that escaped. The three of them disappeared into Cal’s office, and he threw me one last look before he closed the door. It was warm. Teasing. Made my heartbeat take off. And when I sat behind my desk and unwrapped my sandwich, I gave in to the desire to smile. I bit into the sandwich, letting out a short groan when the flavors hit my tongue. Divine.

A while later, I waved at Erica and Lila as they passed my office door on the way out, then I returned my gaze to my screen. I had to admit I loved this work. I’d enjoyed building my business, troubleshooting different processes, refining my lead generation funnel, coming up with various new efficiencies…I found it endlessly exciting to build something. So working for Cal wasn’t just a big, lifesaving paycheck and an opportunity to indulge in my attraction to him. It was fun and rewarding and challenging. It felt good to be part of something bigger, and to show off all the skills I’d spent the last eight years honing.

I worked until the sun went down, swapping over to my own business’s tasks when I was done with Cal’s. I felt alive and buzzing and good.

Around eight o’clock, a notification popped up on my laptop: an email from Alba. I’d helped build her website when she first started her image consulting business, and I’d referred one of my more fashion-challenged clients to her to get her going. That had been fun too—helping build something for a friend. Now she emailed me from her website’s inbox with the news that she was going to dip her toe back into her image consulting business when her son turned six months old in a couple of weeks.

My answer was immediate.

DEENA


So exciting!! What do you need from me?




ALBA


Just your moral support. I wanted to check that this email still works, and it took me a full ten minutes to log in. Baby brain is no joke. If you have any spare brain cells, send them my way.




I huffed.

DEENA


I’m not sure I have many of those left these days…




ALBA


Huh?? Tell me more!




I bit my lip. One of the reasons I hadn’t told Alba about everything that was going on was because I hated being a burden. I hated feeling like I wasn’t strong enough to deal with my problems on my own, and opening up to someone else reminded me that I was struggling.

Maybe it was time for me to let go of that mindset, reach out, and ask for help. Alba had confided in me so much, and we’d grown close because of it. Would it work the same way if I told her about my bad decisions with Cal? My heart began to thump, and I felt ridiculous for it. Alba was my friend. My best friend! Of course she would want to hear about my problems. She’d want to help me with them; she was generous and kind and funny and brilliant. Sharing everything that had happened with Cal would bring us closer together, and it would make me feel better.

So why was it so freaking scary to be vulnerable? What was I afraid of?

I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to keep living my life so isolated. I wanted freedom and independence—but I didn’t want to live on a deserted island with only myself for company.

I wanted that warm feeling of Cal making sure I was fed, even when I pretended to resent it. I remembered what had happened in that billiards room, and how freeing it had been to give myself to his care. How since then, my heart sped up every time our eyes met.

How I’d taken this job because I needed the money…and because nothing felt quite as good as being in the same room as Callum Frost.

My computer dinged with another notification. I’d left it too long. Alba knew there was some juicy gossip coming her way.

With a deep breath, I hit reply and wrote the only thing that could sum up the situation before I lost my nerve.

DEENA


I have a crush on my boss.




I sent it, heart fluttering, knowing Alba would reply in an instant. She could relate, after all.

It took me five full seconds to realize that Alba wouldn’t be the one to reply, though. Because that other ding hadn’t been from her. It was a new email from Willa, informing the whole company that there would be a fire drill scheduled for later in the month.

And I’d hit reply all.

Panic was a jolt of adrenaline to my system. I gasped as my lungs suddenly constricted, my legs beginning to tremble. A little countdown timer appeared at the bottom corner of my screen, informing me that I had only a few seconds left to unsend the email. The timer counted down…down…down.

My coordination was shot. The cursor went wild on the screen as I tried to mash the unsend button, my heart pumping so hard I felt like I was about to pass out. I clicked, and clicked and clicked⁠—

Message sent.

I stared at the little box in the bottom corner, not understanding. Horror dawned. My stomach went hollow, and a keening whine began to sound in my ears.

Outside the door, silence reigned. Was anyone still here? Most days, I was the last to leave. It was late; maybe everyone was gone.

But Willa had sent the email. Was she still here? It wasn’t that late.

I half stood and froze. I’d pull the fire alarm. All the computers would be drenched, and no one would read the email. I’d probably get fined—would I go to jail? Didn’t matter. My pride would be saved.

That’s not how emails work, my brain reminded me. Half the company had probably already read my confession on their phones. They were chewing on dinner, glancing at the notification on their screen, doing a double take, reading again.

Mortification froze me in my seat. Embarrassment burned through me like a fiery lance. I’d never done anything so careless in my entire life. I held myself completely still, forcing my breaths to slow. Exhaling all the air from my lungs, I waited for the laughter that never came.

As the seconds dragged by, slow as molasses in the middle of winter, my panic grew from a tightening at the base of my spine to the clenching of a giant fist around my body. I lowered myself into my seat, then glanced over my shoulder. How hard would it be to break that big, plate-glass window so I could jump out?

My gaze snapped back to the screen. I’d just torpedoed my entire reputation with seven little incriminating words. My head was full of white noise. My vision was blurry around the edges.

I leaned my elbows on my desk and dropped my head in my hands. I sucked in labored breaths as my legs trembled and bounced.

This was why I didn’t open up to anyone. This was the universe was telling me loud and clear that I had to keep my problems to myself, otherwise they’d explode in my face.

I stared at my desk, seeing nothing, and began to formulate a plan. I would gather my things, leave, and never come back. I’d send my resignation. I was kissing away more than a hundred thousand dollars, but it didn’t matter. I could never show my face here again. Never, ever, ever.

My breaths became easier. Calm settled over me as my plan came into focus.

Until I heard the scuff of a shoe in my doorway, and I looked up to see Cal. The lights behind him outlined his broad shoulders, his tapered waist. He moved in an unhurried manner, but when I looked at the darkly triumphant look in his eyes, I knew. I just knew that there would be no resignation. No running. No relief.

Cal took one leisurely step inside my office, touched the edge of the door, and closed it. Its gentle snick was as loud as a gunshot in my ears. Then, with a casual flick of his fingers, Cal threw the lock.


TWENTY-ONE
CALLUM


I have a crush on my boss.

Who had she been admitting that to?

“Cal—” Deena sucked in a breath.

I turned to face her. The big windows at her back revealed the last colors of a spectacular sunset, the sky darkening by the minute. Deena sat behind her desk, her cheeks flushed, her palms pressed flat to the surface like she was a second away from bolting.

Her desire to run was palpable. I could taste it on my tongue. I wanted her to try, just so I could hunt her down and catch her.

Chest moving with deep inhalations, Deena watched me with wide brown eyes. Her lips were parted, but she didn’t say a word.

I advanced. My steps were slow and steady as I crossed the space, pulling out one of the chairs across from her desk so I could lounge in it. Deena watched me, palms still braced on her desk, breath sawing in and out of her lungs.

“You saw the email,” she guessed.

“I did.”

She flushed red, and a curl of pleasure twisted in my gut. I loved it when she came undone. Her gaze slid away from mine, her teeth clamping down on her bottom lip.

There was so much between us, but my feelings hadn’t changed. If anything, I’d fallen for her harder this past month. With every email she sent and every improvement she made, I got a glimpse of the way her mind worked. She was methodical and intelligent. She moved quickly and decisively. She was good at what she did.

I understood her. As much as she gave me shit for being a control freak, Deena was much the same. Her processes were thorough and full of checks and balances. She reviewed the employee database carefully and hounded people for mistakes and missed details. She kept herself buttoned up so tight and controlled everything in her domain. Like me.

But there was one critical snag.

I’d seen her let go. I’d seen the bliss on her face when she gave herself to me, the freedom she’d gained in ultimate release. She was the other side of my coin. Made for me. I’d waited patiently for her to realize it, but now it seemed like she would need a little push.

“Deena,” I said, dropping my voice. I paused until her eyes were back on me. “Come here.”

The command was delivered gently, but I still saw her resistance to it. Delicious, infuriating resistance. Seconds trickled by as we faced each other. Her breaths sped up, and she closed her eyes.

The significance of the moment weighed heavy in the air of her office. I’d told her exactly what would happen on the tarmac when I’d flown her back to the city after our weekend in Charlotte. I said we’d play it her way—until we didn’t. Until she came to me.

My outward appearance was calm, but my heart beat a riot in my chest. I’d kept my distance since she’d started working here. Kept things as professional as I could when inside, I burned for her. Every time she impressed me. Every time she sassed me. Every time she smiled.

Her defiance hummed in the air. She didn’t want to come to me. But I’d keep my promise—we’d do this her way until she decided she was ready for mine.

Then, just when I thought she’d snap at me to get out of her sight, she exhaled in a huff and pushed herself up off her chair. Every muscle in my body tightened. Tottering on her heels, she came around the desk. I wanted her to crawl into my lap and let me hold her close, but she leaned on her desk instead. Her fingers curled into the edge of it, as if she needed to anchor herself.

Close enough.

I stood, drinking in her quick intake of breath. Moving slowly so as to not spook her, I stepped near enough that I could smell her perfume and feel the heat of her body along my front.

“Was it true?” I asked quietly, studying every emotion flitting across her expression.

She gulped. We both knew I was asking about the email. “Sort of,” she hedged, and I couldn’t help my smile. Even now, when I nearly had her in my grasp, she fought against the inevitable.

With the backs of my fingers, I brushed a tendril of hair from her cheek. I traced the line of her jaw and felt the pulse thrumming on the side of her throat. I traced the line of buttons marching down her front, letting my knuckles brush the waistband of her skirt. I trailed the backs of my fingers over the curve of her lower stomach and let my hand drop away before I reached her pelvis. She sucked a breath in through her teeth, fingers white-knuckled where they gripped the desk.

“Having you working for me has been torture,” I admitted. I couldn’t resist the urge to touch her, so I brushed my fingertips along the side of her thigh. “Did you know that?”

She shook her head.

“I’m hard all the time. I can’t focus on anything except the sound of your voice. I can smell you when you’ve been in a room before me.”

Her lids fluttered shut. She liked knowing what she did to me. My heart was still galloping in my chest, but I kept my voice calm. Maybe what she needed from me was the truth. Maybe it was me who had to bare myself to her to give her the courage to take that final step.

If I wanted her to be mine, I had to let go of a little control.

“I dream about you, Deena. Every morning, I wake up needing you. And then I come here and all day long, I see your brilliance.”

She blinked, eyes wide as she finally met my gaze.

I smiled softly. “It’s not just your body I want, Deena. It’s your mind. Your heart. Your soul.”

“This is crazy,” she whispered.

“I jumped on a jet and flew down to North Carolina because I had to see you. It wasn’t for some screwed-up business deal. It was because I had a sliver of a chance of seeing you after all those weeks of silence. And I’ll keep chasing you down wherever you go because you’re in my bones, Deena. It’s not just sex to me. You make me feel alive. You make me want to cut myself open and bleed when I’ve spent my whole life trying to keep myself as protected as possible.”

I’m falling in love with you. I already have. It was on the tip of my tongue, words that would forever change what was happening between us.

But Deena beat me to it. “Cal,” she whispered, her voice pleading, her eyes wide and liquid. “Touch me. Please.”


TWENTY-TWO
DEENA


I expected Cal to move fast. He’d won; I thought he’d rush to claim his prize. Instead, he watched me through half-lidded eyes, studying my every reaction. His hands skimmed down my sides, and the feathery touch sent bolts of heat through me.

I’d missed this. It had been a little over seven weeks since my parents’ anniversary party, and I felt like I’d been starving ever since. Touch starved. Attention starved. Sex starved. How could I have gone years without sex before him when now it felt like I’d die if I didn’t feel him inside me? I trembled as his hands splayed over my thighs, tracing the crease at the base of my ass.

His declaration rattled around my brain, but I couldn’t make sense of it. Was he telling me he cared about me? Was he telling me he wanted more than just sex and bickering? Was he telling me he loved me?

I couldn’t think straight at the best of times when he was around. And especially not when his hands were on me.

Slowly—too slowly—Cal inched my skirt up my thighs. It was a black pencil skirt that hit just below the knee, and there seemed to be endless yards of fabric for him to tug. I squirmed impatiently, and Cal’s lips curved.

“Missed this,” he hummed. The way he said it made me feel like he meant more than just sex. He meant the energy zapping between us, the electricity that made me jump and writhe.

I’d missed it too.

But giving in right now felt like giving up—on everything I’d worked to achieve. Everything I’d run away from. On me. The very fabric of me. If I surrendered to the desire to be Cal’s perfect little pet every time he touched me, didn’t that make me weak?

The tight bottom hem of my skirt pinned my thighs together, and Cal stopped pulling it up. His hands slid over the sides of my neck, and he tilted my chin up with his thumbs. His eyes were intent. “Do you remember what I told you the last time, Deena?”

Just like that—just like he always did—Cal cut through the noise in my head. I immediately knew what he was referring to. I swallowed. “I’m in charge,” I whispered.

“You’re in charge,” he confirmed, eyes never leaving mine. “Now tell me what you want.”

Words clogged in my throat. I didn’t know what I wanted. I just knew that I was restless and wound up too tight, and he was the only man who’d ever been able to make that feeling go away. I stared at him, pleading.

“Do you want me to make you come?”

I blinked over his shoulder to look at the door.

He turned my head so I’d meet his gaze. “No one’s here.”

“Willa—”

“Left after she sent that email. Now answer the question, Deena.”

Did I want him to make me come? “Yes,” I whispered.

He grunted, and the line of his shoulders softened. When he spoke, his voice was quiet and commanding. “Keep grabbing that desk, love. Don’t let go.”

My grip tightened on the desk on either side of my hips, and Cal’s lips curved into a smile. Then he leaned down and kissed me, slow and thorough, until I was glad I gripped the desk because my legs were doing nothing to keep me upright.

The kiss was salvation. It was everything I’d told myself I didn’t need. It was all his attention, his affection, his all-too-perceptive assault on my every sense. Stubble rasped against my cheek as he kissed my jaw before returning to my lips. His scent filled my nostrils. His tongue slid against mine, and I let go of whatever last defenses were holding me back.

I wanted this. I’d wanted it every day that I’d worked here. I’d wanted it every day I’d had him blocked. I’d wanted it the night we spent in rooms at opposite ends of the hall at my parents’ house. When Cal kissed me, everything was right in the world again.

And when his hands continued their task of lifting my skirt, I knew everything was about to get better. He kissed me unhurriedly, his tongue tasting, his teeth nibbling, while his hands swept over the bare skin of my upper thighs. Then his hands paused, and he looked down. His chest rose and fell with a deep breath, his gaze intent as he stared at my thighs. At what I was wearing.

“I like to wear the stay-up stockings when I’m wearing skirts like this,” I explained. “Otherwise there’s the waistband of the tights and the underwear and the skirt and then the shirt tucked in, and it’s just a lot of fabric around my stomach… Are you okay?”

“Deena.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Have you been walking around this office wearing lace thigh-high stockings under your clothing every day?” His voice was raspy and harsh.

“Well, not every day—” I gasped as Cal’s hand slid up between my thighs, fingers curling around the gusset of my panties so he could slide his middle finger inside me, all the way in. His eyes snapped up to mine. He bared his teeth as I bit back a moan, my back arching at the suddenness of his touch. My lungs heaved, and a surprised laugh slipped through my lips.

Cal was not gentle. He curled his body around mine and bit the fleshy part of my shoulder where it met the side of my neck. He added a finger and stretched me until I had to grip his shirt and muffle my moans against his chest.

It was divine. It was everything I needed. Rough and hungry and all-consuming. Finally, I could breathe again. Finally, I was alive again.

“You have no idea how many times I imagined bending you over this desk and fucking you until you said you were mine,” he growled, fingers pumping as his thumb found my clit. “And now I find out you were wearing these?” His free hand gripped my thigh, fingers digging into the lace top of my stockings. He lifted my leg to curl it around his hip. He rocked against me, his hand penetrating, his whole body rutting.

Then, just as suddenly as he’d started, he stopped.

And dropped to his knees.

He slung my left leg over his shoulder and grabbed my underwear like it had personally offended him. It snapped free, ripped clean in half. I gasped, then scrabbled at his shoulders as he licked between my legs with the flat of his tongue.

“Hands on the desk, love,” he growled, lips moving against my folds.

“Cal,” I whined.

“Grab that desk and don’t let go,” he ordered.

I pouted and gripped the desk just as his tongue found my clit. My hips jerked. He clamped his hands around them and held me down, only to redouble his efforts. He found my nub and sucked it—hard. A half scream slipped through my teeth, and my hands flew to his head. I buried my fingers in his hair, not sure if I wanted to pull him closer or push him away.

He growled in frustration and grabbed my wrists. His eyes were nearly black when he met my gaze, lips and nose glistening with my arousal. “Am I going to have to tie you down just to eat you out, Deena?”

“Maybe,” I panted.

He huffed, lips curling ever so slightly at the corners, and returned my wrists to the desk. That lasted until the next time he sucked on my clit, when they flew back to his head and twisted into his hair again. I couldn’t help it. The sensation was too intense. Except this time, he didn’t stop. He sucked until I arched off the desk, and then he slid his fingers inside me.

I flew apart. I don’t know if I made any noise. In that moment, it didn’t matter. I came so hard my vision went white. When I was able to see again, I watched Cal stand up from between my legs, wiping his mouth with his hand. His hair was a complete mess from me grabbing and twisting and pulling.

Without saying anything, Cal hooked a hand around the nape of my neck and yanked me in for a kiss. I tasted myself on him, and my whole body trembled. Our lips pulled apart, but our foreheads still touched as we caught our breath.

Something big had just changed.

Then, in a low voice, Cal said, “You didn’t keep your hands on the desk, Deena.”

I huffed, leaning my head back to meet his gaze. I loved the way he was looking at me right now. Like nothing else mattered. Nothing else even came close. “Oops?” I said, and his smile widened. I grinned in response; it was impossible not to.

I had no idea sex could be like this. A moment ago, it had been the most intense pleasure of my life. Now I was trying not to giggle.

Cal leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the tip of my nose. “Turn around and put your hands flat on the desk, love.”

“What, are you going to punish me?” I sassed.

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” he said, using his hands on my waist to spin me around. A broad palm pushed down the center of my back, and I had no choice but to put my hands down to catch myself. Excitement curled low in my belly, and I realized it was because I trusted him.

I trusted him with my body and my pleasure. I trusted him to watch and listen and provide.

I trembled as he brushed my hair over my shoulder, then ran his palm down the valley of my spine. He tugged at my skirt, sliding it back down over my ass and thighs before lowering the zipper and letting the skirt fall to the floor.

Fully exposed to him, I exhaled all my stress.

I’d been craving this. I couldn’t deny it any longer. I wanted to give myself to him, and it was only my own stubbornness that stopped me from allowing him in.

He pressed his hand flat on the small of my back, and my fingers curled against the surface of the desk. His zipper scratched as he tugged it down. Fabric rustled. I heard a foil packet crinkling, and his hand left the small of my back for a moment.

Then he was there, hard and insistent, demanding to be let in. There was a moment of panic—it only lasted an instant, in that second when the blunt tip of him pressed against me.

What was I doing? This was a mistake. I was ruining this golden goose of a job, and this would surely blow up in my face. I was putting in jeopardy everything I cared about.

Then his thumbs pressed down on either side of my spine, fingers gripping my waist, and he pushed inside me. The panic evaporated as the pressure of his entrance overwhelmed me. I gasped, legs shaking, but there was nowhere to go.

Nowhere I wanted to go.

I gave in to the desire to soften, and he slid inside. Inch by inch. Stretching, pushing, making room that I didn’t think existed inside me for him. His groan was delicious. The sudden tightening of his fingers around my body gave me a surge of thrilling power.

He was as undone as I was.

Then he pulled out, all the way out, and his palm cracked against my bare ass. I jumped, and a moment later his hand was easing the sting on my skin. “Next time I tell you to hold on, you won’t let go,” he rasped.

I hummed. “Maybe,” I replied.

His palm cracked against my cheek again, and he thrust inside me before I could cry out. My yelp was swallowed by a moan, the sensations overwhelming me. My skin burned and tingled and glowed. And I softened against the desk.

I knew he felt my surrender when he panted, his palm landing near my head, his hips driving me harder into the desk. I’d have bruises on my hipbones, and I didn’t care. I welcomed them. I loved the overwhelming, all-consuming feeling of having him on top of me. Of all my worries melting away, because he held them in his cupped hands. All that mattered was this moment. These sensations. Him.

He pulled out and pushed back in. “You don’t lock me out again,” he commanded, voice dark and velvety near my ear. “From now on, you’re mine, Deena.”

I floated on a dark ocean, with the only thing keeping me above the surface the feeling of his warmth behind me. “Yours,” I whispered.

Then I was in the air; Cal had picked me up. He sat down on one of the chairs across from my desk, spun me around, and impaled me. My feet dangled on either side of him, unable to get purchase on the floor below my toes. Cal rocked up from under me, his hand gripping the side of my neck as he pulled me down for a kiss.

It was messy and rough and perfect. All I could do was hold on. All I wanted to do was lose myself in this moment, in him. I softened my body, bouncing atop him as the world went fuzzy around the edges.

“Do it, Deena,” he growled. “Touch yourself. Make yourself come while you ride my dick.”

I should’ve burned with embarrassment to be spoken to like that, but instead I burned with pleasure. My fingers found my bud, and it took only a handful of seconds before an orgasm had me in its grip. Cal crooned praise in my ear. He held me where he wanted me and thrust into me while I squeezed out the last of my climax, my other hand gripping his shoulder so hard I was sure I was hurting him. But he didn’t seem to mind. His teeth were bared, his eyes feral.

This was something beyond sex. This was a mutual claiming. This was the start of something—or maybe the end.

“Cal,” I gasped.

“Kiss me while I fill you with my cum,” he commanded, and then he captured my lips with his. His body went rigid, and a rough groan ripped through his throat. That sound, along with the feel of his hands gripping me like he’d die if he let go, made another twist of pleasure cut through me.

I collapsed on top of him, and he held me in his strong arms. His hands made slow sweeps over my skin, keeping me connected to the present. Connected to him.

Nothing had ever felt this good.


TWENTY-THREE
CALLUM


Deena’s eyes were sparkling and dazed when she finally lifted her head to look at me. Beautiful. I couldn’t resist the urge to kiss her again, but I did it gently, tasting her in little sips and nibbles. Then we disentangled from one another in slow, tentative movements. I didn’t let her go far, keeping a hand on her thigh or her back as she retrieved her skirt.

When we were dressed, I tangled my fingers in hers and tugged her toward the office door. “Work’s done for the day,” I told her.

“I still have a few things to do,” she protested.

My driven, determined woman. I pulled her so she crashed into my chest, then wrapped my arms around her. She was warm and soft and mine. “Do them tomorrow,” I told her. “We’re going home.”

There was a question in her gaze, but she didn’t protest as I threw an arm around her and walked her out of her office and to the elevators. I liked her like this—subdued and pliant. I liked knowing that I could take care of her. That she wouldn’t shut down and run away.

I kissed her all the way down to the ground floor, exploring her mouth and enjoying the soft sighs that escaped her. My chest was full of triumph and joy and the soft, satisfied glow of possession. I bundled her into the back of my car and told my driver to take us home. She looked at me curiously but didn’t protest.

Once we got to my building, I walked her to the private elevator that led right to my penthouse. It opened onto my floor, and I tangled my fingers in hers to bring her to my bedroom. My sister and niece would be asleep by now, tucked away in their rooms downstairs on the other end of the residence. Tomorrow, the three most important women in my life would all be together. I glanced at Deena, where she glanced around my bedroom with wide, perceptive eyes, and wondered if she knew what had just happened tonight.

She’d come to me. She was mine now. I wouldn’t let her go again.

“This is gorgeous,” she said, trailing her hands over my duvet, her eyes circling the room. It was decorated in dark blues and rich wood, and it had always felt like a sanctuary. I wondered how it would look when Deena added her touch. Fresh flowers, maybe. More color.

“Come through here,” I said, and pulled her to the attached bathroom. She inhaled sharply at the sight of the marble vanity, the huge tub, and the big windows overlooking the city. Her mouth curled into that small, teasing, satisfied smile I loved so much.

I ran her a bath and got in it with her. She rested her back against my chest, and I couldn’t resist the temptation to give her another orgasm so I could feel her tremble and release against my body. She collapsed against me, head resting on my shoulder, my arms wrapped around her under the water.

This was bliss. This right here—my woman in my arms, limp and sated. Safe in my home, in my arms. I pushed her hair off her temple and kissed her forehead, wondering if she felt it too. All the pieces clicking into place. The world suddenly feeling right.

With her foot, Deena turned on the tap to add hot water to the bath. Then she turned around and rested her forearms on my shoulders. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes were clear, and I’d never seen a more gorgeous woman in my life. My hands swept up her sides, thumbs coasting under her breasts, and I relished the way she pressed her core against me.

“I never thought I’d feel safe with a man,” she murmured, eyes tracing my hairline, my jaw. They flicked up to meet my gaze, and a soft smile pulled at the corner of her lips. “But I feel safe with you.”

My heart squeezed so hard it took my breath away.

“It scares me,” she went on. “I’ve spent so long trying to build my life on my own. I don’t want to throw that all away.”

“Being with me isn’t throwing everything away,” I replied, my hands trailing down her sides and back up again.

Her fingers twirled in the hair behind my ear. “Sometimes it feels like it is.” She gave me a sad smile. “You met my parents. You saw how much my value was based on my being with you. I spent my entire adult life fighting against that, and now…”

“Now it feels like you’re betraying everything that makes you you.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes, but they didn’t fall. “Exactly,” she whispered.

My chest squeezed; I wanted to take her pain away. I wanted to go back in time and stop myself from acting like such an ass at her parents’ party, stop myself from rubbing in her face how easily I could charm them.

Deena still looked troubled. She swallowed, her fingers tracing circles on my neck, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

“Tell me,” I commanded. When her eyes slid up to meet mine, I clarified: “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

She huffed. “I’m just worried this is a giant mistake. But I can’t stop myself from wanting you.”

The water lapped at our bodies, warm and soothing. I hated that she was so hesitant about me. I wanted to own everything she had. I wanted her to have my name, carry my children, be everything to me. And that terrified me as much as the thought of her walking away.

Because how could I protect her from all the evil in the world? How could I make sure she was safe and happy and healthy? If she gave herself fully to me, it would destroy me to lose her.

And now, as she pressed herself against me, so vulnerable and real, I felt the need to give her that gift right back. I wanted her to know that I felt just as scared as she did. That it wasn’t easy for me to grapple with the strength of my feelings for her. They’d caught me by surprise just as much as Deena’s had for her.

“Would it make you feel better if I told you that I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you?” I asked.

She clicked her tongue, her eyes sliding to the side. She didn’t believe me.

I slid a hand up her spine, pressing her stomach to mine, feeling the way she softened but still resisted. “I mean it, Deena. You’ve turned my world upside down.”

Deep brown eyes met mine. They were guarded. “I find that hard to believe,” she said. “I don’t see what’s so special about me.”

I could spend the next hour telling her what was so special about her. Her determination. Her lightning-fast mind. The way she went toe-to-toe with me without fear; that in itself was rare. And then how she softened and smiled at me. The look on her face when she breathed my name at the moment of surrender. How her body molded itself against mine, how she took all of me without question, without hesitation. How she saw my sister and niece and didn’t treat them with fake obsequiousness the way the rest of the staff did; she was warm and nurturing and funny and herself.

But none of that would sink in if I told her now, because she’d locked herself away in her head. I could feel it in the slight tension in her body, and I could see it in the guardedness of her expression, even when she tried to hide it behind humor.

She thought she meant nothing to me other than a conquest, and the only way I could convince her otherwise was by baring my own soul to her.

“Tomorrow morning, you’ll have breakfast with my family,” I said. Deena’s eyes narrowed slightly; she didn’t know where I was going with this. “No other woman has had that privilege.”

She tilted her head slightly, but the guardedness didn’t fall. I hadn’t gone deep enough, hadn’t given her enough of myself. My heart began to thump.

She’d told me her greatest fear: that by being with me, she’d lose herself. If I wanted her to trust me, I had to give her mine.

“I don’t—I don’t let people in, Deena. Haven’t since I was six years old”—I swallowed—“when I caused my little sister’s death.”


TWENTY-FOUR
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Cal’s words landed like bricks in the bathroom, even though he’d said them in the barest of rasps. Beneath me, his thighs twitched with tiny muscle spasms. His hands had stilled against my skin, and I found myself stroking his scalp, his shoulders, his back.

He was about to admit something big; something I suspected he’d never told anyone before.

“It was summer,” he started. “One of those sweltering days, when the air feels like it’s sweating. I wanted to swim, but we didn’t have a pool and my parents wouldn’t take me to the beach. Gracie and I were in the backyard. She was only four. She trusted me.” He gritted his teeth so hard his jaw bulged.

I kept my touch light, leaning forward to brush a kiss against his eyebrow. “You don’t have to tell me this, Cal,” I whispered. “It’s okay.”

“No,” he replied, fierce, his eyes meeting mine. “No, I want you to know. I want you to know who I am, deep down.” So you’ll know if you want to walk away, his eyes told me. Reflexively, his grip on me tightened, as if his body was rejecting that possibility. The intensity of the moment had me in its grip, and I didn’t know if I should pull away and run to protect myself, or soften so he’d know I was here for him.

Cal spoke again before I could choose either path. “The neighbor two doors down had a pool. I dragged one of the empty plant pots over to the back gate, climbed up, and opened the gate. I took Gracie with me, because she said she wanted to swim too. But the only reason she said that was because of me. I was the one who was mad at our parents for refusing to take us to the beach. I was the one who wanted to swim.” His breaths gusted in and out of him, his eyes focused on a spot over my shoulder. The memory had him in its grip. “She was wearing jean shorts and a frilly pink top. I climbed the neighbor’s fence while she waited on the other side, and then I let her in.”

He paused for so long I wondered if he’d keep going. The bathroom was utterly silent. I’d stopped stroking his skin, and he’d stopped stroking mine. The water was going cool around us, spreading goosebumps all over my body.

Finally, Cal finished his story in a rush. “I knew they had pool toys in their shed. It was locked, so I spent a while trying to get it open. I found the key under a rock, and I went inside. They had so many toys, I couldn’t believe it. Floaties and noodles and kickboards. A floating basketball hoop, a bunch of balls—it was heaven. It took me forever to choose what I wanted to bring into the pool with me.” He swallowed hard, his throat bobbing. “By the time I came out, Gracie was in the pool. I fucking—” He sucked in a hard breath. “I fucking threw all the toys into the pool on top of her before I realized she wasn’t moving.”

“Oh, Cal.” I wrapped my arms around him, burying my face in his neck.

“She drowned because of me. Because I was angry that my parents wouldn’t take me swimming. Because I was so worried about grabbing all those toys that I couldn’t take two seconds to check on her. She was four.”

I squeezed him tight and didn’t stop until his arms came around me. I could feel his heart racing against my chest, thumping so hard it drowned out my own pulse. His breath gusted out of him, and I realized he was holding back sobs. I pulled away, placing my hands on either side of his face. His eyes were full of tears, but he wouldn’t let them drop. Even now, clinging onto control with everything he had.

“My mother never looked at me the same way,” he finally said, voice flat. “And why would she? Gracie was her favorite.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Cal,” I said, hands still holding his face the way he so often held mine. “You were a child. It was an accident.”

“If it weren’t for me, she’d still be here.”

“It was a horrible, tragic accident.”

Cal’s eyes were pale blue and so full of pain that it stole my breath. His arms wrapped around my waist, and he held me close. “I don’t care about many people, Deena. I can’t bear the thought of losing anyone else. So if this is just a casual fling to you—if you aren’t serious about me—I need you to leave. I need you to leave tonight and not come back. I’ll pay you the full six months’ salary, and I won’t be angry. I won’t ever talk badly about you. You have nothing to fear from me professionally or personally. But I can’t…”

He didn’t finish his thought. He just looked at me, eyes full of agony, ribs cracked wide open so I could see through to the heart of him.

Cal had just given me his deepest, darkest secret, trusting that I would keep it safe.

All those times that I’d thought I was surrendering to him, that I thought I was handing him my independence, the essence of what made me me—none of them compared to this.

And now, on top of it all, he was giving me the power to choose. He was handing me the one thing that was so difficult for him to relinquish: control.

I could tell him that I didn’t feel the same way. I could admit that the intensity of his feelings terrified me, and I couldn’t be the woman he wanted me to be. I could go back to my old life, except with a big, fat cushion of financial stability. Debt-free, with a nest egg and funding to expand my business.

Or, I could risk everything. My heart. My business. My independence.

If I stayed here tonight, Cal would never let me go. Of that, I was sure.

My heart thumped, fear digging its claws right into the meat of the organ. I wanted to run away from this, from him.

But under the fear was another emotion. Something deep and thrumming, a shining golden thread that tied me to him.

Could I really go back to life without Cal? Could I really spend my days in dull, gray lifelessness, chasing the next client, the next invoice, the next bill? What was the point? All to give the finger to my parents like I was still an angry teenager trying to reject everything they stood for?

What was the point of fighting for my independence if I couldn’t make the decisions I truly wanted? Decisions that made me hum with anticipation and joy and contentment. Decisions that might, on occasion, align with what Mommy and Daddy Dearest had always wanted for me.

Cal wasn’t just a control freak who wanted to win me over because I presented a challenge. He felt it too—the braided golden thread that linked his heart to mine. Running away right now wouldn’t snap that thread. It would only make it pull tight and hurt the two of us.

So, as Cal stared at me with the overwhelming immensity of his feelings written in his gaze, I leaned in and pressed my lips to his. It was gentle, just a soft kiss that lasted no longer than a breath. Then I pulled away and said, “I’m staying.”

For one long, unending moment, Cal just stared at me. He didn’t believe his ears; he was sure, so sure, that I was going to run. Then something clicked, and his expression turned fierce. His grip on me tightened ever so slightly, the bonds tying me to him knotting securely.

It should have terrified me. It did terrify me, a little. But it also made me feel like I was flying; there was freedom in commitment.

Cal stood, lifting me in his arms as water streamed from our bodies. He set me on my feet on the tile floors warmed with under-floor heating, then wrapped a gigantic, fluffy towel around me. Then I was scooped up into his arms again and carried to the bed. Cal dripped water everywhere as I tried to dab at his chest with my towel, but he didn’t seem to care. He just laid me down on top of the blankets of his bed, draped his body over mine, and kissed me. His cock pressed against my stomach, and I shivered. I held him tight to me, bending my knees to brace my thighs against his hips. I loved feeling the heat and weight and strength of him on top of me. I loved how thoroughly he kissed me, how unhurried he was in his attention.

“Do you know what you’ve just agreed to?” he rasped near my ear as he trailed kisses down my neck. He plumped my breast with his hand and took my nipple in his mouth.

I arched off the bed, gasping. “Yes,” I replied.

“I don’t think you do,” he said, lips brushing my peaked nipple for a moment before he sucked it harder.

I moaned.

“You just agreed to be mine, Deena,” he said, moving to the other breast. He bit and sucked and licked until I was panting, my fingers tangled in his hair. He looked up at me, big body braced above mine, eyes dark as night with only the thinnest ring of blue around the pupil. A tremor went through me, but it wasn’t fear. It was anticipation. Excitement. Surrender. Cal ran his lips over my breast, kissing the underside of it as he moved lower, into the cradle of my thighs.

He spread me open as I trembled, exposed. His thumb rubbed at my opening, spreading my arousal up to my clit. My hips jerked. “You agreed to be mine,” he repeated, “and I’m not letting you go.”

Then his mouth was on me, and I shattered. He hummed in approval but didn’t stop. Not until another orgasm began to build, until I was keening and thrashing and whining his name. But just as I felt the edge of it begin to slice against me, Cal suddenly pulled away.

I inhaled sharply, lifting my upper body to glare at him in complaint. He watched me, sitting back on his heels with his mouth glistening, every line of his body screaming triumph. I was here, and he wasn’t letting me go.

“Crawl over here and suck my cock, love,” he murmured softly. “Then I’ll fuck you good and hard.”

God, that shouldn’t have turned me on as much as it did. But I got on my hands and knees and went to him. He lay back, his head near the foot of the giant bed, propping himself up on his elbows while I wrapped my hand around his cock and sucked.

His moan made a shiver run through me, and I took him deeper. I realized, as my hands dipped down to cup his balls, that I’d never enjoyed this act as much as I did at that moment. When my lips were stretched around him and he thrust gently into my throat, when he leashed himself savagely even though I could feel him wanting to take his pleasure from my mouth. I hummed and took him deeper, wanting him to lose control. Wanting him to be utterly mine, just as I was his.

I should have realized he already was.

It only took one swirl of my tongue around his tip for him to pull me off and toss me onto my back. Then he was there, so all I could see was Cal. His broad shoulders, his curling hair, his wet, parted mouth, his dark, dark eyes. I cried out when he thrust into me, body arching off the blankets. My towel was still crumpled under my back, but I didn’t care. He was inside me, and everything was right again.

Cal went deep and slow and unrelenting. His thrusts were steady, his eyes watching my every reaction. My orgasm built steadily and crested for what felt like endless, suspended moments. I chanted his name, but I couldn’t tell how loudly.

“So fucking pretty when you come on my cock,” he said between pants. “Want this every day, love. Every single day.”

“Yes,” I said, still gripped in an unending climax. “Yes, yes, yes.”

“Never letting you go.” It was a vow, fierce and true.

I blinked up at him, arms circling his broad shoulders. I’d never felt so safe, so cherished. I’d never felt so connected to another human being in my life. “Never,” was all I managed, but it was a vow of my own. He was mine as much as I was his.

Cal understood what I meant. I felt it in the strength of his kiss, in the way he drove himself deeper into my body. And he felt the way I took it, the way I spread myself open and softened to accept him.

He came with a roar, pulling out to paint me with his release. Body trembling, he pressed his hand to my stomach and spread his seed over my skin. Like the first time. Marking me.

Cal’s eyes were wild, an animal quality to the way he looked at me. Then he lowered himself on top of me and kissed me, rolling to his side so he could tuck me into the cradle of his body.

As my body softened into his embrace, my mind knew only one thing: There was no going back now.


TWENTY-FIVE
DEENA


Despite Cal’s incredibly luxurious bed, I woke up feeling as tired as usual. Fatigue was a constant in my life now, and I had the sneaking suspicion I was working myself too hard. Between the contract with Cal’s firm and my own clients, I wasn’t just burning the candle at both ends; I was hurling the candle into a bonfire and hoping for the best.

The fact that we didn’t do much sleeping didn’t help the situation.

Still, my body was deliciously sore, and I woke up with Cal’s heavy arm wrapped around my waist, his body protectively shielding my back, and my tiredness didn’t seem so bad.

“Morning,” he rumbled.

We were both naked, our legs tangled beneath the blankets. “Morning,” I replied. I took a moment to enjoy the absolute bliss of the moment. I was warm and comfortable and safe. I hadn’t felt this good in years. Maybe ever.

Cal’s fingers made slow circles over my stomach, his touch light. I closed my eyes again, enjoying his closeness. I’d had boyfriends before, but no one for a while. A few dates had ended in hookups, but nothing had lasted since the year after I graduated college. This kind of slow, easy intimacy that didn’t hurtle us toward sex was as unusual as it was wonderful. I could’ve stayed in his bed—in his arms—forever.

“My sister will be wondering why I’m not downstairs,” Cal finally said, breaking the sleepy silence. “I wouldn’t put it past my niece to burst through the door and jump up on the bed to wake me up.”

I turned my head to look at him, my body still cradled against his. “Is that your way of telling me it’s time to get up?”

He grinned. “Don’t look so horrified about it.”

“I’m just realizing what I agreed to by staying here,” I said. I’d be having breakfast with his family. They’d met me at the office, but this was another beast entirely.

Cal could read my thoughts. He pressed a soft kiss to my temple and said, “They already love you.”

“That was before they knew I was the type of woman who sleeps with her boss.”

His brows lowered. I’d hurt him with that comment, and my heart pinched. “That’s not what this is, Deena,” he said, “and you know it.”

I nodded, nuzzling into him in apology. We moved slowly, touching each other softly, taking our time to stretch our bodies and enjoy the feeling of skin against skin.

“What happens after breakfast?” I asked in a low voice. Pulling back, I met his gaze. “At work. That email…”

His smile was wolfish and satisfied. “We’ll schedule a meeting with HR. Make it official.”

My mouth opened. Closed. I swallowed convulsively, and nodded. I wasn’t quitting or getting fired or throwing myself out of a window. I was making it official. With Cal.

Oh boy.

Finally, I let out a long breath. There were more pressing matters to attend to. “I need a toothbrush,” I announced.

“Second drawer on the left.”

His bathroom was stocked with everything I needed, and I was able to shower and make myself look half presentable. While he was in the bathroom, I gathered my clothes from where they’d been flung to far ends of the room. I had no underwear—Cal had torn it off in the office—and my shirt was wrinkled beyond belief. That was one way of making an impression with his family. Hi, I’m Deena. Remember me? Oh, the shirt? It’s crumpled because I had crazy hot sex with your brother last night.

That wouldn’t do. The shower in the bathroom started running, and I wandered to Cal’s closet. He was much broader and taller than me, but I could make that work. I grabbed a beautiful white shirt with a wide collar from a hanger and stood in front of the floor-length mirror. I rolled up the sleeves and spread out the collar, then tucked all the excess fabric into my skirt. No. Too bulky around the midsection. I pulled the shirt out and tucked in the front, then fished through my purse for all the stray earrings that I sometimes took off and forgot in there.

I did a slow spin to check out the view from the back, and let out a huff. Better than my crumpled shirt.

Movement made me look over at the walk-in closet’s doorway. Cal stood there, a towel wrapped around his waist, water dripping onto his shoulders from his wet hair. He watched me, eyes darkening. “That’s my shirt,” he said.

My heart took off. I swallowed. “I’m sorry. I can change, it’s just⁠—”

“Don’t you dare take that off, Deena,” Cal said, closing the distance between us. His finger trailed over my jaw as he tilted my chin up. “I like seeing you wearing my clothing.”

I knew that look in his eyes. I lifted my palm and pressed it against his bare, damp chest. “That’s close enough, big guy.”

His smile was wicked.

“I’m having breakfast with your family in a few short minutes, and I spent a lot of time making my hair look like this.” I hadn’t wanted to risk using his hair products without a hair dryer or styling products to use afterward, so I’d had to work with what I had.

His gaze flicked over the smooth, low bun into which I’d tamed my crazy, sex-mussed hair. The wicked smile turned positively evil. “You can fix it after.”

My back hit the wall displaying all his shoes and watches, and I realized he’d been backing me up this whole time. My hand had softened against his chest, so I wasn’t so much holding him back as softly stroking the space between his pecs.

This man was a danger to society. And by society, I meant me.

I ducked under his bare arm and ran toward the bedroom. “No way. It’s bad enough that they’re seeing me like this and they’re going to know what we did. It’s bad enough that I’m meeting them wearing your shirt. I’m not going down there looking like I just got the daylights screwed out of me.”

“But that’s when you look the prettiest,” Cal teased, leaning against the closet doorway. He dropped the towel. He was hard as stone.

My breath caught, but I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. “Put some clothes on, Mr. Frost.”

His chuckle was low and velvety, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I opened my eyes to see he’d disappeared into the closet. When he came out fully clothed, I had to admit there was a part of me that was disappointed.

Then he smiled at me and leaned down to press a tender kiss to my lips. “I like that you care about making a good impression on my family,” he murmured. His fingers stroked my cheek as he pulled away, his eyes warm with affection.

My heart cartwheeled. He was irresistible when he was domineering and seductive, but this? Tender, loving, affectionate?

This was a version of Cal that could destroy me.

He tangled his fingers in mine and held me tight, then led me downstairs to where his sister and niece awaited.


TWENTY-SIX
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The beast within me felt settled and satisfied as I walked through my home with Deena. She was wearing my clothes and carrying my scent—from sleeping in my bed and washing in my shower. She looked lovely, and I walked as if in a dream. Was life supposed to feel this good?

We were on the stairs heading toward the kitchen when Deena spoke. “So…what’s the plan?”

She let go of my hand to take the banister, so I put my own hand on the small of her back. “For what?”

“What are we telling your sister about us?”

“The truth.”

Deena’s gaze slid over to mine. Her brows arched. “Which is?”

I’m in love with you, and I’m never letting you go. I swallowed back that particular truth and gave her a tamer version: “We’re together.”

Spots of red bloomed on the apples of her cheeks, and she dipped her chin. “Okay.”

“Does that bother you?”

“No, it’s just…”

“It’s just what, Deena?” I prompted when she trailed off.

“I’m nervous,” she admitted, then let out a little laugh. “That’s all. The last time I met a guy’s family, I was twenty-two and trying to avoid going home for Christmas.”

The urge to discover who she was dating a decade ago just so I could make sure he never went anywhere near her rose up within me, and I squashed it—with difficulty. She was here now. With me. That was all that mattered.

“They already love you,” I reminded her.

“They barely know me,” she protested, then clamped her lips shut as we turned the corner and entered the kitchen.

Lila sat at the island, her feet dangling as she worked on another drawing. Erica looked up from her cup of green tea, a smile spreading over her lips when she saw us.

“Morning,” my sister greeted us.

“Morning,” I replied.

Beside me, Deena painted a smile on her face. “Good morning.” She stuck her hand out. “I’m Deena. I don’t know if you remember me—” She stopped talking when Erica began to laugh.

It was a genuine laugh, almost like the ones my sister would let out before she got sick. My sister clasped Deena’s hand in both of hers. “I remember you,” she said, still smiling. “How could I forget when Cal talks about you every chance he gets?”

Deena straightened, shocked. She turned to frown at me, and I rolled my eyes at my sister. “That’s enough, Erica.”

“Just to clarify,” Erica said, turning toward Deena with a conspiratorial smile playing over her lips, “‘every chance he gets’ is only actually once or twice. Mostly after I pester him about it.”

“I’m flattered,” Deena deadpanned.

An unfamiliar feeling squirmed through my gut. It took me a second to recognize it: I was embarrassed. But not in a bad way—not in the kind of way that made me angry and want to lash out. I was embarrassed in a warm kind of way. The way that ended with lots of laughter from people I loved who loved me right back.

My throat grew tight. “Throwing me under the bus before I’ve even had a cup of coffee,” I grumbled.

Erica’s smile grew, and she leaned toward Deena to say, “I could tell there was something between you the first time I saw you at his office. I did my best little-sister routine and annoyed Cal until he told me about you.”

I poured Deena a coffee and added cream and sugar the way she liked it before handing it over. She slid onto a barstool next to Erica and smiled at me in thanks. I took the opportunity to glare at my sister before turning back to pour myself one.

“What did he say?” Deena asked, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure this was such a good idea. My sister loved gossip, and Deena was a wild card. The two of them in the same room?

Disastrous.

Then my sister went and said the worst possible thing: the truth. “He told me he was going to marry you one day, but you didn’t know it yet.”

I froze, wishing I hadn’t said those exact words to my sister the evening after she’d come into the office with Lila and the drawing. But I had. It had been late at night, and my sister had found me in my home office going over a few last-minute details for a deal. She’d gotten bloodwork results back and wanted to discuss them with me. Well—she wanted to show me how good they were so I wouldn’t worry.

Then she’d sat down, and the gleam in her eyes had told me she had something else on her mind.

“Say what you need to say, Erica,” I’d told her.

She’d smiled at me a little like she was smiling right now, her eyes sparkling, a bit of her old self coming out to play. “That woman today,” she started, and I immediately knew she meant Deena.

“Who?” I’d asked, my eyes sliding to my computer screen.

Erica had laughed, her head shaking. “You like her, don’t you?”

She’d always been able to read me better than anyone. Erica was the only one who didn’t look at me differently after Gracie died. And when our parents had divorced and eventually passed, she didn’t drift away from me the way all my old friends and acquaintances had. She’d stayed close. She knew me, and she still loved me despite all my flaws. She was the best person I knew, and I was lucky to be her brother.

But it also meant she could read me like a book.

There’d been no sense in denying it, and besides, I hadn’t wanted to. So I’d met my sister’s gaze and dipped my chin. “I like her,” I’d confirmed. It had felt like a paltry, weak word to describe my feelings for Deena. It sounded wrong coming out of my mouth.

Erica had picked up on it right away. Her eyes had sharpened, and she’d stated, “You like her a lot.”

“I’m going to marry her one day,” I’d said simply. Those words had felt better than the first few as they’d rolled off my tongue. They’d felt like the truth.

Erica’s shock was gratifying. “Does she know?”

“Not yet,” I’d answered, then changed the subject to talk about her care plan. There’d been nothing else to say about Deena in that moment. Deena was mine, and my sister would find out eventually. The sooner she got used to the idea, the better.

Now, a month and change later, I was regretting my rash words.

I turned in time to see Deena’s eyes widen. Her fingers were curled around her mug, but she hadn’t taken a sip yet.

“Erica,” I rumbled, glaring at my sister.

“What?” she replied, angelic. “Isn’t that what you said?”

“I’m never telling you anything ever again.”

“He’s so dramatic, isn’t he?” Erica said to Deena, a wide smile on her face. She took a sip of her tea and met my gaze, an evil, amused look in her eyes.

“Can I be your flower girl?” Lila asked, first to me, then to Deena.

Deena opened her mouth and closed it again.

“We’re not getting married,” I said gently. Yet. My sister’s eyes glittered; she’d heard the unsaid word. I turned to Deena, unsure of what to say. After last night, there was no doubt in my mind. I would marry her, or I would die alone. I wouldn’t lie to her, and I wouldn’t insult her intelligence by pretending my sister remembered our conversation wrong.

But she spoke first. “Your proposal skills need work,” she told me.

“Is that a yes?”

“No.”

I grinned, fast and sharp. She arched a brow, her eyes glimmering with amusement. “Next one’ll be better,” I promised.

“Low bar.”

Erica barked out a laugh. “I like her,” she announced.

“Me too,” Lila piped up to say. “You helped hang up my drawing.”

Deena finally took a sip of her coffee, and I caught the faint grimace that flitted across her expression.

“No good?” I asked.

She shook her head. “It’s fine. I just—I don’t know. I think I’m losing my sweet tooth. Sweet things just taste off these days. I’ve been drinking my coffee black lately.” She lifted her mug. “But this is perfect.”

I took the mug from her and dumped it down the sink while she tried to protest, then got her a fresh one. “Here. Next time you don’t like something, you tell me.”

Erica’s gaze bounced from me to Deena and back again, but her mouth stayed blessedly closed. I didn’t need her scaring Deena away with the contents of our private conversations.

Deena took the coffee, tasted it, and gave me a smile. “Much better,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Can we have pancakes for breakfast?” Lila asked, putting her crayon down to bat her little eyelashes at me. “With chocolate chips and syrup?”

I sighed. Going up against these three women was a losing battle. “Sure, kiddo,” I said, then looked at Deena. “What would you like to eat? I can make eggs Benedict.”

Her eyes brightened. “You can?”

I shrugged. “Sure. You like bacon?”

“What kind of question is that?” Deena asked. “Of course I like bacon!”

She and Erica laughed, and my own lips kicked. Then Deena added, “I’m still in shock about the whole eggs Benedict thing. You’re going to make it from scratch?”

“Cal is an amazing cook,” Erica said, and it was the first decent thing she’d said all morning.

“He is?” Deena’s eyes were wide.

“Oh, yeah,” Erica answered. “He doesn’t do it much, but his food is incredible.”

Deena’s gaze met mine, and the way she looked at me made my heart clench. She looked…

She looked how I felt. Like she was in love with me, and every new discovery about me made her fall a little harder.

I smiled at her, and then I got to work feeding the three most important women in my life.

My day only got better when I went into work, called Deena and the HR team into my office, and announced that the two of us were in a relationship. “Do what you need to do with the paperwork,” I told our HR manager, who nodded as her gaze darted between us. Deena tried to glare at me, but I could see the small, pleased smile on her lips and the flush warming her cheeks.

When the meeting was done, Deena lingered after the Human Resources team left. “I guess my asking you to scrub my email from the company’s servers is a bit pointless now, huh,” she said.

I gave her my best, most wolfish smile. “I’m printing that email and framing it for my office wall.”

She clicked her tongue. “I guess everyone’s already seen it anyway,” she murmured. Her cheeks were flushed, and she let out a big, gusting sigh.

I came around my desk and took her in my arms. “What do you need?”

She blinked at me.

“To feel safe, Deena. Do you want me to tell everyone I’ll fire them if they so much as mention the word ‘crush’ in your presence?”

“Oh yeah, that’ll help,” she answered sarcastically, laughing. “No. I just…I don’t need anything. I’ll get over the mortification eventually.”

Tightness stole over my chest. I pressed a kiss to her forehead, wishing she’d let me carry her burdens for her. But this was Deena. I wouldn’t have fallen for her if she weren’t exactly as she was.

“I need to get to work,” she said, tilting her head up to accept my kiss.

“I’m taking you out to dinner tonight.”

Her eyes were soft, and her lips relaxed into a tender smile. “Can’t wait.”

This was it, I realized. This was the beginning of the rest of my life. For the first time since I was six years old, I found myself looking forward to the future.


TWENTY-SEVEN
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I found out I was pregnant at the end of June. I’d spent the last six weeks either working, with Cal, or working with Cal. It was like a dream. The weather warmed up, and he took me out to dinners, to shows, even to a weekend getaway in Mexico. Every other waking moment was spent on my business or on his. Stability had shimmered in the distance like a mirage; my finances were looking better than ever, and I’d picked up a few new clients through my work at Cal’s firm.

Then I went to the doctor to get on birth control. It seemed like a good idea, because when Cal wasn’t being a romantic, he was an absolutely insatiable lover. My appetites, it turned out, were as voracious as his.

The pregnancy test was standard practice. I wasn’t surprised I had to do one. I was, however, surprised at the result.

“That can’t be right,” I said to the doctor. The plastic chair squeaked as I shifted in my seat. I shook my head for the thousandth time. “I’m not pregnant.”

“We’ll do a blood test to confirm,” she started, “but⁠—”

“I’m not pregnant,” I interrupted.

Her eyes were kind, if a little impatient. “Okay. Are you sexually active?”

“Well, yes, but⁠—”

She turned around and grabbed a plastic model of a uterus from the far side of her desk. “When a man ejaculates, his sperm travels up the vagina to the cervix⁠—”

“I know where babies come from,” I said through clenched teeth.

She nodded patiently. “Okay. So you understand that if you have unprotected sex, there is a chance of pregnancy?”

I felt like my head was going to explode. But I remembered the way Cal’s hands looked when he spread his seed over my stomach in my office. The look in his eyes when he saw me marked with his release. And earlier, back in March, when I’d made myself orgasm on that billiards table, fingers trailing through his orgasm, his own fingers thrusting inside me as I reached my peak. He’d pulled out then too, but we hadn’t exactly been careful in the aftermath.

My throat grew tight. “When will I get the results from the blood test?”

“Twenty-four to forty-eight hours,” the doctor said, and her printer whirred as she ordered the tests. She signed the forms and handed them over to me, a tight smile on her face. “We’ll see what they say and go from there. I’ll book you in for a follow-up appointment while we’re here.”

Because she knew I was pregnant, and there was no use wasting time. Truthfully, as I pulled up my calendar and confirmed I was free when she scheduled me in for my follow-up, I knew I was pregnant too. My eyes strayed to the little rectangular strip I’d peed on just a few minutes earlier. It wasn’t a faint positive result. Two solid blue lines blinked back at me, undeniable.

I was pregnant with Cal’s child.

Moving as if in a dream, I made my way to the phlebotomist in the clinic attached to the doctor’s office, looked away when he poked a needle in my arm, made polite small talk, and then made my way home. The one silver lining was that Cal was busy with a complex multi-investor, multi-city tour that had the potential to secure his biggest deal yet. It would rival the deal he’d lost back in March. Organizing the logistics had been a challenge, but I was proud of what we’d achieved together.

Now I was simply grateful for the few days I had to myself to process the reality of my situation.

My apartment smelled stale and closed-in, so the first thing I did was open some windows. Then I stared into the empty fridge like it held all the answers. My phone ringing shocked me out of my state of dissociation. Cal was calling.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hey. What’s wrong?”

He was so in tune with me that he could tell my mood with a single word. I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head, then injected some life into my tone as I said, “Nothing, why? How did the meeting go?”

“Really good,” he said, his voice making my shoulders ease.

I was pregnant with his baby. As he told me about the meeting and how he thought they were close to signing the deal, I let myself imagine a life as the mother of Cal’s child. I could watch him become a father. We could see a little baby grow into a toddler, and then a child, and then a teenager. We could grow old together. It was a future I’d always rejected, but now…

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m good,” I said. “Just tired. I just got home, and I think I might just go to bed.”

“Take tomorrow off,” Cal commanded. “I’ll let Willa know you won’t be coming in.”

Even from another continent, he was caring for me. It made me want to cry. “Okay. I think all I need is a good night’s sleep.”

“Rest, Deena. That’s an order.” His voice was a low rumble, and it felt like a warm hug.

Would he still speak to me like that when he found out I was pregnant? As soon as the question popped into my mind, I knew the answer.

Yes. He would be thrilled. He would wrap me in his arms and look at me the way he’d looked at me when he found me wearing his shirt. Like I was the most beautiful, incredible creature he’d ever seen.

We ended the call, and I crossed the studio apartment to stand in front of my mirrored closet doors. I lifted my shirt and ran my hand over my lower belly. I’d thought my clothes were getting tighter because of all the dates Cal and I had gone on. All that eating out…

I sucked in a sharp breath. All that alcohol. I drank wine all the time with him. I stared at my midsection, filled with horror. Immediately, I was on my phone, falling down endless rabbit holes about alcohol in pregnancy, certain that I’d caused irreparable damage.

Then my phone buzzed.

CAL


Sleep well.




Once this is all done, we’ll go out to celebrate. Couldn’t have organized this deal without you.




I rolled onto my side and clutched my phone. I didn’t know how to feel. My fingers hovered over my screen, ready to tell Cal everything that had happened.

But I couldn’t tell him over text. I’d have to do it in person. Besides, I didn’t even know for sure yet.

And what if he didn’t take it well? What if he turned around and told me to get rid of the baby? What if I thought he cared about me, but it turned out he didn’t care about me that much?

Forcing my mind to slow with a few deep breaths, I typed out a quick response.

DEENA


Can’t wait.




CAL


The staff tells me you aren’t at home. Where are you?




I huffed. His army of cleaners and nannies and managers also doubled as spies.

DEENA


I’m at my place.




My phone rang. I swiped to answer, and Cal spoke before I could: “Why aren’t you at home?”

“I’m at my home, Cal,” I said.

There was a silence. “But why?”

Deep in my gut, a warning began to thrum. Cal was wonderful, and I was pretty sure I was in love with him…but he needed control. And in moments like this, that need was suffocating.

“There are too many people at your place, Cal. Sometimes it feels good to be left alone.”

“You can just tell them to leave you alone, Deena. They’ll do anything you tell them to do.”

Frustration spiked within me, but I didn’t want to start a fight. There was too much going on, and I needed time and space to figure things out. “I just felt like sleeping in my own bed tonight. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Your bed is my bed, Deena.” His voice was hard. This was the Cal I’d first met. The man who barked orders at all his minions, who demanded to get his way.

The suffocating feeling increased, but I shoved it aside. Cal was Cal. I had to take the good with the bad. And there was so much good. He knew that I had to feel like my own person. He knew how important freedom and independence were to me.

And I knew what this was: His old demons were rearing their ugly heads. He cared about me, which meant he felt responsible for me. He was terrified of anything bad happening. Somehow, we’d have to figure this out. I wouldn’t be able to live a life feeling stifled.

But if he was this domineering now…how would he cope with a baby in the mix?

Dread tolled a big bell in my gut. My fairytale was slowly coming undone before my very eyes.

“I just feel weird about staying at your place when you’re away,” I finally said, which was the truth but also a total cop-out.

“That makes no sense.”

I sighed. “Cal,” I said gently. “Please.”

His own sigh ruffled the phone’s earpiece, and he relented. “I’ll see you next week. Make sure your door’s locked before you fall asleep.”

My annoyance faded, and a smile curled my lips. He cared so much about me, and there was something so precious about that. We could figure this out…couldn’t we? “I will,” I promised. “I’ll see you next week.”

We hung up again, and I left my phone on the bedside table. No more frantic googling. I’d wait for the blood test results and go from there.
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I didn’t have to wait long. The following day, the doctor called me. I was pregnant. I asked her about all the wine I’d had, and she said that the risk of harm was likely low as long as I stopped drinking from now on. That eased my fears a little, but my emotions were still a maelstrom. Ahead of me were scans and tests and checks and…and labor. Childbirth. Motherhood.

My God.

At least now I knew for sure. There was a baby on the way.


TWENTY-EIGHT
CALLUM


Normally, I enjoyed long business trips. They cut the monotony of everyday life, and they usually resulted in huge deals being signed. This one in particular, which had me zigzagging across Europe, should’ve injected me with energy.

But I missed Deena. I worried about her, especially in that tiny studio apartment of hers that didn’t even have a doorman to check who was coming in and out. When my plane finally touched down at JFK, I breathed a sigh of relief. My driver took me straight to her place.

Even the sound of her voice through the fuzzy, crackling intercom sent my pulse rattling. Shifting the box I carried in my arms, I pushed the door open when she buzzed me in and made my way up to her unit.

As soon as she opened the door, dressed in comfy, loose shorts and a plain white tank top, my shoulders dropped with relief. She smiled at me a little tentatively, then opened the door wider to let me in.

I set the box down and turned to take her in my arms. “Hello, love.”

She tilted her face up to mine and smiled. “I missed you.” Her voice was a little shy, as if she wasn’t sure how I would respond.

Even now, she hesitated to open up to me. Did she not realize I was all-in? How? How could she doubt me? I took her face in my hands and pressed a kiss to her lips. “I missed you too.”

Her smile made everything seem a little better, but the twinkle in her eyes wasn’t quite as bright as usual. It felt like she was holding something back. “What’s in the box?” she asked, turning her gaze away from my probing stare.

“Open it.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“I just wanted to buy it for you,” I said.

A little pleased smile played over the corners of Deena’s lips as she grabbed the box, testing it for weight. “No one’s ever bought me a just-because present before,” she said quietly, touching the thick black ribbon holding the box closed. It was about three feet by two feet and a couple of inches tall. She placed it on her bed—this apartment was even tinier than I expected—and pulled the bow.

As she glanced at me, I noted the dark smudges under her eyes and the way her shoulders seemed to stoop. She hadn’t rested like I’d told her. She’d probably kept working eighteen-hour days. I’d have to fix that. I’d bring her back to my place, and if she protested, I’d tie her up and throw her in the trunk. She needed to slow down. And if she wasn’t going to let herself take a break, I’d make sure she took one. She was my responsibility now. Her well-being. Her happiness. Her health. Her pleasure. All of it—mine to cherish and protect.

A gasp brought me back to the moment. Deena had opened the box, and her fingers swept over the black jacquard fabric within.

“I showed the woman pictures of you, and she said you’d love this one,” I explained.

Deena’s eyes were wide. “You bought me a Schiaparelli dress.”

“If you don’t like it, you can pick something else.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “I love it. It’s simple but stunning.” She ran her fingers over the fabric and bit her bottom lip. “I hope it still fits.”

I tilted my head at her wording. She hoped it “still” fit?

“Put it on,” I said. “I’m taking you out tonight. I closed the deal and couldn’t have done it without you. We need to celebrate.”

Deena tore her eyes away from the dress to look at me. She searched my eyes and seemed to come to a decision. “Okay,” she said. “How much time do I have to get ready?”

I kissed her lips. “As long as you need. They’ll hold the table for us.”

Deena smiled at me, bright and beautiful, and my heart cracked wide open.

There was nothing I wouldn’t do for this woman. Nowhere I wouldn’t go. She was my sun and stars, and I wondered how I’d gone through life without her. Now, I had purpose. When I came back to the city, it felt like coming home.

For the first time in my life, the future seemed bright in a way I’d never expected it to. I never thought I could be happy, that I would deserve a woman of Deena’s caliber. But she smiled at me like she was mine, and suddenly my grand romantic evening went out the window.

I banded an arm around her and crushed my lips to hers. Deena clung to me and softened, the way she always did when I held her close. She pulled away, emotion swirling just under the surface, and feathered her fingers over my jaw.

“I…” She trailed off. “I missed you,” she finally whispered.

I wondered if three other words had been on the tip of her tongue. If she was feeling the same way I was. If she was bursting with the need to tell me that she loved me the way I was bursting to tell her. We stared into each other’s eyes before kissing once more, but when my hands wandered down her body, Deena pulled away.

“Let me get ready,” she said.

“I’m regretting making that reservation,” I replied, tugging her back to me. I’d take her out tomorrow. Tonight, we could lock ourselves in this apartment and remind each other what we’d missed all week. I didn’t care that it was small; it had a bed. It would do.

But Deena pulled away again, so I had no choice but to let her go. “We’re celebrating, remember?” she said. “And you can’t give me a dress like this and not expect me to want to put it on right away.”

I grinned, catching her hand to press a kiss to her fingers. Then I sat back and waited, resigning myself to a torturous dinner of craving the woman I loved.


TWENTY-NINE
DEENA


The dress was a little tight around my midsection, and I let my fingers trail down the luxuriously thick fabric. Then I doubled-checked my hair and makeup and turned around to face Cal. He sat reclined on my couch, watching me through half-lidded eyes.

“Gorgeous,” he said, and my heart took off. “Any chance I can change your mind and convince you to take that dress off again?”

I swatted at him as he approached me. I smiled and tilted my lips up for a kiss, but the truth was, I didn’t want to sleep with him right now.

I needed to tell him the truth first.

Having sex with Cal without telling him about the pregnancy felt dishonest somehow. I still wasn’t fully sure how he would react, and I didn’t want to delay any longer. A nice dinner would be the perfect opportunity.

The restaurant was dimly lit and romantic. The service was impeccable. Cal arched his brows when I refused a glass of wine, and my heart galloped.

He told me about his trip, the ins and outs of the negotiation. I heard none of it. When he asked me about my week and whether I’d taken any time off, I answered vaguely, forgetting the words as soon as they came out of my mouth.

My entire brain was consumed with the secret I was keeping. It needed to come out.

I realized, after the waiter took our menus once we’d placed our order, that there would be no perfect time. I had to just come out and say it.

“Cal,” I started—and stopped.

He set down his glass of wine, those all-seeing eyes steady as they met mine. “Yes.”

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

He nodded, unsurprised. “I’ve been waiting for you to work up the courage to tell me what’s on your mind.” His gaze was fond as his lips curled. “Must be something big. I’ve never seen you hold back with me like this. You’re not quitting, are you? HR cleared our relationship weeks ago. Everyone’s forgotten about The Email.”

I heard the capital letters in his voice, saw them in the sparkle of his eyes. I huffed, then took a gulp of my sparkling water. “It’s not that,” I said. When my glass was back on the thick white tablecloth, I let out a long breath.

He cared about me—but a baby was a big deal. There was a person growing inside me. It wasn’t just moving in together or telling each other we loved each other for the first time. This was life-changing in a way that turned everything upside down.

Would he want the baby? Would he want me?

I studied his expression, looking for some kind of clue. Part of me was ready for rejection. Wasn’t that what I’d always experienced, starting with my youth? I’d never fit in with my family. I’d never had a relationship that lasted. I always did better on my own.

I could raise a baby on my own. If he didn’t want it—didn’t want me—then I could do it.

But the part of me that had opened up to Cal wept with grief at the thought of it. It felt so good to have someone to lean on. To have someone who supported me, who cared about me.

I wanted him to want this baby. I wanted him to be happy.

But Cal didn’t like the unknown. He struggled when he felt out of control. This would be difficult for him.

Cal reached across the table and took my hand. “Deena,” he murmured. “Whatever you need to say, just say it. There’s nothing you can tell me that will change how I feel about you.”

My chest filled with warmth, and my bottom lip began to tremble. All the carefully prepared words that I’d marshaled in my mind vanished. What came out was the blunt, unvarnished truth: “I’m pregnant.”

Cal went utterly still, apart from a slight widening of his eyes. The blood drained from his face, and a horrible feeling began to well up in my gut. He looked at me like he’d seen a ghost, and my worst fears came true.

He didn’t want me. Didn’t want the baby. Everything that had happened since March—since December—had been a lie.

Then he sucked in a hard breath, and his eyes lit with…with hope. “Really?” he whispered. “You’re sure?”

I gulped and nodded. “Blood tests confirmed it two days ago. I was waiting for you to get back to tell you in person.”

Suddenly, he was standing. Then he’d circled the table and dropped to his knees beside me while he dragged my chair from the table. Big, warm hands landed on my thighs, and he looked up at me with the kind of worshipful, joyful look that I never thought I’d see from him—from anyone. His hand slid up to rest on my stomach. I put my hand over his.

“Deena,” he said in a choked voice.

“I know,” I replied.

He moved his hand from my stomach, taking mine with it. He pressed a long kiss to my fingers then squeezed my hand, swallowing convulsively. “I’m going to be a dad,” he whispered.

A trembling smile took hold of my mouth. “The best dad,” I whispered back.

He straightened. “Have you been to the doctor? We need to get scans. Are you supposed to be eating steak that isn’t fully cooked?” His eyes went panicked. “You’ve been drinking alcohol every time we’ve gone out.”

“Cal.” I put my hands on his shoulders, then slid them up to his cheeks. “The doctor said the risk is low as long as I don’t drink from now on.”

“I’ll get you in with my doctor. They can do a full bloodwork panel, make sure you’re not deficient in anything. You’ll move in with me. We can set up a nursery across the hall and hire a night nurse⁠—”

“Cal,” I repeated. Tears shimmered in my eyes, and I smiled through the emotion. He was spiraling, and it was adorable. “I like my doctor,” I said. “I’m going to stay with her.”

“But—”

“No buts,” I said. “This might be your baby as much as mine, but for the next several months, it’s still inside my body.”

“I’m coming to your appointments,” he said, brows slamming down.

“Fine,” I said, and smiled. “So…does this mean you’re happy? You…you want this?” My voice cracked on the last sentence, and the final few words came out hoarse.

Cal’s gaze refocused on me, and his expression softened. “I want you any way I can have you, Deena. And yes, I want this child.”

“It’s fast…”

“Any way I can have you,” he repeated.

I exhaled, the fears that had plagued me for days melting away. Cal must have sensed it, because he straightened enough that he could pull me forward for a kiss. He held me gently, like he was afraid of breaking me, and it made me feel cherished and loved in a way I’d never experienced before.

The future was terrifying. I knew I would need help; my usual independence would probably need to take a hit. Even Cal’s insistence that I move in with him sent alarm bells ringing in my head; it was my wiring. I was always going to resist giving up my freedom. But a baby changed things.

A baby would change me.

Cal was happy, and as we sat back down to continue our meal, I began to imagine the months and years to come. Cal and me, together. A tiny human to keep us company. The joy of watching him or her grow. The joy of watching Cal come into his own as a father. The joy of transforming into a mother—a better mother than the one I had. A little life to cherish and nurture.

It was an immense responsibility. But as we ate our meal and stared at each other with glittering eyes, I felt ready to take it on with Cal by my side.
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Cal held me close as we made our way back to his penthouse. He stroked my shoulder, my side. He kissed my temple. He ran his fingers over my stomach and stroked me through my dress. When we got to his place, he brought me to his room and laid me down on his bed. I smiled as he took the heels off my feet and gave them a long, slow rub.

Tension unwound within me. The lights were dim, and it felt like we were in a little cocoon of bliss. It was so much better than even the best-case scenario I’d imagined would happen when I told him.

He stripped my dress off as I wiggled to help. His hands were warm as they skimmed my body, and I turned toward him to demand a kiss. We moved slowly, arms around each other, hands stroking.

“Cal,” I whispered against his lips. “Touch me.”

He was still fully clothed, and I was down to my underwear. My breasts were exposed to the warm air in his room, nipples peaked with arousal. His hand skimmed over my belly and down between my legs as he propped himself up on his elbow beside me.

He rubbed my clit, the fabric of my underwear deliciously rough against my skin. “Move in with me tomorrow,” he demanded.

I couldn’t help my smile. “Maybe we should have this conversation when your hand isn’t between my legs.”

The pressure of his touch increased, and I gasped. My back arched, pleasure sparking through me. His voice was low and commanding. “Move in with me, Deena,” he said. His lips brushed my earlobe, my neck. “Let me keep you close and take care of you the way you deserve.”

How could I resist him? “Okay,” I gasped.

His hand dipped beneath my underwear, and I moaned. With a few impatient tugs, he pulled them off my legs, and I found myself naked before him. He spread my knees with his shoulders and used his mouth to make me come. I clung to the fabric of his shirt, ripping at it until he straightened and tugged it off over his head. My fingers trailed over the hard pack of his chest and abs, hooking into the waistband of his pants.

“Off,” I demanded.

He grinned, wicked and tender. In a few seconds, he stood naked beside the bed, his clothes in a messy pile at his feet. Then he climbed back onto the mattress and ran his hands over my legs.

There were no games this time. No push and pull of power. There was just him and me, and the life-changing news I’d delivered to him earlier. His touch was tenderer than it had ever been. He brushed my stomach with the backs of his fingers as he kneeled between my legs, then ran both palms up to stroke my breasts. He was reverent, and it made me feel like a goddess.

With a few plaintive noises, I demanded more.

We’d had sex without a condom before, but not like this. Those times had been hurried and intense and irresponsible. We’d been caught up in the moment. This was deliberate. It was a joining that felt intense in an entirely different way.

Cal leaned his big body over mine, elbows leaning on either side of my head, careful not to put any weight on me. His tip prodded at my opening, every muscle stark and hard in the low light. I ran my fingers over his shoulders and pecs, then down his sides and along the cock he held so close to where I wanted it.

“What are you waiting for?” I whispered, my hips rocking as my craving for him grew.

“You are so beautiful, Deena,” he whispered back. “Sometimes I worry that you aren’t real.”

I stroked his cock and relished the way he shuddered. “Does that feel real to you?”

His grin was the same wicked Cal I’d come to love. Because that was what this was—the kind of world-shattering love that only came along once in a lifetime. What else could it be but love?

“Cal,” I said, breath catching. “I⁠—”

He entered me, and it stole the words right from my mouth.

“Perfect,” he rasped, and thrust into me again, slow and deep. “So fucking perfect, love.”

“Oh, my God.”

“My name is Cal,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

“Cal,” I said, and moaned when he entered me again, and again, and again. I bit his shoulder and pulled him tight to me, whining when he still wouldn’t put his weight on me. I needed more. I needed to feel him everywhere. “Please,” I begged.

“Don’t want to hurt you,” he rasped.

Frustration spiraled through me, deadening the orgasm that had started to build. “Cal,” I complained.

Instead of giving me what I wanted, he pulled out completely and flipped me onto my stomach. I arched my back, and then he was there. He filled me up until I had to turn my face to the mattress to cry out. His arms circled my waist and pulled me up so my back was to his chest, his arms banded around my midsection.

With his hands, Cal brought my arms up to grip his shoulders behind mine. “Don’t let go,” he growled.

I smiled, remembering that time in my office. This time, I would be good and do as I was told. Especially when his hands returned to my body, one of them palming my breast while the other dove between my legs. He touched where we were joined, groaning in satisfaction.

The next thrust made me see stars. I gasped, and Cal did it again. He pinched my nipple while his fingers found my clit, and the sensations became almost too much to bear. But he didn’t speed up. He fucked me slow and merciless. I came with a cry, my nails digging into his shoulders, his arms holding me exactly where he wanted me.

“That’s it,” he crooned. “So beautiful when you scream my name, love. So perfect when you come on my cock.”

I whimpered, my orgasm fading, but Cal didn’t stop. Pleasure grew inside me again, my body weak and boneless.

“If you didn’t already have my baby inside you, I’d put one in you right now,” he said, thrusting deeper.

His name was the only thing I could say, and his answering grunt told me he loved hearing it. And when his movements became more frenzied, my own pleasure built. He came with a groan, his hold on me tightening. I felt his orgasm. Felt him throb inside me. Felt the liquid seep out of me onto my thighs.

Cal must have felt the way I trembled against him. He must have known that his pleasure turned me on. Because his fingers returned to my clit, and he gave me another orgasm, this one so sharp and bright that it stole my breath.

We collapsed on the bed, and Cal pulled me tight to his chest. He pressed a kiss to my forehead and said, “You’re moving in with me tomorrow.”

The command in his voice should have made me pause. It should have made me think twice about what I was getting myself into—and what kind of man I was bound to.

But I was pleasure-drunk and happy, and the part of me that craved independence had gone eerily silent. All the fear that had choked me in the past week was gone, and it had left a big, gaping hole inside me that Cal came and filled with hope and love and bliss.

So all I did was smile against his skin and let out a happy sigh. “I’ll move in with you tomorrow,” I agreed.


THIRTY
DEENA


Cal came with me to my first scan. He held my hand as we watched the grainy, black and white image shift and change on the sonographer’s screen. When the fast whomp-whomp-whomp of the baby’s heartbeat played in the room, we turned to each other. My eyes filled with tears, and Cal squeezed my hand.

“You’re about fourteen weeks and one day,” she said, “which puts your due date at December 16th.”

I blinked rapidly, still in shock. “So that means…”

“You’ve been pregnant since the anniversary party,” Cal finished. His fingers were still braided in mine, and he lifted my hand to kiss my knuckles. “All this time, Deena, you’ve been carrying our baby.”

Our baby.

My heart felt like bursting. All my life, I’d never imagined having a baby. But that wasn’t quite true, was it? I’d never allowed myself to imagine it. In my mind, having a child meant being married, and being married meant being trapped. I’d grown up with the expectation that I’d find a man as soon as possible, settle down, and have babies. All my hopes and dreams would be shoved aside.

But now…

Now a different future was possible. I could be with a man I loved—genuinely loved. He would be supportive, and I could keep running my business. I could have it all.

Suddenly, all the emotions I’d pushed away came roaring back. I did want to be a mother—always had. But I’d simply cut that desire off, because I’d connected it with the loss of independence. It would be a loss of independence, of course, but not in the way I’d imagined. With Cal by my side, I could still be me. He knew how important my business was; that was why he’d agreed to hire me on a non-exclusive basis. That was why he’d sent clients my way. Why he supported me and hired me and admired me.

He was my boss, but he also championed my dreams and my freedom.

Having a child with him would be a true blessing.

The rest of the appointment was a haze. Cal drove me home—because his penthouse was quickly feeling like home—and tucked me into bed so I could rest. Exhaustion still clung to me, so I accepted the soft kiss he pressed to my lips and curled into a ball under the blankets to sleep.

When I woke up an hour later, I found Cal sitting on the armchair near the window in his bedroom, a stack of books resting in front of him. In his hands, another book lay open. He frowned at something on the page and slowly turned to the next one.

“What are you reading?”

Cal looked up at me and smiled, then showed me the front of the book. I read the title: What to Expect When You’re Expecting. A smile broke out on my lips, and I shuffled to the edge of the bed to look at the other books’ spines. Expecting Better, The Expectant Father, Moms on Call, Cribsheet, Real Food for Pregnancy, and half a dozen other titles stared back at me.

“I bought the top twenty best-selling books on pregnancy, childbirth, and parenting,” Cal said, eyes back on the page. “At fourteen weeks, the fetus is typically three and a half to four inches long.” He looked up at me and smiled. “The size of a peach.”

I put my hand on my lower stomach, huffing. “Wow.” Settling into the chair across from Cal, I leaned my head on my hand and listened as he read me interesting excerpts from his book. I picked up the top book on his towering stack and flipped through it, simultaneously overwhelmed and utterly cherished.

This was so much more than I’d expected to happen. I’d never felt so loved and supported in my life. The pregnancy was a shock, but Cal’s reaction made me feel like anything was possible.

“I’ve scheduled an appointment with a pelvic floor physiotherapist,” he said as he flipped a page. “She’ll be here tomorrow at noon.”

My brows lifted. “Okay. I guess I’m not going to the office, then.”

Cal met my gaze, frowning slightly. “Why would you go to the office?”

“To work?”

He set the book down. “Deena, you’re pregnant. You can’t work.”

“Millions of women work while they’re pregnant. I’m not an invalid.”

“You’re not millions of women. You’re my woman.”

A thread of stress began to tighten inside me, pulling from my gut all the way through my heart and into my throat. “I’m going to work until I can’t anymore,” I said. “I have clients who expect me to deliver a service to them.”

Cal flicked his fingers as his eyes returned to his book. “You don’t need money, Deena. I’ll take care of you.”

“It’s not about the money,” I said. “It’s about my business. I can’t just drop everything.”

He closed the book again with a huff. His eyes flashed. “You need to take care of yourself now. You can’t work eighteen-hour days while you’re carrying my child.”

“Your child?” I asked. “Earlier today, it was our child.”

“You know what I mean.”

The thread of stress pulled a little tighter, fraying at the edges as panic began to take root. I took a deep breath. “Cal,” I said, forcing my voice to gentle. “My business is important to me. I can work and be pregnant. If you have a problem with that, I might as well move back to my apartment right now.”

His jaw clenched, and his hands tightened on the book. Then he inhaled through his nose, and his shoulders eased. He set the book down on the table and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry. I just…”

“Want to control everything so that nothing goes wrong?”

His gaze flicked up, and a rueful smile tugged at the edge of his lips. “You make me sound like some kind of psycho.”

The panic inside me faded. I stood, moved around the table, and sat down on his lap. Placing my hands on either side of Cal’s face, I pressed a kiss to his lips. “You’re not a psycho. I appreciate that you care. But I won’t let you lock me away for the next twenty-six weeks just to ease your fears.”

He closed his eyes, leaning forward to rest his forehead against mine. We stayed like that for a while, enjoying each other’s closeness, letting the stress melt from our bodies. Cal’s hands snuck under my shirt, warm palms stroking my back. I leaned my head on his shoulder and breathed in his scent.

“I’m terrified,” he finally said.

I kissed his neck. “I know.”

“I keep thinking I won’t be able to keep you or the baby safe. But it’s my responsibility. I have to.”

I lifted my head and looked in his eyes. “It’s not your responsibility alone. We’ll both be parents to this child. And I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

He frowned at me but eventually nodded. Disquiet squirmed through me as I settled my head back down on his shoulder. He didn’t believe in my ability to take care of myself. Didn’t want to loosen his grip, even when it was what I needed.

But he’d bought the books, and he’d been there with me at the first scan. He’d organized a pelvic floor physiotherapist, and he was ready to support me in any way he could. I couldn’t turn my nose up at that just because his affection felt a little suffocating. We’d find stable ground. We’d figure this out.

We had to.


THIRTY-ONE
CALLUM


I found myself hovering a lot. Hovering around Deena until she snapped at me to leave her alone. Hovering around my chef while he prepared her food, making sure he washed everything properly and cooked everything thoroughly.

A week after her first scan, Deena sat down at the island and cut into the poached eggs Xavier had set in front of her. When she sliced into a solid yolk, her face fell. She looked up. “Do you mind making these again?” she asked. “I’m so sorry to be a pain, but I like them poached medium. I thought I mentioned that.”

“You did,” Xavier said, his eyes darting to me.

“You can’t have runny yolks,” I interrupted. “It’s on the list of foods to avoid.”

Deena’s eyes filled with tears. “Cal,” she said. “Come on. I’m in my second trimester now. You buy the best eggs money can buy. I just want a breakfast that tastes good.”

“Do you want to get salmonella and kill our baby?” I snapped.

Deena jerked back like I’d slapped her.

I exhaled, lifting my hands. “I’m sorry. I⁠—”

“Forget it,” she said, crossing the kitchen to open the fridge. “I’ll just have something else.” She grabbed a tub of hummus from the middle shelf and turned to the pantry, probably for crackers.

“You can’t have sesame, Deena,” I said, putting the container back. “Hummus has tahini, which is made from sesame. Salmonella risk.”

“For fuck’s sake,” she snapped. “What can I eat?”

“How about some fish?” I said. “You could use more omega-3s.”

Deena glared at me. “You want me to eat fish at seven o’clock in the morning?”

I glared right back. “I want you to feed yourself properly. You’re growing another human.”

Her jaw clenched. I knew she was annoyed at me, but I was just following the guidelines. All I was trying to do was keep her and the baby healthy. It was temporary; she’d just have to deal with it until our child was born. That scrabbling, panicked feeling that kept clenching at my throat couldn’t handle the thought of her getting sick. That meant no sesame. No runny eggs. Nothing that could even conceivably have any listeria in it.

I was just trying to keep her safe, and she was looking at me like I was her jailer.

“Deena,” my sister said from the entrance to the kitchen, “there you are.” She smiled at Deena, then shot me a long look. “I was thinking we could go out for breakfast together this morning.”

“I’ll come,” I said.

My sister lifted her hand to stop me and shook her head. “No, Cal. I’ll take Deena out. We’ll just go down the street. We’ll be fine.”

“I’ll come,” I insisted.

Deena rounded on me. “What, so you can make sure I don’t order runny eggs? So you can police every bite I take? Would you rather hold my fork and feed me yourself?”

“Well, it’s not like I can trust you to take your own nutrition seriously, can I?”

“I am a grown woman, Cal!”

“You’re carrying my child.”

“In my body!” Deena’s voice came out as a screech, her eyes narrow with fury.

“Okay,” Erica said, stepping between us. “Okay. Deena, how about you grab your things, and I’ll meet you at the elevator. Cal, can I have a word?”

Deena stomped out, her cheeks red, her fists clenched. I watched her go, my body leaning toward her. I hated it when she was out of my sight. What if she tripped on the stairs? What if she fell? What if she was upstairs, hurt, and no one found her until it was too late?

“Cal,” my sister said, calling my attention back to her. She wasn’t wearing her head scarf today; her hair had started to grow back. It was a fuzzy, half-inch halo all around her head. Her eyes were bright blue and very serious.

“What?” I snapped.

“You are about to lose her,” she said without preamble.

I reared back. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve watched you ever since she moved in. You’re suffocating her.”

“I’m taking care of her.”

“Every day, she shuts down a little more. Being pregnant is hard enough without having some overbearing asshole breathing down your neck. You need to back off.”

I glared at my sister. She had no idea what the hell she was talking about. Back off how? Back off when? I was managing Deena’s appointments and making sure she was getting all the nutrients she needed. If I wasn’t here, she’d be eating whatever the hell she wanted, and who knew how that would affect the baby?

“When I was pregnant, I ate French fries and ice cream every day, and I barely even sniffed a vegetable. Lila turned out fine.”

“That’s irrelevant,” I said.

“If you keep pushing Deena, she won’t magically do what you say and turn into some simpering, agreeable fool. She will leave, Cal.”

“No, she won’t. We’re together. She’s carrying my child. She’s not leaving.”

Erica let out a long sigh. “As smart as you are, Cal, sometimes you’re really freaking dumb.”

I scoffed, spreading my arms. “How am I being dumb? I’m supposed to just encourage her to get salmonella?”

“You’re supposed to treat her like the adult she is, Cal.”

Frustration built inside me, the pressure of it crowding out my lungs and throat. If Deena didn’t take care of herself, then I could lose her and a baby I never expected but desperately wanted. And from what I’d seen, she had no interest in taking it easy.

What choice did I have?

“I’m taking your girlfriend out for breakfast,” Erica said. “We’ll be gone for a few hours. If you so much as send her a text message in that time, I will come back here and smash your phone to pieces.”

I gritted my teeth, fury swirling inside me. But even though my sister still wasn’t herself—she was too thin, and I knew she was tired—she stared at me with that unyielding, stubborn look on her face.

And in some small, still-rational corner of my mind, I knew she was right. I lifted my palms in surrender. “You shouldn’t be going out either, by the way.”

“Oh fuck off, Cal,” she snapped, and stomped out of the kitchen to go find Deena.

I stood there, on my own, seething. Then my phone rang, and I had no choice but to go to work.
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“He means well,” Erica said as I poked at my rubbery scrambled eggs. I’d almost ordered runny eggs out of spite, but Cal’s words rang in my ears.

What if I did get sick, and something happened to the baby? I’d never forgive myself.

“I know he does,” I said, “but I just wish he’d back off a bit. How did you handle it for so long?”

Erica had told me that Cal had taken her in when her ex left her after her diagnosis. He’d handled all her appointments, her treatment plan, and her daughter’s care—but he’d micromanaged her diet and recovery as well. It had driven her crazy.

“You have to take the good with the bad,” she said. “When he cares about you, Cal is all in, all the time. It’s how he is with his business, it’s how he is with his family, and it’s how he is with you.”

We’d only really been together—truly together—a little less than two months. It was overwhelming to be put in the same category as the company Cal had spent his life building and the family he cherished above everything.

I swallowed past a lump in my throat. “He told me about your little sister,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

Erica smiled sadly. “Gracie’s death changed him. Changed all of us.”

“I appreciate everything he’s doing,” I said slowly. “I do. It’s just…a lot.”

“Try to be patient with him. A baby is a big deal. He’s probably still reeling.”

“We both are,” I admitted. “The weeks just seem to fly by. And then the baby will get here, and…”

“And everything will get even more complicated.”

I nodded, glum. Part of me wished I’d never walked into Cal’s office back in December last year. But that wasn’t exactly true, was it? I felt more alive than ever. And even though this baby was unplanned, I couldn’t deny that I was excited for its arrival.

We had to adjust. Maybe, like Erica said, I had to be patient with Cal. He was being overbearing because he cared, after all.

Still, as we headed back to his building, and my eyes climbed the skyscraper to look at the windows where his penthouse perched, my gut tightened with apprehension. I wished I could go back to my own apartment, be surrounded by my own things, and just breathe. Yes, my studio wasn’t as secure as this building. My furniture was cheap and some of my things were falling apart.

But they were mine. As we rode the elevator up toward the residence, I wondered if I was giving up a little too much for the luxury Cal provided. How much more freedom would I have to sacrifice in order to placate his fears? And would he ever truly understand the kind of independence I needed in order to be happy?

Erica left me to go rest, and I headed up to Cal’s bedroom. I should’ve thought of it as my bedroom, but it didn’t feel that way. It felt like I’d squished myself into Cal’s life, constricting some parts of me to the point of pain.

It would take time. There had been lots of changes in a short amount of time. I needed to be patient.

Cal found me a few hours later. I sat on the armchair in the bedroom, my laptop on my stretched legs. I’d gotten a lot done in the stillness of his home, and I felt better. He entered the room slowly, his eyes searching mine, and some of the tension within me eased. With his top two buttons undone and his hair mussed, he looked as unraveled as I felt.

Sitting down on the edge of the bed closest to me, Cal leaned his elbows on his knees. “I’m sorry,” he said simply. “I’m just trying to do what’s best.”

I exhaled. “I know, Cal.”

“I still don’t want you to eat runny egg yolks,” he admitted.

I couldn’t help the smile that curved my lips. “I won’t.” I stood up and went to him, sighing in relief as his hands slid around my thighs. His thumbs brushed the underside of my bottom, and he tilted his head up as I raked my fingers through his hair. He hummed, his eyes fluttering shut, and I knew that no one—not even his beloved sister and niece—got to see him like this.

There was something so beautiful between us, and I was desperate to make it work. I just hoped he would be willing to give me the space I needed for that to happen.
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We reached a truce. I went back to the office on a part-time basis and kept working with my own clients during the other regular business hours. I cut down on after-hours work and forced myself to choke down the green smoothies he insisted I consume.

To his credit, Cal stopped pestering me so much. He still scheduled appointments with physiotherapists and personal trainers, doctors and dietitians, but he checked with me first.

It felt good, but it also felt like we were balancing on a knife’s edge. We were tolerating each other’s preferences, testing each other’s boundaries. I’d work until I knew he was vibrating with anxiety for me to rest. He’d send me calendar requests for workouts and other appointments. We circled each other as the weeks passed. My body began to change more rapidly, and the tension between us grew thicker.

We found out we were having a boy. I reeled, everything suddenly feeling that much more real. After that appointment, Cal insisted I set my laptop aside and rest. He watched me eat and reviewed my latest bloodwork until the late hours of the night. I watched him, heart sinking.

Neither of us was getting what we needed, and we both knew we never would. Cal wouldn’t give me the freedom, autonomy, and independence I craved. I wouldn’t give him the doe-eyed submission he needed. We were in stasis.

When I met with Alba on her rooftop veggie garden at the end of July, her eyes slid toward me, and she hummed.

I sat on a bench Vaughn had built for her and rubbed my palms over my face. “You think this is a gigantic red flag, don’t you?”

“I’m just concerned about what will happen when the baby gets here,” she said, voice carefully neutral. “I don’t think seeing a tiny, helpless infant will make him stress less.”

I gulped. “Right.” She was saying my own fears out loud. There was a big ticking bomb above my head—in my womb—and I wasn’t sure Cal’s and my relationship would survive its explosion.
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It wasn’t all bad. When I was in my twenty-first week, I felt a flutter. It was late in the evening, when I was in bed next to Cal, and I gasped. I grabbed his hand, and the baby fluttered again.

Wide-eyed, I looked at him. “Did you feel that?”

He focused his gaze on the back of his palm like he’d suddenly developed X-ray vision. “Feel what? Is the baby moving?”

“There! Oh!”

“I can’t feel anything,” he said, pressing a little more firmly on my lower belly.

I laughed. “He’s moving so much! I can’t believe you can’t feel that!”

His eyes were shining as he met my gaze. “I’ll feel it soon. A few more weeks, maybe.” He smiled and leaned over to kiss me. My heart burst with happiness and excitement and fear, conflicting emotions making it hard to figure out what, exactly, was making me so teary-eyed.

Cal held me close, his palm on my belly, his steady heartbeat helping me settle. In moments like this, I wondered why I was so worried about the future. The two of us were clearly meant for each other; we could weather whatever storm would come.
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The storms came sooner than I expected. One of my longtime clients, Mr. Wentworth, connected me with the leader of the sales division of a medical device company. They were aggressively expanding their company, and their travel needs would soon be skyrocketing.

Their first task for me was to fly fifty-one medical professionals to a conference in Houston. The contract was massive; it was a huge bump for my business, and if I made a good impression, they’d likely provide me with a massive amount of work going forward. They flew reps and doctors around the country constantly. It would be steady, long-term work. A goldmine.

I got the contract on a Thursday afternoon and immediately got to work. I settled in one of the living areas in Cal’s penthouse, commandeering a desk and a chair next to a big window. Then I sank into the myriad logistical problems that inevitably came with organizing travel itineraries for so many people.

The sun was hanging low over the horizon when hands on my shoulders made me jump. Cal squeezed gently, leaning down to press a kiss to the side of my head. “Come have dinner,” he commanded.

I patted his hand and smiled up at him, accepting the kiss he pressed to my lips. “I just need fifteen or twenty minutes to finish this up,” I said. The doctor whose itinerary I was organizing was complex for scheduling reasons; she could only make the first day of the conference and had to be back in her home city of San Francisco by sundown. She had a number of travel requirements and wanted to stay at the fully booked hotel where the conference was happening. Possible, but I had to be clever about it.

“Fine,” Cal said. “I’ll tell Xavier to fix you a plate.”

It took me longer than twenty minutes to figure it out. An hour after Cal’s first visit, he came back. This time, he came around to the side of my desk and glowered down at me. “You need to eat,” he informed me.

I blinked away from my screen, sighing as I leaned back in my chair. “I know. I just need to⁠—”

“You just need to eat, Deena,” he said.

I huffed. “I’m working on something important,” I said, “and I’m almost done.”

“I don’t care. You’re pregnant, and I won’t have you skipping meals.”

My spine snapped straight. I narrowed my eyes at him, feeling the keen edge of anger sharpen inside me. “You may be my boss at work, Cal, but you are not the boss of me.”

“I’m trying to take care of you.”

“I’m trying to work.”

“I don’t give a shit about your work!” The words exploded out of him, and Cal had the audacity to lift his arm and point at the room’s exit. As if I were a dog, and he could just snap out a command and have me obey.

This wasn’t the bedroom, where I felt safe and connected and I liked being told what to do. This was my business. My life’s work. The thing that had lifted me out of my repressive childhood and given me hope that I could live life on my terms.

And Cal had just said he didn’t care about it.

Rage was a hot cauldron in my gut that had been simmering for weeks. I turned back to my computer, but before I could put my hands on the keyboard, Cal closed the lid.

“Dinner. Now.”

“That’s enough, Cal,” I said, my voice low. I stood, facing him, and I was sure the anger was more than visible in my eyes. “We’ve discussed this before. This won’t work if I don’t have the autonomy to run my business the way I see fit.”

His own anger simmered in his eyes, in the twitch of his muscles, in the clench of his jaw. His fists were tight, and a short huff of breath blew out of his nose.

“Don’t you dare scoff at me,” I said in a low voice.

Cal spread his arms. “Come on, Deena.”

“Come on, what? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“This has gone on long enough. You can’t possibly think I’ll let you work until you’re due to give birth.”

I blinked. Blinked again. “What do you mean, ‘let me’ work?” I asked slowly, fingers tenting on the surface of the desk as I fought to maintain my balance.

“This is ridiculous.” He pointed at my laptop. “I make a hundred times your salary, Deena. You don’t have to work until eight o’clock at night! You shouldn’t be working at all!”

“I’m not giving up my business just because you make more money than me, Cal.”

“Why not!”

“Because it’s everything to me,” I shouted. “Because I’ve worked my whole life to build it, and I’m proud of it!”

“So what?” The words slapped against me, harsh and stinging. Cal saw my reaction and rolled his eyes. Rolled his eyes. “Come on, Deena. You’re in a more privileged position than ninety-nine percent of women who get pregnant. Don’t you think you should be taking advantage of that?”

“By tying myself to a man and relying on him entirely? Gee, that sounds like a great idea!”

“So you don’t trust me now?”

“Not when you barge in here and try to tell me what to do.”

He flinched. But his eyes were hard. “This is it,” he said, slicing his hand through the air.

My breath became shallower. The tension between us grew thicker, and it was hard to see clearly through the haze blanketing my vision. Something was shifting between us. Something big. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m not putting up with this anymore. You’re canceling that client”—he pointed at my laptop—“and you’re shutting it down.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re shutting your business down, Deena. This has gone on long enough.”

My chest felt like it was caving in. Cal stood before me, a pillar of swirling, aggressive, immovable energy. I felt small and weak and terrified before him where before I’d felt safe and cherished.

But that was all a lie, wasn’t it?

He never cared about me. He only cared about possessing me.

My heart cracked, and pain rushed into me. It pierced my chest and stabbed my gut. It sent tingles down to my fingers and toes and pulsed through my skull. Everything hurt.

Cal saw none of it. He’d been so in tune with my every need before, and now I didn’t exist. He just went on in that implacable, hard voice: “There’s no reason for you to work. You’re stressing yourself out, and that could hurt the baby.”

“You don’t think that maybe what’s stressing me out is you?”

“The baby⁠—”

“Is that all you care about? Everything I tell you just goes in one ear and out the other because my needs no longer matter. My wants are pointless and unworthy of even being heard. You’ve decreed that my business is a silly little female hobby, and I should give it up because you say so. You know best. Am I reading this right?”

Cold chips of ice glared at me. Cal’s mouth thinned, and then he said only one word: “Yes.”

That was it—the end. In one word, he’d confirmed my worst fears.

I’d fallen for the one thing I’d tried to outrun. I’d forever tied my life to a man—because even if we weren’t together, we’d always be tied through our baby—and shrunk my life down to suit his whims. I’d followed in my mother’s footsteps and unwittingly did exactly what she always wanted for me. If I called her and told her that Cal insisted I shut down the business I’d spent my entire adult life building, she’d be the happiest woman in the world.

I was invisible. I was superfluous. I was unnecessary.

My movements felt heavy. I dipped my chin and let Cal guide me to the dining room. I ate as much as I could stomach, got ready for bed, and slipped under the covers.

Cal got in behind me and held me close, and tears wetted my pillow. His arms had felt so good for so long, but now I knew the truth; they were a prison.

The next day, I pretended to be asleep as he got ready for work. I waited an hour, then crawled out of bed and packed. I only took the necessities: my favorite clothes, my toiletries, my work things, my valuables. I ran into a housekeeper and one of the many nannies who took care of Lila, and I didn’t answer their questions about where I was going.

Once I was out of the building, I took a deep breath and scurried to the subway to go home.

My home. The only place that was safe now. The place I should’ve stayed all along.
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Deena didn’t answer the text I sent her around midmorning or the call I placed at lunchtime. Our fight from last night lingered in my psyche like the remnants of an oil spill on the ocean, thick and polluting. I’d gotten carried away; I knew it.

But why did Deena insist on working? I had enough money to last ten lifetimes. Her business made ends meet—but she didn’t need to do that anymore. It would be better for her, for me, and for the baby for her to relax and let me take care of everything.

And why wasn’t she answering the damn phone?

I changed tack and called my sister. Erica answered on the third ring. “Everything okay?”

“Can you go check on Deena?” I asked. “She’s not answering my calls.”

“Maybe she’s giving you a sign to back off, Cal.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. I wasn’t in the mood for my sister’s sanctimonious, know-it-all bullshit. “Forget it. I’ll ask one of the staff to do it.”

“Calm your horses,” she said. “I’m on my way.”

Sure enough, I heard a door open and the sound of footsteps. As I sat behind my desk, my knee bounced. I pulled my phone away from my ear to check it when it buzzed, but it was just an email. Still no text from Deena.

“Just got upstairs. I’m almost there,” Erica said, as if she knew my stress levels were hitting the roof. I heard her knuckles rapping on my bedroom door. “Deena?” she called softly. “Deena, are you awake?”

“Open the door and check on her,” I ordered.

“What if she’s changing?” Erica said.

“It’s fine.”

“I don’t think it is, actually.”

“Just check on her,” I barked.

Erica sighed, but I heard the door latch catch against the jamb—and then silence.

“Erica?”

My sister ignored me. “Deena?” Her steps went from hardwood to muffled carpet. She was in my room, on the rug. Another door opened—the bathroom or closet? I heard the squeak of the bathroom door hinge, then, and my pulse took off.

“Cal…”

“Check the upstairs living room. That’s where she was working yesterday.”

“Cal—”

“Or the kitchen. Have you been to the kitchen today?”

“Cal.”

“What?”

“She’s gone.”

I frowned, staring at the surface of my desk, seeing nothing. “What?”

“She’s gone. Her clothes are still here, but her toiletries are gone, and I don’t see her computer. The shoes she always wears are gone, and some of the hangers in the closet are empty. Looks like she took her jackets.”

“Her jackets? It’s summer.”

Erica paused. “Jackets are expensive.”

A pit opened up in my stomach. Suddenly, I was so dizzy I had to grip the armrest of my chair just to stay seated where I was. Words clung to the inside of my throat, sticky and burning. I forced them out anyway. “She left, and she’s not planning on coming back.”

Erica said nothing.

My breaths came faster. The enormity of my fuck-up loomed over me, but my anger fought against it. She couldn’t just leave. She couldn’t just decide to walk away. She told me she was mine. She was carrying my baby. Our baby.

She was already gone.

I’d killed the relationship, just like I’d killed Gracie. I’d loved her too hard, crushed her to me and suffocated her. I knew it. I could see the shape of Deena’s hurt, of my own guilt. I knew what had happened, but I couldn’t accept it.

She was wrong. She didn’t need to work. If she just thought for one single second, she’d see that I was right. She could set aside her business and focus on her health. She could let me handle everything else. That was the easiest, cleanest, and simplest way forward. The only way that made sense. Why didn’t she see that?

I stood up so suddenly that my chair flew back and hit the wall, but I was already halfway to the door. “Willa!” I called out. “Cancel everything for today.”

The receptionist stared at me, wide-eyed, from the front desk. I mashed the elevator button a dozen times, bouncing on my feet. My heart was beating too fast. My breaths were too shallow. I couldn’t get enough air in.

The walls pressed in on me, and the feeling only got worse when I finally stepped into the elevator. I called Deena again, even though I knew she wouldn’t answer. I texted her. I called again. By the time I was in the car and my driver was weaving in and out of traffic, I was ready to fling the device out the window and scream.

But I didn’t.

The pressure inside me grew and grew and grew until I got to Deena’s building. I was out of the car in a second, taking in the drab brown brick and dirty windows. No doorman. No security door. Just a flimsy glass partition between all the crackheads and junkies in the world, and the woman who was my heart. She couldn’t stay here. She belonged with me. My pulse jumped, and I punched the button for Deena’s apartment, then punched it again.

The intercom crackled. “Yes?”

Even that one word made my knees buckle. I leaned on the brick, fingers curling into the gap filled with old mortar, and exhaled. “Deena. It’s me. Let me in.”

The silence stretched, and finally Deena answered. “No, Cal. I’m not going to do that.”

The calm in her voice chilled me to my core. I blinked, willing my brain to understand. Willing myself to come up with the perfect combination of words that would make her see what needed to happen. Her, with me. This spat, over.

“Listen, I’m sorry about last night. I don’t…” I trailed off. What did I want to say?

I did want her to stop working. I wanted to wrap her in miles of bubble wrap and keep her chained where she’d be safe. I wanted to be in charge of every morsel that passed her lips and every exercise that moved her body. I wanted to control her in every way.

“I can’t do this,” Deena said, her voice distorted by the speaker. “You… Cal…”

My fingers dug into the edge of the brick so hard a trickle of blood ran down my palm. I slammed my hand against the rough surface. “Deena! You can’t just run away from this.”

“This isn’t working. It was never going to work. We need different things. I’ll have my lawyer contact you about custody.”

The speaker crackled again, and I knew she was gone.

Just like that. Foiled by an ancient intercom and a door that one solid kick would shatter. But that wasn’t all that stood between us, was it? There was the vast chasm of our clashing needs. The things she needed that I couldn’t—wouldn’t—couldn’t—give her. The things I needed that she couldn’t give me.

This wasn’t how this ended. My body felt light and heavy at once, and my vision was wobbly around the edges. I couldn’t accept this. I would die without her. I was dying without her, and it had only been a few hours. How would I survive days? Months? Years?

I backed up, standing in the middle of the sidewalk, and yelled up at the building. “Deena!”

Sweat trickled down my back, and fluffy white clouds passed by above the buildings that towered all around me. It was a sweltering day. The kind of day that brought all the smells of its millions of inhabitants and their trash, the heat of the car exhaust fumes mixing with the dead heat of sun-soaked concrete. The kind of day that dragged me down to the sticky, inescapable darkness. I stood on the pavement, choking on the oppressive heat, on the thick, muggy air, on the weight of the memories that chose this moment to rush back to me. My sister had died on a day just like this.

“Deena!”

“Shut the hell up!” someone yelled from a neighboring building.

“Fuck you!” I yelled back.

Deena’s building loomed, silent and ominous. I looked at the door. I could break it down. I’d probably get arrested, but maybe I could get to Deena’s apartment before the cops got here.

And then⁠—

And then? What?

“Sir?” My driver was behind me, hands clasped as he stood next to the car. I glanced at him, and he gestured to my hand. “Should I get the first aid kit?”

I opened my palm to find it bloody. Staring at the red spread all over my skin, I sucked in a few hard breaths through clenched teeth.

And I knew the truth.

I’d ruined this, just like I ruined everything. I dragged Deena into my apartment like I’d dragged Gracie into the neighbor’s yard. No one was safe with me. I wasn’t able to care for people the way they needed. My love was toxic. It killed.

My heart turned to stone as I watched blood drip from my palm and splash on the pavement between my feet. My throat was full of rocks, and I couldn’t get a full breath into my lungs no matter how hard I tried.

Deena was gone; she wasn’t coming back. And maybe she was better off without me. Maybe our child was better off without me. Maybe I was destined to ruin everything around me. Erica and Lila needed to leave before I ruined them too.

I nodded at my driver and let him dab at my hand, but I felt nothing. I stared at the smears of red on my palm until they were wiped away. My shoulders bowed under the weight of the thick, heavy, muggy heat. The weight of my failure. My grief.

This was the end of me and Deena, and maybe it was exactly what I deserved. A part of me died on that sidewalk, and I knew nothing would bring it back.
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Survival was throwing myself into work. It was the mechanical movement of fork to mouth to feed myself enough that I wouldn’t starve. It was the water beating down on my body while I scrubbed my skin raw, feeling nothing. The only thing keeping me going was the distant knowledge that I needed to be clean and fed, that my rent needed to be paid, that I was on my own now.

Exactly how I wanted to be.

Money came in. Clients were happy. Pregnancy appointments came and went.

All was good, and all was terrible. Life was a series of mundane snapshots. Scalding water hitting a dirty pan. Words blurring on a screen. An open window, letting the sounds and smells of the city in with the hot breeze.

Pregnancy brought with it an increasing number of unexpectedly terrible gifts. Round ligament pain—normal. Terrible balance—normal. Horrifying bowel movements—normal. No bowel movements at all—also normal. My first cavity in ten years—normal. A perpetually runny nose—normal. The body odor of an ogre—normal. Fucking acne—normal.

I blinked, and the summer was almost over. My body was changing every day. I felt the baby move, wriggling and kicking and punching. He loved jabbing me in the ribs as soon as I lay down to sleep at night and waking me up from strange, vivid dreams with a two a.m. dance party in my uterus. I was uncomfortable all the time, but it didn’t matter. I simply put one foot in front of the other, ate enough food to keep myself going, and checked off the items on my to-do list.

Keep clients happy: check.

Eat enough to survive: check.

Wash myself when I got too funky: check.

Cry: check.

Cry some more: double check.

My mother called me, and I pretended everything was fine. I was empty inside. I avoided Alba. I was a turtle in its shell, retreating to protect myself from the terrifying world outside.

The money I’d made working for Cal gave me a cushion, so I didn’t have to panic about taking time off once my son arrived. I didn’t have loan payments to make. He’d given me stability, and he’d broken my heart. Once in a while, I’d prod at the wound he’d left in my chest. It was a gaping, raw thing, and poking at it made me feel something other than desperation and the dull, endless grind of survival. I wondered what he was doing. I thought about the feel of his arms around me, how safe I’d felt, how loved.

Stupid. I was so stupid.

My baby grew, and grew, and grew.

Labor loomed ahead of me, a terrifying event that would happen whether I was ready for it or not. I checked books out of the library and thought of Cal when I read them. I took a birthing class and tried not to glare balefully at the couples around me, fathers-to-be supporting their partners. Their hands on growing bumps, their eyes soft with tenderness or wide with fear.

After he showed up at my door, Cal called me a few times. Then, when I told him it was too hard to talk to him, he stopped. I couldn’t decide if it hurt more than anything, or if I was happy he’d listened to my wishes. I didn’t want his overbearing, over-controlling presence like a shadow over my life. I didn’t want him dictating what I ate and how I moved. I didn’t want him barking orders at medical staff.

I wanted to feel like my own person, like I was in charge of my own body.

But I missed his arms around me. I missed that feeling of safety when I let myself fall into him. I missed having someone to turn to when things got difficult. I missed the hope I’d felt, that boundless feeling of weightlessness he gave me.

Then I remembered it was a lie. He’d crafted a perfect little box for me and told me to get in. Like a fool, I’d agreed. Just like I’d been instructed to do my whole life. All this pain I felt—I’d done it to myself. I should’ve known better.

Now I was utterly alone—but hadn’t I always been?


THIRTY-SIX
CALLUM


Erica’s smile was wide and bright, and it reminded me of the old her. Before she dated that asshole. Before the cancer. Before the fight for her life. She turned her phone around so I could see the screen.

“‘No evidence of disease,’” I read.

“I’m in remission,” she confirmed, and her eyes filled with tears.

My chest collapsed. I crumpled into the couch as Erica took a seat next to me, her arms coming around me to squeeze me tight. I should’ve been the one hugging her, not the other way around. But my breath shuddered, and Erica held me closer. She sniffled, and I pulled away to see her brush tears off her cheeks. She was glowing with happiness and relief.

“You did it.”

“I did it.” She nodded, that beautiful smile still on her face. “Couldn’t have done it without you, Cal.”

“That’s a lie and you know it. You would’ve beaten this thing either way.”

“Stop it. You took me in when my world fell apart.”

Her weasel of an ex had abandoned her when she got her diagnosis—abandoned her and Lila. If I ever saw him again, I’d kill him. But Erica had come to me—trusted me—and she’d beat her cancer. She was free.

I let out a long sigh and dropped my head in my hands. Relief felt like a hollow void inside me, a space that had been filled with terror for so long I hadn’t quite realized it was still there. Now it was like a phantom limb. I still felt the fear, even though its feet had been cut out from under it. My sister would live. God, I could hardly believe it. Despite my presence in her life, my toxic, poisonous existence, she would live. She’d survived this. She would see Lila grow up.

“I was thinking,” Erica said, waiting until I lifted my head to keep going. “I was thinking I’d like to make a donation to the oncology department. The nurses and doctors were amazing, and I want to let them know how much I appreciate everything they did for me. Would you…”

It was the first thing Erica had asked of me. Even when her ex left her, she hadn’t asked me to take her in and help; I’d simply done it. She’d never asked me to review her bloodwork or take her to appointments. She hadn’t asked me to figure out Lila’s preschool or hire nannies to watch her. But she was asking me to make a donation. And it was so Erica, to think of everyone else when she should be celebrating herself.

“Of course,” I said. “Anything you want.”

Her smile reminded me of our childhood. After Gracie died, I mostly felt like the biggest piece of shit in the world. But Erica had a way of dragging me out of the darkness and reminding me there was some life worth living. She’d make me play with her, or drag me to her softball games, or convince me that one of her friends had a desperate crush on me just so I’d leave my room. Whenever I did what she asked, she’d give me that exact smile.

She was the only one who treated me like I mattered. After everything happened, I was like a leper in our community. I was the one who’d dragged Gracie to the neighbor’s pool. I was the reason she died. But Erica never blamed me for it. She still treated me like I was her hero of a big brother, even though I didn’t deserve it.

Didn’t deserve it then, and I didn’t deserve it now.

“Thank you,” she said.

I nodded, throat sore and tight. “Have you told Lila?”

“Not yet. I’m thinking we can take her out for ice cream to celebrate.”

We did just that. The heat of the day was oppressive even as the news of Erica’s remission lightened my heart. Late summer always reminded me of Gracie. It was always when things went wrong in my life. But now, for once, something had gone right. I tried to hold that truth in my heart, in my hands, tried to really feel it, but it was like trying to catch dissipating smoke. I wasn’t worthy of the gratitude and relief I should’ve been feeling. I watched Lila bounce in her seat, so happy her mom was healthy again, and I thought of the little sister I’d lost.

Why was I here when Gracie was not? Why had I lived and managed to build a business, build my wealth, and Gracie was just a headstone in a cemetery, a collection of memories in a handful of people’s minds? Why should I get to be happy at all?

I was relieved my sister had beaten her disease for my sister and Lila’s sake—but, selfish asshole that I was, I was also relieved for mine. Erica would live, and I wouldn’t be responsible for my niece’s life. My sister would continue to be the amazing mom she’d always been, and I could back away. I could take care of them financially, make sure Lila went to the best school and Erica got the best care, but the burden of Lila’s upbringing, health, and well-being wouldn’t be on my shoulders.

It wasn’t a responsibility I was capable of bearing.

Deena knew it; that was why she’d left. And she was better off. Deena, who was strong and intelligent and driven. Who could take on the world. Who would know how to raise a child right and wouldn’t mess it up like I would. I’d do for my son what I could do for my sister and niece. I’d give him money, make sure he didn’t want for anything, but I wouldn’t poison him with my presence.

“What are you thinking about?” Erica asked. Lila had finished her ice cream and was playing on the monkey bars in the park where we’d stopped to have our treat.

I wasn’t going to answer that question with complete honesty and face my sister’s pity. Instead, I shook my head. “I was just thinking about how I need to talk to my lawyer about…” I trailed off and cleared my throat. “About the baby. So he’s taken care of. I need to change my will and put some money aside for his education.”

Erica watched me. “Have you reached out to Deena? How’s she doing?”

I shrugged. “She doesn’t want to talk to me.”

“Are you sure?”

My throat tightened to the point of pain. I licked my ice cream and pretended it tasted good. My eyes followed Lila as she slid down a slide and ran around to climb up and do it again.

“She doesn’t want to talk to me,” I said. “And it’s for the best.”

Erica said nothing. My ice cream melted and dripped over my fingers. I threw the rest of it out, the sweetness turning bitter on my tongue. We watched Lila play in silence. Then Erica called her back, and we walked home together.

That evening, when I was at the desk in my home office working until the sky was dark and brooding outside, my sister found me again. I looked up to see her in the doorway, studying me. Her expression was unreadable.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m worried about you, Cal.”

I clicked my tongue. “Not this again, Erica. Not when today was a good day.”

“I’m worried about what’s going to happen when we move out.”

I pushed back from my desk, hands landing on the arms of my chair and squeezing. “Move out? Move out where?”

“Move out home,” my sister said. She entered the office and took a seat across from me. “I don’t need to go to the hospital every week anymore. I got the all-clear.”

“You want to move out?”

“I want to go home, Cal.”

I blinked at her. She didn’t want to be here. I fought to keep my breathing steady, to hide the pain slicing through my chest. She was leaving—like Deena. Like Gracie. Like every assistant. Like everyone. My presence was toxic, and Erica knew it.

She tried to soften the blow, even though we both knew the truth. “This place is beautiful. And your staff are wonderful, but it feels like I’m in a fishbowl sometimes. They creep around and clean up after me, but they hardly talk to me like I’m a person. I just want to be able to wear my pajamas and eat popcorn at midnight without someone calling me Ms. Frost and asking me if I need anything else.”

“They’re just doing their job.” And I’d trained them to perform at the highest level.

“And they’re great at it. But this isn’t home.”

I remembered the way Deena had gone back to her shitty little apartment as soon as I was out of town. It hadn’t made sense to me then, and this didn’t make sense to me now. They both said the word “home” as if it meant somewhere else. Somewhere away from me.

I sucked in a hard breath, then exhaled slowly. “Okay,” I said. “Of course. What do you need?”

“I love you, Cal. You know that, right? You’re the best big brother I could have asked for.”

I scoffed. That was a lie, and we both knew it. “I’ll help you move out. I’m guessing you want to go before Lila starts at school?”

My sister got up, came around the desk, and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. She rested her cheek against my head and held me while I sat utterly still. Then she let me go, looked at me for a moment, and walked out.

I listened to her footsteps fade. She would be gone soon. Just like everyone else. What would I have left?

Pain leaked out of the iron box where I’d locked it away. I clamped down harder, forcing my emotions to bend to my will. Gripping my chair, I took deep breaths until I had mastered myself again. Then I refocused on my computer and got back to work.


THIRTY-SEVEN
CALLUM


My sister moved back into her house on a Thursday in late August. The sun was slanting over the roof by the time we finished, the air golden with its glow. She lived in our childhood home, a split-level home in Woodbury Hills. The kitchen was all dark cherry cabinets and even darker granite. There was a bar top and a cut-out window that overlooked the living room, which was accessible around a corner and down three steps. The whole house was full of tiny staircases and strange nooks. My bedroom had been in the basement, where the ceilings were low and the windows small and high. Now it was a playroom.

It was a modest, middle-income family home when we were growing up. Now it was worth a couple million—and to my eyes, it looked like an old, outdated dump.

But my sister let out a long sigh as she sank down on her sofa, and Lila let out happy squeals from her bedroom upstairs. They were home. Somewhere else. Away from me.

I stood awkwardly, checking her fridge for food and making a note to have my house manager deliver groceries by the end of the day.

“Hey, Cal?”

I turned, leaning my elbows on the bar counter to look down at the living room and my sister’s gaze. “You kicking me out?”

She smiled. “No. I just remembered something.” She pushed herself up and shuffled across the room toward the TV unit. Her movements were labored, and not for the first time, I wished she’d listened to me when I told her to put her things down and let my people deal with the move. She’d only had a few suitcases and a couple boxes of personal things, but she insisted on carrying them when I wasn’t looking. Like Deena. Stubborn.

And now she was sore, still weak from her treatment, and moving again.

“Let me get it,” I said, ducking around the corner and jogging down the three steps to join her in the living room. “What are you looking for?”

“This,” she said, brandishing an old videocassette. “I found it in the attic, and I bought a VCR off eBay. Then I got the diagnosis, and everything went to shit.”

She groaned as she bent over, and I took the videotape from her, glaring at her until she grinned and sat on the couch again. I found the VCR behind the glass door of the TV unit, turned it on, and fumbled with the remotes until the screen was on the right input. Then I put the tape in.

It was Christmas. I was on screen, brandishing an action figure over my head as I yelled at the top of my lungs. Gracie was beside me, clutching a Barbie box to her chest, a big, goofy grin on her face. Erica came into the frame, showing off her most prized childhood possession: her Skip-It ankle toy.

“I loved that thing,” she said from behind me, smiling.

Our tree glittered with lights and familiar ornaments behind, and my mother’s voice said, “Show us what you got, Cal.”

I presented my action figure to the camera, then turned to Gracie. “What did you get?”

She turned the box around to show the camera, dropping it in the process. I picked it up and helped her hold it up, then threw my arm around her and smiled for the camera. It only lasted a moment, and then I was back to my toys.

While my eyes stayed glued to the screen, I shuffled backward, sitting on the floor with my back leaning against the couch next to Erica’s legs. We both watched, enthralled.

The camera panned to my dad, who smiled, his eyes clearly on my mom. Then the video went wobbly, and she turned the camera on herself. She had bangs—the sight of them made me blink. She’d gotten rid of those. My mom’s smile reminded me of Erica’s—another thing I’d forgotten about her. I hadn’t seen the bangs or the smile in the years that followed. “Christmas ’94! Happy holidays!”

The image cut. I was at the kitchen table—the same one that was in the dining room just up those three steps and to the left—with my head bent over some scrap papers. Gracie was next to me, her little face scrunched. “I can’t do it.”

“Yes, you can,” I said. “What’s that?”

“A ‘G,’” she grumped.

“See? You know your letters.”

“But I can never remember,” Gracie complained, her voice a high whine with a slight lisp. “Evewyone else knew how to write their name, and I can’t!”

“It’s easy,” I said. “G-R-a-c-e,” I sang, tilting my head back and forth with each letter. Gracie joined in, then took up a red crayon and started writing. When she lifted the sheet, her letters were wobbly and angled, but they were all there. She beamed with the kind of happiness only a proud child can produce.

“Good boy, Cal,” my mom said from behind the camera again. Little me looked up, and the smile I gave her was foreign. I didn’t remember ever looking at my mom like that.

Erica shifted on the couch and put her hand on my shoulder. I realized I wasn’t breathing, and I sucked in a hard breath. “Why are you showing me this?” I croaked, fumbling with the remote to pause the video.

“Because I wanted you to see the childhood that I remember,” she said quietly. Her hand was still on my shoulder, and she squeezed it gently. “You were the best big brother either of us could have asked for. You still are.”

“Gracie died, Erica,” I snapped. “She died because of me.”

“Look at me.”

I didn’t, staring at a spot above the TV. My smile, frozen on the screen. A boy I didn’t remember. Was that really me?

“Look at me, Cal.”

Jaw clenched, I glared at my sister. “What? You’re going to tell me it wasn’t my fault? It was, Erica. Mom and Dad got divorced less than a year later. That was my fault too. Then they died, and neither of them forgave me. And you know what? I didn’t deserve their forgiveness, and I don’t deserve yours. Our family fell apart because of me. That’s the truth.”

“Our family fell apart because of a tragic accident. Not because of you. But you know what you did?”

“What?” I asked, eyes prickling, chest hot.

“You stood beside me every day of my life. You sat with me when I applied for college. You came to every softball game. You paid for my schooling and took me in when my coward of an ex left me when I got cancer. You were the rock that allowed me and Lila to live, Cal. I just wish you’d let yourself live too.”

“For what?” I snapped.

“For that little baby who deserves better than we got,” Erica hissed. I turned to look at her, surprised at her tone. At her fury. She pointed a finger at me. “You have the chance to right all those wrongs, Cal. All those times our parents turned their backs on us. All the times they blamed you when things got too hard. You have the chance to fix that by being the best father you can be. That little boy is coming whether you’re ready or not. Soon, Cal.”

Not, I wanted to say. Not ready in the slightest. But no words came out.

“I’m going to say this until the day I die. Cal, you are good. Down to your core. You were a good brother, and you’re a good man. You’ve saved me so many times I lost count. I just wish you’d save yourself.”

Denial was on the tip of my tongue. I stared into my sister’s eyes, stunned by the anger swirling there. The frustration. The softening.

“You’re going to be a father,” she continued in a lower tone. “Don’t you dare waste that opportunity. Don’t you dare turn your back on that helpless, precious child.”

“I’m not going to⁠—”

“You have to be there for him,” she hissed. “The way our parents weren’t, but should’ve been. Not by setting up a college fund. Not by sending child support checks every month. Being there, in his life, every day until you die.”

I rubbed at my chest as pain began to splinter through me. Wetness dripped onto my hand, and I looked down in confusion. It took me a second to realize I was crying.

The moment I realized, that box around my heart shattered. Agony erupted through me. I doubled over, shuddering, as decades of repressed feelings cut a burning hole in my chest. I couldn’t stop it, even though I tried. My mind lashed out, desperate, and I tried to stop the tears, to stop the shaking, to regain control over my body. But it was no use. It was too much, too intense, and I had no choice but to let go. Erica’s arms came around me, and she held me through the storm.

When it was over, exhaustion made my limbs feel heavy. I blinked and looked up to see Lila hovering at the edge of the room. Without thinking, I opened my arms. She rushed over and hugged me as tight as her little arms would hold. I clutched her just as hard, and my sister held us both.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said to Lila, voice muffled in her hair.

“You didn’t,” she replied, pulling away. She smiled at me. “Everyone gets sad sometimes. But then it goes away.”

I huffed, nodding. “That’s true.”

The groceries I requested got dropped off. We had dinner. My sister gave me a little half smile and a shake of her head, then patted my shoulder and thanked me. I could read her thoughts. She was thinking, See? Told you you were good.

And maybe…maybe there were parts of me that were good. Maybe my love wasn’t entirely toxic. I could care for people without them running away. Without them dying.

But, I realized as I drove away from my childhood home, I had to let go of control. I would’ve felt better if my sister stayed at my place, where I could watch over her and Lila until I was absolutely sure that the cancer wouldn’t come back. But she was happier in her own home. Of course she was. It was her home.

And Deena was happier when she was working. When she was using her mind and chasing new clients. When she was building something. When she was being her brilliant, beautiful self.

And I’d tried to take that away from her.


THIRTY-EIGHT
DEENA


In the first week of September, I got a photo message from my brother. Riley and Corey smiled at me from the screen, their thumbs hooked into their backpacks as they posed in front of their home. The first day of school.

My baby kicked me so hard I jumped, and the laptop that had been resting on my thighs went tumbling to the ground. I swore, then laughed, then rubbed the spot he’d kicked.

“Guess you’re trying to tell me something, huh,” I said, and grabbed my phone again. Before I could second-guess my actions, my brother picked up my call. “Hope I’m not bothering you,” I said. “Great picture.”

“They just got on the bus,” my brother said, and I could hear the pride in his voice. “People don’t lie about it, you know. They really do grow up quick.”

My throat tightened, and I smoothed my hand over my belly. I still hadn’t told him or anyone else about the baby.

“How are things with you?”

“I’m…okay,” I said. I was going to leave it there, but I remembered how mad Brooks had gotten when I’d snapped at him for asking about my business. He’d been so mad that I’d shut him down. What would happen if I assumed the best of him?

The truth was, I was sick of being alone. I was scared of the future, of all the changes that were about to happen.

I took a deep breath and took a tiny, terrifying step. I cracked the door open on my life and let Brooks see a sliver of the real me. “Work is kind of crazy. I picked up this huge client a couple of months ago—a company that does medical device sales—and things haven’t slowed down since. My revenue has doubled.”

“Holy crap!” Brooks exclaimed. “That’s amazing.”

Despite myself, a smile curled my lips. “Kind of, yeah,” I said.

“I know you probably won’t believe me, but I’ve always admired you, Deena.” I could hear a car door open and close, and then the quality of the sound changed. He’d just gotten into his vehicle. “You were always so driven, and it’s paid off. I don’t know anyone else who could have done what you did with your business and your life.”

“Brooks…”

“No, I mean it.”

I chewed the inside of my lip for a moment, my emotions rioting inside me. It felt so good to hear that from him, but a part of me didn’t believe him. He’d been right about that. Finally, I settled on saying the only thing I could: “Thank you.”

“See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re so annoying.”

“If you were here right now, I’d give you a noogie.”

I winced instinctively at the thought of his knuckles rubbing on the top of my head. “Okay, well, bye,” I said pointedly.

He laughed, and his engine started. “You coming home for Thanksgiving?”

“Probably not.”

He laughed harder. “Stacey’s trying to convince me to take the kids up to visit you before the baby gets here. Maybe we’ll come to you for the holidays.”

I glanced down at my belly. That would certainly be interesting. “Mom would kill you.”

“That wasn’t a ‘no,’” he mused. “I’ll tell Stace.”

My heart hammered. This was my big brother. I’d spent so many years trying to follow him around, then grew up and pushed him away. Maybe there was a middle ground. Maybe we could have a relationship, as adults.

But I’d need to let him in. Get to know the man he’d turned into. Let him get to know the woman I’d become.

My hand slid over my belly. Fear hammered against my ribcage with every thump of my heart.

“Actually, Brooks,” I said, then cleared the rocks from my throat.

“Yeah?”

I lost my nerve. “You on your way to work? I’ll let you go.”

The sound of his engine cut out. “No. I’ve got time. What’s up?”

This was uncharted territory. I’d spent so many years pushing him away that I didn’t know who he was or if I could trust him. But the alternative was a lifetime like the past couple of months. Survival. Agony. Despair.

“I’m pregnant,” I whispered. “I, um…yeah.”

“Holy shit,” Brooks said. “Congrats! I mean, are you—are you happy?”

The baby punched against my hand, then kicked at a particularly bruised spot on my ribs. I grunted and stood up, breathing heavily. “I…think so,” I finally replied. “Yes.”

“And Cal?”

“That’s…complicated.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“You want me to punch him in the jaw?”

“No. Yes. No.”

Brooks let out a short, sharp breath.

“I’ll figure it out,” I told him.

He hummed, letting the point drop. “When are you due? I need to talk to Stacey. We’ll book tickets—wait, I can tell Stace, right?”

My laugh was watery. “Yeah. You don’t need to come up here.”

“She’ll insist,” Brooks replied. I could hear the smile in his voice. “She’ll want to stock your freezer and do your laundry.”

“She’s pregnant too,” I pointed out.

“Doesn’t matter. What’s your plan, then?”

“Don’t have one.”

“That’s not like you.”

I huffed. “No. I guess it isn’t.” We were quiet for a beat. Millions of words remained unsaid. We were siblings, and we hardly knew each other. “I’ll let you get to work,” I finally said.

“All right.” The engine started up again. “Good talking to you.”

“Yeah,” I said, half-surprised to find out it was the truth.

We hung up, and I clutched my dark phone. Maybe there was a future where we had a relationship. Maybe he wasn’t the enemy. Maybe there were people in my life who cared about me, and being open with them didn’t mean giving up my independence. Not everyone was like Cal.

As if my thoughts had summoned him, his name lit up my screen. My hands began to tremble, and I stared at the ringing phone until it went silent again. Breath left me in a rush.

It was one thing to think about building a better relationship with my brother. He lived in a different state, and he would always be my brother. It was another thing entirely to think about Cal. Even holding the ringing phone had felt like cradling a live bomb. Even speaking to him was dangerous. He was suffocating and addicting, and I wanted him as badly as I needed to stay away from him.

Then my phone buzzed with a message.

CAL


I was hoping to talk to you, but I understand if you don’t want to. Call me anytime in case you change your mind.




I blinked at the message, reading it half a dozen times. That didn’t sound like Cal. There were no demands. No barked orders and clicked fingers. He was opening the door and letting me decide what would happen.

It was a trap. My heart squeezed, and I clicked my phone off.
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I worked up the courage to tell my mom about the pregnancy a few days after my conversation with Brooks. She was ecstatic, and I pretended I was too. She asked me about a wedding. I panicked and told her I had to go—a work emergency had come up. She was so happy I’d bagged a rich man, she didn’t even tut at me for it. Her support made me feel worse than every conversation where she’d badgered and berated me. I could only imagine the mountain of derision and disappointment that would bury me when she found out Cal and I were no longer together.

When I hung up the phone, I buried my head in my hands and cried.
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I read more pregnancy books. I listened to podcasts. I visualized my labor. I learned how to meditate and told myself it was okay to be terrible at it. I researched everything I could about birth plans and made a detailed one for myself.

I worked. I put my head down and hustled to get more clients. I squirreled away all the money I could, grateful that my debts were gone and I had a cushion. I would need it.

Life went on.

In the dead of night, when I twisted and turned and lamented the fact that I wasn’t allowed to sleep on my back or stomach, I thought of Cal. I wondered what he was doing and if he was thinking about me, then lambasted myself for being so pathetically predictable. I thumbed through my contacts and thought about how good it would feel to hear his deep voice in my ear.

But I didn’t call.

What was the point? We were all wrong for each other.

I needed to do what I’d always done: pull myself together and carry on. I’d figured out how to apply and pay for college all on my own. I’d started a business and made it work through sheer force of will. I’d made mistakes, gotten into debt, but I’d figured out how to get out of that too.

I would get through this too.

Cal texted me three more times. He told me he was talking to someone about his control issues. He told me he had set up a college fund for our unborn child. He told me to call him when I was ready.

I wasn’t ready. I would never be ready.

I was in love with him, but being with him meant part of me dying. It meant bending to his intractable will. It meant shrinking, giving up my business, and living life on his terms.

Speaking to him would only make things more difficult. I had a lawyer now, and we’d already spoken about custody and child support. There was no point in opening the door to him. Deep down, I knew I was too weak to resist him entirely. It was safer to stay away.


THIRTY-NINE
DEENA


I went in for a routine appointment at thirty-four weeks, and while the nurse was taking my blood pressure, she straightened. It was a subtle movement, but it made me pause.

Something was wrong.

“Blood pressure is 150 over 80,” the nurse told me a moment before the rip of the Velcro sounded in the quiet room. She took the cuff off my arm and looked at me. “Have you been having any headaches lately?”

“This morning,” I said, “but I thought it was just because I haven’t had a strong coffee in months.”

“Swelling in your hands and face?”

I blinked at her. “I mean…I’m pregnant. I’m swollen all over all the time.”

“The doctor will come talk to you shortly. Just stay here, it won’t be long.”

“Is everything okay?”

“We’ll run a few more tests. Won’t be long,” she repeated.

I’d already peed on a stick at the beginning of my appointment to check for proteins and blood in my urine, but they had me do another urine test and a blood test and took my blood pressure again.

Then the room filled with people.

The OB-GYN on duty was a no-nonsense woman with dark skin and deep brown eyes. She put her hand on my wrist to feel my pulse, looking at her watch as she did it. Old school. Then she looked me in the eyes and said, “You’re having a baby today.”

My vision went fuzzy at the edges. “What?”

“Is there someone you’d like to call? A support person? Someone who can bring you what you need for labor?”

“What do you mean? I’m only thirty-four weeks. The baby needs to cook for like, two more months!” My voice was thin and wobbly. I hardly recognized it, but they were my lips moving, so it must have come from me.

“You’re showing signs of severe, rapid onset pre-eclampsia. We need to get that baby out as soon as possible.”

My head was shaking halfway through her speech. “I don’t… I want to go into labor naturally. I want to wait. It’s too early.”

She softened slightly. “Pre-eclampsia is extremely dangerous for both you and your son,” she said. “There’s a risk of seizure, stroke, and severe organ damage. The only way to cure it is to get the baby out.”

I’d spent the past few months reading everything I could find about pregnancy and childbirth. I had a birth plan and a list of everything I wanted to bring to the hospital. I was organized and meticulous, the same way I was in business. I wanted to go into spontaneous labor, see how long I could make it on my own, get an epidural, and push the baby out. That was the plan. That was what was supposed to happen.

“We’ll get you on a drip with a medication that induces labor,” the doctor began to explain.

“But that’s supposed to be way more painful,” I protested.

She nodded. “Yes. Many women find Pitocin contractions much more intense than when they go into spontaneous labor.”

Panic tightened at the base of my spine, making it hard to move. It crawled up my back and wrapped around my ribs, constricting my lungs. I couldn’t get a full breath.

“Do you have a support person?” she repeated. With her eyes still on me, she held out a hand, and a nurse gave her my chart. Finally, her eyes dropped to the chart. “Your emergency contact is listed as Alba Enders? Would you like to call her?”

I had no one. Alba was on vacation with Vaughn and her son. Who else would I call? My mother? My brother?

Cal?

“No,” I said. “Tell me what is going to happen.”

The doctor gave me a rundown of the process, had me sign a bunch of forms, and then a nurse put a needle in the back of my hand and connected it to an IV. I watched it all happen in a daze, one hand resting on the bed, the other on my belly.

My mouth was dry. The world seemed dreamlike, as if I were imagining this whole thing.

It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. I’d come to terms with the pregnancy, with the baby, with doing it alone. I’d accepted it. I was in a much better financial situation, and I still had time. I had two more months to prepare.

The first contraction hit, and it took my breath away. A noise came out of me that I’d never heard before, some animalistic moan, and the nurse rubbed my arm until I barked at her to get away.

“Sorry,” I said when the pain receded. I rolled off the bed and stood next to it, my hands flat on the mattress.

“You’re fine,” she said kindly. “Not the worst thing that’s ever been said to me by a woman in labor.”

“You’re an angel,” I said, and she laughed.

I smiled, and then the second contraction gripped me, ripping the breath from my lungs. By the third one, I was begging for pain relief.

“The anesthesiologist has been called,” the nurse reassured me. “But it might be a while; it depends what surgeries are happening. Could be up to an hour before he gets here.”

“I can’t do an hour.”

She pinched her lips, all sympathy and zero give. “I can give you nitrous oxide,” she said.

I nodded, breathless, and she hooked up the gas. The first puff of gas made me feel like puking. I ripped the mask off my face and moaned through the next two contractions. Pain made me dizzy. It made me nauseous. It made me feel like my life was about to end. The breaks in between were getting shorter, and the clock seemed to be moving backward.

“Where’s that epidural?” I asked.

“On its way,” the nurse told me for the millionth time.

I’d never felt pain like this before. I was so alone. I couldn’t do this.

“Yes, you can,” the nurse said, her voice gentle and sweet. “You’re doing it.”

I wanted to tear her eyes out and flay the skin from her flesh. She was so fucking kind.

The pain receded and took with it my fury.

“You’re doing it,” she repeated. I looked into her pretty doe eyes, made bluer by the color of her scrubs, and heard the truth in her words.

I was doing it—alone. The way it always was.

The way it absolutely did not have to be.

I had precious few seconds before the pain smashed into me again. I could feel it approaching, barreling toward me, unstoppable.

And I knew.

I didn’t want to be alone right now. I didn’t want a pretty, kind, pragmatic nurse to be the one to get me through this. I didn’t want my brother, my best friend, my mother, or my worst enemy.

I wanted one specific person. The person around whom my world had started revolving the moment I saw him glaring at his poor assistant moments before she quit. The person I’d fallen in love with and walked away from. The person who had cracked open the door and waited for me to make a decision.

In those few moments between contractions, when I panted heavily and saw with crystal clarity the vision of the life I wanted, I realized I’d been wrong.

Cal wasn’t the control freak. I was.

I wanted to control the outcome of my labor. My business. My life. I felt like my agency had been ripped away from a young age, and I’d fought against the raging current of life ever since.

Yes, I was smart. Yes, I was driven. Yes, I had built a business, and I was doing it alone. All of it.

But I didn’t want to do that anymore.

I wanted someone to come home to. I wanted a strong shoulder to lean my head on. I wanted someone to remind me to eat when I forgot.

I wanted Cal. Right here, right now, to see me through the biggest trial of my life. I wanted to see his face when our son was born. I wanted him to kiss my sweaty temple and tell me I was perfect and beautiful and his.

I’d always been his, even when I bucked against the bounds he used to tie me down. The harder I’d fought him, the more he’d fought back.

What if I just—didn’t?

Ever since he’d sent me that text after my conversation with my brother, I’d thought about answering countless times. I always stopped myself. The fear of losing myself was bigger than my need for him. In that instant, in the breath between contractions, I realized my battle for independence had taken a wrong turn somewhere. I’d pushed my brother away and cut myself off from a support system. I’d ignored Cal’s efforts to reach out, not believing him when he told me he wanted to be there for me.

Until now.

Until there was an IV in my arm pumping synthetic hormones into my body, and the pain was immense, and the only person I wanted was him.

We could find middle ground. We could find a way to make it work. It was my responsibility as much as his. My next contraction rushed at me, and I scrabbled for my phone.

Cal answered before the first ring had ended. “Deena?”

A contraction stole my breath, and I moaned into the microphone.

“DEENA!” I could hear Cal’s voice from the phone I’d dropped on top of the hospital bed, but my hands were gripping the blankets and I had to focus on not keeling over and losing consciousness before the end of the contraction. Fear was a ball in my throat, a pit in my stomach, a constant, sickening sense of dread. I couldn’t do this. I was going to die. Everything had gone horribly wrong, and I was all alone, and this was the end.

I’d read about this in all those fucking books. How fear and pain and panic were intertwined, and I had to do my best to leash the fear in order to master the pain.

What a fucking joke.

The pain receded. I patted the bed until I found my phone. Cal was still yelling.

“I’m in labor,” I panted. “I need you.”

He crashed through the door an indeterminate amount of time later, right when I collapsed to my knees on the hard tile floor. “Deena,” he said, his warm hand landing on the small of my back, where the sensation was most intense. Then his face was there, just next to mine, his eyes wide and terrified.

He was here. I wasn’t alone. Just like that, he was there next to me.

He said something else, but I didn’t hear it. I just grabbed his hand and squeezed it until the contraction receded.

“Pre-eclampsia,” I mumbled, stumbling over the word. “Baby needs to come out.”

Another contraction. Distantly, I heard Cal yell, “Is this normal?” and the nurse reply, “Yes.”

His hands were on my back. He rubbed it, pushed hair off my face, and told me I was strong. He told me I was amazing. He told me I was so perfect and he’d missed me and he was so glad I called. Tears ran down my face. He was the only thing keeping me going. His pale blue eyes. His beautiful lips. That voice I’d missed so much.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when this started.”

“I can’t do it. It’s too much.”

“You can do anything, Deena. You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever known. I love you so much.”

I blinked, shocked. Just then, the anesthesiologist came in the door. There was a blur of gowns and swabbing and explanations. More forms. A gigantic needle. Cal crouched on the other side of the bed while the anesthesiologist worked behind me. He held my hands in his much bigger ones, his eyes steadily holding mine. I couldn’t quite believe he was here.

“You’re going to be such an amazing mom,” he whispered.

My hands convulsively squeezed his. “I don’t know. I don’t know how to be a mom.”

“You’re doing it right now. Doing what’s best for our son.”

Tears streamed down my face. Another contraction came over me, and I had to stay still through it because there was a needle in my back. That was hard—but Cal was there, speaking in that low, steady tone, holding me, loving me.

The pain backed off, and I loosened my grip on him. Cal stood, shaking out his legs and flexing his hands.

“Didn’t mean to hurt you,” I said through panted breaths.

“I deserve it,” he said, a small smile on his lips.

The epidural was in, and I lay down. The pain began to fade, I relaxed—and then suddenly the room filled with people. It was time to push.

Cal stood next to me, clasping my hand in both of his, his eyes darting to all the people, his jaw clenched. I realized, all of a sudden, that he wasn’t barking orders at them. He wasn’t demanding a second opinion. He wasn’t telling them how to do their jobs. Stress was written in every inch of his body, from the tight jaw to the furrowed brow to the stiff line of his shoulders. He was breathing heavily, but he wasn’t being overbearing.

And these past few months? He hadn’t hunted me down and carried me back to his penthouse. He hadn’t locked me up and forced me to give up my business. He’d waited for me to call, and then he’d dropped everything to be here. And now he was doing nothing but supporting me the way I needed.

His gaze returned to me, and he gave my hand a squeeze. “I’m here,” he said. “I got you.”

“Do you really love me?” I asked, dazed from the drugs and the pain and him.

“Yes.”

“I thought I heard you wrong.”

“I love you more than life itself.”

“Oh.” I swallowed. My mouth was so dry, and it tasted terrible. “I’m not giving up my business for you.”

Cal’s smile was so tender it made my chest ache. “I know,” he murmured. “That’s one of the reasons I love you.”

His words made no sense in my brain—my brain wasn’t working too well at that moment—but something in my heart clicked into place. Accepting his help didn’t mean shrinking or dying. It wasn’t weakness. I could still be me, all the way down to my marrow, and he would love me.

I took a big step, and I found that middle ground. “I love you,” I croaked.

His smile was dazzling, and it shone a light on all the darkest parts of me. The parts he’d always seen and loved. The parts that, until now, I’d wanted to hide.

He leaned closer, one hand gripping mine, the other pushing my sweat-soaked hair off my forehead. “You are my reason for living, Deena. My everything. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life reminding you that you’re amazing.”

Pressure built behind my eyelids, but I managed to hold back my tears. “Your proposal skills really do need work, Cal,” I wheezed. “But that one was better.”

His eyes twinkled. “Was that a yes?”

“All right, Deena,” the nice nurse I’d wanted to murder said. “Time to push. I’ll count you down. Ready?”

My gaze stayed on Cal, and his stayed on me. He held my hand, an immovable pillar of strength and safety by my side. From now until forever.

I answered the nurse and Cal at the same time: “Yes.”

Cal’s face split into a blazing smile, and my heart soared.

Then I pushed.


EPILOGUE
CALLUM



A LITTLE UNDER SEVEN YEARS LATER

Luke’s thumbs were hooked into his Spiderman backpack, and he beamed at me with his mother’s smile. My heart cracked wide open for the thousandth, the millionth time since he was born. He was about to start his first day of first grade, and I genuinely could not believe how quickly the years had gone.

A blur—they were a blur. A blur of sleepless nights and long conversations. Of laughter and love. Of marriage and pregnancies and the kind of happiness that I thought was a fairytale.

Until Deena.

My wife crouched beside me, tears filling in her eyes. “Okay,” she said, wiping her cheek with the back of her palm. “I got it. Let me send it to Brooks and Stacey.” With a few taps, she sent the picture to her brother and sister-in-law. They were coming to visit at Thanksgiving, and Luke was already vibrating with excitement at the thought of seeing his older cousins.

Deena turned toward me and opened her arm, and I transferred over the wriggling mass of baby-soft limbs and riotous curls that was our youngest girl. Deena nuzzled against Bella’s cheek to press a kiss there, then lifted her face toward me. My turn. I kissed her lips, feeling the same warm glow in the middle of my chest that Deena’s presence always caused, then pulled away at the sound of a screech.

Our wild child four-year-old, Gracie, was stomping around behind us, giving the nanny an aneurysm. I glanced over my shoulder to see her poking her head over the back of the sofa. Her eyes twinkled. She was the spitting image of her mother.

I’d worried about giving her my sister’s name. I thought it was too much of a weight for a little girl to bear. I worried that I’d treat her differently, that she might be doomed, or cursed, or burdened. But my Gracie blew through all those fears. Within a year, I knew the only thing my daughter shared with the soft, sweet little sister I remembered was a name. It was fitting, in a way; I’d tried to control fate by giving my daughter that name, and fate laughed in my face.

When Deena was pregnant with Gracie, her mom came to visit. She wanted us to name our daughter after her. I got to watch Deena straighten her spine and tell her mother that it wasn’t going to happen. Maryanne was welcome to be an active grandmother, but she would not be imposing her expectations on Deena any longer, and certainly not on our children. Deena was calm when she told her mother—and utterly intractable. Gone was the petulant woman who reverted back to teenage angst when her parents were around. Deena was a mother herself now.

I fell in love with her all over again in that moment.

We saw Luke off to school and Gracie to preschool, and by the time we were back, it was time to put Bella to bed. I waited for Deena to tiptoe out of the nursery, then caught her wrist and pulled her tight to me. My arm banded around her back, and I felt her soften as she melted into me. Her free arm looped around my shoulder, fingers curling into the hair at my nape.

Her smile was as life-giving as it had always been. I kissed the corners of it. “I need to get to work,” she murmured, but she didn’t pull away.

I tightened my hold on her, hands skimming down to her hips. My thumbs ducked under the hem of her shirt, and my precious wife shivered at the touch of my hand on the bare skin of her sides.

“Take the day off,” I coaxed, kissing her jaw, her ear, her neck. “You’ve been doing too much.”

Her business had just expanded—again. She was the face of the biggest travel agency in the city, specializing in corporate travel and high-value clients. I’d helped her meet a few new contacts after Luke was born and agreed to invest some VC money into her business, but the rest was all Deena. Driven, determined, brilliant, beautiful Deena. My Deena.

“I can’t.”

Sighing, I pulled away. Pressed a kiss to her nose. Her lips. Her cheek. Deep inside me, the need to wrap her tight and cart her off to bed stretched and bucked—and I let the feeling grow, then fade. I wanted to take care of Deena’s needs—and the most important of those needs was self-determination. She would tell me when it was time for me to coddle and stroke and feed. I trusted her to let me know when she needed me, and she trusted me to be there when she did.

It had taken time and work to get here, but it felt good to pull away and feel none of the scrabbling panic that used to plague me. “Tonight?” I asked, murmuring against her hair. “Are you free for dinner?”

A long sigh slipped out of her, tickling the base of my neck, and her forehead rubbed against my shoulder. “Maybe…” She blinked up at me, then glanced at the closed door of the nursery. “Maybe I can shuffle things around. Take the rest of the day off—ahh! Cal!”

“Quiet. You’ll wake the baby,” I chided as I strode down the hallway with Deena slung over my shoulder. She smacked my side then stifled a giggle. When I dumped her onto our bed, her eyes were alight. Warm and brown and full of the kind of love I never thought I deserved.

I still wasn’t sure if I deserved it—deserved her. But it was too late. She was mine now, and I was never going to let her go.

“I love you,” I reminded her as I flipped her skirt up and hooked my hands into her panties. I tore them down her legs and stared at the beauty of her, spread wide open for me.

“I know,” she replied, smug.

“Brat.” I relished her sharp inhale as I ran my thumb over her folds, already wet and weeping for me. “You’ll pay for that.”

Her cheeks were already pink. Her eyes were alive. “I hope so.”

I huffed a laugh and unbuckled my belt. “Hands above your head, love. Grab that headboard and don’t let go.” My voice was already rough, and I throbbed when she did what she was told.

But then, I knew she would, didn’t I?

She was perfect. She fit against all my jagged edges, and I fit against hers. Always had. Always would.
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ONE
FIONA


A tired groan shudders out of my best friend’s rusty old Toyota. That…doesn’t sound good.

On the bright side, Simone’s hooptie has successfully gotten us three hundred miles north of Los Angeles and into our destination vacation town. Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like it’s going to make it much farther.

I grip the worn plastic door handle as if it’ll help keep the car together. If Simone’s worried about her car breaking down, she doesn’t show it. With wild red hair tied back in a messy bun on top of her head and thick, black-rimmed glasses framing her pale blue eyes, Simone looks far younger than her forty-four years—a fact that has often needled at my own insecurities. Time hasn’t been so kind to me.

Another screechy noise escapes the hood of the car as we turn onto the main drag of Heart’s Cove, and I start hunting the signs on the street for a mechanic. Even if Simone isn’t worried about this hunk of junk, I need a way to get out of here at the end of our two-week stay.

We make it about fifty more feet before the engine sputters, the car rattles, and the whole things dies right there on the street. Simone expertly navigates the coasting car to the curb as smoke curls out of the hood in thick black puffs. Parked in a semi-appropriate spot and acting like nothing at all is the matter, she pulls the handbrake and tucks a strand of flame-red hair behind her ear.

I throw my best friend a glance. “We should have taken my car.”

“We couldn’t take your car. It reminds you of Voldemort.”

“Voldemort?”

“He Who Shall Not Be Named. That shiny white Mercedes is the only thing that asshole left you in the divorce and looking at it reminds you of his cheating ass. I see it in your eyes every time you turn the key in the ignition. There was no way we were taking your car. Big Bertha did just fine.” She taps the dashboard fondly, as if there isn’t a plume of dark smoke coming from Bertha’s hood. My best friend gives me a meaningful stare. “This vacation is about us, about pampering, about being the women we were always meant to be. Besides, we made it, didn’t we?”

“Barely,” I grumble, fighting the grin trying to curl my lips.

“I’ll find a mechanic this afternoon. We won’t need the car for the next two weeks, anyway—everything in Heart’s Cove is within walking distance from the Heart’s Cove Hotel. It’s in the brochure.”

Through the windshield, past the smoke, I spy a faded green-and-white awning above the hotel door. A screen door hangs slightly crooked and lace curtains frame the interior of every window. Paint is peeling on the old siding, but neatly trimmed grass lines the front of the hotel and baskets bursting with colorful flowers hang from every post. A low hedge lines the sidewalk leading to a small parking lot, the other side of which is a well-maintained path to the front door.

This accommodation is quaint, though a bit worse for wear. It isn’t exactly what I’d put as my first pick.

Or maybe it’s not what John, my ex-husband, would have liked. Do I actually mind this place? It’s kind of cute, in a lost-kitten-with-patchy-fur-and-three-legs kind of way. If Simone’s to be believed, it’s got great reviews and a killer continental breakfast.

John would’ve taken one look at this place and complained nonstop until we found someplace else, maybe even canned the whole vacation—but he’s not here. He’s in his swanky office in L.A. with whatever hot, young assistant he’s decided to stick his junk into. Or maybe a paralegal. Or a junior partner. Or an intern. Or all of the above.

Deep breaths.

Simone must see my pursed lips, because she punches me in the arm. “Quit sucking lemons, Fi. Come on. We have art to create.”

“How many times do I have to tell you I’m not an artist? Why did you have to choose an art retreat for our big self-actualization getaway? I’m a precision gal. Organizing. Planning. Why can’t we have a vacation job hunting or something? At least it would be useful.”

Simone lets out a snort and exits the car, casting a quick glance at the smoke still escaping her hood. She kicks a tire for good measure, then slings her purse over her shoulder and waves me forward. “Come on! The sign on the door says to check in inside.”

Pushing thoughts of my ex aside, I follow Simone out of the car. The air tastes fresh here, if you can ignore the smell of Bertha’s dying engine. Full of floral scents and a hint of salt from the sea, the smell unwinds a knot of tension between my shoulders. Simone’s right. I need a vacation—and why not do something that I never would have done before? Why not try something new?

It’s not like there’s anything for me back in Los Angeles. Now that the fancy penthouse was transferred to John’s name last week and my half of its worth has finally hit my bank account, I’m officially homeless. The divorce is settled, so I’m officially single, too. My dream of moving to the hills and getting my picket fence and perfect little family are gone with the penthouse, but I’m trying not to think about it too hard. Starting over at forty-five isn’t something I’d planned on.

Simone decided I needed some time to figure myself out, so I’m here. About to do two weeks of art, yoga, and meditation classes in the hope of finding myself, even though I’m terrified of what I might discover. I find myself in the mirror every morning, and I’m not sure I like what I see. I’m on the other side of forty-five, with new wrinkles appearing every day. Things are sagging where they never used to, and soft where they were once taut.

Compared to John’s younger, prettier, more docile playthings, I feel positively dumpy. I’m not sure a week of painting and ohm-ing will help any of that.

Simone’s already halfway to the door by the time I take a step. She turns around and plants her fists on her hips, arching her brows at me. “Um, earth to Fiona! Get a wriggle on, girl. Our first class starts in half an hour.”

I pause, tilting my head. “I thought you said tomorrow was day one.”

“I lied. Deal with it.” She pushes a stray piece of red hair off her forehead, looking zero percent remorseful. Her eyes sweep down the street then back to me, shoulders dropping slightly. Speaking more gently, she says, “I knew you’d never get in the car if you knew you had to try drawing something today. Your comfort zone is doing its best to keep you hostage, so you know, desperate times and all that.”

“Who are you calling desperate?” I pop a brow.

Simone grins, but before she can open her mouth to answer, a rumble sounds from the asphalt separating us. My best friend’s eyes widen as she looks at the ground where a crack is splitting the pavement apart. I take a step back, a hand on my chest.

Then the parking lot of the Heart’s Cove Hotel explodes.

No, really. It explodes.

Asphalt everywhere. A geyser of water shooting fifty feet into the air, cascading down on top of us. I scream, putting my purse over my head while I crouch down. Rocks and bits of asphalt rain down around me, biting my skin as they land. I put a hand on the back of my neck, pull it back, and see blood.

What the…?

Water’s still raining down on me as shouts erupt. Doors open, and a siren sounds in the distance. I’m still crouched on the sidewalk, staring at the blood on my fingers.

What in the name of self-actualization is wrong with this town? Where the heck did Simone bring me? Maybe I should hightail it out of here, but how would I even do that? Our car is out of commission.

I’m stuck, stuck, stuck. Just like I was stuck in my marriage. Stuck in a penthouse I didn’t like. Stuck in a city I never wanted to be in. Stuck around sycophants and snobby housewives preening and gossiping while I felt like I was dying a slow and painful death as life passed me by.

Water seeps into my dress, soaking my back. I curl myself into a ball, worried another stray chunk of asphalt is coming for my skull. My thoughts rush around me, and my comfort zone constricts inside my head.

I should have stayed at home. What if John needs me for something? I should be apartment hunting and trying to find a job. A vacation is the last thing I need. Why would I even deserve a vacation? I need to get my butt in gear and start figuring out how to start my life over.

Emotion chokes my throat, and I feel silly. I’m not the kind of person who falls apart. I’m the rock. I’m the one who keeps the family together.

That didn’t go so well, did it?

Tears threaten to spill onto my cheeks and I fight my rioting emotions to hold myself together. It’s just a burst water main. I have a shallow cut on the back of my neck, but I’m fine. Just wet and weirdly emotional.

Then, a shadow. The water stops, and I hear the pitter-patter of a geyser hitting an open umbrella. The lack of water raining down on me allows me to take a full breath. I lift my head to see the owner of the umbrella currently helping me maintain a shaky hold on my own sanity.

Holy ohm.

Heart’s Cove might not be so bad, judging by this vision in a wet t-shirt.

Tall, dark, and handsome doesn’t even cover it. This guy looks like he belongs in every forty-something woman’s wet dream, not in a sleepy town called Heart’s Cove. He’s broad, and by the way his wet shirt clings to his chest, I can tell he’s packing serious muscle. My eyes sweep over the curves of his pecs and shoulders, down his arms and over his trim waist. Snapping my eyes back up before they reach dangerous territory, I see a hint of a smile on his full lips.

“Um, hi,” I stammer, standing up as I brush my hands down my navy wrap dress. The back of it is soaked. My dress clings to me as much as his shirt hugs him, and I catch my mystery man’s eyes heating as they take me in. A strange kind of warmth knots in the pit of my stomach as I tuck a strand of black-brown hair behind my ear. I gulp, still staring at my savior.

He has dark hair and rich, tan skin with two patches of grey hair above his temples. The rest of his hair is piled to one side in short, loose curls, one of which slides down across his forehead.

I watch in fascination as he lifts a broad hand to sweep the stray piece of hair back, his grey-blue eyes still studying me. Is he even real? I’m not sure people this good-looking exist in real life. Maybe I finally snapped after the last horrendous fifteen months. The geyser was the last straw. Something in Bertha’s engine fumes has turned my brain to mush. I’ve finally lost my marbles.

“I’m Grant.” His rich, deep voice sends a tremor shivering down my spine. It sounds real enough.

I barely manage to croak out a response. “Fiona.”

His lips curl into a smile, as if the sound of my name pleases him. A curl of heat beads in the pit of my stomach and I place a hand over the offending spot. I feel… I’m not…

I haven’t felt this in a long time.

Grant lifts a hand toward me, and I suck a breath through my teeth as he reaches around the back of my neck. As I close my eyes, I imagine him pulling me close, crushing me against that glorious chest of his, and taking my lips in his.

A man like him would take control. I can sense it in the electricity zinging between us. He’d pin me to a wall and show me what I’ve been missing for the past twenty years. He’d light up every nerve ending in my body and be as rough, as commanding, as demanding as he’d need to be.

And I would melt like freaking butter on his tongue. God, his tongue—I wish I could melt on it. Preferably when his hands grip me tight and I feel the raw power coiling in his huge body. Wet and weirdly emotional, huh. Yup, still accurate.

But Grant’s touch is feather-light when the pads of his fingers brush across the back of my neck. They’re calloused, rough. Not at all like John’s doughy, soft hands were when he palmed my skin back in the days when we actually touched each other.

Grant’s skin may be rough, but his touch is soft. A silent gasp escapes my lips before I can stop myself, heat flooding between my legs, spreading through my core, and all the way up to the tips of my ears.

This is… Oh, no. Is this menopause? Did I just have my first hot flash under a geyser in the middle of a parking lot?

But when I open my eyes, Grant’s expression is soft. “You’re bleeding,” he says, almost to himself. Before I can stop him, he hands me the umbrella, then grabs the edge of his shirt and rips off a strip.

The man rips his freaking shirt apart and uses it to dab at my admittedly very minor wound.

I might faint.

This is a fever dream. This isn’t real life. It can’t be.

I stare at the strip of skin now exposed by the rip, just above the waistband of Grant’s pants. His stomach is hard, and the unholy desire to run my tongue over that bit of flesh bubbles through me without warning.

“Fiona!” Simone’s voice cuts through the lust fogging my mind. My best friend runs over, shielding her face with her hands as she laughs. “Can you believe it? I think it’s a sign.”

“Of what? Poor municipal plumbing?”

Grant lets out a chuckle at my words, and the desire to make him laugh again overwhelms me. I steal a glance at him as Simone walks up to me, her eyes widening as she takes in the specimen standing next to me.

“Well, hello there, handsome. I’m Simone.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me, then drops into a curtsy in front of Grant.

A freaking curtsy, as if the man is the King of England.

My best friend is a maniac.

“Grant,” he replies with a smile, not at all bothered by the fact that Simone is insane. “I’d better go check on the twins. They’ve been having trouble with the hotel maintenance lately, and I’m sure they could use a hand.” I make to give him the umbrella, but he shakes his head. “Keep it. I don’t mind getting wet.” A flash crosses his eyes as his gaze drops to my lips then away, so quickly I wonder if I imagined it.

Call me the Wicked Witch of the West, because I’m about to melt right where I stand.

Simone squeals as she hooks her arm through mine, and we watch Grant stride around the geyser, his white shirt soaking through and clinging to every muscle in his back. “He is delicious. It’s definitely a sign.”

“A sign of what?”

“That this vacation is exactly what you needed.”

“He’s just a friendly local.”

“I hope he’s friendly,” Simone answers, the word sounding very different when she says it.

I shake my head, laughing, and nod to the hotel. “Should we go find out what’s going on?”

“Yeah, but first let me grab some tissues. I don’t want to drool all over the hotel floor if I’m going to be in the same room as that friendly local.”

Rolling my eyes, I fight the smile off my face and jerk my head toward the green-and-white awning, setting off in the same direction as Grant went as if there’s a tether pulling me toward him.

Maybe Simone’s right. Maybe this vacation was a good idea, after all…

Fiona is only in town for a vacation, until a flooded hotel room sends her to look for alternative housing arrangements...with the town's hunky handyman.
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