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Katie
 
“Get back here this instant! I won’t let you leave me!”
The words echoed in pounding waves through my skull, delivering an angry assault to my senses. I barely registered their meaning as I tore out of my fiancé’s apartment. A chair was up-ended, a dish of keys bounced off the edge of a table onto the hard-wood floor, and a chunky Lalique overturned, scattering fragments of icy glass in my wake. The doorknob blurred through my tears, but I found it and fisted it tight. The external chaos was nothing compared to my inner turbulence, a vibrating destruction that shredded my insides and chewed up my emotions.
I’d found him with her. Carol. His fucking Ex! The woman who was a constant specter in our relationship, a ghost haunting every intimate moment. I’d trusted Josh. I’d believed him. Stupid! Stupid!
No more. I pulled hard on the knob, desperate to escape. Josh’s large palm shot over my shoulder, slamming the door shut and loosening a gust of air from my lungs. My heart stilled and an eerie silence claimed my body. His fingers gripped my shoulders, digging painfully into my flesh as he spun me around. The back of my head struck the door, pain splitting my skull. His dark gaze burned into mine. He was a big guy, muscles thick and corded. Blue jeans hung low on his hips and his feet were bare. He was shirtless. That’s right. Carol had been wearing it, looking comfortable and snug. The bitch had actually looked at me and smiled. Like a snake, she’d shed the layer, dressed quickly, and slithered out of the apartment while I railed at Josh. 
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Josh hissed, his face hovering close to mine.
“I’m leaving, Josh. Let me out.” My voice trembled from despair.
“You got it all wrong, Kay!”
I shook my head roughly, feeling it scrub against the door. No. I didn’t want to hear his lies. No more lies. Tears pooled in my eyes, a steady stream coursing down my cheeks.
Josh’s palms cupped my shoulders and he shook me hard, slackening my jaw and rattling my teeth.
“Nothing! Happened!”
“You’re lying!” I wanted to spit in his face.
His jaw tightened to a sharp square. “You’re making a big deal out of nothing! You’re such a fucking drama queen—a spoiled little rich girl who wants everything her way!”
I couldn’t believe he’d just said that. Before I knew what was happening, anger reared up like a beast in my chest and my palm came crashing toward Josh’s face. His hand shot out, seizing my wrist and mashing my flesh to the bone. Pain shot through my arm.
“Let go! Let me out of here! It’s fucking over!”
“It’ll never be over. We’re going to be married. And once you calm the fuck down, you’ll see how wrong you are. Carol and I are just friends!”
I sucked in a breath. “You expect me to believe that? She was wearing your shirt! I’m sure with nothing underneath!”
“She spilled wine on her dress. She needed something to wear while her clothes were in the laundry.”
Was he fucking kidding me? Did he think I’d believe that? “That’s bullshit!” I struggled in his hold, my arms jerking.
“Come on, Kay. Calm down.”
“What was she doing here?”
“She just came to wish me a belated birthday. That’s all. We’re friends. You’re just jealous and insecure.”
“Don’t try to make this about me! Let me go!” I fought against his steely grip and the burning pain in my wrist. “You’re hurting me.”
“I love you, babe. We’re good together. You know that.”
Before I knew what was happening, Josh’s mouth crashed down on mine, his tongue thrusting between my lips. I gagged at the intrusion. A wail rolled up in my throat as I fought his nearness. Panicked, I bit hard on his lip, then suddenly tasted blood.
“Bitch!” Josh reared back and his hand rubbed his lip, assessing the damage. The other hand was flat against the door, keeping it shut. “Don’t ever think about leaving me.” His voice stabbed like a shard of ice. “I need you.”
“Let me go.”
Calmly, Josh pulled the door open and stepped back, as usual his sudden anger rushed away like a receding tide. He pawed through my disheveled hair, his touch surprisingly gentle. “Just go home and rest, babe. You’ll be able to think clearer when you’re not so emotional. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
I tried to keep my muscles from flinching at his touch. My heart banged against my ribs as I took a step through the door, afraid he’d pull me back in. I caught my trembling lip between my teeth and slowly backed away, one foot guiding the other.
Josh smiled, all perfectly capped teeth. A tolerant exasperation moved over his face. He looked at me like I was a child. “We’ll talk tomorrow. I love you, babe.”
The door closed and my palm flew to my mouth, trapping the sound that wanted to explode. Body shaking, I turned and ran from my future. 
 
 
As soon as the door opened, I fell into my best friend’s arms. I could sense the frown on Michelle’s face and felt her body stiffen.
“Kay? What’s wrong?” Michelle pulled back and looked at me.
I watched her frown deepen as she led me into the apartment.
“What happened, Kay?” She settled us both on an oversized couch, leaving the warmth of her palm against my arm. 
“Josh… It’s over.” I swallowed slowly, trying to work away the pain and keep my shit together. I stared into Michelle’s patient brown eyes. “I found him with Carol.”
Michelle’s lips thinned. “That asshole. What happened?”
At least she hadn’t said ‘I told you so.’ “They were sitting together on his couch. She was dressed in his shirt. Nothing else. He was in just jeans.”
Michelle squeezed my hand. “What did the louse say?”
Tears trickled from the corners of my eyes. “That nothing happened.”
“He expects you to believe that? Asshole! I never trusted the two of them.”
I hiccupped a sob, feeling my emotions surge as I thought about the woman Josh had loved since high school. “He knows how I feel about her. She was always calling and texting him at all hours of the night. He told me they didn’t talk anymore. He promised me it was over.”
“Listen, I know it hurts now, but it’s better you find out before the wedding.”
I covered my face with my palms, a sob shuddering from someplace deep. “Oh, God! The wedding! It’s in three months! All those people! Mother!”
“Don’t worry about any of that. I’ll help you.” Michelle passed a tissue from a box on a table. He voice softened. “You’re doing the right thing. He never deserved you, Kay.”
“He said he wouldn’t let me leave him. He was holding the door close.”
 He’s a fucking jerk! I’m calling the police! You have to file a report and get a restraining order against him.” Michelle rose from the couch and I shot up after her, fear fisting my heart.
“No! Michelle, no!” I grabbed her arm as she reached for her cell phone. “Please don’t.”
Michelle’s face wrinkled with disgust. “What do you mean, no? He’s out of control.”
I sighed. “Listen, we were both angry, yelling at each other. He’s going through a lot.”
“You’re doing it again, Kay.”
I rolled my eyes, turning away from Michelle’s accusing gaze. 
“No, I’m not.”
“You are making excuses for that asshole! He’s a maniac.”
“I’m not. He was angry. We both were.”
I took a deep breath, my next words catching on a wet sob. I’d been through enough today. The last thing I wanted was to deal with the police. “Look…I don’t want to call the cops, okay? It’s over anyway. I’m done with him.”
Michelle pulled me into her arms and I accepted the comfort. We’d met in college. We’d dormed together at NYU and had become instant best friends. I’d been a sheltered girl from Scarsdale, NY, and Michelle was from a small town in Ohio. She’d been eager to indulge in all the revery that New York City had to offer and took it upon herself to assume my tutelage. Although I had a blast with her, I was a poor student. I mostly stood on the sidelines and lived vicariously through her. 
Her phone rang and I pulled away. I settled back on the couch, hearing her answer with a curse. 
“I’m sorry, Eddie. We have to reschedule.”
I waved my arms in the air just as Michelle started to offer an excuse to her boyfriend. When she looked over, I started swinging my head, stopping her mid-sentence. I now noticed the shiny black leather mini that was painted onto Michelle’s voluptuous body and the stiletto heels that added four inches to her already tall frame. Her black hair was pulled back in a severe bun and fiery red lipstick broadcasted her shapely lips. My girl was getting her game on tonight. 
Michelle and Eddie had an unusual relationship. They were completely committed and devoted to each other, yet as a couple they openly engaged in sexual relationships with others. I never fully understood the emotional labyrinth. They had trust and friendship, and Eddie doted on Michelle, yet for short periods of time they webbed relationships with others. They were both completely in love, and for a relationship that should be complicated, it seemed effortless. I sighed. A sharp spike of jealously stabbed through me and I looked away.
My three year supposedly monogamous relationship with Josh had been a roller-coaster of emotions and a series of explosive break-ups and tedious reconciliations. Josh always said it was because we loved each other so deeply. Right. That’s why he had that hoe lounging half naked on his couch tonight. Guess his dick didn’t mind loving someone else deeply. The thought made bile rise into my throat and I blinked back tears. How long had he been lying to me?
“Uh…let me call you back.” Michelle signed off the phone and turned to me with a frown. “It’s okay, Eddie will understand.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were going out.” I wiped my eyes and pushed to the edge of the couch. “Please, don’t change your plans for me.”
“Plans? I didn’t have any plans.” Michelle waved a manicured hand. 
A beat of silence ticked by as we both surveyed her fitted-for-fucking ensemble and I raised my brows knowingly. We both erupted in a peal of laughter and again, I felt a wave of unbidden envy. At least I thought that’s what it was. I couldn’t quite identify the deep longing, the sudden desire to be as carefree as my friend. My life had many constraints. My laughter trickled off thinly and became an awkward scratch in my throat. 
“When I see Josh tomorrow, I’ll be giving that asshole a piece of my mind!” Michelle stabbed a finger in my direction then sat in a chair and started unlacing a leather boot.
“You’ll do no such thing!” I stood and approached her. She and Josh had never gotten along, and what made matters worse was they worked for the same company. I bent and stilled Michelle’s fingers on the black laces. “A girl doesn’t dress like this for nothing. You’re not changing your plans to babysit me.” I forced a smile. “Where to tonight? Sensations?”
Sensations was an exclusive sex club that Michelle and Eddie sometimes visited. It specialized in heightening every pleasurable sensation and offered various diversions to guarantee absolute bliss. I remembered Michelle describing it as a place where one gets drunk on pleasure.
Michelle sat back in the hair and folded her arms across the mounds of her plumped-up breasts. 
“Eddie made reservations but we can cancel them. No biggie.”
“No, I don’t want you to.”
“There’s no way I’m leaving you alone tonight.” She shook her head. “I know Josh. He doesn’t take no for an answer. After the stunt he pulled, there’s no telling what he’ll do.”
I sighed heavily, trying to shake the chill settling on my skin.
“Josh was just angry. He’d never purposefully hurt me.”
“You have no idea what he’s capable of. He has serious anger-management issues.”
“And he’s been dealing with them. He’s getting help. He’s had a rough few years.”
“You’re doing it again, Kay! Excuses.”
“Ugh!”
Michelle held my gaze and paced her words. “I’m not leaving you alone tonight.”
I issued another thin laugh. “Then I’ll just have to come with you!” 
We both started laughing—a halting, preposterous chortle. Suddenly Michelle stopped, seeming to realize hers was the only voice carrying. Her kohl-lined eyes widened dramatically. I held my breath.
“No way in hell can you be serious.”
“What if I am?” I heard myself say. My voice sounded strangely unfamiliar, brittle and thin to my ears.
“I’d say you’ve lost your freaking mind, Katherine Regina Vandercamp.”
“Don’t throw that at me!” 
Michelle stood and faced me, ticking off her words with a finger. “Then how about I throw this. You just caught your asshole boyfriend of three years with another woman, you’re breaking your engagement, you’re about to cancel a half-million dollar wedding at the Plaza Hotel, and you’re probably freaked out about telling your parents, so I’d say you’re not thinking straight at the moment.”
“My decision has nothing to do with any of that,” I argued.
“And what about the foundation?”
I stared at my friend, annoyed. I ran my family’s prestigious fundraising organization, a job I loved, but the responsibility was tremendous. It was my job to solicit donations from the wealthy circles my parents traveled in, basically I was a kiss-ass, but the donations helped so many in need. At my parents insistence, I had moved into their penthouse in the city. I used my degree in finance to head the Vandercamp Foundation and raised money for various charity organizations. After grad school, I’d tried to get Michelle to partner with me, but she instead had landed a job with Davenport Advertising and Public Relations. 
I braced my legs and folded my arms, matching my friend’s stubborn stance. I realized Michelle looked a hell of a lot more formidable in her glossy black leather. 
“I’m a big girl. I can make my own decisions.”
“Kay. It’s a sex club! What if word gets out that you were there? You’re from one of the wealthiest families in America. You’ll be on the front page of New York Magazine, The Enquirer, and every gossip rag that gets ahold of the story! It’ll be scandalous for you and your family.”
“Maybe people will actually think I’m interesting,” I countered snidely. 
Michelle stared for a moment. “Why do you want to do this? To get back at Josh? He’s not worth it.”
I tilted my head, wondering at my friend’s accusation. I was angry at Josh, yes. I was hurt, yes. But…there was more to it. I couldn’t capsulate the nebulous emotions. It was a feeling I’d experienced before but had no name for.   
“This isn’t about Josh. I’m just…curious.” I answered as honestly as I could. “I always have been. And why not do it now? I’m suddenly single, right?”
Michelle walked to the couch and flopped onto it. “This isn’t your scene. You’re the hopeless romantic, the knight-in-shining-armor kind of girl. You want love and romance, not whips and chains and butt-plugs!”
I felt my cheeks grow red at her bold words and Michelle must have seen the look on my face because she rolled her eyes and swore softly.
“See?”
I chewed my lip, again trying to define the feelings gnawing at me. I felt so lost. Like I was floating…searching…for what?
“I…I don’t want to be alone tonight.”
“I’ll stay with you.”
My arms found their way around my torso and I tossed out a chuckle. “You know what I mean. Sorry, you’re the wrong sex.” I smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “You’re an innie and I need an outie.”
“Jesus Christ, Kay!” Michelle scrubbed her palms up and down her face, smudging her perfect make-up. “You’ve been with the same guy for three years having white-bread sex. Now you want to go to a sex club?”
My mouth fell open. “White-bread? It wasn’t white-bread. Maybe… pumpernickel.”
Michelle grinned. “Whole wheat, maybe. With no crust.”
I made a face. I’d never complained about sex with Josh. Granted, I’d never written poetry about it, but I’d never complained. I could sense her resolve dwindling. My own, which had been so staunch a few moments ago, started to waver, but I took a fortifying breath. Why not do this? I really didn’t want to be alone tonight. I didn’t want to think about Josh, or Carol, or the wedding, or my parents and the foundation. And the last thing I needed was any emotional attachments. I knew it sounded callous, but I craved intimacy with a warm body. I wanted to just get lost—mind and body—in ecstasy. I couldn’t stomach the thought of returning to my immaculate, rambling penthouse apartment.  
“You’re not even approved,” Michelle tossed at me. “You’re not a member.”
“I just had my physicals done. I can download the paperwork. Eddie works security there sometimes, right? I’m sure he can pull some strings.” I knew Michelle would try to talk me out of it. This exclusive club required recent physicals and blood work for all members. Members had to be sponsored and approved. The entry fee was also an exorbitant amount, and all transactions were done in cash. Not that I planned on frequenting this establishment with any regularity, but I appreciated the stringent screening process. 
“I’m not making any promises. I’ll have to talk to Eddie.”
I swallowed my nervousness and faced her with a smile. “Okay, what do I do?”
Rubbing her temples like she had a migraine, Michelle groaned and peeked one eye open. “I can’t be seen with you like that.”
I pursed my lips and looked down at my outfit. “What?”
“Lose the pearls.” She rolled her eyes. “That fluffy sweater’s gotta go too. You look like you mugged a sheep.”
I grinned, starting to feel some of the pain and grief from the evening drain away. Leave it to Michelle to make me smile. I tried not to analyze what I was doing too closely. A nervous buzzing started in my belly, a strange anticipation. I was really going to do this. Oh, shit… “Maybe we can find something in your closet for me.” 
“I’m afraid my play clothes might spontaneously combust if they get anywhere near you.” Michelle stood and walked towards me. “I might have something, though, that will be less…dick-deflating.” 
I frowned and looked down at my Scottish cashmere sweater set and Louis Vuitton chinos.
“Dick-deflating?” Was it really that bad?
Michelle’s lips twisted in a sarcastic smile. “Yes, that outfit says: dick-deflating, white-bread sex.” She looked deep into my eyes and I had to struggle not to squirm. “Although I think this is crazy, you know I’ll always support you in whatever you want to do, Kay. You sure you want to do this?”
I took a deep breath. Fuck Josh! I was not going to spend the night crying over him and our failed relationship! 
“Yes.” 
 
 
“Stop wringing your fingers!” Michelle leaned over and whispered in my ear as we followed the graceful figure down the narrow hall. I looked at my hands, realizing I’d been twisting them into knots since the cab ride, the long wait in the receiving room, and since my introduction to Ms. Carmen. Ms. Carmen was the hostess, a beautiful fine-boned woman who I surmised must be somewhere in her mid-thirties. She wore an elegant black dress and her hair was sculpted into a dainty twist. I hadn’t known what to expect, but certainly it wasn’t this opulent establishment with its French traditional décor, scattered Louis XV antiques, and fine Rembrandt reproductions. 
I realized as I moved down the long hall, with the many adjoining rooms, that each room had its own unique style. Most of the doors were closed, but some rooms were open and I was able to glance inside. We passed one with a Texan theme, complete with mechanical bull in the center, and I could see plush cow-hide throws piled in one corner of the room. A man lounged in a wooden chair. He was dressed like a cowboy, complete with ten-gallon hat, denim, and cowboy boots. I couldn’t see who he was talking to, but he had an inviting smile on his face. I sidled a gaze at Michelle, and she returned a wide grin.
“Giddy-up, cowgirl! Ever do it cowgirl on a mechanical bull at full speed?”
 I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the glaze of sweat on my palms. It was obvious Michelle was finding great amusement in my unease. 
We’d left Eddie in a room drinking and chatting with two other friends who I’d met for the first time that night. I had sort of expected one gregarious party with scantily clad women, and ripped metal-studded stallions doing wonderfully wicked things to them. I was surprised to not have encountered a single soul except for the occasional glimpses into a room. I’d told Ms. Carmen that I didn’t want to join a group. I knew I’d be too self conscious, and I couldn’t risk being recognized. Instead I’d opted for a “one-on-one,” as Michelle had explained. Could I really go through with this? Again, I tried not to think too deeply about this very new experience. It was bad enough my knees were wobbling loosely and I could barely manage her steps.
 One good thing was my mind was so preoccupied with what was behind those doors that I hadn’t the time to contemplate Josh or my shattering heartbreak. I just felt a lingering numbness inside, like ice had coated my emotions. I saw a slightly open door and curiosity got the best of me. Lingering behind, I quickly glanced through the opening. Inside the room was a short man wearing a yellow trench coat, and I chewed my lip, thinking he reminded me of a flasher and was probably buck naked underneath. From the door, I could see a partial profile. He rubbed a hand across his chin, then turned and scanned the room. The light from the chandelier above highlighted his dark hair and boyish features. He swiveled again, but stopped suddenly, and I knew the man had sensed my presence. Turning away, I hustled down the hall, trying to catch up with the other two women. Great. Now I was a peeping Tom. 
I wondered if the man had seen me. Ms. Carmen turned down another hall and pushed open a heavy door. Michelle stepped into the room and I followed. 
Holy mother of mercy!
I sucked in a quiet breath, afraid to display my reaction, but I could already feel Michelle’s gaze on my face. 
Ms. Carmen walked to the other side of the room, switching on more lights, and everything came into stark focus. 
I leaned close to Michelle.
“Whips, and chains, and butt-plugs, oh my!”
“You can still make it back to Kansas before bedtime.” Michelle winked.
I ignored her, morbidly fascinated with the objects in the black-painted room. Even the ceiling was black, I noted, tilting my head. There were several evenly spaced metal contraptions bolted to the floor and a large steel cage in the center. One of the contraptions reminded me of a giant see-saw, except where the seats would be, there were long thick chains embedded into the metal. Another apparatus looked like an executioner’s chair, only this one was equipped with stirrups and a swing suspended over it. My brain started to smoke with the effort of trying to contemplate its functionality. I choked back a startled sound when my gaze hit the far wall. A myriad of whips, chains, floggers, manacles, and phallic objects hung from hooks—phallic objects that no human body could possibly accommodate. I wiped at the sudden moisture on my forehead and quickly averted my gaze.  I felt my vagina clamp down, saying, ‘don’t even think about it’. There were two other doors in the room, and I had a driving curiosity as to what was behind them. 
My curiosity was soon assuaged when one of the doors opened and a large man stepped out and stood quietly with his arms folded across his chest. He was dressed in shiny black leather, his body massive and broad with stacks of muscle. Whatever skin wasn’t covered by leather was covered with a mosaic of colorful tattoos I struggled to look away from. They were artfully beautiful yet still very masculine. He wore a shiny black mask over his face that had a large cut out for his nostrils and mouth. From what I could tell from this distance, the cut out was patched with metal bars. Hmmm… His body was gorgeous and my vagina instantly responded. ‘Don’t even think about it!’ I scolded. He looked intense. I had a feeling this man was someone I’d have to work my way up to, like spicy food, or nipple clamps. He was not for newbies. 
Michelle scooted next to me, a smug look on her face, and I frowned. 
“You brought me to Hannibal Lechter’s lab just to scare me, didn’t you?” I whispered.
Michelle grinned again and made an extremely rude motion with her tongue through her fingers. 
I grimaced, but was about to assure her I didn’t scare so easily when Ms. Carmen glided towards us. Ms. Carmen nodded toward the man standing silently on the opposite side of the room.
“Master is in charge of this room. He is frequently requested. Will this suit, Ms. Gettof?”
I jerked my gaze toward my friend, who was struggling hard to suppress her laughter. I could feel heat creeping across my face. It was bad enough that Eddie had registered me as Ms. Ivanna Gettof, or really, ‘I wanna get off.” The man’s sense of humor left much to be desired. Thank God Ms. Carmen had the grace to keep a straight face each time she addressed me, but the appellation sent Michelle into hysterics.  
“Uh, uh…” I needed a mental pep talk. 
Okay…relax. Just be calm. Act like this is nothing new…don’t be so…so…white bread! Think… pumpernickel, pumpernickel…
“Uh…” I started, jutting my chin with confidence. My gaze sidled to the imposing figure waiting quietly, then to the strange playground equipment. I cleared my throat and tried to sound as worldly as possible. 
“I was just in a room like this one last week…one can only see-saw so much. And if I get locked in one more cage, well…I just might lose my mind. I think I’d like to keep it simple this time around.” 
A perfectly winged brow lifted and Ms. Carmen regarded me with a straight face. Too straight. No emotion. Zilch.
Hmmm…not buying it…okay… Should I make a joke? Tell her my gynecologist called and wants his chair back?  Hmmm…
It took a strained effort to not look directly at Michelle who appeared to be busily studying her boots, but I could tell by the small jiggles of her shoulders that she was bursting with contained laughter. I wanted to kill her.
Ms. Carmen stood patiently, seeming to await instruction, and I had no idea how to request what I wanted. It was most likely because I had no clue what it was I wanted, and as time passed, doubt started to pierce my resolve.
What if someone recognized me? What if word did get out? What about the reputation of the Vandercamp Foundation? What was I doing here?
Some of the emotions that had pressed in on me earlier surfaced. My imagined future with Josh was gone. My hopes and dreams had  withered to dust back at his apartment. My heart was breaking to pieces because the man I was to spend the rest of my life with had betrayed me. Would this really help me feel better?
Michelle must have sensed my detour in mood because her expression sobered and she whispered something in Ms. Carmen’s ear. The older lady nodded and indicated for us to follow her from the room. I fell into step behind her, but I grabbed Michelle’s wrist, and pulled her to me.
“What did you say to her?” I whispered. “Where are we going? What’s your ploy now—some weird bat cave?”
Michelle smirked and laced our fingers together. “Trust me.”
Butterfly wings fluttered in my belly, but as much as Michelle enjoyed teasing me, I knew I could trust my friend. “I’m nervous,” I confessed on the next breath.
“You can still change your mind.”
I shook my head firmly, netting the butterflies. “I need total anonymity,” I rushed out. “I don’t want to know who he is. I just want to…do it.”
Michelle squeezed my hand reassuringly and spoke a few more words to Ms. Carmen, who nodded and showed us to a small waiting parlor. She closed the door behind her as she left. 
“Try not to be so nervous. Just enjoy yourself, Ivanna.” Michelle dissolved into laughter when we were alone.  
I rolled my eyes. “Eddie is officially on my shit-list. Just letting you know.”
“He’s just having a little fun!” Michelle dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. “You will have a great time. I promise. The men here are trained to please women. I hear to get the job they have to measure up to standard.” She grinned widely. “Get it? Measure up?”
I scoffed at her pun, but couldn’t help chuckling. Michelle could always make me laugh no matter how nerve-wracking the circumstance. The wait for Ms. Carmen’s return seemed endless. Finally she entered the room and requested that we follow her. She brought us to a stop outside a nondescript door and I had to take a deep breath.
“Wait in here. All will be arranged,” she said, pushing open the door for me to enter. I suppressed the urge to turn my neck and look behind me. Was she talking to me? I heard the theme song to the Twighlight Zone as I stepped across the threshold. 
I turned back to Michelle and she shot me a reassuring wink and a tiny wave goodbye. 
Alone, I walked into some sort of ante-room. It was a small dressing area with a comfortable sofa and coffee table. This room had two doors besides the one I’d just come through. One door was closed, the other door was partially open, offering a view of a large canopy bed situated in the center of an unoccupied room. I scanned the ante-room again and noticed a man’s jacket hanging from the rack in the corner. I caught my lip between my teeth, examining it.
Did that jacket belong to the man who’d be servicing me tonight? I studied the article of clothing, hoping to glean information about him from his outerwear. It was a large peacoat of dark blue. The buttons had a design that reminded me of a royal crest. Maybe he was Prince Charming, I smiled nervously. Maybe he’d decided to stop off at a sex club on his way to the castle. 
The fabric was of excellent quality, neatly stitched and appeared almost brand new. Did that mean he was a man who cared for his things? Was he meticulous and attentive to detail? Would that make him a better lover? My eyes landed on small smudges of pink paint on the underside of the cuff and a smaller smudge on the elbow. My brows flew up. Or was he a filthy pig who’d be slobbering over me all night? I swallowed hard and swiveled my head toward the door I’d just come through.
Should I head for the hills? Forget this whole thing? Go home and…what? Sulk? Cry? No! I was being ridiculous! I thought about Michelle’s words. The men here were professionals who were skilled at pleasing women. And tonight my aim was to be pleased, to get drunk on pleasure!
Lifting my chin, I ignored the melancholy that had crawled to the pit of my stomach, and marched into the room with the bed. The decor was surprisingly warm and inviting, and could have easily been a room from my Hampton estate. The hard wood floors were strewn with woven wool mats. Fluffy down comforters were piled onto a high four poster bed, and there was a tufted chair draped with a colorful afghan.
I hadn’t asked what would happen next and had no idea what to do. Was I expected to undress? Should I have done it in that ante-room? I scanned the eerily quiet room as I pushed back my shoulder length hair. The movement caused my earrings to swing and I realized I’d forgotten to take off the matching pearl earrings to my necklace. I fingered the smooth orbs, drinking in the room. It really was beautiful, exuding a sense of safety and comfort. I sat on the edge of the chair beside the bed and anxiously kept my eyes on the door.
I took a deep breath, brushing my hands down the silky material of my dress. Michelle had loaned me a black spaghetti strap dress with a scooped neck bodice that flowed softly around my thighs. I wondered again if I should remove it, but then thought against it. I imagined that he would be an expert at undressing women. It might be a sensual experience to have skillful fingers remove my clothing. Clinging to that thought, I allowed a fiery anticipation to simmer in my body and a thrill buzzed along my spine. I thought about some of the panty-wetting stories Michelle had told me about this place, and although I imagined they might have been somewhat embellished, I allowed my fantasy to take flight and soon a languid warmth was flowing between my thighs. 
Then the lights went out and the room was thrown into total darkness. Shit!
 
 
I heard the breath shuttle from my lungs and tried to draw it back in. Instead, the soft rasping sound was consumed by the heavy darkness. I instinctively wanted to bolt to the door, but instead clutched the edge of the wooden chair and forced myself to calm. My gaze shifted around the room as my vision struggled to adjust to the darkness. A muffled sound caused my body to stiffen. I frowned, but hardly had time to dwell on it because the door opened and a large silhouette filled the doorway. My heart slammed against my ribs, thudding fast with pure adrenaline. The door closed suddenly and the room was again shrouded in darkness. Time grew lethargic and I held my breath. Oh, God… What the fuck was I doing? Had I lost my mind?
Deafening silence poured into the dark room as the figure stood eerily still.
“Is the darkness okay for you?”  The voice was a purr that rolled over my skin, peppering it with goose bumps. 
My tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth. I nodded and didn’t know how he knew, but I heard his steps draw closer. Thin moonlight filtered in through the window, defying the heavy drapery and offering a measly shadowing of objects in the room.  I could feel my eyes splay wide, eager to get a visual of the figure moving towards me, but all I could see was a large murky blur defined with generous brushstrokes. The first thing I noticed was his scent, an earthly fragrance with a subtle hint of sandalwood that seeped into my senses. It was perfect for the room. Natural. Heady. I wondered if it was part of the fabricated atmosphere. 
A palm traced slowly down my cheek, and because I hadn’t expected it, I jumped back in the chair, startled. My skin still tingled from the gentle touch and I could feel my entire face heat. I swallowed hard, my breath now panting through my parted lips. 
“Relax, beautiful…” That voice again. A gravelly disembodied whisper. The sound made my nipples stretch. 
I laughed lightly at his words. “How do you know I’m beautiful? It’s pitch black in here. I could be a hideous troll for all you know.”
And you could be too… I stifled the thought piggy-backing my words. Many women would consider Josh drop-dead gorgeous. And look where that had gotten me.
A deep chuckle brushed over my skin, causing the hair to stand on end. 
“I know,” he whispered.
I was about to ask him how, but was distracted by the knuckles trailing along my jaw and passing slowly down my neck. He turned his hand and the pads of his fingers rested lightly on my collar bone, the touch like an inferno on my skin. I didn’t know if it was the darkness that heightened my senses, but my skin seemed infinitely more sensitive than usual. Every stroke of his finger left an electric trail behind. He drew small circles, slowly widening the arc until they slipped beneath the neckline of the dress just above my breasts. I arched my back, suddenly desperate for his touch to go lower. My breasts throbbed, heavy with longing, and my nipples twisted to painfully taut bullets. He pulled his hand away with another soft chuckle, and my tense muscles thawed with disappointment. 
“Soon, beautiful…”
I sucked in a breath, surprised at the need quickly replacing my anxiety. My vagina sang happily, saying, ‘even if you leave, I’m staying.’ It didn’t have to worry. I wasn’t going anywhere. I rose slightly in the chair when I felt him drawing up my dress, and my arms automatically lifted so he could pull it over my head. I frowned, almost disappointed that my undressing had not been accompanied by some practiced seduction. I’d have thought these men had a routine for everything. 
The fact that I was now sitting in the chair in just my panties, though, was enough to set her nerves thrumming. Cool air kissed my naked skin and I hugged my torso, covering my breasts in the dark. The figure stepped away and I heard the rustle of clothing and knew he was undressing. I tried to imagine what he might look like, then scolded myself because not knowing had been my specific stipulation. Although, I hadn’t expected this total darkness—a party mask for us both maybe—but not this. I knew he was big. That I could tell by the large contortions in the shadows. I wondered if he could be one of the men I’d seen, but the height and width of his shadow didn't fit.
“Lean back.”
I obeyed the hypnotic voice and shifted my shoulders back against the afghan. A long moment passed where all that could be heard was our mingled breathing, feathery music that filled the dense space with anticipation. Apprehensively I chewed on my bottom lip. This time when he touched me, I didn’t jump. He was directly in front of me, leaning over slightly. His palms cupped my shoulders and brushed down my arms, warming my skin. Silently he unfolded them and drew them away from my breasts. I knew he couldn’t possibly see me through the thick darkness, but I could feel the heat of his eyes searching, probing, and gliding over my body like a caress. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling absurdly exposed. 
I sensed a shift of movement and a sudden intrusion on my senses kick started my vocal cords, causing me to cry out. A long, wet stroke slowly made its way up my belly, quivering the ambivalent muscles. 
Oh, God! Was that his tongue?
My eyes flew open. The shadow was crouched low, hovering over me now, barely touching except for that persistent tongue creating an extraordinary path, licking and fluttering and dancing against my skin, scattering a fiery buzz through my flesh. His head grew closer as he traveled up my body and the scent of sandalwood sat heavy in the air. I inhaled deeply, trying to capture more of the drugging fragrance. His lips settled between my breasts and my lungs stilled mid-breath. The tip of his tongue flicked lightly over one nipple, then he suctioned it hard into his mouth and nipped gently with the edge of his teeth. 
My back jerked and I moaned, tendrils of pleasure spiraling deep into my wet sex. My hips bucked as silky slickness coated my folds. He did the same to the other, coaxing another sound from my throat. My body was trembling, shaking with tiny ripples of pleasure. I felt like a leaf caught on a breeze, floating in a hazy abyss of wonderful sensation. I was lost…seeking…searching…trying to grab hold of something. 
With a groan, he took a step back, taking my palms and pulling me from the chair. I gasped when I crashed against his body. He was indeed a large man, much taller than my five-six frame. And he was completely, gloriously naked. Hard tight muscles flexed against my body, and there was a distinctly large protrusion pushing into my belly. The heat of his thick cock burned into my skin and the solid feel of it had my senses whirring and my empty channel shivering with longing. 
“I want to kiss you,” he whispered against my ear and I tilted my head in invitation. 
His fingers curved under my chin and I thought I would dissolve into a puddle of lust when supple lips crushed down on mine. That skillful tongue swept into my mouth, playful at first, then delved deep for a smooth tango. He tasted wonderful. Rich. Masculine. Decadent. I moaned and pushed into him, my palms gliding over thick shoulders and enticing hills of muscle. There was erotic mystery in the darkness, and my senses were acutely honed, trying to absorb every nuance of this man. I was suddenly eager to feel all of him, to learn his image with my touch and commit it to memory. My hands mapped his body as my fingers roved over his face, our mouths where they were fused, and the strong column of his neck. 
They boldly coasted over smooth skin and tight muscles, plotted a descending course over tight abs, and then drove into a nest of textured hair. Eagerly I circled the wide root of his cock, both hands gripping him hard and learning his shape. He groaned low and I loved the sound. I fought to tame my breath, enjoying the heavy weight and burning heat of his flesh in my palms. I closed my eyes and moaned into his mouth as his cock kicked hard against my fingers and leaked  sticky pre-cum into my palm. 
He swallowed the sound and ate generously at my lips, grunting when I fisted his pulsing shaft and squeezed hard. I moved lower and cradled his balls while I whipped my hand up and down his cock. If I weren’t so aroused, I would have been shocked by my boldness. His size was substantial and I wondered vaguely about the hiring requirements that Michelle had alluded to. The thought of him inside me sent a shock of tremors rippling through my pussy. It did a happy dance, bragging, Mine! Mine! Mine! I corrected, Ours! Ours! Ours! I couldn’t wait for us both to get what we wanted. 
He licked the seam of my lips then pulled away with a groan. I allowed him to guide me to the edge of the bed where he sat me down after peeling away the underwear from my trembling legs. 
Oh, God. I wanted him—badly. Had I ever been this turned on? He was a complete stranger! I figured it must be the extraordinary situation coupled with the underlying turbulence in my life. My emotions were severely warped and now hammered brittle thin with raw lust. Shit, I was having conversations with my vagina. Yeah, definitely in a strange space right now. 
The shadow folded low and his fingers found the soft flesh on the inside of my thighs, persuading them apart with the slightest pressure. 
I started to hyperventilate, my breath panting from my lips. I was suddenly frightened, rattled by these overwhelming sensations and the intensity of my sexual need. Liquid seeped from my body to coat the inside of my thighs and I could smell the potent fragrance. My body stiffened. My vagina bellowed, Now? Now, you get nervous? 
“Relax, beautiful,” he whispered. Soft lips pressed against my thigh, planting tender kisses. “I’ll give you what you need.”
You heard the man! My vagina sighed. 
The power of his whispered voice was all consuming. It was warm caramel pouring over my heated body, and I reacted instinctively to its honeyed sweetness. I melted back onto the bed in one languid stretch. I felt him press his face to my center, heard him inhale deeply, and then he groaned lustily. That tongue, that instrument of superlative talent plunged through my folds and invaded me with a voracious kiss. I gasped as white-hot pleasure blasted my body, a full blown assault on my senses. He maneuvered the very tip just over my clit, then vibrated it with perfect pressure that had me clawing at the sheets and arching my back high. Pleasure knifed through my pussy, gloriously sharp as he drew tight figure eights with his tongue over the bulb of straining flesh.
“Oh. My. Gaaaawwuuud.” That husky guttural cry could not have come from me, I was sure, but he did it again and I groaned, long and hard like a woman possessed by demons. He was making long fluid swipes now, dragging his tongue from bottom to top, insinuating it into and between my folds.
My nails dug into his scalp as I fisted the short waves of his hair. I bucked my hips hard against his face, uncaring now about the inarticulate sounds coming from my throat. The pleasure was unbelievable, the heat of his mouth and the glide of his tongue. I slipped into a passionate euphoria that quickly enveloped my body. 
“You taste so fucking good,” the voice whispered passionately. “I want to eat you up.”
He latched onto me and sucked, then lapped his tongue furiously against my swollen flesh. Pleasure burst inside me, brilliant white stars zooming across an infinite black sky. I arched my back and shouted into the darkness, my body jerking and seizing hard with a powerful climax. I collapsed back onto the bed, the breath dragging from my lungs like I’d just run a marathon. My limbs quaked, determined not to follow commands as I tried to steady them. 
“I…I…God, this is…is…” What did I want to say? Why wasn’t my tongue working? Why did I want to crawl inside this man and never leave?
He moved up my body, his strong arms caging me. His lips found mine in the dark and his tongue mated with mine, thrusting and sweeping slowly.
“Do you see how good you taste?” he whispered fervently.
“Umm…hmmm,” I rumbled against his lips, the flavor on his tongue a surprising aphrodisiac.
“Did you like my mouth on you?”
Hell, yeah!  The thought came from down below. 
“Umm…humm.” I smiled lazily.
“I could spend all night between your legs,” he admitted between kisses.
“It was sooo…good.”
“Yeah?” He placed gentle kisses on my cheek, then traced his soft lips along my jaw.
I smiled again, loving the feel of his warm breath so close. “I like that you pay attention to detail.”
I felt him return the smile, then he chuckled lightly before he swept his tongue deep into my mouth. We kissed slowly for long, languid moments and I adored the soft firmness of his lips and the sensuous play of his tongue.
“There appears to be a particular detail in need of attention.”  He  flexed his hips and his stiff cock slid against my abdomen, hot and pulsating.  
Mine! Mine! My greedy vagina chanted. Ours!, I corrected again. And if you start referring to his dick as ‘precious’, we are no longer related. 
“Please…” My voice trembled, shaking like my limbs. He moved away, and I heard a rustle of clothes followed by the soft tear of foil. 
His heavy weight settled over me again and I held my breath, waiting and wanting…almost desperate to have him. My sex ached and throbbed, and I clenched tight to assuage the maddening emptiness. Strong arms enveloped me, cradling me skin to skin, gently wrapping me in masculine warmth. I buried my face in his neck and my teeth mindlessly caught his shoulder as he entered me in one deep, wet stroke. My words withered against his hot skin, my cry a lost, desperate whimper. Sensation crashed into me, raw and potent as it raced through my body and exploded fire in my sex, bursting in long, undulating waves. I arched my hips, greedy for every possible inch as he slammed into me hard and ground into my pussy. I convulsed with scorching pleasure, again thrown headlong into climax. 
His deep groan rumbled through me, his hips setting a quick pace. He whispered into my ear, his tongue teasing the shell. I had no idea what he said, so lost was I in our connection. The thick fullness of him, the delicious stretching, the glide of slippery skin, and the heady scent of sandalwood. My senses were hijacked and held hostage in a place where this man driving into me was the sharp focus of every molecule of my being. 
His fingers cupped my buttocks and he tilted me, holding me steady for a deep, rough pounding. My nails scratched down his back, following a beautiful curve of sinuous muscles as he captured my lips. He claimed my mouth, moaning deeply as his shaft swelled and pulsed in throbbing waves inside me when he found his own release. We stayed like that for long sultry moments, tongues slow-dancing, limbs entwined, and our hearts slamming together in synchrony. I realized there were tears in my eyes and blinked rapidly, confused as to why I was crying. When his weight shifted and he pulled away, I felt oddly bereft, instantly missing his touch.  
I shook my head to clear it, trying to make room for rational thought. This man was very good at what he did. Waves of pleasure still rippled through me and I felt wonderfully sated. He was beside the bed now, and I could hear him taking care of the condom. Would he be able to see to put his clothes back on? The room was still very dark. Would he slip out quietly? I gnawed on my lip, unsure of what to say and surprised by the sadness that had settled in my chest. What did one say in a situation like this? Thanks? Good job? Should I make small talk? Compliment him on his talents? Joke about his training for this line of work? Did he get tipped? I’d have to write him a check for like a zillion dollars. He was amazing. 
My eyebrows gathered when I felt a dip in the mattress, and I startled when the large shadow snuggled closely behind me and fitted my back against his torso. He tucked my head beneath his chin and his corded arms snaked around my waist. 
“Uhh…I—aren’t we…done?” 
“Shh, beautiful…I just want to hold you.”
Wow, he was good…okay, a gazillion dollars. 
A slight smile tickled the corner of my lips and my body relaxed against him, enjoying the comfort of his big body. Every part of me was content. I drew in his scent and closed my eyes, a strange warmth filling my chest. The darkness folded around us, cocooning us in silky silence. As I listened to his soft breaths shuttling in and out and felt his fingers trace slow intricate circles on my abdomen, I let my mind languish in this temporary heaven, feeling strangely…found. 
 
 
A knock on the door startled me awake and I bolted upright in bed. For a moment I was disoriented and jerked my gaze around the room. A mild soreness below caused the night to come rushing back in vivid detail. The down comforter slipped to my waist and looking down, I realized I was still naked…and alone. I’d fallen asleep. Yes. But…he’d awoken me and we’d made love again. He’d been behind me that time, holding me close and taking me slowly. I closed my eyes, reliving the pleasure. I must have fallen back to sleep afterwards. There was more light filtering in through the drapery now and although hard to tell, I surmised it was early morning.  
“Kay? Kay? We have to go!”
Michelle’s voice chased away my remaining confusion and I jumped out of bed. Groping around the floor, I found my dress and pulled it over my head as I made my way toward the door and cracked it open. 
“Are you okay?” Michelle asked instantly. She was standing in the ante-room.
I nodded, avoiding my friend’s searching gaze.
“Are you alone?”
I nodded and pulled the door wide, allowing Michelle to come in. I combed fingers through my hair, my gaze scanning the floor as Michelle spoke. 
“I’m sorry, hon. But Eddie said we should go now. Something is going on downstairs. He’s not sure what it is, but he heard shouting in the hall. We can go out the back exit.”
I paused from shaking out a comforter. “Is everything okay?”
Michelle shrugged. “Yeah, probably some disgruntled guest. I’m sure it happens.”
I turned over another comforter and patted it down, trying to ignore the lingering scent of sandalwood on the sheets.  Michelle walked over and bent to the floor. She emerged with a pair of panties dangling from a finger and a smirk on her face.
“Looking for these?” 
Heat warmed my cheeks as I reached over and claimed my underwear. I again ignored Michelle’s probing gaze as I stepped into them and drew them over my hips. 
“You’re missing an earring,” Michelle noticed.
“Shit.” My fingers flew to my empty earlobe as my gaze scanned the floor. “These were my grandmother’s pearl earrings.” 
After searching for a few minutes, I abandoned the task, deciding my attempts were futile. 
“It could be anywhere.” I sighed with disappointment, then found my shoes and slipped them on. Straightening, I caught the beam of Michelle’s assessing gaze.
“Maybe it’ll be found. We can ask later. You sure you’re okay?”
I pursed my lips and nodded, unable to sort out the emotions jostling inside me.
 “Well? How was it?”
I paused for a moment, then returned my friend’s wide smile. “Freshly baked pumpernickel. Lots of crust.” 
 
 




 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
The limo pulled up to the Vandercamp estate in Scarsdale, NY, and my family’s chauffeur exited and rounded the car. I sat staring out the window. I didn’t see the rolling lawns covered with a thin layer of melting snow, the giant evergreens reaching for the balmy sky, or the stately mansion that had been in my family for generations. The family seat was at the end of a long tree-lined drive, a massive home reflecting the beauty and grace of Roman neoclassical architecture. Towering columns framed the stone entry and supported a two-story portico while sweeping steps ended in a cobbled courtyard. I had many memories of growing up here. Not all of them good. 
My mind was swirling with thoughts of the conversation to come, my heart filling with dread. I tried not to think of the three hundred and fifty people who were to attend my wedding in a few months, the French chef and his entourage my mother had arranged to fly in, the wedding orchestra that had been booked months ago, or the expense my wedding party had already incurred. I’d had a brief conversation with my mother on the phone yesterday, trying to explain why I couldn’t go through with the wedding. Diana Vandercamp had been too busy to discuss it over the phone, so I had re-arranged my schedule in order to come home today. 
“Ms. Vandercamp?”
I startled, turning to see James patiently holding the door open for me. A gust of cold air swirled around my neck, and I adjusted my muffler. I smiled slightly, reaching for his proffered hand.
“Thank you, James.” I said after I’d been escorted up the stairs and into the expansive marble foyer.
I looked around, surprised that my mother hadn’t come to the door. Diana was always one to stand on ceremony and even with family she played the gracious hostess. Instead, I was greeted by Florence, our long-time German housekeeper. 
“Katie! So nice to see you.” Florence smiled, taking my coat and gloves. “James will bring in your things, yes?” 
“I’m only staying for one night. I don’t have much.”
“It’s always good when you visit.”
“Thank you, Florence.” I smiled sincerely, looking around. “Where’s Mother?”
“She had some unexpected visitors. She’s in the great room,” Florence informed me, leading me to the room at the end of the hall. I had barely breached the threshold when my mother spotted me. Diana rose from her seat, hands outstretched as she made a dramatic sweep across the large room. Her perfect platinum hair flowed behind, bouncing with each step.
“Katie, dear! You’ve arrived!” 
I forced a smile. My mother was acting as though I’d gone missing for months. I figured she must have an important audience. There were about ten other people in the room and all conversation halted. Appraising glances turned toward me and I had to suppress the urge to blow raspberries in their direction. I really needed to talk to my parents and the last thing I wanted to do was engage in banal conversation with strangers. My father stood and followed my mother, a placid smile on his face. 
Giving me the double cheek air kiss, Diana took my hand and drew me into the room. 
“You must say hello to Senator Kilman. He is in town for business and stopped by. And guess what?” Effusive with joy, Diana turned to an older gentleman.
I looked from the senator to my mother, confused. I was also taken aback by my mother’s unusual display of emotion.
“He’s been able to re-arrange his campaign schedule and will attend the wedding after all!”
I blinked, my mind going numb and my breath catching. Had I heard my mother correctly? Did we not discuss this yesterday? There would be no wedding.
“Mother!” I whispered urgently, but Diana was gushing about the wedding plans and another lady had joined in. I recognized the woman as Margaret Lindon, head of Christian Relief Aid, a large religious organization that was a major donator to the Vandercamp Foundation. I barely tolerated the woman, but kept my feelings in check because of her generous support to the foundation. She was a self-righteous zealot who preached constantly about morally corrupt youth and how their problems, even disabilities, were caused by lack of religion. She was very selective about the organizations she supported. 
I rubbed my temples, feeling my head start to throb.
“I must compliment you on the wonderful job you did at the Vandercamp fundraiser last month,” I heard the senator saying. “My sources tell me you raised almost one million dollars at the event. I need to have someone like you on my campaign team.”
I offered a smile. I hadn’t yet heard the final figure, but the accountant had told me it was somewhere in that range. The fundraiser in question was the last one I’d chaired. It raised money for the Multiple Sclerosis Foundation. 
“It was pure genius having the disabled women attend the fundraiser. Good tactic to pull on the heart strings…or should I say, the purse strings.”
The senator rumbled a coarse laugh, but all I heard was the sudden pounding of blood in my ears. My gaze skewered the older man. 
“I assure you, Senator, that the presence of those women afflicted with MS was no tactic! I thought it only right that the people honored should attend the ball. Too often those who attend these events are far removed from the very people they are there to support. These charity balls become more of a fashion competition, a forum for supercilious displays of wealth, or an attempt to network for self-interest. Some tend to lose sight of the real purpose: to support the ones who are suffering and in need of help!”
My spine straightened and my voice rose passionately just as I finished with a huff. I glanced around, feeling a heavy silence cloak the room. I noticed the scowl on Margaret Lindon’s face and my mother’s mortified expression. Blue eyes the same shade as mine were wide with disapproval. My father cleared his throat awkwardly and I swore under my breath, recalling why I hated coming home.
The senator’s hearty chuckle deflated the tense moment. He turned to my father. “Be careful, Jerome. I just might steal her away.”
That was the signal everyone needed, and strained laughter started trickling between the guests. I rolled my eyes, annoyance seeping into my gut. My mother marched over as conversation resumed. Shit!
“I can see you’re not feeling well, Katherine. Why don’t you get some rest and we’ll talk later.” 
I knew when my mother was angry. Her face never lost its sculpted smile as she spoke low through clenched teeth, but the veins in her neck bulged with emotion. I sighed, feeling like I was ten again. I was being banished to my room, only now I didn’t mind going.
I formed an excuse, shook hands with the senator, and hastily left.
 
I worked on my computer at the desk in my old room, trying to keep my mind occupied. I’d been doing that for days now by working relentlessly. I could not allow my thoughts to wonder to that night, to that dark room. I could not allow those amazing feelings to surface. I had to remind myself that they were artificial, a fantasy concocted by dreams and woven with yearning. In fact, my mind had probably embellished the entire event. There was no way in hell that night could have been as spectacular as I remembered it. And it wasn’t as though I had images to sort through. Everything had occurred in a black void. All I had were layers and layers of emotion I was afraid to peel away and analyze. No. I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of recalling those exquisite feelings, of thinking they were genuine. My mind must have fabricated the peace and total gratification.
My life was in tumult. Avoiding Josh was becoming more and more difficult. He was relentless. He’d shown up at my building several times, and the doormen, as instructed, had not allowed him up. There were dozens of text messages and phone calls that I ignored. I knew I’d have to talk to him at some point. We’d have to settle things and try to walk away amicably, but I just wasn’t ready to face him now. I was too hurt. Too angry. I still felt like my insides had been ripped to shreds. 
I blinked back tears, my heart aching like someone had scraped it raw. I felt as if my world was constantly imploding, my thoughts always in a tailspin. One minute I’d convince myself I was fine, and the next I’d burst into tears. My thoughts ricocheted from Josh’s apartment, to Carol’s smug expression, then sailed to his frightening anger and aggression. I contemplated our extensive wedding plans, and then my mind drifted back to that dark room. Always to that dark room. That was the full stop at the end of every thought. I purposefully pushed the memories away and tried to focus.
I’d met Josh three years ago at a family fundraiser. He’d walked into the room, handsome as hell in his tux and wearing a devilish smile as an accessory. He’d swept me off my feet. Literally. I’d twisted my ankle on the stairs at the end of the night and he’d carried me out to the car, driven me to the ER, and stayed with me all night. 
Our relationship had its share of problems, but I never thought it would come to this. What relationship didn’t have problems? I’d grown up with parents who barely spoke to each other. Josh and I had our ups and downs, but we’d always managed to find a way back together. I made a noise in my throat, feeling a swell of emotion. There was no excuse for him cheating. That I could never forgive.
Carol had been his high-school sweetheart, and according to him they’d grown to be best friends. But I had always been uneasy with their relationship. If Carol needed something, Josh would immediately run to her aid. She could call in the middle of the night and he’d make time to help her with whatever drama she was dealing with. About a year ago, I had come across a text that Carol sent Josh. In it she confessed she’d always love him, that he was her world, and she’d conveyed in precise detail how she was willing to demonstrate that love. That was when I had put my foot down and insisted that he end his friendship with her or I was leaving. Although not happy with the ultimatum, and insisting that the relationship was platonic, Josh had agreed. Or so I had thought. 
A soft knock on the door interrupted my thoughts and I turned from the desk, granting permission to enter. 
“What has gotten into you, young lady?” My mother marched into the room, lips set in a grim line. “You thoroughly embarrassed me in front of the senator!”
I stood and faced the woman who had given me birth. On the outside we looked a lot alike. The same slim build, the platinum blonde hair and periwinkle blue eyes, and even a matching pin-point birthmark on our chins. That was where the similarities ended. There could not be two more opposite people on the face of the earth. 
“I took what he said as a direct insult,” I explained.
My mother’s face screwed up angrily. “He was just paying you a compliment. You are so sensitive! You really give too much of yourself to these charities of yours!”
I had heard this before. “Isn’t that what the foundation is for? To help people?” The Vandercamp Foundation was founded by my great grandparents and handed down to my mother to run. Diana wanted nothing to do with it.
“Yes, but there will always be unfortunates in the world, Katie. You can’t help everyone, and you certainly don’t have to mingle with them. I did not approve of you inviting those people to the last fundraiser. The foundation is not a half-way house for strays. And you can not go around snapping because someone makes an innocuous statement!” Diana stormed. “Take some time off from the foundation. Hire someone to take over. You should be focusing on your upcoming nuptials.”
I took a calming breath and leveled my gaze at my mother. “I told you that the wedding is off.”
Diana flung her arms in the air. “Nonsense! You are being ridiculous. We’ve been planning this for over a year. Everything is in place and we’ve already spent a small fortune!”
“I know, Mother.” I gulped down a sob, feeling miserable. “And I’m sorry.”
“You are just nervous. All brides go through this.” I watched my mother walk over to the long drapes at the colonial window and straighten a crease in the satin fabric. “Your brother will be flying in from Italy on the fourteenth and I’ve just secured the carver for the ice sculptures.”
I fisted my hands at my sides, my heart rate accelerating.
“Mother, you are not listening to me.”
Diana smiled. “It’s the same carver who did William and Kate’s wedding! Isn’t that a coup?” 
“Mother!”
My eyes filled with tears. Frustration coiled inside me. My mother moved to the other drape and adjusted a rope tassel. 
“Mother, Josh cheated on me!” I yelled, tears streaming down my face. 
Diana turned from the window and looked at me. The afternoon light poured through the floor to ceiling window and silhouetted her thin frame.
“So?”
I frowned. Had she not heard me? “I said he cheated on me. He’s sleeping with another woman—an old girlfriend.”
“Is that what’s gotten you in such a mood?” My mother huffed, regarding me as though I was daft. Her voice rose in pitch. “Katie, men sleep around! That’s what they do. You can’t expect to ruin a year’s worth of hard work and planning because of it!”
My jaw slackened and my mother must have seen the shocked expression on my face because she abandoned the curtains and walked towards me, softening her harsh features. “Look, Josh is from a good family and the two of you are a good match. It’s you he’s marrying, not the old girlfriend. You’re the only one who will have his children—if he’s smart. He strikes me as a very practical man. As long as he’s discrete and saves you from scandal, then you mustn’t be overly concerned.”
I shook my head, not believing that my mother could have such an antiquated view of women and marriage. “How can I marry a man who is unfaithful to me?” 
“Grow up, Katie. Men will always have someone on the side.”
For the first time in my life, a thought occurred to me. “Does Father have someone on the side?”
Diana’s mouth tilted wryly. “We don’t discuss such things, but I would be a fool to think he didn’t.”
“And that’s okay?” I was horrified.
“There’s no right or wrong, Katie. That’s just the way it is.” Diana blew out a loud breath and passed me a monogrammed handkerchief. “Now, no more of this nonsense about canceling the wedding.” Her palm went up as I was about to speak. “I won’t hear of it.”
I bit my lip, knowing it would be futile to argue with my mother. The woman could be an unmovable force when she put her mind to it. I’d have to discuss this with my father. He was often the more reasonable of the two. 
 
 
The taxi pulled up to the colossal steel building that housed Davenport Advertising on the thirtieth floor. Madison Avenue was busy this time of year, bustling with tourist and holiday shoppers. I scanned the street, looking for Michelle. We were meeting for lunch and Michelle was supposed to be waiting downstairs. Ignoring the impatient look from the cabdriver, I pulled out my cell and dialed Michelle’s number.
“I’m stuck in this stupid meeting. I should just be a few more minutes.” Michelle explained.
My eyes flicked to the driver again. “I don’t think the cab will wait.”
“Then come up and wait for me.” Hearing my hesitation, she added, “Josh isn’t in the office. There’s a big client in from Japan that he’s out with.”
Relieved, I agreed, paid the cab, and headed upstairs. I stepped out of the glass elevators on the thirtieth floor and into a sumptuous reception area. I’d been here only once before to drop something off for Josh. I knew he wasn’t in the office, but a chill still blew over my skin from being there. The receptionist was showing me into Michelle’s office just as she came down the hall.
“Good timing.” My friend gave me a quick hug and walked toward her desk.
My gaze followed her, taking in her trim business suit, plain pumps, and glasses. She looked very different from the woman I’d been with Saturday night. 
“How did things go?” Michelle asked, referring to my visit home. She opened a closet and took out her coat.
I sighed, reliving the awful experience. “Mother was completely unreasonable. She wouldn’t listen. My dad was better, but he thinks I’m making a rash decision. He wants me to think about it a little longer.”
Michelle frowned. “Did you tell them what happened?” 
“Yes.”
Michelle shook her head as she shrugged into her coat. “I’m sorry, Kay. I just don’t get your parents. My dad would have taken a shotgun to the asshole, would’ve blown his cheating nuts right off the tree!”
I laughed lightly. “I don’t get them sometimes either.”
“Did you tell them about the apartment?”
I shook my head. I’d had enough to deal with just discussing the wedding. Telling my parents that I’d decided to move out of the penthouse would have been another battle. But I’d been looking for my own place for some time now. I wanted something smaller, more comfortable, more…me. I’d come into my trust fund at the age of twenty-two, but had never touched it. I basically lived off the small salary I made from running the Vandercamp Foundation. I could more than manage on my own.
“I’ll tell them when I find a place…after I move…and have settled in.”
“And I suppose that’ll be when you’re old and gray.” Michelle grinned and looked into my eyes. “Still dreaming about Mr. Pumpernickel?”
I felt my cheeks grow hot and that apparently answered the question. 
“Maybe we need another trip to the bakery.” She laughed and plucked her purse from her desk. There was a folded newspaper lying next to it and something must have caught her eye because I watched her brows furrow as she raised the paper to her face.
The color drained from Michelle’s cheeks.
“What’s the matter?”
I didn’t know if she heard me because her eyes were quickly flicking from side to side as she read the paper and her skin was growing more pallid. I repeated my question, concern chasing my words.
“Oh my God. Something happened on Saturday night at Sensations.” Michelle lowered the paper, her gaze latching on to mine. “Ms. Carmen was murdered.”
I felt my eyes grow wide with disbelief. An image of the thin, dainty woman came to mind. “That’s awful. What happened?”
Michelle kept reading. “It doesn’t say much. Just that her body was found at the club in the early hours of the morning. Apparently she was strangled to death.”
A sense of horror puddled in my belly. I wondered if it had happened while we were still there. Maybe that’s why we’d left quickly through the back door.
Michelle must have been mirroring thoughts. “I knew Eddie was keeping something from me.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s been a bit cagy all week. He said the police had been at the club, but couldn’t say why. I bet he had to keep this quiet. I’ll get the details out of him, though, don’t worry. Let’s get out of here. I suddenly need a drink.”
I nodded quietly, deep in thought as I followed Michelle from her office. The hall was busier now, as if more people had just come out of the meeting. I walked behind Michelle then stopped, my feet suddenly frozen. My head jerked up and I looked around, my heart skipping every other beat. I inhaled again, deeper this time. Sandalwood. That same intoxicating scent. Faint, but definitely there. My body instantly responded, growing warm and liquid. How could it be? I glanced around. There were groups of people standing around, talking, excited about something. Three men in suits were conversing in front of a nearby office. My eyes scanned them, searching for recognition. Nothing. But I was looking for a shadow. That scent was seeping into my pores, awaking me, tickling my senses and imbuing a lazy disequilibrium. 
Michelle appeared in front of me, frowning. “Are you okay?”
I surfaced from my dark room, from the memories and emotions flooding me.
Oh, God…was I losing my mind?
“Uh…I’m…fine.” I nodded. “I’m just freaked out about Ms. Carmen.” 
Michelle nodded somberly and started walking. We passed the three men and Michelle stopped when one asked a question about the company’s plan to take over a competing PR agency.
“I’m thrilled about the acquisition. I think it will be good for this company,” she said to one man. She turned to me, who was still dawdling behind. “Kay, this is Steven, Bruce, and my boss, Luke Davenport.” 
I smiled slightly and said hello to the men, my mind still in a thick fog. Bruce asked if I worked in the building and I shook my head, telling him I was a friend of Michelle’s and just meeting her for lunch. The three men were all huge, built like football players.  All gorgeous. Steven had longish, sandy blonde hair. Luke had bottle-green eyes and very dark hair. I could see the edge of a tattoo snaking out from beneath his shirt collar. Bruce had classic good looks with a strong chiseled jaw and his sky blue eyes were stunning. I wondered briefly if I could get closer and sniff the men, but knew I was just being ridiculous. There was no way he could be here. I was letting my imagination get away with me. I’d thought of that night so often that I was starting to hallucinate. 
“Michelle, you should have your friends come by more often—if they all look like her,” Bruce teased, his gaze never leaving me.
“You are the reason I keep them away,” Michelle shot back, grinning. “Bye!” She waved as we made our way toward the elevator. I followed, suddenly eager to get out of there.
“Now you see why I love my job?” Michelle smirked.
I managed a smile and rolled my eyes, feeling better as the scent dissipated.
“So much man candy! And you know I’ve got a sweet tooth!”
The elevator came and we stepped in, but I couldn’t help glancing back at the three men still chatting in the hall. 
 
 
*************************
 
 
Kay. Was that her? Could it possibly be? How? I would know that voice anywhere. I’d heard it a thousand times in my dreams over the last week. The shock of it still reverberated through me and I had a hard time concentrating on what the other men were saying. She was beautiful, just as I knew she would be. What was the chance that she’d come to me? I felt the hand of fate working in my life again. Perhaps this time it would be less damning. 
I just couldn’t get her out of my head. She had rooted under my skin and infiltrated my every thought—my every dream. Although I knew it was strictly prohibited, I’d thought about inquiring at Sensations as to her identity, but then the news had broken about Ms. Carmen. What a tragedy. I’d met her for the first time that night. That night. That night my friends had dragged me out of my apartment, promising a big surprise—and surprised I had been. 
I’d submerged myself in work and despair over the past few months, trying my best to drown out the past. I’d become a recluse, devoting all of my free time to Livy. My friends and family had been worried about me. I knew that, but hadn’t been able to reassure them. Probably because I hadn't been able to reassure myself that I was  going to be okay. 
My cell phone rang, dragging me from my thoughts, and I excused myself from the group. I saw the number and a smile tilted my lips.
“Dada?”
“Hi, Livy…” My daughter’s voice instantly warmed me.
“I wanna wear tutu, Dada.”
I bit my lower lip, trying to contain my laugh. My five year old daughter only wanted to be dressed in tutus and ballet slippers. Any other outfit was met with dramatic defiance and a storm cloud of tears.
“Sweetheart, it’s forty degrees out…” I tried to explain.
“I’m a balenina!”
My smile widened. “Yes, Livy. You’re a beautiful ballerina, but you’ll be a frozen one if you go out in a tutu.” 
The hiccups and sobs that followed wormed through my heart, as always, and I sighed. “Okay, sweetheart. You can wear the tutu, but you have to wear those leggie things underneath.  And no slippers. Boots. Pretend they’re ballet boots.”
A giggle burst through the phone. “Ballet boots? Silly, Dada!”
I smiled, happy to have averted an impending tantrum. My secretary walked in and handed me a file, smiling because she’d heard the last part of the conversation. 
“Ballet boots?” Maria asked, eyebrows raised. Her red hair was like a halo of fire around her head—something I’d had to get used to. 
I shrugged and grinned then threw kisses into the phone. After a brief word with my nanny, I signed off. 
“These reports were just dropped off for you.” She indicated the file. “The merger and acquisitions team will be meeting again this afternoon.”
“Thank you, Maria.” I sat at my desk and opened it, perusing the information. My mind immediately started wandering and I looked up.
“Maria?” My secretary turned from the door, eyebrows raised. 
I scratched the back of my neck, feeling slightly embarrassed. “The young lady with Michelle…her friend? Did you see her?”
She nodded and I continued, my heart rate accelerating.
“Do you know who she is?”
Her face shaded with a blank expression. “Sorry, no. I’ve never seen her before.”
I nodded and returned to my file, forcing my mind to vacate the dark room that had shone a brilliant light on all my shadowy places.  
 
*************************
 
Katie
 
A few days later, I rushed through the doors of the Slate Building in Midtown Manhattan and not wanting to wait for the elevator, I took the stairs one flight down. Balancing my overstuffed briefcase under one arm, coffee, a bag of donuts in my hand, and a large cardboard box clutched to my chest, I shouldered through the glass doors of the Vandercamp Foundation headquarters. I had overslept and was late. I was never late. Ever since that day at Michelle’s office, my dreams of that night had become more vivid. My mind and body were happy to snub my alarm clock and hover in the subconscious realm. I’d never climaxed in my sleep before, and this morning I’d awoken cloaked in darkness, sweating and moaning, and coming. I’d lain there for long moments, breathless with sweet memories. 
I dragged my bottom lip through my teeth. I was surely losing my mind. I had to forget that it ever happened. I’d been just a client, and he’d been performing a service. Period. It had been a rash decision, a moment of impulsive recklessness. The tendrils of guilt were already starting to wind their way inside. I’d tried to tell myself my decision to go to the club had nothing to do with Josh, but who’d I been kidding? I’d been angry and hurt. But what did it say about me that I so readily crawled into bed with someone else, and a perfect stranger at that. I knew I’d been distraught and despite my bravado with Michelle, not really thinking rationally. But did that excuse what I’d done?  
Vicki, one of the girls in my office, saw me struggling to get through the door and came over. 
“Ooh, let me give you a hand!” Vicki smiled broadly, grabbing the bag of donuts and digging in.
“Thanks!” I laughed with mock sarcasm, following her into the large open space. There were about ten desks scattered across the room, each burdened with computers and piled high with paperwork. I waved to the girls as I walked by, stopping to talk to Marion about her daughter, who’d been sick with the flu since last week. 
“She’s doing much better, thanks. Went back to school today.” Marion smiled, peering into the cardboard box. “Are those hats?”
I grinned smugly as Marion and Vicki reached in and fingered the fine knitted wool. 
“These are great,” Marion said.
“And warm,” Vicki noted.
I had been badgering the clothing store down the street for weeks to donate their surplus to the foundation. My staff and I had gotten a list of items needed for the women’s shelter a few blocks away, and we’d collected almost everything—except hats. 
“These will be great, especially now that it’s gotten colder. We can take them down to the shelter this afternoon and distribute them,” I said to Vicki.
Vicki beamed at me. The Pavilion Shelter had been her home for two years. She’d had a tough battle with drug addiction and ended up losing everything. I had met her there and heard her story of abuse and addiction. I’d hired her immediately, and it’d taken Vicki only a short while to get back on her feet and find an apartment. Every woman at the foundation had a similar story.  I knew they just needed a break, someone to give them a chance and believe in them. They helped me organize and plan all the foundation’s charity events. They handled the donations coming in and assisted me with hands-on work in the community. I’d grown to think of all the women as family.
“I just need to catch up on a few things, then we can head out,” I threw over my shoulder as I headed to my office. My feet stopped abruptly when my eyes took in the scene in front of me. There were several large vases filled with multi-colored roses on the floor outside my office, and as I looked around the room I now noticed a few more bouquets adorning some of the desks. 
“They’ve been coming every day,” Vicki said from behind. “We couldn’t fit them all in your office.”
I turned around, brows raised, my throat suddenly dry. 
“We figured you were very good, or Josh was very bad,” Marion drawled.
I let the speculation float in the air and was glad my employees didn’t press me. With a tentative smile, I walked into my office. My nose immediately wrinkled at the heavy perfume of roses, the pungent scent a thick cloud in the room. Almost every flat surface was covered with a bouquet. I was still refusing to take Josh’s calls or answer his texts. Talking to my parents had made this bad situation even worse. The pressure to not cancel the wedding was becoming a living, breathing thing that threatened to smother me. 
My mother called yesterday to talk of more planned events—the rehearsal dinner, wedding breakfast, and of all the people who were looking forward to attending. Important people who had been making plans for months and rearranging their busy schedules. Despite my protests, Diana had droned on and on. Eventually I had hung up the phone and burst into tears, feeling suffocated and emotionally taxed. I wasn’t ready to talk to Josh. I needed to let my staff know if he called the main line to not to put him through. Expelling a weary breath, I turned and stepped from my office.
And crashed into a tall solid body.
“Josh!”
“I see you got my flowers.” 
I stared. Just stared, tongue tied in knots from shock. My heart stuttered then started again. It was only the absolute quiet in the room and the realization that my employees were all staring inquisitively that wound me into motion. I ushered Josh into my office and closed the door firmly behind me. I’d been dreading this, but had no choice now but to face him. He stood absolutely still and when I looked at his face, my heart squeezed tight. Josh was a mess. His usually tidy hair was scattered about his head and his eyes were red and puffy. The thick shadow obscuring his jaw proved he hadn’t shaved in days. I’d never seen him look so disheveled. 
“Kay, please talk to me,” he whispered hoarsely.
I swallowed, shaking my head. “Josh, there really isn’t much to say, except I can’t marry you.”
Josh’s face screwed up as if he were in pain. “Please don’t say that, Kay. I love you.”
I felt anger stiffen my spine. “How can you love me and be fucking Carol?”
 “Nothing happened! I didn’t sleep with her. You’re mistaken.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “I know what I saw.”
“What did you see, Kay? Think about it. You saw us sitting on the sofa. We weren’t even touching! We were talking!”
“She was wearing your shirt!” I felt a spit of renewed anger.
“Yes. She was. She spilled wine on her dress like I told you. It was soaked. I was washing it for her. I was just trying to be Mr. Nice Guy and help her out. She just showed up at my apartment. I hadn’t seen her in almost a year. There’s nothing between us, Kay. You have to believe me. Don’t throw our relationship away over a misunderstanding.” 
I listened to Josh’s pleading voice, my mind busy replaying the events at his apartment. I was supposed to be at a foundation event that night, but it had been canceled. I’d decided to surprise Josh and had gone to his apartment. He and Carol had been on the couch. Talking. Laughing. Sharing a glass of red wine. I hadn’t actually seen them doing anything, but I’d been angry…and hurt…and I’d assumed… Had I jumped to conclusions? Was I throwing away our relationship because of a misunderstanding? Oh, I was so confused! I didn’t want to think about this now.
Sensing my ambivalence, Josh took a step toward me, tears pooling in his blue eyes. “I love you. I’m miserable without you. The only thing I’m guilty of is letting Carol in and talking to her. I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry. Please, baby… Don’t give up on us.”
My breath shimmied from my lungs. I didn’t know what to think. I was bombarded with emotions and thoughts, all conflicting inside me and pushing every which way. Josh wrapped his arms around me and I broke away, realizing I too was crying. 
“Don’t…”
“Please, Kay. We’ve been through so much together. I’ve been through so much. I can’t lose you, too.”
I sniffled, taking a few steps away from him. I needed to maintain an emotionally safe distance. Josh was very good at swaying me. He’d lost his mother last year from breast cancer. They had been very close and the loss had devastated him. He and his father had a volatile relationship, so I’d been his primary support. I stared at Josh, trying to read him. His broad shoulders were slumped, shaving an inch off his six-foot frame. His dark blue eyes seemed even darker, rimmed red with misery. I tried to upright my thoughts, to fortify them with logic and reason, but I saw this man before me hurting and my resolve started to topple like dominoes. I’d loved him for three years—still loved him. The heart did not simply stop working because it was broken. Josh took another step toward me and the terror I felt in his apartment came rushing back. I instinctively retreated.
“You were out of control, Josh.”
His brows furrowed, confused. 
“When you grabbed me. I was afraid,” I clarified slowly.
He was standing right in front of me now. His hands combed through his hair, mussing it further. “Shit! You know I’d never hurt you.”
“Your temper scares me sometimes. You go from zero to sixty and you don’t even realize it. Then it’s like it never happened. ”
“I was angry. I’m sorry.” He hesitated a beat then sighed. “I’ll resume my sessions.”
Josh had been seeing a therapist for anger and grief management. After his mom’s death, his sudden bouts of rage had become so extreme that I had insisted he get help. I’d seen a vast improvement, but after a few months, he’d quit, worried that his friends or colleagues would find out he was seeing a therapist.
“You need help, Josh.”
“I realize that, Kay. I just can’t handle the thought of losing you.”
I took another step back. “I need time.”
“I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll start therapy again. Wadda you say, babe?” he whispered, his voice cracking. His eyes filled and tears started rolling down his cheeks.
 The sight of him so disassembled was like a physical ache and I wanted to reach out and hold him. Still conflicted with emotion, I wrapped my arms around my torso, feeling a bumpy chill blanket my skin. I still loved Josh and wanted desperately to believe him, but my gut was telling me I hadn’t misinterpreted what happened.
“I need time, Josh. I have to think things through.”
I could almost feel relief wash through him. “Okay. We’ll take things slow. I promise not to pressure you. We’ll start over.”
I noted bitterly that we’d started over a few times already. 
“You’re still coming with me on Friday, right?”
My head shot up. It was my turn to be confused.
“Mr. Kotobuki’s dinner party—my client from Japan. You know I’ve been wining and dining him for weeks now. You promised you’d come to his party with me. I’ve told him all about you. He’s very family oriented. You have to come.”
“It’s not a good idea, Josh.” I shook my head.
“Your presence could make the difference with me getting this account. He’ll think I’ve been lying if you don’t show. You know I need this account. I have to prove myself.”
“But—”
“No ‘buts,’ Kay. Steven or Bruce will be happy to steal this account from me.”
I sighed. I’d heard Josh’s rants before about his boss being a tyrannical slave driver and how some of his co-workers were back-stabbing client-stealers. I remembered being introduced to the men when I’d met Michelle for lunch. They hadn’t seemed like the terrible ogres Josh described, and Michelle had never said anything disparaging about any of them.
“I told Mr. Kotobuki all about us.”
I faced him squarely. “Right now there is no ‘us.’ I need time. You promised.” 
His chest rose and fell heavily and he took my hands gently in his. “Okay. I will give you time. No pressure. But please come on Friday. It could mean my job, and you can charm anyone. I need you there.”
“Let me think about it. I’ll give you an answer tomorrow.”
Josh cradled my hand to his heart. “I love you, Kay.”
 I pressed my eyes shut and turned away, unable to face the pain and raw emotion in his blue eyes. He dropped my hand and I heard him walk through the door. I let out the breath I’d been holding, trying to blow away the overwhelming pressure that was nearly suffocating. I wiped tears from my eyes, trying to stifle the pain. The walls seemed to be closing in around me, blocking everything out. A figure appeared at the door and I looked up to see Vicki. The woman approached, her expression cautious. 
“Anything I can do?” 
“Yes.” I swiped at another tear and conjured a smiled, determined to focus on more pressing matters. “Let’s get those hats to the shelter.”
 
 
The real-estate broker had only fifteen minutes to show the apartment and I was instructed to be at the building by three o’clock. I met Michelle in the lobby a few minutes early and we looked around the neat, sparsely furnished space. 
“Is this a walk-up?”
“Yup.” I nodded, strolling into the small mail room of the pre-war building. We’d been lucky to be let into the building just as someone was leaving.
Michelle pouted. “Kay, the apartment is on the fifth floor. It seems like a nice building. Clean, sturdy lock on the door, but it’s very different from the penthouse.”
I shrugged. “I want different.” 
She planted a hand on her hip. “Aren’t you a little too old to rebel?” 
“I’m not rebelling.” I squelched the urge to stomp my foot and pout. “I want my own place.”
“And it has to be the exact opposite of what your parents would pick.”
“This has nothing to do with them!”
“Right. Like your decision to go to the party on Friday has nothing to do with all the pressure you’ve been under.”
I sighed. I’d decided to go with Josh to Mr. Kotobuki’s party. The last thing I wanted to do was jeopardize his chance of getting the account. I knew he was having a hard time at work, and if I could help him get this account and gain favor with his boss, I’d do it. 
“I’m doing it as a favor to him. It doesn’t mean I’m going through with the wedding. I still need time to sort that out.”
I watched Michelle’s face, waiting for signs of censure, waiting for my friend to tell me I was a fool for even considering going back to Josh. I braced myself. I was already getting pushed from all directions and didn’t need the added burden of Michelle’s criticisms. I would make my own decision in due time. There were  many variables to consider, and this wasn’t just about me. Michelle nodded, but said nothing. For that I was grateful.
“Did Eddie give you more information about Ms. Carmen?” I changed the subject.
Michelle shook her head. “No. He really didn’t know much more than what was in the paper. The police didn’t release any more details. It turns out that all that commotion in the hall was when the body was discovered.” 
“I still can’t believe that happened.”
Michelle’s long silence seized my interest. I frowned. “What are you not telling me?”
She hesitated a beat then regarded me sympathetically. “The police are questioning everyone who was there that night.”
My stomach plummeted. “Oh God! I want to help any way I can, but it’ll get out I was there.” 
Michelle shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. Eddie registered you under a different name, remember?” 
“Yes, but that doesn’t guarantee my anonymity.”
I studied my feet, wanting to scream. My one stupid act of spontaneity! I’d needed to be with someone—to just feel a connection with another human being. I’d been feeling so lost… My fight with Josh had exploded that feeling and it had mushroomed inside me. Now I wondered what the consequences would be for my irrational behavior. There could be serious ramifications if word got out I’d been at a sex club. A scandal like that could seriously hurt the credibility and reputation of the Vandercamp Foundation. I depended on my pristine reputation to get donations and to network with people who had the power to make things happen. Other consequences came into focus.
“Oh, God! Josh…he may find out,” I gasped.
“It was over, Kay. Don’t tell me you feel guilty? You two are broken up.”
I leaned against the wall, my gaze skipping around the small room, anywhere but on Michelle. 
“He will freak! What if I was wrong? What if he wasn’t cheating…and I…I…” I let my words trail off, afraid to finish the thoughts that had been plaguing me since Josh’s visit to my office. Dread coagulated in my chest, mixing with my mounting guilt. The fact that the pleasurable dreams were still occurring wasn’t helping the remorse gnawing at me. 
“Look, you don’t owe him anything.”
“We’ve been together for three years. I can’t easily discount that.” I raised a palm to my forehead, suddenly feeling ill. “And what if my parents find out? God knows what they’ll do!”
Michelle twisted her lips wryly. “Swoon onto their fainting couches?” 
“I’m serious! There could be terrible consequences.”
	I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping my friend didn’t say, ‘I told you so.’
	“I’m sorry. You know how much your parents irk me. Try not to worry about it. Kay, you have your own money. You don’t need them.”
	I sighed heavily. “But I don’t want to lose the Foundation. You know it’s my life. If I’m scandalized, I’ll lose everything. I could never raise that kind of money on my own. The foundation has a reputation.”
	I watched Michelle worry her lip as she nodded. She knew how passionate I was about my work. “Chances are the police wont figure out it’s you, and if they do, it’s just questions. I—”
“There you are!” A figure appeared in the doorway, cutting off whatever else Michelle was about to say. I donned a smile for the broker who stepped into the room and introduced herself.
“You ready to see the apartment?”
“Yes,” I said, squaring my shoulders. I shot Michelle a despondent gaze and motioned for her to follow as we were led back into the lobby.
 
 
Despite Josh’s protests, I decided to ride to Mr. Kotobuki’s party with Michelle and Eddie. I’d worn a simple black cocktail dress with heels and pinned my hair up, letting wispy tendrils fall around my face. As promised, Josh had given me a few days reprieve. The flower deliveries to the office had stopped along with the incessant phone calls and texts. Even my parents had left me alone. I started working on a new fundraising project for children with autism, and was able to become fully absorbed in what I loved doing the most. The fundraiser kept me so busy that memories of that night had difficulty intruding. I was more and more determined to put it out of my mind completely. I was convinced that the feeling of pure contentment had been a product of my confused brain. It only existed in fairy tales. 
Mr. Kotobutki was renting a house just outside the city, and as the car pulled up, I could hear music coming from the brightly lit house. 
“Sounds like a lively party,” I commented as we exited the car.
“It’s supposed to be a traditional Japanese party. Mr. Kotobuki is very old school, from what I hear,” Michelle responded.
“Maybe there’ll be a couple Geisha here to provide entertainment.” Eddie grinned wickedly as he came around the car. He was dressed in a dark suit, his brown hair parted neatly on the side.  
“It’s not that kind of party.” Michelle rolled her eyes as she elbowed Eddie.
“Anyone here I know?” 
“No, don’t think so,” she answered him. “Mostly business associates, I think.”
“So, what you’re saying is I’ll be hanging out with a bunch of old farts tonight.” Eddie looked pained. He stepped aside to allow them to precede him up the walkway.
Michelle rolled her eyes up to the dark sky. “Must you always be entertained?”
I turned as Michelle screeched in surprise. I smiled, watching Eddie kiss Michelle soundly on the lips. “With you, my love, life is always entertaining.”
Michelle rolled her eyes again, but I knew my friend was madly in love with Eddie. I had to admit to an accessional bout of jealously at their easy, drama free relationship. 
An attendant greeted us at the door and I was surprised when we were showed into a large side room, instructed to hang our coats on a long metal rack, and take off our shoes. I could see the crowd mingling through the open door, but there was no sign of Josh. I hadn’t been looking forward to tonight. I’d come only because I wanted to help Josh. Even though the party looked in full swing, I hoped the night would proceed quickly. I took off my shoes and settled them at the end of a neat row, then went to hang up my jacket.
The arm of a dark blue coat was sticking out of the crowded garment rack, but something about it caused me to pause. My eyes instantly narrowed and my brows squeezed together. Before I could formulate a thought, my heart started pounding hard, as if already knowing the evolution of thoughts in my brain. It was the sight of the pink smudge on the cuff that fueled the motor in my chest. With hesitant steps I drew closer, feeling the heavy throb of my erratic pulse. The sight of a round button set in a royal crest stopped my heart entirely. There was no mistaking this coat, and my head whipped around, my eyes growing wide with shock and fear.
Oh my God, he was here! And that scent I’d convinced myself I’d imagined at Michelle’s office…had been real. How? How was it possible? He worked for Sensations. He’d been doing his job. How could he be associated with Davenport Advertising? And would he recognize me? Confusion weaved a tangled web with my thoughts, causing my breath to come fast and shallow. 
Michelle, oblivious to my inner turmoil, motioned me to the other room and my feet obeyed like lead weights. Overhead lights illuminated the room and lively guests socialized in chattering groups, drinking and laughing. A beautiful woman in a Kimono and Japanese headdress approached us, introduced herself as Mr. Kotobuki’s assistant, and drew us further into the room. There was a bar and a row of Hibachi grills set up on one side of the large space with chefs cooking and tossing food into the air in an impressive display. Josh spotted me immediately and wove his way through the crowd toward me.
“You look amazing. Thanks for coming,” he whispered, leaning close to my ear.
I tried to smile, but all I could hear was the rushing of blood in my ears. My gaze flitted around the room, seeking some clue, some form of recognition. Anything.
“Are you okay?” Josh inquired. I nodded, but he scanned my face, frowning. “You’re pale. Let me get you a drink.”
He bent down to kiss my lips and I turned my head, so his lips instead connected with my cheek. I didn’t want him to think that my presence here meant I was taking him back. I was still conflicted about our relationship, still trying to piece together what I’d seen in his apartment. 
I scanned the room again, trying to keep my hands from shaking. Where was he? Who was he? Was he staring at me now? Did he know who I was? That room had been pitch black. There was no way he would be able to recognize me.
“Relax, beautiful…” The voice came from behind me and I swiveled so quickly I almost fell over. 
Bruce was staring down at me, a tilted grin on his lips. He reached a hand out to steady my elbow. 
I stared up at the tall muscular figure, my eyes taking inventory and my heart slamming hard against my bosom. 
“Wh—what did you say?” I couldn’t shake the quiver from my voice.
“I said relax. You look like you are about to pass out. Are you okay?”
I peered into his intensely blue eyes. Oh, God, was it him? Had I had sex with this man? I didn’t recognize the voice, but almost every word that night had been whispered. He was staring at me, his eyes slowly absorbing my face in a way that made me uncomfortable. I took a deep breath, trying to calm down, but my hands kept shaking and my stomach was doing somersaults. The pungent scents coming from the Hibachi grills were filling my lungs, making me nauseous. I had to get out of there. 
Just then Josh emerged from the crowd carrying two martinis. A dark scowl moved over his face as he approached.
“Step the fuck off, Bruce. She’s mine.”
The taller man dropped his hand from my elbow, but his lips turned up in an irreverent grin. 
“I don’t see a sign on her.”
His words seems to irritate Josh further and Josh’s lips thinned with a surge of anger. I recognized the storm coming and took a step back.
“I said step off, douchebag!” Josh pulled back his shoulders, arching to his full height.
“Josh…he was just making sure I was okay. It’s no big deal.” I grabbed his arm and nudged him aside, but he continued to track Bruce with a menacing gaze. 
“You’re a fucking prick! Wanna step outside, douchebag?” Josh yelled again, causing a few nearby guests to stop conversing and stare. 
I swallowed hard, not believing this was happening. “Josh—Mr. Kotobuki,” I reminded in a harsh whisper. 
At that, his temper simmered mildly. He glanced quickly around the room then brought his gaze back to my face. 
“Josh. I have to go. This was a bad idea. I’m sorry.” I felt like I wanted to throw up.
“No. Please, you can’t leave.”
“I can’t—”
“Is everything okay over here?” I turned to see Mr. Davenport standing behind us. His broad frame was stiff and his face was a steel mask of anger. Josh’s boss had obviously seen the exchange with Bruce. I heard Josh curse under his breath and I lowered my gaze, embarrassment coloring my cheeks. 
“That fucking asshole was coming on to my fiancé,” Josh growled, jerking his chin toward Bruce. “He—”
“That’s enough, Wilkinson!” Mr. Davenport hissed low. “This is not the time or place for this nonsense!”
Josh nodded and apologized, but I could see the fury seeping from him. Mr. Davenport’s gaze was now burning into me, seeming to accuse me of causing this disruption. I inhaled deeply, my only thought to escape this escalating nightmare. I glanced over at Bruce, who was still quietly studying me from the sidelines. Oh, God! It was him! He was the one! I didn’t know how fate could have construed such horrible irony, but the man I’d slept with was Josh’s co-worker. A man he despised. I needed to leave. Now. 
“I—I’m not feeling well,” I said to Josh. “I’m leaving. I’ll call a cab and wait outside. Just tell Michelle that I’ve left.”
Josh opened his mouth, about to say something, but just then a Japanese man who looked to be in his late fifties came over, his arms outstretched and a smile on his face.
“Is there a problem? I hope you are all enjoying the party!”
Bruce mumbled some compliment about the food and bowed. Mr. Davenport’s face transitioned to a charming grin, and Josh stepped forward to talk to the man I assumed was Mr. Kotobuki.
I took the opportunity to scoot away. In my haste, I collided with Steven as he was coming out of the coat room. His hands shot out to steady me when I almost fell over. I looked into his concerned face and mumbled an apology, then broke away and ran into the room behind him. My bare feet made their way down an aisle of neatly lined footwear, my eyes determined to avoid the coat that was pulling me like a powerful magnet. I sighed in relief when I found my heels and bent to pick them up. My hand suddenly flew to my mouth, choking down a startled cry. Inside one of my slippers was my grandmother’s white, perfectly round, gleaming pearl earring.  
I felt my heart lag and draw out its beats, slowing to match the labored breaths pushing up from my lungs. Oh, God! Bruce knew! He knew it was me. And he was toying with me. Why else would he leave my lost earring here like this? Why else would he have approached me with those words? Without taking the time to put on my shoes, I grabbed them and quickly slipped barefoot through the front door, leaving the roar of the party behind. 
 
 
I started walking, my thoughts jumbled and chaotic. I couldn’t believe how fucked up my life had become. How could I have gotten into this mess? I wiped at the tears rolling down my face. I never should have come tonight. I knew it was a bad idea, but I’d wanted to help Josh. After everything he’d done—possibly done—I’d still wanted to help him. And my shadow man, the man who’d played a starring role in my erotic dreams for the past two weeks, had been at the party. What the fuck? 
I was two streets away when I realized I’d forgotten my coat. It was an unusually warm night for early December, but still too cold to go without a jacket. A strong gust of wind twirled the skirt of my dress around my knees and I hugged my torso, starting to shiver. I stopped and looked around the dark street, barely making out the row of large colonial homes. I had no idea where I was and the street light was stingy with its illumination. My cell phone was in my purse and I fumbled inside, intending to call a cab.   
“You shouldn’t be out in the darkness, beautiful.” The voice came from behind me, barely a whisper. 
I jerked around in surprise, my scream silenced in the tight grip of my throat. I swallowed hard as a large figure separated from the shadows and materialized before me. Now that I was away from the noise of the party and the pungent scents from the Hibachi grills, a faint sandalwood teased my nose. Instantly my body responded, my insides liquefying.
“You!” I whispered, staring up in shock. “Oh, God, it was you that night!”
 
 




CHAPTER THREE
 
 
I stared into the bottle green eyes of Luke Davenport. They were swirling with chips of soft yellow from the street light and the effect was almost hypnotic. I had to blink a few times to cast off my dull haze. 
“You shouldn’t be out here by yourself,” Luke said, his voice almost admonishing.  “It’s dark and cold.”
I shook my head, still in disbelief that he’d been the man I’d slept with.  “I—I don’t understand.”
“Well, in the winter it gets cold, and at night it gets dark. Hence dark and cold.” 
I saw a smile tilt his lips and a small dimple appeared at the side of his shapely mouth. I blinked again and looked away. God! I’d devoured that mouth, and that mouth had devoured me…everywhere. In one fluid motion he shrugged out of his coat and wrapped it around my shoulders, and I couldn’t help but inhale deeply. 
Sandalwood.
I glanced down then looked up at him through my lashes, still distracted. “I thought you worked there.”
My words produced a soft chuckle. That rumbling sound jostled my insides. “Oh, no. Why would you think that?”
Because you are an amazing lover….
I caught my bottom lip between my teeth and my gaze skittered away, afraid he’d read my unbidden thought. 
“It was actually my first time there too.”
My head swung back at him and my gaze had to travel to reach his face. He was a tall man, taller than Josh by a few inches, I imagined. He had a strange look on his face, a distant expression I couldn’t read.  
“How do you know it was my first time?”
That dimple appeared again and his gaze latched on to mine, holding it captive. “I could tell.”
I felt my cheeks heat and was glad for the darkness. My body  still quivered under the coat and I knew it wasn’t from the cold. 
“Not for any reason other than the fact that you were nervous,” he added. He seemed about to say more, but then decided against it. 
I took a deep breath. “How did you know it was me? It was so dark in there.” 
He was quiet for a long moment and I thought he wouldn’t answer. 
“I’d know you anywhere,” he responded at length. I sucked air into my lungs and forced myself to look away. He continued, “Did you know it was me?”
“No. I…I thought it was Bruce.”
“Disappointed?”
“No…yes! I mean Oh God, this is so…” I gulped, still trying to wrap my brain around the fact that I was here, talking to him. He was supposed to be a pleasurable indulgence, a man I’d never see again. A temporary fix for my aching heart.
“Awkward?” 
“To say the least. I um… recognized your coat at the party.”
His eyebrow quirked.
“You have a pink smudge on the cuff.”
He tilted his head and smiled slightly, causing the dimple to reappear. “I had been finger painting.”
I frowned and gave him a quizzical look, but decided not to pursue my curiosity. The less I knew about him, the better. Fuck, he was Josh’s boss!
He held my gaze. “I see I’m not the only one who pays attention to detail.”
I felt my throat go dry. I swallowed and looked away, trying to ignore the sudden buzz in my body as the moment dragged uncomfortably. 
He scrubbed a hand across his jaw and glanced around. “Listen, it’s late. I’ll drive you home.”
I shook my head. “No, thanks. You don’t have to. I can take a cab.”
“No need. I’m parked just up the street.” He smiled, ushering me forward. 
I hesitated briefly, wondering how sensible it was to allow him to take me home. I was still reeling from this revelation, but I was also stranded and needed a ride. Intuitively I didn’t feel I was in danger. He was the owner of one of the biggest PR agencies in Manhattan, and from what Michelle told me, it was about to get bigger. Plus, it wasn’t as though he was exactly a stranger. I fell into step beside him and he slowed to match my shorter stride. 
Pulling the edges of his jacket around me, I huddled inside. I frowned. “Did you know it was me when I was at the office?” 
He nodded. 
My mind was racing. I had so many questions, but was afraid of the answers. We walked up to a silver Mercedes and he held the door open. I was about to duck into the seat when I stopped.
“My coat…I left it at the party.”
“We’ll drive back to the house and you can grab it.”
I shook my head with a sigh, thinking of Josh. I didn’t want another scene. “I don’t want to go back in there.” 
“I’ll get it. Just tell me what it looks like.” 
I hesitated briefly, causing him to cock his head and regard me.  From this angle, the light bounced around in his eyes. The vivid green was stunning. “I’ll be in and out. No one will even know I’ve been there.” 
I cautiously agreed and a minute later we pulled up in front of the house. I described my black coat with the fur-lined collar and he saluted dutifully with the sexiest lop-sided grin I’d ever seen. He then exited the car and I sat in the dark vehicle still in a state of dull shock. I pulled the collar of his jacket to my nose and inhaled again. Holy shit! I couldn’t believe it. Images of us having sex swirled in my brain, a smoky vision of sweaty bodies writhing in pleasure. But beyond that was the feeling of utter contentment and euphoria I’d felt in his arms. I choked out a sound and squeezed my eyes shut, scattering the visions and feelings they conjured. Damn, all my girly parts were already tingling! And I knew it could only portend disaster.
Another minute slipped by and my nerves were fraying at the edges. What if Josh caught him carrying my coat? What if people stopped him to chat and drew him into the party? I started to anxiously knot my knuckles when Luke slipped back into the driver’s seat.
“Mission accomplished.” He grinned handsomely, placing the jacket on my lap. “And I didn’t even need one of those ropes to suspend me from the ceiling.”
I shot him a brief half-smile, but my fingers were still shaking as I held the coat.
“There was another that looked almost exactly like it, so I hope it’s the right one. There was also a full length mink. Looked very expensive. I can go back and get you that one, if you like.”
Despite myself, I smiled fully. He had an easy way about him, like a man who was accustomed to humor. It warmed me and melted a little of my anxiety…just a little.
“This is mine,” I assured after examining the label.  “I’m good with this one, thanks.” I turned to him with a smile and our gazes connected. Something passed between us in that long, silent moment, then awkwardly we both looked away, peering out into the darkness. 
He cleared his throat after a minute. “We should get going.”
I nodded and tried to quell the noise in my head and the troubling state of my body that made me hot, then cold, then hot again. 
After taking my address, he pulled the Mercedes away from the curb. A thick quiet of unspoken words filled the car, but I for the life of me didn’t know where to start. We came to a stop light and I let my gaze secretly peruse his profiled features. I’d had so many fantasies of him. Now he was flesh and bone, and very…male. I mean attractive…like www.meltmypanties@hotmale.com. His hair was dark and wavy, and cut short. He had a high forehead and a very strong nose. The only word that came to mind for his lips was…decadent. They were full and beautifully curved, softening features that might otherwise be harsh. I recalled how truly decadent those lips could be, and that…that…tongue. God!  I turned to look out the window, chastising myself again for my wayward thoughts. This situation was a disaster! Tonight had been a mistake. I should not be contemplating such things!
“So you’re Wilkinson’s fiancé?”
His quiet question startled me and I took a minute to think. 
“It’s complicated.”
He nodded, but didn’t press and we rode in silence a few more minutes.
“What brought you to Sensations?” he asked.
Besides the obvious? I knew he was looking for a different answer. I caught my lip between my teeth and pressed hard, not wanting to get into it.
“It’s complicated.”
He nodded again, but I noticed his fingers tighten on the steering wheel. 
“What brought you? You said it was your first time.” I couldn’t help but ask. I’d been wondering ever since he confessed that detail.
“I could say it’s complicated, but the long and short of it is that a few friends conspired to give me a present.”
“Present?” I raised a startled brow.
“They thought I needed a little cheering up.”
“I see.” I didn’t really, but was too polite to ask.
He smiled as our gazes met and held. “Best. Gift. Ever.”
I couldn’t return the smile. Instead my gaze escaped out the window and I wondered at the sudden fluttering in my chest. What must he think of me? 
We rode in silence as we made our way back into the city, and soon the Mercedes was pulling up in front of a sleek skyscraper. Luke parked the car and left the engine running. He came around and opened my door. I shrugged off the jacket, strangely missing its fragrance. He wrapped my coat around my shoulders as I stepped out of the vehicle.
“I’ll walk you in.”
I started to protest, but he shook his head. Acquiescing, I proceeded him through the giant glass doors of my building, giving a slight wave to the doormen and concierges. Turning to say goodbye and to thank him for the ride, I was surprised to find him standing close. He made no attempt to step back. My body quaked as we stood almost touching, facing each other in the massive lobby. The already thick tension between us seemed to congeal, mixing with a trace of sandalwood, and my heart was doing double time. 
“I think—”
“It was—”
Our words collided and Luke smiled, nodding to me.
“No, please…you go.” I shook my head, staring at my trembling hands.
Hooking a finger under my chin, he tilted my gaze up to meet his. My lips parted, my skin sizzling where he touched me. My gaze dropped to his sensuous mouth. Oh God, I really wanted him to kiss me. I wanted to feel the press of his lips and the silky glide of his tongue. I wanted to be wrapped naked in sandalwood. The realization slammed into me and bloomed a vivid recollection of his touch, the ecstasy of him driving into me and his warm breath on my heated skin. He was such a gorgeous man, and those deep green eyes seemed able to peer through me, to read my thoughts.
“It was amazing, Kay. I think a lot about that night.”
I swallowed hard, his words highlighting my dark memories with splashes of neon color. I also thought about how disastrous it would be if word ever got out. “Pl...please don’t tell anyone.”
“Don’t worry.” He slanted his head and regarded me.  “Your secret is safe with me.”
“Thank you,” I whispered as I pulled away, forcing him to drop his hand. I turned and almost ran to the elevator, feeling his dark green gaze dig into my back. 
 
*************************
 
Luke
 
I walked into my apartment and did what I usually do when I got home late—made a beeline to Livy’s room. I quietly pushed open the door and walked to her bed. A smile claimed my lips as I gazed down at my sleeping five year old. She was curled into a tight ball with Annie, her favorite rag doll, clutched to her chest. I reached down and pushed the mop of dark curls off her face, then gently kissed her forehead. I tucked the covers under her neck and backed up, lowering my tired body into the rocking chair in the corner. 
The nightlight cast a dreamy glow in the room, and I could almost pretend all was well. But all hadn’t been well in my life for many years. Tonight was no exception. My mind kept rewinding the night and replaying my roller-coaster emotions. My heart had bucked with joyful surprise when I’d seen Kay come through the door at the party. I thought I’d imagined her, that I’d confused a different blonde for her. I’d planned on asking Michelle about her friend on Monday, and was glad fate had finally cut me a break and granted a wish. I’d just taken a step toward her when Josh Wilkinson cut across my path, smiling wide, his demeanor almost boastful as he sauntered up to her. I had stopped dead in my tracks, feeling like I’d been sucker punched.  
Josh Wilkinson! Josh fucking Wilkinson? I shook my head. I would never have thought. I remembered a while back there was a rumor about him being engaged, but by the way Josh conducted himself, I thought it was just talk. The irony of the situation didn’t escape me. I’d given Josh his job with Davenport Advertising a few years back as a favor to Josh’s father—to keep Josh out of trouble. Josh was a hot head, and he and his father didn’t get along. His father had cut him out of the family’s lucrative agricultural company, which was now run by his brother. 
I had done some work for his family, and impressed, the senior Wilkinson had introduced me to some very influential people who’d helped to push Davenport PR to the forefront of the industry. In turn, he’d asked a favor for his son and I couldn’t say no. Many times I wished he had. Not only did Josh not get along with the people he worked with, he felt entitled to special treatment because of his wealthy, influential family. He was lazy and self-indulgent, and had trouble keeping his clients. The Kotobuki account had been a test, and from what I’d seen tonight, Josh had failed miserably. 
How had Kay ended up with Josh? Engaged? The thought soured my empty stomach. I frowned. And more so, what the hell had she been doing at a sex club if she was engaged?
“Fuck!” I swore softy and sagged against the chair. I wished I could wipe my mind clean of the platinum haired beauty with the lost blue eyes. No woman had ruled my thoughts so much in the four years since my wife’s death. Who would have thought when I’d agreed to go along with my friend’s crazy plan that night that this would be the outcome? 
I was plagued by the memory of her body pinned beneath me and her silky legs wrapped around my ass. She’d soothed more than my physical ache. She’d freed something inside me, something I couldn’t quite explain. It was as if she’d opened a door and a burden was carried off on the wings of despair. I just felt lighter, less…troubled. 
She’d been heaven in my arms.  At first she’d been nervous, almost trembling in my embrace, but the chemistry between us had been electric. I knew she’d felt it too. She’d quickly become eager and responsive, giving as good as she got. She’d been so wet, so warm, so delicious… I groaned low and squeezed my eyes shut as my cock stirred, growing rock hard in my pants. I looked over at my sleeping daughter and the sight tempered my libido. I took a long, slow breath. 
Complicated. Yeah, life was already complicated and I had priorities. Whatever was going on between Kay and Josh, I’d do well to stay out of it. I stood and kissed my daughter’s warm forehead before finding my own empty bed. 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
I hated making television appearances, but I knew it was valuable publicity for the Vandercamp Foundation. When a popular anchor of a morning show invited me on for a live interview, I took the opportunity to detail the altruistic endeavors of the foundation. I hadn’t been feeling well. I’d awoken that morning with a throbbing headache, probably from all the recent stress, but didn’t want to cancel the interview. I’d managed to get through it, but now my head was starting to feel like someone was playing drums inside my brain. These tension migraines didn’t happen often, but when they did, they could be debilitating. Determined to ignore the pain, I pasted a smile on my face that even my mother would be proud of. I had too much to do today. I had no time to deal with feeling ill. 
I’d no sooner finished my fifteen minute segment when I got a call from Vicki that the office was flooded with phone calls from people not only looking for help, but also people willing to donate. With the holiday season upon us, I was thrilled to get so many contributions. I thanked the host, said a few words to the producer and was just about to leave the studio when an intern ran up to inform me there was a man waiting for me. 
The first image that popped into my head was that of a tall, handsome man with bottle green eyes, and I scolded myself when my heart rate sped up. I poked my head around a corner and saw Josh loitering in the hall. He spotted me and waved, shooting me a sheepish grin. I hadn’t spoken to him since the night of the party. I’d been so wrapped up with planning the new autism event that I hadn’t had time to return his calls. The flowers had started coming again at the office and were so many that I had them distributed to the nearby hospital.
Surprised to see him in the middle of the day, I shrugged into my coat and approached him.
He was wearing a dark wool coat and his hair was moussed in that tussled spiky look I always liked. He kissed my cheek and smiled. “I saw the interview. You did great.”
“Thanks.” I smiled, glad we’d started on a neutral topic. “They said they’d air it a few times this week.”
He pushed his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry about the other night. Bruce really fucked things up. He caused quite a scene.” 
Just thinking about the ordeal at the party caused my head to pound harder. I was about to point out that the situation could have been handled better when his next words stopped me. 
“I lost the Kotobuki account.” A grim line marked his jaw. “Those fuckers at work sabotaged me! I’m sure this is all Davenport needs to make my life miserable. That bastard wouldn’t be where he is today without my family’s help. He enjoys pushing me around, but he’ll get his soon enough…”
“I’m sorry about the account,” I interrupted, feeling a twinge of guilt. I most definitely did not want to talk about his boss, and was not feeling at full capacity to argue with him. 
He pulled me into a hug and I slid my arms around his waist. 
“I’m sorry things are such a mess, babe,” he said against my ear.  “Once we’re married, I’m gonna tell Davenport where he can shove this lousy job. We’ll live in the penthouse, and we’ll travel—see the world like we always talked about.”
I pulled back, needing to replenish my lungs. So much had changed since we’d made plans for our future.
“Josh, right now there is no wedding. You said you wouldn’t pressure me.”
I saw his chest rise and fall and his jaw tighten. He shoved his fingers through his hair, spiking it further. “I know. I just love you so much. I’ll give you more time to decide.” He smiled boyishly and looked at his watch. “How about now. Decided yet?”
I couldn’t help but chuckle at the face he made.  
“Let me take you to lunch.” He placed a finger on my lips, stopping my protest. “Just a friendly lunch. I need someone to talk to. The holiday season is hard for me. I think about my mom a lot. I promise not to mention the wedding.” He gave me a beseeching look and crossed his heart in a way that made my own reach out to him.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” 
He grinned. “I’ve been busting my ass so much lately, I managed to get the afternoon off.”
I pushed back my hair, squinting, the overhead lights starting to feel like they were scraping my eyeballs.
Josh tilted his head, regarding me curiously.
“Migraine?”
I nodded. Josh knew I suffered from them periodically.
Immediately he reached out to me, drawing me back against his solid chest. 
“You should be resting. It will only get worse if you don’t.”
I started shaking my head. I had items I needed to drop off at a neighborhood school for a fair they were having. 
“I can’t. I have errands,” I said into his chest.
His fingers came up to gently massage my temples and I melted into him. He always knew what to do when the headaches came. There’d been many times over the years when he’d stayed with me and nursed me to health.
“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of your errands. Let’s get you home.” He stamped a kiss on my forehead while his fingers moved in a slow circular motion. 
“Okay,” I relented, the touch gentle and soothing. I looked up. “As long as you promise not to talk about the wedding. I can’t deal with that right now.” 
His cell phone went off and he fished it out of his pocket. I watched him silence it and shove it back into his coat. 
“I’ll be on my best behavior. Promise. Let me take care of you, babe.”
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
I clicked off my cell phone and swore. Where the hell was Wilkinson? He’d finished up with his client hours ago and should have been back to the office by now. And now the loafer wasn’t even answering his fucking cell phone. I’d about had it with Josh. If not for the arrangement I’d made with his father, he’d have been gone a long time ago. I made a mental note to give Matt Wilkinson a call. Matt and I had become friends, and on occasion  would meet for dinner whenever he was in town. The Wilkinson family owned the biggest corporate farm in Texas and not only serviced the US, but shipped many of their products internationally. Matt was always on the go, but when we met, I would give him periodic updates on his son. Josh had no idea about the arrangement. It had been a while since I’d seen Matt. Perhaps a meeting was warranted. 
I pocketed the phone and made my way down the hall. I poked my head into Michelle’s office. 
“You seen Wilkinson?” I asked, then chuckled when she wrinkled her nose. I knew there was no love lost between the two. Michelle had asked me never to put her on a team with Josh. Now that I knew Josh was engaged to her friend, I wondered at the animosity. Michelle was one of my best employees. She was great with clients, very organized, and dutiful with her projects. I wouldn’t be surprised if beneath her tight school-mistress bun, homely glasses, and conservative suits, she was a very different woman.  
“I heard about the Kotobuki account.” She looked up from her desk. “I’m sorry.”
“I managed to get a meeting with him this afternoon. He’s been tough to get a hold of since the party. I’m hoping to salvage the account.”
She frowned. “Do you think he’s concerned about the acquisition?”
“I’m sure he did his homework, but it wouldn’t affect our dealings with him. Besides, with ACE we’ll have more resources at our disposal. It would only benefit him.”
Davenport PR was in the final stages of acquiring a competing PR company. I knew the move would only strengthen my presence in the industry.
I took a step into the office and leaned my back against the door jamb, wondering how I could glean the information I wanted without being too obvious. 
“Did you and your friends enjoy the party?”
Michelle nodded, pushing up her glasses. She seemed to be recollecting the event. “Yeah, Eddie had a great time. My other friend left early, though.”
I let an eyebrow slide up slowly. “Oh?” 
“Kay, you met her at the office about a week and a half ago.”
She didn’t know. 
“Oh, yes! The blonde who’s engaged to Wilkinson.” I hated the way the words tasted in my mouth. 
Michelle started to shake her head and I stood at attention, pushing off the door frame. 
 “Was engaged,” she clarified, followed with a terse ‘thank God’ under her breath and I couldn’t help but smile. “No longer.”
I wondered what the appropriate response should be. It surely wasn’t the fist-pump and chest-beating I so desperately wanted to execute. Instead I cleared my throat and coughed into my hand. “I see.” 
I waited to see if she’d say more, but she veered to another topic and I couldn’t find a way to detour her back to the conversation that was causing something like hope to stretch languidly and awaken in me.  I barely followed what she said as she updated me on a product launch she’d been working on. I let myself digest the new information and cautiously allowed hope to crawl from the cave it was buried in. It opened its eyes, looked around, and liked what it saw.  
Just then Bruce spotted me and strolled into the office.  “Ready to go?”  
I nodded. Bruce was accompanying me to the meeting with Mr. Kotobuki. Bruce was a good friend as well as my employee. He had a lot of connections in the business and was someone I could always count on. We’d grown up together in the same Long Island neighborhood and I’d practically begged him to join the company. 
“I just got off the phone with Mr. Kotobuki’s assistant. I found out why he’s been so elusive.”
“Why?” I frowned, concerned by the look on Bruce’s face. 
“Turns out one of the women at his party wandered off in a drunken stupor and made her way across some train tracks. She was killed.”
“Oh, God! Anyone we know?” Michelle gasped.
“No. I think I remember her at the party, though. She was a thin, pretty blonde. Really wasted. It’s a shame,” he said gravely. “So Mr. Kotobuki has been busy with the police.”
I couldn’t help thinking about Katie wandering around in the dark that night, and was glad I’d insisted on seeing her safely home. 
 
 
The next morning, I stood in my living room smiling as I watched Livy perform a series of pirouettes followed by a cabriole. Her tiny five year old legs awkwardly attempted the complex maneuvers, but she kept her head high and her neck arched like a Bolshoi ballerina. She landed not so gracefully on the carpet and her large brown eyes turned up expectantly to me.
“Well, Dada?” 
I applauded and beamed. “Perfect, darling!”
“Will I be ready?”
“Absolutely.” I nodded enthusiastically. Livy’s ballet recital was in a few weeks and she practiced diligently each morning. “I’m worried about one thing, though…”
She frowned and I bent down to ruffle her wild dark curls. “I’m worried you might steal the show!” 
She threw her arms around my neck and grinned excitedly.  I winked at Ms. Rogers, our middle-aged nanny, who was on the other side of the room still applauding. Ms. Rogers smiled and gave me two thumbs up.
“Okay, it’s time for the ballerina to take her bath.” Ms. Rogers strolled over and scooped Livy up, causing her to giggle and squirm.
“No bath! I wanna dance more! I balinina!” she screeched.
“Take your bath now and later you can dance more, okay? You can even put on your new pink tutu!” I said.
Livy’s eyes rounded and she smiled happily. I shook my head. Everything was a negotiation. Things were so much easier when she was younger. I often wondered what Roslyn would think of our feisty five year old. Her time with Livy had been short, barely a year. The thought caused a dull pain in my throat and I swallowed it down with cold coffee. A familiar sadness settled under my skin and my muscles tensed, trying to shake the feeling. I had my mug in one hand and the television remote in the other. Absently I flicked on the TV while watching Livy disappear down the hall, carried like a writhing sack of potatoes. I was just about to place my mug in the microwave when the sight of the person on the television froze my hand. My forehead crinkled in disbelief as I pumped up the volume. I listened in shock as the interview with the platinum haired beauty ensued.
Katherine Regina Vandercamp! Heiress to the Vandercamp fortune. Head of the Vandercamp Foundation. Holy shit! I’d heard her name before, but had never seen her. I went out of my way to avoid the socialites, and on the rare occasion that I dated, I was usually set up by some do-goody match-maker who was either trying to find a mother for Livy, or determined to pluck me from the evil clutches of bachelorhood. So it wasn’t an event that occurred often. This woman held many surprises. I’d wondered vaguely about the lavish building where I’d dropped her off. No wonder she’d asked me to keep our encounter a secret. If her extracurricular activities became public knowledge, it would be scandalous.   
I stared at the television set, watching as Katie smiled sweetly and charmed the host, who I knew well through my business. She expertly dodged questions about her upcoming wedding, leaving me confused. She talked enthusiastically about her charities without the pleading desperation or the loaded guilt I’d seen some others employ to get funding. There was something about her that drew people in, that made you trust what she was saying and spurred you to action. She was passionate about her causes…and so damn beautiful I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the television.  
I was so engrossed in what was happening on screen that I didn’t notice Livy run back into the room until she had her arms wrapped snugly around my legs. I hoisted her onto the granite counter top that enclosed the kitchen area, her pink tulle ruffling like petals around her tiny legs.  An idea sprouted and I tapped a finger against my lips as it ripened to full bloom.
“You know how we’re always talking about giving away some of your toys?”
Livy bobbed her head, clutching Annie tighter to her chest. Her big, brown eyes stared up at me.
“Not Annie, but the other stuffed animals and toys you never play with.”
“My babies?”
I smiled. All her toys were her babies and she was the mommy.
“Yes. Your babies.”
“To kids who don’t have none?”
“Exactly. How about we bundle them up? I know where we can take them so they’ll have great homes and new mommies.” 
I smiled when Livy’s face lit up. I hugged her and lifted her off the counter, watching as she scurried to her room to get the collection together.
I took a sip of my cold coffee and eyed the screen. “Let’s see if Ms. Vandercamp graciously accepts our charity.”
 
*************************
 
Katie
 
 
I hung up the phone with my broker and jotted some notes on the pad on my desk. The one bedroom apartment in the pre-war building turned out to be too small. I didn’t own much furniture, but the few pieces I did have would never fit into the tight space. I had an appointment to see a two bedroom in a remodeled brownstone in a few days and was more optimistic about that prospect. I wasn’t really in a hurry to move, but with the mounting stress I felt under lately, I knew I’d think more clearly if I finally severed some of the constricting tethers to my family. My parents had keys to the penthouse, and though they were rarely in the city, it still never felt like my own place. They had furnished it in their own taste and style, which was impressive in its elegance but again didn’t reflect my uniqueness. 
My thoughts strayed to my time with Josh. He’d been on his best behavior. Charming and sweetly obsequious. He’d taken me home and put me to bed after pulling all the shades and making sure it was dark and quiet. He’d made sure I took my medication, and had sat with me, massaging my temples and putting cold compresses on my forehead. 
We’d talked quietly without mentioning the wedding, and for that I’d been grateful. The holidays were indeed tough for him. Since he barely spoke to his father or brother, he usually spent it with my family. He’d shared some childhood memories of his mother, and I felt honored that he let me into that special part of his life. Our conversation flowed easily and it reminded me of when we’d first started dating. After I’d fallen asleep, he’d run my errands and then returned to make sure I was okay. I sighed. Still conflicted about Josh. Our time yesterday had reminded me of why I loved him and what a great guy he could be. 
Could I have been wrong about him and Carol?  
A knock on my office door pulled me from my thoughts and Cindy, one of my employees, poked her head in.
Cindy was a shy nineteen year-old who I’d found on the streets. Literally. When I met her three years ago, she’d been living in a cardboard box on Lexington Avenue. I had tried to convince her to go to a shelter, but Cindy had refused. She’d been willing to brave it on the streets of New York City. I would visit her occasionally and sit and talk with her on the sidewalk. Then one day Cindy had just disappeared. Like so many, it seemed she’d been swallowed up by the vast, unforgiving city. A few months later, I got a call from the police that Cindy had been arrested for shop-lifting from a department store. I had given Cindy a card from the foundation and she’d called. 
Just sixteen at the time, she’d been scared out of her mind. I was able to convince the department store to drop the charges, but Cindy was tossed into the city’s social system and unhappily jumped from one foster home to another. We kept in touch, and I hired her a year ago. Cindy had once confessed that she was a runaway, but beyond that, never discussed her past. I respected her privacy like I did all my employees. I had to admit to a soft spot for Cindy. There were many things about this lost girl that reminded me of myself. 
“Busy?”
“No. Sit.” I smiled.
I watched the willowy girl perch at the end of a chair and wring her hands. 
“I was wondering if I could have some time off for Christmas. Just a few days. I’m sorry, I know it’s short notice…and with the autism event and all…”
I contemplated the request. Cindy never asked for time off around the holidays. In fact, since she was alone, she always worked extra days so others could have off with their families. 
“Of course.”
Cindy looked up, her big brown eyes guarded. “I…I’m thinking of going home.”
I couldn’t hide my surprise. I smiled slightly. I tried to read Cindy, but couldn’t tell much from her bland expression. I prayed that things would work out for her, but knew there’d been a reason she’d run away in the first place. That had been many years ago, though, and maybe things would be different now and the reunion would be a happy one. 
“Wow. I know it’s a big deal.” 
Cindy nodded and exhaled a deep breath. “It’s been a long time.”
“Let me know if there’s anything I can do. You can take as much time off as you need,” I said slowly, wanting to make a point. “Always know that there’s a place here for you.”
Cindy came around the desk and hugged me tightly.  “Thank you.”
As I pulled away, I realized there were tears in Cindy’s eyes. I myself was trying hard not to sniffle when Alice walked into the office. 
“Oh, for God’s sake! What’s with the love fest? Do I need to call Oprah?” she teased with a grin, causing Cindy to smirk playfully before scooting away.
Alice shook her head and rolled her eyes, but I knew she was still teasing. Alice wasn’t much older than my own twenty-five years, but a tough life had sketched at least a decade of trauma on her face. She had a jagged scar on one cheek that had been engraved by an abusive boyfriend. It always amazed me that someone who’d had so much taken away could have anything left in her heart to give. 
“The Plaza has donated a free one night stay toward the autism event!” she beamed. “I think that will be a big ticket item.”
 “That’s very generous of them.” 
“Should we add that prize to the raffle tickets? They’re still at the printers.”
“Great idea. There should still be time.”
Alice gave me a crooked smile and left the office. “I’m sure having your wedding reception there has something to do with their sudden generosity.”
 My head shot up and I frowned at her words. I started to chase after Alice. The last thing I wanted was to have a donation contingent on an expectation…one I might not be able to fulfill. 
Alice had almost reached her desk when my voice stopped her, causing her to pivot.
“What’s the matter?”
I stood in my doorway, my mouth hanging open with my words dangling from the tip of my tongue. My gaze moved from Alice to alight on the tall, handsome figure looming behind her. Luke Davenport was talking to Vicki, and Vicki was practically swooning, batting her lashes like a pro-hitter.
At that moment, he turned toward me and I felt all the air leave my lungs. The full force of his gaze struck like a bolt of sizzling hot lightning. Trying to assemble some sort of cogent sentence structure, I uttered an embarrassing series of primitive grunts. 
Vicki looked from Luke to me, then her head twisted back to Luke and a smile split her face. Alice too, obviously not used to seeing her boss so flabbergasted, grinned widely and cocked her brows.   
The corner of Luke’s mouth kicked up and I felt heat fill my cheeks.
Speak! Say something before you make a total ass of yourself! Anything...like…you’re so fucking hot? No! No! No! Not that!
Oddly enough, it was a little girl that saved me. An adorable princess in an explosion of pink tulle with a head full of springy, dark curls. Luke whispered something in the child’s ear and she skipped right over to me. She had big brown eyes rimmed with inky lashes I would kill for, and when she smiled a small dimple appeared at the corner of her mouth. I knew immediately she was Luke’s daughter. She was carrying a white plastic bag with an array of stuffed animals trying to escape from the top. 
“Hi, Dada said you’d give us a new mommy!” She beamed excitedly. 
I looked up, bewildered. Luke’s lips tilted again in an enigmatic smile. 
“New mommies for her stuffed animals,” he clarified with an apologetic smile. “This is my daughter, Livy.”
“Olivia!” the little girl corrected, offering her hand like an adult.
“Yes. Olivia. She’d like to donate them.”	
I shook the cobwebs from my brain and bent low, shaking her hand. “Of course! That’s very generous of you, Olivia. And, must I say, you are a beautiful princess.”
Livy giggled and looked at me as if I was crazy. “I’m a balenina. A princess has a ti…ti…” She turned to her father. “What is it, Dada?”
“A tiara,” Luke supplied, strolling over to us. 
“You are right. My mistake,” I admitted gravely, then shared a smile with Luke over Livy’s head. 
My heart was fluttering wildly in my chest, but I found the little girl so delightful that it almost overcame my jitters. Almost. I pointed to my office. “I’d love to see what you’ve brought. You can put them out on my desk.”
I watched Livy bounce happily into my office and then turned to Luke, a smile still on my face. 
“I’m afraid sometimes she can be five going on sixteen.” He scratched his jaw.
“I hear you, Dada!” Livy yelled from the room.
“You see,” he whispered with a grin. 
I grinned back, wondering at the sudden warmth liquefying my insides. I felt tingly all over, like my blood was effervescent in my veins.
“I’d like to make a donation also, to the autism event. I caught your interview this morning. You were very…persuasive.”
There was something about the way he said the word that had my heart racing again and plunged me back to startling reality. God! I was standing there grinning like the village idiot!
I jerked my gaze around the room to realize all work at the Vandercamp Foundation had come to an abrupt halt. My employees were staring at me with silly grins on their faces. All they needed was popcorn and soda and their entertainment would be complete. I pulled my shoulders back and cleared my throat noisily. 
“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Davenport.”
“Luke, please.”
“As you can see,” my stern voice rang loudly, “my staff has plenty of time on their hands. I’ll see if I can find someone to assist you.” 
Like boisterous school children, each one of the women raised a hand excitedly, yelling “Me! Me! Me! Please pick me!” Luke grinned with amusement, his gaze never leaving my face.
I rolled my eyes at the group. Cindy was in the crowd, smiling wide as she took in the scene. They were obviously mocking my futile attempt at authority. I picked Desiree. Desiree was an older woman from the south and was usually a stickler for manners and decorum. The rest of the group groaned plaintively and I shook my head in disbelief.
But it was when Desiree put on a syrupy southern twang and crooned to Luke, “Why don’t you come on over and show momma what you got to give!” that I threw my hands up in defeat and turned to march into my office. An eruption of laughter followed me and Luke’s soft chuckle reached my ears, causing strange flutters in my belly. Alice’s voice floated through the commotion and froze my footsteps. I turned around, confused. 
“The Plaza? Your wedding? The donation? What were you about to say?” Alice reminded, and immediately my gaze flew to Luke and my stomach flip-flopped. He seemed to be busy chatting with Desiree, but I saw his shoulders tense under his jacket and knew he hadn’t missed a thing.
“Umm…let’s hold off on changing the raffle tickets for now,” I said, and hurried into my office. 
By the time Luke finished his paperwork and joined us in my office, I had learned the story behind each toy: who had given Livy what, when, and for what occasion. Not surprising, her dad had been a major benefactor. I was impressed by Livy’s friendly disposition and talkativeness. She didn’t seem to possess the shy wariness that five year olds usually had with strangers. She never mentioned a mother in her rambling monologue, and I wondered if Luke was divorced or separated. I also couldn’t help wondering what he was doing there. I wasn’t naive enough to believe he’d just come to make the donations. There was something in his eyes that spoke of another purpose. 
Luke entered my office and closed the door behind him. After depositing his and Livy’s coats on one of the two chairs, he plucked Livy from the seat with a dramatic sweep, then sat down and plopped her on his thighs. Livy squirmed and giggled, then settled comfortably onto her father’s lap. I could tell they were very close. There was a bond between them that was almost tangible, a deep connection of warmth and love. For some reason my brain started to shuffle through my childhood memories for a similar scene and I came up lacking. Abandoning the quest, I regarded him across my desk.
“Did you survive all that estrogen? It appears you’ve acquired some fans.” 
That magnetic dimple appeared at the corner of his mouth and my eyes immediately zoomed to it. Willfully I tore my gaze away and let it drop to Livy, who was busy twirling a spiral of dark hair.  
“Oh, they’re a fun group! Although one very important person  seems to be missing from the fan club. I’m wondering what I need to do to impress her.”
Oh, you’ve already done it!
I firmed my lips and looked away, trying not to smile. He made me want to smile all day long. He made me think of us laying idle in the grass on a hot summer day, of rolling down a hill while peals of laughter followed us, and of having hot, sweaty sex under a deep velvet sky. I didn’t know what to feel around him. The scale could tilt in any direction. I could be dismantled by his presence one minute, then the lever would tip and intense arousal would have me wet and achy in the next. Just the memory of him inside me was enough to cause a seismic shift off balance.
This was so not good! Not good at all. Things were far from settled with me and Josh. He really shouldn’t be here and I shouldn’t be thinking about smiling, or scales—or sweaty sex! Definitely not sweaty sex! I had to tell him to go. I’d thank Livy for the toys and make an excuse about getting back to work. 
“It’s a nice day out. I was thinking of taking Livy to the park. How about joining us?”
I started to shake my head, but Livy suddenly perked up in Luke’s lap, her eyes gleaming. “Oh, awesome! Come with us!”
“I really must get back to work.”
“Oh, come on! Pleeeese! I show you my dance!” 
I looked at Luke, dumbfounded. Livy’s voice and her huge doe eyes were melting my resistance. How could I say no? Luke was trying his best to keep a straight face, but I could tell he was restraining a smile. His mischievous green eyes twinkled when he shrugged innocently. Another round of beseeching came from Livy, and I reluctantly gave in, accepting a giant hug when she hopped off her father, came around the  desk, and threw her little arms around me. Luke helped Livy into her coat and she ran into the other room to announce our destination.
I stood and shook an accusing finger at Luke. “Shame on you…using a little girl to get your way.”
I tried to use that same stern voice I’d attempted on my employees earlier, but again failed miserably. He stood, his long legs bringing him closer, and his large body crowding me in the small office. I could barely see past his broad chest and shoulders. My eyes latched on to the sweeping curve of the tattoo showing above his shirt and I felt the scale tilting again, causing my heart to rev faster. Capturing the finger I pointed at him, he drew it to his lips. His pink tongue snaked out and twirled slowly around the tip, coating it in wet heat. I felt the lick down to my sex and bit the inside of my cheek to choke back the groan swimming in my throat. The scent of sandalwood dulled my senses and his heated gaze drilled into mine.
“I don’t need Livy to get my way, Kay. You already know how I accomplish that.”
I swallowed hard as he dropped my finger and turned away. 
Damn him! The fucking scale just broke…
 
 
The park was within walking distance from the office and Luke had been right. It was a brisk, sunny afternoon. A nice day for a walk. Despite my earlier resistance about coming with him, I figured it might be best if we talked. Considering how we met, he might have misconceptions about me. I wasn’t looking for a lover. I might be married in three months. Our sexual encounter had been a singular event. And although I still had vivid dreams about that night, it had been a mistake. I loved Josh and was still trying to work things out in my head. Luke had to know he couldn’t just show up in my life. I needed to make that clear. 
I sat with him on a park bench, watching Livy. Livy had just performed her dance routine for an enrapt audience of two and now she skipped about merrily, chasing leaves and collecting rocks. I smiled as I watched her, seeing the world through a child’s eyes and marveling at the thrill she got out of ordinary things. 
“She’s such a happy little girl,” I noted absently.
Beside me, Luke nodded. He was still for a moment, then his quiet voice reached my ears. “She’s a joy. I lost my wife four years ago. Livy was a baby, too young to remember. I guess that’s a blessing. She’s always been a happy child. I make sure it’s that way.”
I listened to the hollowness in his voice, feeling the weight of his loss. 
“I’m sorry. Livy adores you. Her eyes light up when she looks at you.”
He chuckled. “Most of the time it’s with defiance.”
“Wait until she’s a teenager.”
He groaned. “God help me.”
I laughed. Luke had an amiable disposition and a warmth that made him comfortable to be around. If not for the strong physical attraction I felt toward him and our unorthodox introduction, I’d really enjoy his company. 
His next words caught me off guard. “I hear you are no longer engaged.”
I drew in a deep breath but found I couldn’t look at him.
“Where did you hear that?” 
“Michelle told me.”
My head snapped up. “You two were talking about me?”
“She just happened to mention it. I didn’t say anything.”
“Oh.” I inspected my hands resting on my lap. “I’m no longer engaged. But things are…still complicated.”
I sensed him nod. “I imagine so.”
My gaze traveled to Livy, who was practicing a ballet maneuver under a nearby tree. The memory of running from Josh’s apartment came rushing back to me along with the anger and pain that had fueled my impulsive decision to go with Michelle to the club.
“What made you go to Sensations?” I heard myself ask. “I know you said your friends gave you a present, but why?”
It took a long moment for him to respond and I felt his body stiffen beside me “The four year anniversary of my wife’s death was three months ago. I guess I had not been very good company. My friends had a hard time getting me out. The only thing I’ve done for the past few months is work and spend time with Livy. They arranged the night at Sensations.” 
“Why me?” 
He paused. “I told Ms. Carmen I didn’t want a professional. I know how the club operates. Some of my business associates are members. The women there are well trained in fantasy and illusion. I wanted it to be…real.” He shrugged with a sarcastic laugh. “I guess as real as it could get in a sex club.” 
I thought it ironic because I’d been looking for a fantasy. I’d been trying to escape from real life. 
“I heard about Ms. Carmen. I can’t believe she was murdered that night.”
He looked away and sighed heavily, his gaze tracking Livy. “It’s a real tragedy. She seemed like a nice lady.” His gaze skidded back to my face. “She said she had someone special for me, someone beautiful. She was right.”
My body started a slow tremble from the intensity of his gaze. The noise of the park and the vibrant colors receded to the background. There was only him, superimposed on a chaotic world I wanted to push away. A frosty wind blew and I huddled into my coat. 
“Cold?” He removed his leather gloves and took hold of my hands. He rubbed them between his warm palms and I felt heat move through me like a tingling massage. My gaze dropped to his lips and the moment grew sluggish, almost at a standstill. He was drawing me in and I was powerless to stop it. I remembered his delicious taste and the erotic play of his tongue. The tension between our bodies grew thick and curdled with need, and I knew he was feeling it too. Breathy puffs slid through my lips, marking the desire that was a constant undercurrent between them. A choked sound gurgled from my throat, a sound of anguish infused with desire.
“Oh, God. I can’t do this…” I whispered.
“You can’t deny what’s between us, Kay.”
His fingers entwined mine, locking them tight as he leaned forward. His emerald eyes burned hot like his touch and his lips firmed.
“Tonight, Kay,”
Those simple words said everything—meant everything. There had been a question in his voice, a subtle shift in his baritone. My chest heaved up and down, trying to pulled oxygen into my lungs. My mind grappled for purchase, anything to break this spell I’d fallen under. 
Just get up and walk away…walk away…this is nothing but trouble…trouble you don’t need in your life…  
I could see Livy in my peripheral vision making her way toward us and my heart hammered faster at her approach. Luke commanded my attention, daring me to look away. He waited patiently, his handsome face relaxed. Livy was getting closer. Closer. Time was running out. My heart shattered my ribs and the breath got stuck in my throat. My body was aflame, burning so hot that sweat trickled down my back despite the cold. I grew damp and needy, an almost desperate craving between my thighs.
God help me… I wanted him…but I…I…couldn’t!
I yanked my hands away and bolted from the seat just as Livy appeared in front of us.
“I—I have to go!” I breathed, waving to them as I turned and hurried away, filling my starving lungs with air. I pulled up my collar, almost running back to the safety of my office.
 




CHAPTER FOUR
 
Luke
 
I dropped Livy off at my apartment into the capable hands of Mrs. Rogers. I made it to work just in time for my one o’clock meeting with Tom Grummel, the current owner of ACE, and Grummel’s assistant Glen Callis. I’d known Tom Grummel for many years and had always liked him. I had tremendous respect for the older man who’d run his company for more than two decades. 
After I graduated from Cornell with a degree in journalism and communications, I worked for a major network for a few years. I developed many contacts in the PR business. Ironically, it had been Tom who’d encouraged me to branch out on my own and start my own PR firm. With hard work, networking, and offering special services such as investor communications and internet SEO, I’d made Davenport a tremendous success. Having influential contacts such as Matt Wilkinson had been instrumental in getting important clients, but I knew that in this business, success was all about results, and I’d had to work my ass off to prove myself. 
ACE was my primary competitor. I had been surprised when, just a few months ago, Tom approached me and offered to sell his company. I had wondered if ACE was having financial troubles, but after looking at balance sheets, income statements, and other financials, my accountant, tax advisor, and other specials assured me the company was not only thriving, but doing extraordinarily well. Other than stating that he was selling for personal reasons, Tom hadn’t offered any further explanation. 
I already had my hands full with Davenport PR, but knew I’d be a fool to turn down such an opportunity. Tom Grummel had a great team of computer geniuses that could boost the productivity of my company in the growing field of social media. This should be a seamless transition and one that would greatly benefit Davenport PR. 
I sat at a mahogany conference table and faced Tom and Glen. I couldn’t help but notice that Tom looked more tired than usual and he seemed to have lost some weight since the last time I’d seen him. Glen had a friendly, relaxed smile and had done most of the talking throughout the meeting. It was obvious the man was competent and extremely knowledgeable.
I folded my hands in front of me and leaned forward, my gaze steady. The majority of our dealings so far had been through Glen. I didn’t want to pry, but I sensed there was more going on. I also wanted to reiterate things with Tom and make sure we were on the same page as far as his expectations.
“Tom, I’d like a word please,” I stated, nodding to my colleague across the table.  
Tom Grummel hesitated a moment, then his eyes widened in understanding. He mumbled something to Glen about meeting him back at the office and the other man stood. Glen stretched a hand out to me.
“I just want to say that we’re very excited about this.” He smiled. “Davenport PR is an excellent company and we’d all be honored to work for you. If there’s anything else you need, just let me know.”
I nodded and stood to shake his hand. I watched as Glen shrugged into his coat and belted it, then left the office. Retaking my seat, I sent a speculative gaze in Tom’s direction. 
“Tom, I don’t mean to pry, and I think this acquisition will be good for my company, but I can’t help but wonder again why you’re selling. I know you said personal reasons, but is there something I should know?” 
Tom’s shoulders drooped and he faced me squarely. Pushing up his glasses, his bony jaw tightened.
“I’ve been diagnosed with lung cancer and I honestly can’t do this anymore. I want to retire and spend whatever time I have left with my family.”
I let the admission sink in. Tom’s words filled me with a deep sadness. “I’m sorry.”
“Not many people know. I was diagnosed five months ago. I don’t have much time left, they tell me. I’ve been dealing with other health issues on and off for the last few years, but this one seems to have beaten me. After several rounds of chemo, there’s been no change. The chemo’s been worse than the cancer. I can’t do it anymore.”
“I understand. I’ve heard it can be rough. Sometimes quality of life is what’s important.” I cocked my head slightly. Something still bothered me. “Why don’t you sell the company to Glen? He seems like he’d be up to the task and knows a hell of a lot about your company.”
Tom sighed. “Glen’s a good guy, but I started this company from nothing just as you did. There are people who depend on me—people I’ve made promises to. I know that you’ll take care of them. Glen is a wiz with computer software and at business. He’s a hard worker, but he’s not a people person, you know what I mean? It’s important to me that the people who work for me find a home. You have a great reputation and I’ve always known you to be a man of your word.” 
I nodded. I’d promised Tom that I’d keep Glen on as well as find a place for his key employees. It had been the only thing he’d insisted on in our negotiations. 
“Bruce has already gone through all the personnel files with our HR specialist and the integration team. You have a great group of people. Glen is a real asset. I think I’ll be able to find a management position for him with a comparable salary to what he’s making now. He does need to understand, though, that although there are people here I depend on, I and I alone run this company.”
Tom nodded his understanding. “Honestly, Glen is as thrilled by this new opportunity as I am. He’s worked for me for a long time. He used to run the marketing department at Universe Magazine.”
I nodded, impressed. Universe Magazine was a top fashion and lifestyle publication that targeted an elite audience. Roslyn had done some modeling for the magazine before she got pregnant with Livy. 
“I’m sure Glen understands that things will change,” Tom continued. “My entire staff does. The alternative would be a future that is very uncertain.”
“My attorney said we should have the final purchase agreement in a week or so and then we can go to closing. My accountant is still waiting for a few follow up expense reports from the last quarter, but other than that, we’re ready to move forward.”
Tom visibly relaxed. “I don’t handle that part of the business. Glen takes care of that, but I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”
“Great.” I stood and shook Tom’s hand, noting how his condition had changed him in just a few short months. “I’m truly sorry about your diagnosis. If there’s anything you need, just ask.”
Tom smiled. “You’re already doing it. Thank you.”
I walked Tom out of the office. I could understand Tom’s feelings. I’d feel the same way about Davenport PR if things were reversed. If anything, the situation underscored my view on the transiency of life. Learning to appreciate each moment as a gift had been a lesson I’d learned the hard way.
I said goodbye to Tom at the door of the conference room. We had a formal meeting with attorneys scheduled for next week. Now knowing Tom’s motivation for selling, he knew it wouldn’t be long before they had a done deal. 
My mind strayed back to the park, trying to unravel the thoughts of a beautiful blonde woman who’d left me scratching my head. I could tell she wanted me. That sweet blush staining her cheeks whenever she looked at me reflected the desire I felt for her. I wanted her. Badly. It wasn’t that complicated. I guessed I’d been a bastard to just show up at her office. It wasn’t as though she’d expressed a desire to ever see me again. In fact, she’d made it clear she wanted to put the night at Sensations behind her. What was her deal with Wilkinson? She was no longer engaged to him, yet she’d hedged questions about the wedding during her interview. Why not just say the wedding was off?  
I walked down the hall toward my office and my jaw hardened when I saw Josh hovering at Maria’s desk. I immediately thought of Katie and couldn’t help wondering if Josh knew where he’d been that morning. Had she told him that I’d visited her? Was that the reason for his presence? But Josh was leaning close to Maria, a lascivious smile on his face as his eyes devoured her cleavage. Anger caused me to reflexively open and close my fist as Maria tittered coyly at something Josh whispered into her ear. I drew closer and she looked up, startled and coloring red. I ignored my secretary, instead pinning my gaze on my visitor. 
Josh stood to his full height when he saw me.
“I need to speak to you.”
I clenched my jaw, guarding my expression as I silently ushered Josh into my office. I closed the door firmly and faced him.
“I know what’s going on,” Josh said immediately.
I folded my arms across my chest and stared. A restless unease edged up my back. I could tell Josh was angry and I wondered if Katie was alright. Josh had a rash temper that frankly worried me at times. I’d seen it directed at his co-workers and had had to intervene on more than one occasion.
“Is that so?”
“Yes, Bruce stole the Kotobuki account. He set me up, picked a fight with me at the party, then fucking stole my account.”
I started shaking my head even before Josh had finished his tirade. This was the way Josh operated. He blamed everyone else for his fuck-ups. He never took responsibility, and my patience was quickly wearing thin. 
“Listen. You lost the Kotobuki account all on your own.” I circled him and walked behind my desk. I needed to put some distance between us. Anger was starting to tighten my muscles and I didn’t want to do something stupid.
“I had it under control. I was going to re-approach him this week and get the account back. We had a rapport. But Bruce—“
My palm shot up. “Don’t blame Bruce for this. I was the one who contacted him, and frankly, he’d had it with you!”
“You contacted him! You didn’t even give me a chance.” 
“I’ve given you more than enough chances! I even tried to call you to tell you about the meeting, but you were nowhere to be found! You’re lucky you’re still working here, Wilkinson!”
I felt hatred wafting from Josh like a foul odor. The other man’s fists curled tight and his legs braced as he assumed an openly aggressive stance. I had to take a deep breath and remind myself I was the employer because I was itching to take a hard swing at this man for reasons other than the apparent. 
“It’s not fair! That account was mine!”
“You blew it! You fucked up!”
“That’s—” 
“Just get out of my damn office!” I sneered, unable to look at him any longer.  
I dropped into my chair and shuffled papers on my desk, my eyes turned down in abrupt dismissal. 
Josh stood smoldering and I wondered if I’d have to physically remove him. I actually relished the thought, but a moment later I heard my office door open and slam shut. I drummed my fingers on the mahogany desk top. 
What the fuck did she see in him?
Taking a moment to clear my head, I leaned back in my chair. The writing was on the wall. I had to fire Josh. Promise or not, I could no longer tolerate the man’s incompetence. Even if my personal feelings weren’t involved, I was certain I would’ve arrived at the same decision. Out of respect, I’d let Matt Wilkinson know. 
I dug my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed Matt’s number.
“Hi, Luke! Good to hear from you! It’s been a while,” the scratchy voice instantly bellowed through the phone. 
I sighed. “We need to talk.” 
“This doesn’t sound good. What’s my boy done now?”
“It’s not working out, Matt.”
A weary breath came through the phone. “Can we talk about this?”
“What’s good for you?”
“It’s a little crazy right now.” I heard some papers shuffling. “But I’ll be in New York on the twenty first for a holiday party. How about we meet for dinner that evening, before the party?”
“Fine. Sounds good.”
I signed off and stared at the wall, feeling a growing need to pull this thorn out of my side. 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
My phone chimed and I looked down at the text marked ‘urgent’ from my broker. 
COVETED TWO BEDROOM IN PROTECTED BUILDING. LOTS OF PERKS. JUST GOT LISTING. MUST SEE TODAY. WILL GO. 
I sighed. As usual, the cryptic message from my broker left much to be interpreted, but dealing with the Manhattan market for weeks now, I knew the codes. Coveted meant somewhat spacious, probably about one thousand square feet—a number that drew a lot of interest in a market of closet-sized apartments. At least she didn’t say charming retro, that would mean it was an old dump. Protected meant part-time doorman. Lots of perks meant the apartment had windows, but not necessarily a good view. In fact I could be staring at a brick wall. 
I started a reply text, my fingers hop-scotching over the screen. I knew there was nothing cryptic about must see today or will go. Thus was the nature of this cutthroat market. I got a few more details and scheduled a time to meet with my broker. Wondering if Michelle could slip out of work to accompany me, I quickly called her.
After telling her about the apartment, Michelle had one question.
“Elevator?”
I grinned. “Yes.” I’d asked the broker when I’d texted her.
“Well, this at least seems better than the last one. I almost had a heart attack trying to get up to the fifth floor. You know I wouldn't have visited you there unless you had me airlifted through the window.”
I laughed. “Come on, your extracurricular activities are a hell of a lot more strenuous.”
“Yes. But there I’m highly motivated.”
I chuckled. “Are you coming or not?”
“I should be able to take my lunch a little early. Josh is here so I’ll come down. Just call when you’re downstairs.”
The floor of my stomach bottomed out, but it wasn’t the mention of Josh that caused the sudden tumult. The thought of possibly running into my friend’s boss had pinpricks jumping on my skin. My attempts to filter Luke Davenport from my dreams had been regretfully unsuccessful, and imagining those intense emerald eyes trained on me had my heart flipping in my chest.
“Uh…I was hoping you’d meet me there.”
“No way. Just pick me up. It’ll be quicker. Gotta go. See you soon.” With that, the phone went blank and I sighed. 
An hour later, I was standing in front of the skyscraper that housed Davenport PR on the thirtieth floor. The streets were busy this time of day and pedestrians parried and criss-crossed with an innate set of rules that required no eye-contact or conversation. I seemed to be the only one standing around idly, wringing my hands nervously and craning my neck to peer into the building’s lobby. I’d been waiting now for Michelle for eight minutes, and as time passed, I grew more and more anxious. 
Finally Michelle emerged from the building and I let out a sigh of relief. It was only when I spotted the tall man with wavy dark hair who’d held the door, that my stomach flip-flopped the remnants of my last meal. Michelle smiled and waved, but Luke just stared as he approached, his gaze boring into mine. If he was surprised to see me, he didn’t show it.
“Katie, you remember my boss, Luke Davenport.”
I was trying hard not to…
“Uh…ye—yeah,” I stammered, hating his slow smile. My tongue never seemed to work around him. Why did he have to be so freaking gorgeous? The edge of the colorful tattoo was a tease just above the neckline of his dress shirt. I turned over a few possibilities as to what it could be, my imagination taking flight as it did so easily around him. 
Afraid he’d notice me staring, my gaze drifted to the lapels of his coat. He wore the same blue jacket from Sensations, and I couldn’t help examining the sleeve. He’d had it cleaned.
“Oh, shit!” Michelle slapped her forehead. “I forgot my purse upstairs.”
I turned to her, suddenly alarmed. “It…it’s okay. Don’t worry about it!”
“I’m sorry. I’ll just run up and get it. I’ll be right back.”
“No, no!” I grappled my friend’s arm, feeling foolish, but not liking the turbulence in my stomach. “Don’t go! I have money! I’ll buy you a new one!”
Michelle laughed, shaking me off like a bad habit. She wrung her face up at me, not understanding my absurdity. 
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll be just a minute! Wait in the lobby where it’s warm.”
At that, she took off, running back into the building. 
Completely ruffled, I turned back to Luke, who was still planted where he’d been, but now he had a small smile on his gorgeous lips. Lips I refused to let my gaze linger on. Lips that I knew tasted like heaven. Oh God…he probably thought I was nuts. We both stood without saying a word, pretending this chance meeting was insignificant. The awkward moment was filled with just the sound of my heart drowning out the noise of the city streets. I had no idea what to say to this man, and was honestly afraid of what confessions might spring from my lips.
Luke leaned toward me, that ridiculously sexy smile still lingering. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”
“I’m not afraid of you.” It was an automatic response. Not necessarily a true one.
He nodded and scanned the street. “I actually think that you are afraid of you.”
Hmmm…was he trying to trick me with psychological mumbo jumbo? Because I wasn’t going to fall for it.
I looked at him then, head on, absorbing the power of his jade eyes. “What?” 
“You are afraid of your feelings for me.” 
“That’s awfully presumptuous. Who says I have any feelings for you at all?” I snorted, suddenly out of breath. Deny! Deny! Deny the mumbo jumbo…
“Am I right?”
“I just have a lot going on in my life right now.”
His smile widened. “You didn’t answer the question, so I must be right.”
I chuckled, but it rang hollow. Damn him! He certainly got to the point.  My heart fluttered wildly at the teasing light in his eyes. 
“Listen, I just—”
“I’d like to see you tonight.”
I took a deep breath, clamping down every impulse to agree.
“Say yes.”
“You don’t give up, do you?” I breathed a slight chuckle, my words more of a statement than a question. My heart was racing.
He shook his head, holding my gaze. “Not on something I want this badly.”
Oh, God… I stared back, realizing my desire for him hadn’t diminished at all in the week since he’d come to my office. If anything, my acknowledgment and ownership of it only fueled my need until it burned like a blistering fever. He was so deliciously tempting. Tall. Gorgeous.  Solidly male. And I wanted him. A pulse already beat steadily in my groin, throbbing in response to his presence.
Just one more time…
No one had to know…
Just get him out of your system…
Mine! Mine! Mine!  You stay out of this! I scolded my vagina. 
“Tonight, Kay.” His deep voice revved low. “We’ll have a quiet dinner. I know a great place—”
I shook my head. We couldn’t take a chance at being seen out at dinner. It would be too risky.
“No, it would have to be my place.”
I saw his brief look of surprise, one that in all honesty matched my own. Then he smiled and his dimpled winked at me, again inciting a slew of internal havoc. My heart rate soared. I tried hard not to think, not to listen to the voice screaming like a mad woman in my head. Damn his mumbo jumbo! My inner self was in serious need of a straight jacket and a padded room. 
“Tonight. Nine o’ clock,” I whispered quickly, seeing Michelle come through the door.
Luke said his goodbyes, giving me a long meaningful look before he left. I followed Michelle, trying to talk myself off a ledge as a cab pulled up to the curb.
What the fuck had I just done? 
 
 
The elevator opened into my expansive living room and I marched straight to the gym at the back of my apartment.  Stripping off my coat and clothes on the way, I sent them flying across the room. I flipped a switch and Eminem’s 8 Mile blasted through the penthouse. Fuck yeah! I needed to lose myself. Because I was certain I’d already lost my mind. I just needed the rest to follow suit. By the time I reached the gym I was totally naked, bopping my head to the throbbing lyrics. 
Lose yourself in the music, the moment, you own it, you better never let it go, you only get one shot, do not miss your chance…
I grabbed a pair of shorts and a tank top from a rack and yanked them on. Restraining my hair with a band, I hopped on the treadmill and pumped it to an insane speed.  I ran and ran until the breath was bursting from my lungs and my muscles were picketing. Twenty-five minutes later, a musical chime sounded, signaling someone was in the elevator and I cursed under my breath. I’d told the doormen to let up the delivery guy with my Chinese food order, but had been hoping to get in a good run before dinner came. Stepping off the conveyor belt, I glanced at my watch. It was almost six. I still had plenty of time to get ready, plenty of time to think about the time bomb I was building—that is, if I’d allow myself to think. But I wasn’t going there.
Swiping a towel across my face, I made my way down a long hall, past a huge chef’s kitchen that was shiny with steel and granite, and back to the living room with panoramic views of Central Park. It was already dark out and lights twinkled in the distance. I’d decided that later I’d turn off all the lights. Maybe light a few candles and recreate the atmosphere at Sensations—a dreamy state that would distort reality. Tonight I would not let reality in. 
Last week in the park, I’d planned to tell Luke I wasn’t looking for a lover. I’d wanted to make things clear to him. Today had been another story. How could I deny my attraction to him? He knew. He’d called me on it. And yes, damn right I was afraid. Because try as I might, I couldn’t scrub the scent of sandalwood from my skin.
Just one more time. Just tonight. I just needed to get him out of my system.
Then I’d get my life together. Perhaps it wouldn’t even be as good as I remembered. The mind had a way of embellishing things, of sweetening the memory. 
The Notorious B.I.G. was now chomping out a rap about nasty girls that would make my mother faint dead to the ground. I pressed a button, allowing the elevator doors to slide open, and froze stiff as Luke stood smiling and offering a bag that wafted the delicious smell of Chinese food to my nose. 
“Your order, ma’am.” 
My mouth fell open. I closed it, but my jaw loosened again as my vocal cords malfunctioned. To my embarrassment, I was sputtering and grunting again.
Why did he always do this to me?
Luke’s dark brows slid up and he grinned. “You should really take care of that...throat…thing.” 
Ignoring his teasing, I squeezed my eyes shut and started over. “You’re early. Do you always just show up? And how did you get my food?”
He stepped past me into the apartment and deposited the bag on a nearby coffee table. “I ran into the delivery guy outside.”
“And he just gave you my food?”
Luke shrugged out of his leather jacket and walked toward me, a smile on his lips. I couldn’t help but notice the way his shirt stretched across his broad chest or the way his jeans hugged his long muscular legs. His gaze moved leisurely over my body, taking in my tank top and shorts. “I told him he couldn’t come up, that you weren’t…decent. That you were upstairs waiting for me…naked.”
“What?” I screeched. I didn’t know whether to laugh or be shocked by his words.
Instead I sputtered and grunted, which caused his grin to widen. He was right in front of me now and I could see light dancing in his emerald eyes. 
“You’re nuts.” I shook my head and, despite my inner turbulence, felt my lips pull with an irrepressible smile. “He’ll never come here again.”
“Quite the opposite. I think from now on you’ll get the best delivery service in town.”
I sighed and pushed back a lock of blonde hair that had fallen onto my face, feeling self-conscious about my grungy appearance. 
“What are you doing here so early, anyway? I said nine.” 
“I couldn’t wait.” His spectacular gaze met mine “I needed to see you.”
“Wh—what?”
The lock of hair fell across my face again and he reached up and brushed it back, teasing my skin with his touch. His hand lingered in my hair and he took hold of my pony tail, drawing my head back and my gaze up to his. I watched his gaze fall to my mouth and my breath started coming faster. The dimple at the corner of his lips was the only remnant of his previous humor. 
“I couldn’t wait, Kay. Since our night together, I’ve been craving you almost every moment of the day. I’ve tasted you, touched you, and had you so many times and ways in my head that if I don’t make it a reality, I’ll lose my mind.”
My heart drummed with wild anticipation and I could hear the blood singing opera in my veins. I understood. I’d felt that way too. My lips tingled with a compelling desire to be pressed against his. He had full gorgeous lips. And oh, God, I remembered that talented tongue! I was instantly leaking, feeling my underwear growing damp from the naughty thoughts swirling in my head.
“Nasty girl,” he whispered.
My eyes widened just as his lips teetered with a crooked smile. Shit! Could he read minds too?
His hand waved absently in the air. “B.I.G. Nasty Girl. This song. I do PR for a few rap artists. I’m pretty familiar with the genre.” 
I groaned aloud, flustered by the way he easily unnerved me. He seemed to enjoy teasing. 
“You’re full of surprises.” He placed his lips against mine, dusting over the contours and leaving tiny explosions at the corners of my mouth. “This is a good one.” 
Shivers rushed through my body, rippling over my damp skin. His mouth finally fully covered mine and I clung to the kiss, leaning into it and pushing a moan between his lips. He savored it and growled his response, his fingers tightening in my hair. Holding me steady, his tongue swiped deep, warm and deliberate, then made a thorough exploration of my mouth. By the time he pulled back I was panting, my body flushed and hot. His fingers skimmed the waistband of my shorts and feathered over my abdomen, sending a riot of flutters through my weakening muscles. 
“I—I’m a mess,” I croaked, pulling away reluctantly. “I was working out. I should get ready.” I caught my bottom lip between my teeth and lowered my gaze to his chest. “I was thinking we could turn down the lights like at Sensations, maybe light a few candles.”
He cradled my face between his palms and looked into my eyes. “You’re perfect. And I don’t want darkness. No shadows. Not tonight. No hiding.” 
His lips moved to my chin, tracing a tingly path along my jaw. I threw my head back and sank my fingers into his thick hair. 
“I want to see all of you, Kay,” he said softly against my neck as he bit my skin then soothed it with his tongue. “I want to see your beautiful curves. I want to see the blush spread across your skin. I want to see how your pussy weeps for me, and what you look like when you come.” He drove his tongue into my mouth, then sucked on my lips. “I want to commit it all to memory.”
Oh, shit…breathe…breathe…you know…that thing you do with your lungs so you don’t die! In…out…in…out…
I shook visibly when he pulled the edge of my tank top up and over my head. He palmed my breasts then gently kissed each peaked tip, making me tremble and moan. My nipples pebbled to hard rosy buds that begged for more with each soft brush of his lips. I steadied myself with my palms on his shoulders when he knelt in front of me and peeled down my shorts. He pulled the knot loose on each sneaker, then slipped out each foot. 
I thought I would be embarrassed standing in front of him totally naked, but the reverence in his gaze and the way it devoured me was as erotic as it was liberating. His palms slid slowly up my legs to rest on the curve of my hips and he leaned forward, pressing his mouth to my bared mound. The touch of his lips sent a jolt of heat sailing through me and my knees literally buckled. The sensation sent chills flocking like startled birds along my skin.
He held me steady and I watched him inhale deeply and lap his tongue against my sensitive skin. My head fell back as a needy moan vibrated my throat. 
I felt the pressure of his hand easing my thighs wide and I complied, desperate and trembling for his touch. His movements suddenly stopped and his breathing grew quiet. I knew he was silently observing me. A blush fanned over my body because I could feel my pussy ripen from his attention and my channel started a wild flutter.  
“So beautiful… I knew you would be,” he whispered. “I’ve dreamed of you. Even before I knew who you were, I knew you’d look like this.” 
His lips met the junction of my thighs and his hot tongue slithered through my folds, foraging deep and drinking in the accumulating moisture. 
Holy Mother! My hips jerked wildly at the raw pleasure that twisted tight through my flesh and wrung a harsh cry from my throat. I almost doubled over. I embedded my fingers in Luke’s hair and fisted it, trying to hold on as he sat low, scooted between my legs, and tilted his head back. 
He moaned and rooted deeper, plunging the tormenting whip of his tongue inside me. I had no time to think of the spectacle I must have made as my naked legs straddled his head and broad shoulders. I arched my hips and fervently humped his face as his fingers dug into my ass and pinned me to him. He flogged me with his tongue, soothed the flat of it over my cleft, and then twirled the tip like a tornado around my aching bud. He pulled back and blew warm air onto my sensitive skin, sending shivering ripples up and down my swollen flesh. I didn’t recognize my cries. The sultry voice seemed foreign to my ears. It sang of a pleasure that was unbelievable, like living and dying at the same time. Like having too much, and yet not nearly enough. 
He groaned long and low, then parted my folds and plunged a finger deep inside. Latching on to my clit, he sucked greedily, his moans vibrating like music through my flesh. I shattered instantly, coming and screaming my pleasure to the vaulted ceiling of the penthouse.  Luke held on, keeping me balanced as he slowed his pace to long, languid licks.
He pushed back and shot to his feet. My gaze met his. I was shocked by the stark passion twisting his handsome features. The green of his eyes had darkened to a beautiful deep hunter, and his square jaw pulled tight. 
“I need to fuck you,” he grated.
I swallowed hard and nodded, grateful for the firm hold he still had on my hips. My body was a quivering mass of nerve endings and I knew I’d melt right to the floor if not for his strong grip. With a desperation that bordered on madness, my hands flew to his shirt. I struggled with the buttons, then frustrated, I yanked the fabric and sent them flying. I heard his light chuckle as I started working open his jeans. My fingers trembled so badly I had trouble releasing the leather belt, but the promise of what was causing the enormous tenting beneath the fabric inspired me, and soon I was shoving the denim down his hips. He stepped out of his shoes, jeans, and boxers and I gasped at the beautiful sight. 
I’d had him inside me, yes. Knew he was a large man, yes. Dreamt of him relentlessly, yes. But the visual splendor of him had been a mystery. His cock was long and thick, it’s girth literally causing my mouth to water. The fat mushroom head had a slit that spilled pearly fluid down its length. It stuck straight out from a patch of dark hair, the bulky shaft weighing it down. A heavy sac hovered at the base, tight with the need to release. My breath sawed in and out as my eyes ravished him, and the muscles of my channel seized with a violent need. Mine! Mine! Mine! Yes, there was more than enough for both of us. 
He must have seen the look on my face because he groaned roughly and pulled me against him. His mouth slanted over mine and he kissed me passionately, tangling our tongues in a frenzied dance. The taste of myself and the feel of him pressing against me drove me wild.
“I’m on the pill,” I puffed out between kisses. I’d hardly gotten the words out when he hoisted me up and snaked my legs around his waist, locking my ankles behind him. Bracing me with one arm, he positioned the leaky tip at my entrance, dragging it repeatedly through my wet flesh. 
“Oh, God, pleeease!” I gasped, my flesh burning with need. My last word only served to punctuate the deep, full stroke as he pulled me onto his wide cock. My jaw fell open with a silent cry and my arms clung tight to his shoulders. My pussy clenched around his embedded length, sucking him impossibly deeper. A vicious tide swept through my body in wave after wave of delicious pleasure. 
“Oh, Luke!” 
“Fuck, Kay! You feel so good!” he hissed. His fingers dug into my hips as he worked me up and down his straining length. “Hold on to me, beautiful.”
I had no intentions of letting go, even if my life depended on it. His muscles bunched beneath his shirt and I buried my face in his neck, inhaling the heady scent of sandalwood that had woven itself into the fabric of my life. The musky odor of sex blended with it, heightening the intoxicating effects. I listened to the rhythmic slapping of our bodies coming together, and I bit my lip to choke back a scream as he withdrew all the way then slammed his full length into me. Hard. He changed his angle and each slippery glide rubbed exquisite friction along my clit, making it throb and strain with a pleasure that was almost intolerable. His hot shaft tunneled into my flesh, igniting a bevy of sensation that started in my swollen sex and spread to the tip of my fingers and toes. I squeezed his cock tight, unwilling to let him leave my body. 
“Fuuuuccck!” He groaned like an animal and flung his head back, savage lines sketching his face. “You’re gonna make me come if you do that!” 
I had no control of my body. It knew what it needed. I bucked my hips and rode him hard. Luke stumbled back to steady my writhing body and I arched my back and screamed for more as pleasure catapulted inside me, shattering my mind and body. He continued to plunge into me through my orgasm, his buttocks clenched and his hips pounding fast. His fingers clawed into my ass, holding me steady until my screams subsided. Suddenly I felt his muscles lock stiff and shouting an oath, he pulled out of me swiftly. 
“Fuck, no! Too soon,” he hissed and jerked, clenching his teeth. “Need…a minute.”
My inner walls spasmed, missing his warmth, and it seized again when I felt his hard length slide against my lower abdomen, spraying a small amount of warm cum onto my skin. His muscles vibrated with restraint as he denied the needs of his body, and he mashed his face into my chest and breathed heavily. Eventually his body relaxed and he raised his head and looked at me, his eyes glazed and luminescent. I could feel the rhythmic thumps of his straining cock trapped between our bodies, angry and demanding. His skin was slippery with sweat, his body hot and beautifully sculpted against mine.  
“Kiss me,” he whispered hoarsely, his gaze never leaving mine.
I took a minute to absorb his face and the remarkable beauty of each masculine feature. Enchanted, I felt heat punch into my chest, and leaning forward, I slowly brought my lips to his. I reinforced my legs around his hips, his hands still bracing me. My lips moved over his delicately, restless as they learned every nuance of his supple mouth. I speared my fingers through his  hair and eventually let my tongue slip between his lips. He groaned and deepened the kiss, adding an intense, sensuous suction. I groaned into his mouth. God, I loved kissing him. I’d never realized just how much I enjoyed kissing before now.  
Arousal swept through me quickly again and I started to hump the hot flesh digging onto my belly. Luke rumbled deep in his throat as I arched and slid my wet core up and down his rock-hard shaft. He shivered and I felt him pump more wetness onto my belly.
“Damn, that’s good,” he whispered, flexing into me and dragging me up until his inflated head bumped and pulsed against my clit. 
I puffed out a breath between my lips, my flesh so deliciously sensitive I was close to orgasm again. A sweet tightness was already cajoling my muscles with tiny contractions. Luke groaned long and low as he lifted me and pulled me down onto his cock, sinking me to the wide root. Immediately he started rocking into me forcefully, and I bit my lip as fire licked through my pussy and burned a searing path up each knuckle of my spine. Luke secured my thighs and walked toward a nearby wall.
Bracing my back against the smooth, cool surface, he used the wall as leverage and took me hard, his hips snapping furiously, forcing my thighs wide. A glaze of sweat coated his skin and his shirt stuck to his back. He captured my lips, but I could tell he was losing control as his rhythm became rough and erratic. I felt his cock swell to an astonishing thickness and he pulled me down hard on his shaft, filling me with every throbbing inch until his coarse pubic hair abraded my nude skin. Suddenly a roar thundered from his lungs and his large body tensed and bucked. 
“Ahhh, shit, beautiful! Coming! Oh, Katie! My beautiful Kay! I’m…fucking coming!”
I braced through the turbulent storm as he drilled into me, and my muscles bore the challenge to hold on. I crested and peaked again, my body not mine to control. The dynamic power of his form awed and humbled me while his strength and his passion touched me deeply.
He kept kissing me for long moments after the spasms subsided, kept pulsing and thrusting his hips, gliding his lips against mine and plundering my mouth with his tongue. I let my stiff legs drop from around his waist, but Luke held me tight to his body and I clung to his neck, loving the feel of being pressed against him, our hearts beating as one. His softening dick slid from inside as I was lowered to the floor and I whimpered, missing the connection with him. 
Wet heat trickled down the inside of my thighs and absurdly I clenched my sex to keep it from escaping. I wanted to hold on to everything from this man and it was a feeling of possessiveness that scared the shit out of me. He was pure passion rolled into a beautifully solid form, and the sight of him left me weak and breathless. 
My palms slid over his smooth chest, brushing against his nipples and making him moan. I could now see more of the tattoo that had been a constant tease for my imagination. The colorful head of a dragon rested on the left side of his chest. It painted the defined pectoral covering his heart. His shirt hung open and I slipped it off his shoulders, wanting to see more.   
He shot me a lazy grin then leaned forward and pressed his lips against mine. He traced my lids gently with his lips, then my cheeks and nose. 
“You owe me a shirt,” 
I smiled back then sucked on his bottom lip, savoring his taste.
You owe me my sanity…
I wanted to say it. It was true. He’d stolen my sanity. I was insane. Completely. Utterly. These feelings were insane. The fact that he was here was insane. And yet, I was ecstatic. Completely. Utterly. Ecstatic. I pulled away from his lips and he groaned plaintively.
My attention was drawn back to the intricate tattoo. It was a fierce dragon with its wings extended. It wound its way over his shoulder and around his upper bicep. A colorful wing folded into his neck. The dragon followed the contours of his muscles with a fluid motion that made it appear dynamic with life. I couldn’t help but trace it with the pad of my finger, then I brought my lips against it reverently.
“It’s beautiful,” I murmured. “What does it mean?” 
At his silence, I looked up and seemed to catch him off guard. He was someplace far away, deep in thought with his brows furrowed. That easy smile returned when he caught me studying him. 
“Dragons usually represent power. They’re traditionally depicted as guardians or protectors of something precious. I got it to represent my own power over my life and my ability to decide its course and direction. Also, I consider myself a guardian. A guardian of people I love.” He looked into my eyes and I felt the heat of his stare down to my toes. “I protect what is mine.” 
I let my gaze fall to the finger that circled the green eye of the dragon. The color was so much like his own emerald green. I thought of how loving he was with Livy and understood some of the significance of the tattoo.
I let out a screech when he slid his hands under my knees and lifted me off the floor, cradling me against his naked body. The room tilted and I laughed and laced my arms around his neck.
“Stop wiggling before I drop you.” He shot me a gorgeous grin and my heart liquefied in my chest. 
“You wouldn’t dare!”
“I’m tired. You wore the hell out of me.” 
I felt my cheeks heat with a blush.
“Loved it,” he said. “Though we’ll have to figure out proper compensation for my shirt. You practically shredded it.”
“What? It was just a few buttons!”
“It’s gonna cost you.” He waggled his brows and I bit back my laugh.
“Wait just a second!”
“Bedroom?”
“I have no recollection…”
“Bedroom.”
“I was provoked!”
“Bedroom.”
“I…ah…ah…” I sputtered and grunted again, giggling as he used me to do bicep curls, jostling me up and down. I couldn’t help wiggling, and screeched again as he pretended to lose his grip on me. The room filled with his laughter, a deep rumbling sound that caressed me from inside out. 
“Where’s the bedroom, dammit?”
I pointed and buried my face in his neck, holding him and grinning secretly. I positioned my nose against his skin and inhaled deeply as he carried me down the hall.
He deposited me on a pillow, then stood and turned to leave. I let my gaze travel over his body, enjoying his muscular build, the broad sculpted shoulders, and the delectable curve of his firm ass. I propped up on one elbow and strands of shoulder length hair fell over my face. “Where are you going?”
He bent and kissed my lips, gently brushing the hair off my face. “Although I’ve already eaten, I believe you have not. I’m getting your food.”
I watched the sly smile slide across his face and it dawned on me what he was referring to. The dimple at the corner of his mouth deepened and I blushed floridly.
“You are so dirty.” I smiled.
“Oh, you have no idea,” he tossed over his shoulder as he left the room. 
I flopped back on the pillow, trying to wipe the stupid grin off my face. I was deliriously happy and it filled every inch of space inside me. My workout mix had cycled again and Eminem was giving me counsel. 
Look, if you had one shot, or one opportunity to seize everything you ever wanted. One moment. Would you capture it or just let it slip?
I pulled the pillow over my head to block out the noise, afraid to fully explore my feelings. Instead, I let my worries slip into the swirling pot of uncertainty that had been stewing for the past few weeks. It had been poisoning me with indecision, but tonight I would not relinquish this happiness.
I reached over and grabbed a remote from my night table, turning off the music. A few minutes later, he came into the room carrying the bag with the Chinese food in one hand and his cell phone in the other. He was having a conversation with someone. I tried not to listen, though wondered who he could be calling while here with me. It was when he blew kisses into the phone and reminded Livy to brush her teeth that I realized he’d called his daughter to say goodnight, and I felt all the more stupid for the pricks of jealously that had needled me. I of all people had no right.
He hopped onto the bed and sat with his shoulders against the headboard, then pulled me against him, my back leaning on his chest and his long legs astride me. I settled against him, conscious of the warmth of his hard, naked body. I wanted to turn around and wrap myself around him, but forced myself to focus and breathe as he started to open cartons and break apart a set of wooden chopsticks.
“We forgot plates,” I realized, starting to get up.
He snaked a long leg around me, preventing me from rising. His lips kissed my naked shoulder. “No need.”
Dipping the chopsticks into a carton of noodles, he brought them to my mouth. I accepted it, suddenly ravenous. He fed me that way for a while, taking a bite now and then himself, and I couldn’t believe the comfortable intimacy I felt with him. We were sitting naked on a bed, and he was feeding me Chinese food. Never in my life had I done such a thing and I never would have thought it could feel so wonderful.
“This place is pretty amazing. How long have you lived here?” 
“Too long.” I chuckled wryly, then continued, “This penthouse actually belongs to my parents. I’m looking for a place of my own.”
“You’re moving?” 
He sounded surprised, and I knew it must seem crazy to move out of a gorgeous penthouse. 
I shrugged. “I just need my own space, and really this is too much room for me. It—it’s hard to explain.”
“I get it. Staying in the city?”
	“Yeah, I love living in Manhattan.”
“Me too. Plus with my business, it makes sense. Have you always lived here?”
I shook my head, finishing up a bite he’d given me. “I’m originally from Scarsdale, but I went to boarding school in upstate New York when I was ten. Then I moved to the city for college.”
“Boarding school at ten? What was that like? I can’t imagine Livy leaving me so young.”
	I shrugged, but couldn’t keep the emotion from my words. “I never fit in. I was always different from the other girls.”
I sensed him frown behind me. “Did your parents know you disliked it?”
“If it were up to them, I would have been in boarding school from the time I was three.” I laughed bitterly. “My grandparents were the only ones who objected, but my parents thought it would be good for me.”
His arms tightened around me. “Are you an only child?”
“No. I have an older brother. He lives in Italy. I think he just needed to get away. My parents can be a bit much at times. We were close for a while, but it’s hard when he’s so far away. I’m close with my grandparents. They’re the ones who got me involved with the Vandercamp Foundation.”
“You seem to enjoy it. I could tell from your interview.”
“I love it. It’s my life,” I replied truthfully. “It gives me purpose.”
“You run it by yourself?”
I nodded. “My parents aren’t really interested and my grandparents are too old. It’s too much for them. It’s really only a small part of our family’s estate. My parents would rather hire someone to run it, but I love doing it,” I explained. “What about you? Are your parents around? Do you have any siblings?”
“My parents live on Long Island where I grew up. I’m one of six boys.”
“Let me guess.” I shifted to face him. “The youngest.”
His brows shot up and he laughed. I loved that sound. 
“Why would you think that?”
“I can see you as the prankster, playing tricks on everyone.”
He clutched his heart, pretending to be wounded. “I’m shocked that you could say such a thing.” He looked chagrined, then leaned forward and kissed the tip of my nose. “Okay. I am the youngest. And I did play tricks on all my brothers.”
“Knew it!” I gave him a sassy Z-snap of my fingers complete with head bopping attitude. He laughed and tickled my ribs in response.
“So you think you know me, do you?”
“Are you always this playful?” I asked, smiling broadly. This wonderful?
His fingers stopped for a moment and he looked down at me, suddenly serious. “I used to be. I haven’t been this way for a long time, Kay. Only with you.” He launched into a full grin and resumed his tickling. “You. Inspire. Silliness. Among other things.”
I twisted and squirmed, laughing while trying to capture his dancing fingers. It reminded me of when my grandmother would tickle me as a child. Something came to mind and my head shot up.  
“Oh, I wanted to thank you for finding my grandmother’s pearl earring. I thought it was gone for good.”
“What?” 
“The earring you put in my shoe at Mr. Kotobuki’s party,” I reminded.
He frowned and his fingers stilled. “What are you talking about?”
I chewed on my bottom lip then clarified slowly, hoping to jog his memory. “That night at Sensations, I lost an earring. It showed up at Mr. Kotobuki’s party.”
“I didn’t—”
Whatever he was about to say was cut off by the musical chime that rang through the penthouse. And it sang like knife blades slicing through my head. 
“Oh, FUCK!” Galvanized, I sprang from the bed, tipping over several cartons of food. My eyes were wide with alarm.
Luke was right behind me, his muscles corded and primed. Confusion wrinkled his forehead.
“What’s wrong?”
“Someone’s in the elevator.”
Luke forked his fingers through his wavy dark hair and his jaw tightened. His gaze tracked me as I zipped into the bathroom and grabbed a bathrobe then flew to the door. I turned to look at him, feeling terror in my heart and knew it must be written all over my face. 
“Please stay in here,” I begged, infusing an apology in my voice.
He nodded, a slight dip of his head, but I could see anger etch lines in his face and darken the green of his eyes. 
My bare feet beat soundless on the wood floor as I ran down the hall toward the living room. My mind spun with thoughts of who could be in the elevator and my heart banged chaotically at my sternum. Oh, God! It was probably Josh. He had the key and could open the elevator door! I’d told the doormen not to let him up, but he’d come up to the apartment when I hadn’t been feeling well. The doormen might think he’d again been granted full access. Lord knows what he’d do if he found Luke here!
Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck!
I came to a grinding halt just as the elevator doors started to slide open. My gaze dashed around the room and I spotted Luke’s clothes in a pile on the floor where I’d pulled them off. Leaping across the floor with a maneuver that would rival an Olympic athlete, I gave a few swift kicks to the pile and banished the clothing under the coffee table. Unfortunately, my body did not perform as efficiently as an Olympian, and with a startled yelp I lost my balance and ended up with my butt flat on the floor. 
It was just in time for the elevator to open fully and for my parents to step out and stare down at me with surprise and confusion.
“Hi.” I waved and squeaked. Relief tiptoed through me, but just minimally.
My mother was standing at the elevator, head to toe in Mink. My father was equally decked out. He frowned. 
“What on earth are you doing on the floor, Katherine Regina?” 
Think! Think! Think! Get them out of here!
“I—I’m not…feeling well. I’m sick!” I coughed violently. “I just managed to crawl out of bed to get something from the kitchen! I had to sit and rest on my way back to the bedroom…” Cough. Cough. Cough.
“What?” My father frowned, taking a step toward me. “Let me help you.”
I stuck out a hand, stopping him. “No! Don’t come any closer!” Cough. Cough. “I don’t want you to get sick!” 
“Do you need a doctor? We were just on our way to dinner and thought we’d stop by,” Diana explained.
“No!” I shook my head vehemently, pulling the edges of my robe tighter. 
Diana’s spine straightened and her lips thinned. “You no doubt caught this from hanging out at those shelters, or perhaps from one of those women you work with!”
I had to bite my lip to contain the scathing reply that came to mind. I coughed vigorously in my mother’s direction and wanted to smile when she took a cautious step back.
“This is just a twenty-four hour thing. I’ll be fine by tomorrow. Really,” Cough. Cough. Cough. One more for good measure. Cough. “You should go. I don’t want you coming down with this.”
My parents looked at each other, then looked back at me, bewildered.
“Don’t worry about me. Really.” Cough. Cough. “Enjoy your dinner.”
Diana adjusted her fashionable Mink hat and sighed. “Fine. I’ll touch base tomorrow. We have to finalize some more details for the wedding, and don’t forget about the holiday party this weekend.”
“Feel better, dear,” my father said solemnly as he stepped back into the elevator.
Relief washed over me when my mother followed. Suddenly Diana’s hand shot out, stopping the elevator door just as it was about to slip closed. A slow smile oozed across her face. “I’m glad to see you and Josh have resolved your differences.” 
I frowned and followed my mother’s gaze to the obvious men’s clothing peeking out from under the coffee table. I felt the blood drain from my face and my skin grow ice cold.
Fuck!
I turned back to the elevator, sputtering, but Diana had let go of the door and it was now closing. I cursed and squeezed my eyes shut. I felt deflated, like fists were pummeling my body and soul. I wanted to scream. I wanted to wail. I wanted to go into my bedroom and crawl back into Luke’s lap. I wanted to be selfish and not think about anyone or anything but myself.  Blowing out a long breath, I laid back on the floor, exhaustion claiming me. And to make matters worse…my butt hurt. I wondered if I’d injured myself when I fell and I thought of my foundation’s major contributor. No doubt Margaret Lindon would say that my fucked-up life and my broken butt were just God’s punishments for my morally corrupt behavior.  
I sensed a shadow move over me and opened my eyes to see Luke bending over me. He peered down at me, one eyebrow raised. I looked up at his handsome upside down face and my heart squeezed tight. I waited to see the grin appear, knowing he’d no doubt find my situation funny. But it didn’t come. Instead he silently offered a hand and pulled me off the floor, then turned to retrieve his poorly concealed clothes. 
Silently he got dressed and I stood watching, chewing up my bottom lip. A stale calmness engulfed the apartment and tension settled like heavy dust between us. He was angry. I felt horrible and didn’t exactly know why. What was I supposed to do? Introduce him to my parents? I wanted to rewind the clock by fifteen minutes. I wanted things to be different. This was my fault. God! What had I been thinking? I shouldn’t have allowed him to come tonight. I shouldn’t be a slave to my lust. I shouldn’t be seeing him when things were still unresolved with Josh. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt him. Tears filled my eyes and I blinked them away.
“Luke, I’m sorry,” I whispered.
The angles of his face sharpened as he stepped into his jeans and pulled on his shoes. He concentrated on his task, ignoring me. Had he heard what I’d said? I filled my lungs with remorse and apologized again, feeling my stomach lurch with the meal he’d fed me.
He silently buttoned his pants and tended to his zipper. I felt a tear escape down my cheek. I needed him to understand.
“He cheated on me!” I admitted, my voice cracking miserably. I didn’t have to say his name. We both knew to whom I was referring. 
His hands stilled on his belt and his head rolled up slowly. His green eyes bore into mine but he remained silent. I vaguely noted that he didn’t seem surprised.
“That’s why I went to Sensations that night. I—I caught him with his ex-girlfriend.” I wrung my hands white and almost choked on the words. “At least, I—I think I did.”
He abandoned his clothing and stalked toward me, gripping my chin with his big hand. His lips pulled in an angry, thin line.
“Tell me.”
My gaze fell to the floor. I couldn’t look into his eyes. “I found them together in his apartment. It looked suspicious, but he swears he wasn’t doing anything. I called off the wedding and broke up with him, but…but…I.” 
He cursed angrily and turned his head away. He looked like he wanted to say something, but changed his mind. I could feel emotions emanating from him like a reckless storm, but he stood rigidly still. 
“What if I was wrong?” Tears streamed unchecked down my face, wetting my robe. “I don’t know what to do? I don't want to be hasty. We’ve been together for three years! We’ve been planning our wedding. There’re so many people involved…so much pressure…so much to consider.”
His gaze swung back to me and stark lines marked his face. “Fuck, Kay! What does your gut tell you? What do you feel in here?” His finger jabbed at my heart and he looked deep into my eyes. His palms came up to clutch my cheeks, almost painful with his grip. “What do you feel when we’re together? It’s not that complicated. I wish I could tell you what to do. I wish I could have a go at that motherfucker! He has no idea how lucky he is.” 
I hiccupped a wet sob, miserable because I couldn’t explain this weakness I had for Luke. I truly believed I loved Josh and yet my desire for this man was stunning in it’s intensity. This desperate craving could do nothing but destroy me, yet I felt powerless to stop it and wanted more and more.
“Know this,” he grated roughly.  “I want you. I want you so much that it fucking scares me! And I don’t just want sex! I want to get to know you. I want Livy to get to know you.” 
His lips swooped down on mine and he plunged his tongue into my mouth, intruding with an almost brutal force. I returned the kiss greedily, moaning and biting his lips and tasting the salt of my tears in the kiss. Desire ignited a torch inside me and flames lashed at my damp sex. I rocked my hips against him, feeling the hard proof of his arousal jutting into my abdomen. Desperate for him again, I curled my fingers over his straining erection, trying to free him.
He cursed and stepped back, plucking his shirt from the floor. He shrugged into it as he moved toward the open elevator, and it hung open, the dragon seeming to roar angrily on his chest. He grabbed his jacket and backed in, his gaze never leaving my face. He shot me a half smile, but it only made my tears come faster.
“You owe me a shirt,” he said softly as the doors slid close. 
 
 
 
“Why so grumpy, Kay?” Michelle took a big bite of her sandwich and chewed dreamily. “This is sooo good. It’s like having an orgasm.”
I smiled and looked around the tiny Italian restaurant. “No wonder you like coming here.”
“Literally.” She grinned. “Want some?” She waved the meatball parm in front of my face. 
I shook my head and picked at my salad. “Not really hungry.”
“Maybe you should try something with pumpernickel!”
“I didn’t get much sleep last night,” I stated, ignoring my friend’s innuendo. It only served to burn guilt and longing into my chest and made her think of the pumpernickel sex I’d had with Luke the night before. 
“Still stressing about the wedding?”
I nodded, wishing it were that simple. I regarded Michelle across the table happily devouring her sandwich. A confession sat on the tip of my tongue, but I curled it back into my mouth and swallowed it. I usually shared everything with my best friend, but had a hard time explaining Luke. Maybe because he was her boss, or maybe because I couldn’t explain him to myself. 
I sighed and plopped a piece of grilled chicken into my mouth. We’d just seen the apartment in the brownstone and I loved it. I should be thrilled that I’d finally found a place of my own. The only thing left was to secure it with a deposit, but my mind was elsewhere.
“You know, I keep replaying what happened at Josh’s apartment in my head,” I said, and Michelle quirked a brow. “I didn’t actually catch them doing anything, but the immediate impression I got from walking in on them was that they’d done something. Carol looked as guilty as hell. I can’t explain it. It’s like when you come across a scene of a car accident and you didn’t actually see the accident, but from the clues you can guess what happened.”
“Josh and Carol have a long history. She’s always been a sore spot between you two.”
“I know. I thought it was over between them.”
“You know how I feel about that asshole, but I’m not the one marrying him. Have you made a decision?”
I nodded, feeling the chicken stick in my throat. “I can’t go through with it. I’ll always wonder if he cheated. I won’t be able to trust him.”
Michelle’s hand covered mine. “I know it’s a hard decision.”
“Yeah, I still care about him. And I think of all the trouble my parents and everyone else have gone through. Greg is coming from Italy. He rearranged his hospital schedule. My grandparents paid for our honeymoon. You bought your dress…” 
“Kay! You are always worried about everyone else! Stop trying to please other people. It’s what makes you so kind, but also so vulnerable. Maybe you should think about what you want.”
I found I couldn’t hold my best friend’s gaze.
Michelle chuckled and winked. “Confession time. I never liked the dress anyway.” 
My jaw dropped as I laughed. “What? You never told me!”
	“Because it was your wedding. And that’s what best friends do who are maids-of-honor. We suck it up. It’s an unwritten agreement that the maid-of-honor and the bridesmaids have to wear the ugly dresses so that the bride looks even more beautiful on her wedding day.”
“That’s crazy!”
“No, really. You’re supposed to be surrounded by ugly. That way you shine.” Michelle took another bite of her sandwich and moaned. “When I get married, I’m gonna find the ugliest dress there is for my bridesmaids. I might even have padding added for the skinny bitches. Oh, and definitely the big ugly bow on the butt! Purple! What do you think of purple?” 
“I look awful in purple.”
“Then purple it is!” Michelle exclaimed. 
I dug my fork into my salad, suddenly feeling hungry. I laughed as I listened to Michelle recite more ridiculous rules of being a bridesmaid. I felt relieved that I’d finally made up my mind and had even convinced myself that my decision had nothing to do with Luke. Although, once I spoke with Josh, I planned on telling him about my decision. Just so he was informed. No other reason. Really. Really…Really!
 
*************************
 
Luke
 
A knock on the door came early, and annoyed, I popped one eye open. Morning light filtered in through the shades of my bedroom window and slashed across my face, irritating me further. Despite my better judgment, I’d gone out with Bruce and some friends last night. One drink had led to several, and all I remembered was droning on about what it was like to desperately want something you couldn’t have. My friends probably thought he was talking about Roslyn, but ironically, my mind had been on Katie the entire night. Roslyn still had a place in my heart, and I knew she always would, but that had been a different life with different hopes and dreams. Thinking about the loss was still painful, but if my experience with Katie taught me anything, it was that my broken heart was ready to heal, to move on, and to possibly love again. 
Being with Katie was like finding a piece of myself that I’d lost, and then realizing that the piece might not belong to me after all. I’d known something had been missing, but now it was patently clear what it was. 
The knocking became a pounding that echoed in my head. I waited, hoping my nanny would get the door, but I could hear her in Livy’s room getting her dressed. Livy was insisting on the purple tutu and making a convincing argument why she didn’t need to take a bath. I smiled, thinking I would have given in by now. I was a sucker sometimes when it came to her. I’d once allowed her to wear her favorite socks for a week, and it was only when I’d thought some animal had crawled into her shoes and died did I realize it had been a very bad idea. Livy, of course, had been oblivious to the stench and cried for an hour when I drowned Mr. and Mrs. Socky in the washer.  
I tossed the covers off my legs, hopped into a pair of jeans and pulled a sweatshirt over my head. 
“I’m coming! Who the hell is it so damn early?” I yelled, winding around furniture and marching through the living room. I yanked the door open and was surprised by the man I found there. 
“Luke Davenport?”
I hesitated, my first instinct to not answer, but I heard myself respond in the affirmative. 
“I’m Detective Carly,” the man said, flashing a badge. “May I come in?”
“Yeah.” My mind still trying to process the officer’s presence, he pulled the door wider, and the officer stepped in. The appearance of a second man streaked a rush of blind anger through me. 
“This is my partner Detective Lawson,” Detective Carly said, moving toward me. “You are under arrest for the murder of Ms. Carmen Alexander.”
“What the fuck—!”
Before I could reckon what was happening, Detective Carly grabbed my arm.
“You have the right to remain silent…”
“Wait a minute! What the fuck is this all about?” I demanded, stepping back.
At that moment, I heard Livy coming into the room behind me. I turned my head at the sound of her voice, my heartbeat like thunder in my brain. 
“Dada?” She stopped abruptly, alarm and confusion crinkling her  tiny face as she took in the scene. 
“Just give me a moment to speak to my daughter,” I said to Detective Carly, jerking my arm away.
“Dada!” Livy cried out. “What’s wrong, Dada? Who are these men?”
Detective Carly grabbed for me again, but I skirted away. At that moment, Detective Lawson tackled me, the force of his body slamming me into a wall. 
Livy’s face collapsed with tears. The sight gutted me and my muscles bulged with fury. 
“I’ll go with you, just let me explain to her!” I yelled, my cheek mashed against the hard plaster. I could easily overpower the detective. I was a much bigger man, but knew it would not be wise to do so. 
Instead, I talked to Livy, tried to soothe my daughter as she sobbed hysterically. The sound tore a hole in my gut, shredding my voice as I tried to speak.
“It’s okay, princess. I’m fine. Go find Mrs. Rogers…”
Mrs. Rogers must have heard the commotion, because her shocked voice suddenly rang out behind me, growing louder as she entered the room. 
“Get her out of here!” I yelled to her, but the officer was reading me my rights and Livy’s piercing cries filled my ears. I didn’t know if Mrs. Rogers could hear me. Cold handcuffs were snapped onto my wrists and Detective Lawson jerked my body around roughly. 
Mrs. Rogers now had Livy’s wild, flailing body clutched to her. 
“I want my dada! Daadaa! Daadaa!” Livy’s arms strained for me, her eyes drenched and her bottom lip pink and quivering. She screeched a plaintive wail that scraped deep into my bones as she was carried away. 
Tears filled my eyes and I forced my gaze away from my daughter. It landed on Detective Lawson, who now sported a satisfied grin and I prayed for the strength not to smash his face in. I knew it was what the detective wanted. 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
I stepped through the door of my building and smiled at Ralph, the doorman. The building was active with visitors and residents making their way in and out. Ralph closed the door, cutting off the cold wind that had followed me in, and I was grateful for the sudden warmth. I’d just spent the day Christmas shopping and was cold and exhausted. I couldn’t believe that Christmas was only one week away. At least I’d been able to find the gifts I wanted. My employees had all asked to get money this year instead of presents. I knew that most of them lived on a frugal budget, so I understood the request and planned to honor it, but that didn’t mean I still couldn’t give a few presents too. After all, it wasn’t Christmas without presents. 
I thought of the scarf I’d purchased that would match Vicki’s eyes, and the doll I’d found for Marion’s daughter. I had overheard Marion talking about how her daughter wanted the United Dream Doll and how there was no way she could afford it. I loved the warm tickles I got inside just picturing Marion’s daughter face on Christmas morning when she opened her present.
Looking down at my shopping bag, I smiled at the thought of my other special purchase. I had plans to meet Josh this evening, and after that…well, maybe I’d play Santa Claus and make an early delivery. I’d been illusive on the phone with Josh. After everything we’d been through, I owed him an explanation in person.
“You have a visitor,” Ralph informed me, distracting me from my thoughts.
My brows wrinkled as I looked around the large lobby.  Not recognizing anyone, I was about to question him when Carol stepped from behind a large pillar. 
My breath stuck in my throat and my already cool skin dimpled with chills. Contempt raked down my back, leaving a caustic sting.
“Are you okay, ma’am?” Ralph inquired, noting my distress. 
I nodded as Carol approached. The woman was wrapped in a  plush designer coat. Long dark hair with wispy bangs framed her perfect, heart-shaped face. Her solemn expression surprised me, because I’d only ever seen the woman with a smug look on her face. The night at Josh’s apartment came rushing back in stunning focus, and I had to force out the breath that refused to leave my lungs. 
What was this bitch doing here? She’d ruined my life and been a constant threat to my relationship with Josh. Was she here to serve up some bullshit? To tell me she and Josh were just friends, as she’d always alleged? Tell me that my assumptions of that night were all in my head? 
Carol came to a stop in front of me, and for a moment the two of us stared, each silently assessing the other. Unbridled hatred sizzled between us, and each made no attempt to conceal it. I opened my mouth to speak when Carol’s words cut me off.
“You are right. I’m in love with Josh. We are more than friends.”
I felt as though I’d been slapped, but surprisingly, the sting was not as sharp as I’d expect. I rocked back on my heels and narrowed my eyes at the woman in front of me.
“Get the fuck out of my way,” I hissed low, taking a step past Carol.
“I need to talk to you.”
I laughed bitterly. “We have nothing to talk about.”
“Josh loves you.”
“Yeah, right!” 
Carol shadowed my steps, and I turned, intending to ask the doorman to remove her. The expression on Carol’s face surprised me. Water filled the woman’s blue eyes, and she looked distraught. 
“He doesn’t want me! He—he wants you!” she yelled, tears sliding down her cheeks.
I issued a slow breath and mumbled a curse. Carol was making a scene, and now people in the lobby were taking note of us. I nodded my head to indicate a quiet alcove in the corner, away from the traffic. Carol followed and took an unsteady seat on one of the couches. 
“Please, just hear me out.”
I sighed and perched on the edge of a lounge chair opposite her. A voice in my head screamed for my to just get up and run, but an inkling of curiosity and maybe the nudge of guilt kept me in my seat. 
“That evening at Josh’s apartment—I surprised him. I knew it had been his birthday and I wanted to—to see him. I spilled the wine on my dress on purpose. I thought if I could turn him on, he’d sleep with me.”  She sighed heavily, sniffling into a napkin. “But he refused. He rejected me.”
I felt the muscles of my face tighten to pain. “I don’t believe you.”
Carol’s lips pulled angrily and she glared at me, pinning me with a loathsome expression.  “Do you think this is easy for me? Coming here? I love Josh. I always have. I always will. We’re more than just friends. We’re soul mates. If I thought I had a chance with him, even as an occasional fuck, I wouldn’t be here! But he doesn’t want me. He wants you—and for the life of me I don’t see why!”
I had to brace myself. My fingers itched to scratch the other woman’s eyes out.
“Why are you here? Why are you telling me this?” 
Guilt was making divots in my conscience. I was overwhelmed by a sudden wave of shame and remorse that sickened my stomach. 
Oh God, what had I done? 
“Because I heard from one of Josh’s friends that you broke off the wedding. Because Josh hates me for what I did to him. And even though it pains me to come here, I can’t have him blamed for something he didn’t do.” 
Was Carol telling the truth? Had I been wrong? Was I about to throw away my three year relationship because I’d wrongly jumped to conclusions? And what about my sleeping with Luke? Was I the guilty party?
My gaze landed on my shopping bag and my stomach wretched miserably, swaying with a rebellious queasiness. I looked away, crushed between shame and guilt and overwhelmed with remorse. I stubbornly willed the tears back. There was no way I’d give Carol the satisfaction of seeing me fall apart. I was so confused. I was never one to linger at such an impasse. I could always look at facts and logically sort them. But this was my future, my life. Josh’s future and his life. And things were not that simple. This wasn’t just about me and my lust. I had a history with Josh. I’d made a commitment and I might have recklessly ruined everything. 
My grandparents had been married for over fifty years, and always told me the reason for their successful marriage was their commitment to each other. They never gave up on each other. They had bad times and good, but they always stuck it out. Was I making a mistake? Was I foolishly giving up? A blunt pain corked through my chest, twisting with suffocating pressure. I struggled for an adequate breath. 
“I’m done talking! Don’t ever fucking come here again.” I sprang from my seat and grabbed my bags, my hands shaking like leaves in the wind. I didn’t look back as I blindly made my way to the elevator.  
 
Two hours later, I stepped out of a cab on Lexington Avenue and Fifty Third Street in Midtown Manhattan. A misty rain peppered my face as I dodged pedestrians on the sidewalk. Holiday lights and decorations colored the night in a festive glow, stealing the spotlight from an impotent full moon. The streets were crowded despite the rain, and holiday bells jingled somewhere in the distance. I barely noticed as I quickly made my way to the restaurant where I was meeting Josh. He saw me and stepped out from under an awning, waving in greeting.  Tucking his hands into his coat pockets, he smiled slightly then kissed my cheek. 
“They can seat us in about ten minutes,” he said, taking my elbow and pulling me to shelter.
My head was spinning, my thoughts rambling as much as they had been two hours before. Josh turned toward the door of the restaurant, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm. I needed to get things off my chest. I was too wound up, too agitated from the relentless pricks of my disjointed thoughts. My gaze rove his face, taking in his blue eyes and relaxed features. I studied him for a long moment, causing him to wrinkle his brows curiously.
“I had a visitor today.” 
He smirked and shook his head. “Let me guess. Your mother. She left a message on my voicemail about the Vandercamp holiday party this weekend.” 
I frowned. I hadn’t heard from my mother, but the voicemail to Josh was not what concerned me at the moment.
“No.” I shook my head. “Carol.”
Josh’s jaw firmed angrily and his lips pinched. “You have to be fucking kidding me? That bitch’s got some nerve!”
I paused, searching his features for signs of deception. Only anger deepened the hue of his face. I’d seen his anger enough to know when it was genuine. 
“She said she tried to seduce you at your apartment.”
He sighed and lowered his head. “I know. The more I thought about it, the more it became clear. I was a stupid fuck for letting her in.” 
“She said you rejected her.”
“I didn’t touch her, Kay. I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen.” His gaze locked on to mine, and his eyes became glassy in the dim light. Cupping my shoulders, his face crumbled. “I didn’t touch her, Kay! I swear on my mother’s grave! Please, please don’t give up on us.”
My knees almost buckled. My chest caved in, heavy with emotion and my body quaked from the onslaught. Oh God! What had I done? What had I done? Strangling guilt clutched my throat, squeezing so tight I was breathless. 
“Please, please say you’ll marry me, Kay. I love you.”
Tears rolled down my face, big, fat, heavy drops that sprang from a well that ran deep within. I couldn’t imagine the source because inside I felt impossibly empty. I nodded and Josh pulled me into his arms, squeezing me tight.
“I’ll be good to you, Kay. I promise. I’ve been taking the anger management classes. I want to be the best for you. I will always treasure you. I need you, Kay. I love you.”
“I—I love you too.” 
His mouth descended on mine and I opened for him, his taste and texture familiar. My heart was hurting, wringing tight with emotions I couldn’t name and couldn’t begin to explain. My arms wound around his shoulders as his tongue glided into my mouth. I clung to him, kissing him back in front of a restaurant, on a busy street in Midtown Manhattan, on a rainy night…with my eyes full of tears. The tears kept flowing and, for the life of me, I didn’t know why I was unable to stop them. 
 




 
CHAPTER  FIVE
 
 
Luke
 
I had been in police custody for two hours before my lawyer arrived, and I was fuming. After being fingerprinted and taking a mug shot, the officers had repeatedly questioned me. When they realized I was not about to relinquish anything more than my pedigree, they’d given up and thrown me in a holding cell. I’d been allowed to call my daughter, and for that I was grateful, but the sounds of her cries still echoed disturbingly in my head. Livy was scared and wanted to know when I was coming home. 
I looked around the barren pen and wondered the same thing. I sat on a hard bench in a small, dirty prison cell, the rank scent of urine burning my nose. The sound of approaching steps drew my attention, and I stood stiffly as an officer appeared. The uniformed officer drew out a ring burdened with keys and opened my cell door. I was handcuffed before being led from the room, and I numbly put one foot in front of the other as we made our way upstairs. 
I was shown into a room where my lawyer, Jack Mason, waited, and relief finally loosened my tense limbs. I opened my mouth to speak, but Jack put a finger to my lips, indicating I should wait for the officer to exit the room. Jack was a longtime friend and I was glad to see him.  
“I don’t know what the fuck is going on! It’s absolutely ridiculous that I’ve been arrested. I haven’t done anything.”
Jack indicated for me to sit and pulled some papers and a notepad from his briefcase. 
“You don’t have to convince me of your innocence, Luke. I’ve known you for too long. My advice is to not talk to anyone until the case is formally ready.”
“I wasn’t even aware I was a suspect.”
“The way these detectives operate is they gather all their information first, question witnesses, look for evidence, and gather forensics. The suspect is the last one to know. All they need in probable cause to arrest you.”
“I still don’t understand why I’ve even been arrested.” I made a move to run my fingers through my hair and cursed at the limitations of the handcuffs. “Do I have to wear these damn things?”
Jack nodded. “It’s procedure.”
“This is ridiculous! Listen, when do I get out of here? Livy is hysterical and scared. I have a business to run, for God sakes!”
“I don’t have any details on the case yet, but they wouldn't have arrested you without probable cause. We’ll know more at the arraignment.”
“When will that be?”
 “In New York State, the prosecutor has twenty-four hours to bring formal charges against you. I can pull some strings and probably get a felony arraignment in about fifteen hours or so.” 
“Fifteen hours?” I exploded. 
“And that’s with pulling strings. You’ve got a business and strong ties to the community, so I don’t think bail will be an issue. Your arresting officer—”
“Is an asshole!”
Jack scratched his chin. “He doesn’t seem to like you. Charged you with resisting arrest.”
“I just wanted to talk to Livy! I was not resisting arrest! Lawson is a dick.”
“What’s his beef?”
“Let’s just say we have a history.”
“Don’t worry. I’m sure I can make those charges disappear.” Jack turned a few pages of his notepad. “From what I can gather, you’re going to be charged with the murder of Carmen Alexander. I remember reading about her murder at Sensations in the news a few weeks ago.”
“I was at the club that night.”
“Why don’t we go over a few things. Tell me about your…ah…time with her. You know I’m not here to judge you.”
“I wasn’t with Carmen Alexander!” I bristled. “I spoke with her briefly in private and then I left her in the room. I was with someone else.”
“Great.” Jack perked up. “If you have an alibi at the time of the murder, this case is over. Who were you with?” Jack picked up his pen and started scribbling again. He looked up at the abrupt silence in the room.
A sweeping hollowness tunneled through me, leaving me helpless and empty. I looked down at the silver handcuffs and shook my head. Katie’s beautiful face came to mind, her smile as she talked to the host of the morning show and her avid enthusiasm when she’d told him about her role at the Vandercamp Foundation.  Another image filled my head, a darker more terrifying image that made my blood heat to a boil: one of Josh standing in my office and curling his fist in barely leashed anger. The man’s potential rage truly scared me and it made my gut seize to think of it directed at Katie.
“I can’t say,” I whispered softly.
Jack’s thick brows shot up. “What do you mean?”
I sighed and threw my head back, feeling the concrete walls closing in on me. “I can’t tell you that information, Jack. We’ll have to find some other way to prove my innocence.” 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
I was thrilled when the waiter of La Château announced that the last course was being served. My mother had scheduled a menu tasting at the elite French restaurant where she planned on hosting the rehearsal dinner. Diana had already sent back several dishes to the kitchen with scathing criticisms. I found nothing wrong with the food, but I just wasn’t in the mood for this excursion today. The only thing that made this tolerable was my generous consumption of the excellent French wine. 
I’d had a long day at the foundation and was exhausted. At least it had been a productive day, I mused. I’d signed on two more donors for the autism fundraiser and their contributions were sizable. A lot of the money raised went to research, though what I liked about this particular organization was that the money was also used to fund special needs programs in local schools and help families cover the cost of health care, transportation, and providing aides for children diagnosed with severe autism. 
Across the table, my mother was saying something about the holiday party coming up on Saturday night, and I had to force myself to tune in. Josh sat next to me, slowly swirling a Napa Valley merlot in his glass. His left hand was resting possessively on my thigh beneath the table. I felt the warmth of it through my skirt. I’d always love the fact that he was so touchy-feely. It made me feel loved and wanted. I’d grown up in a home where it was considered improper to show such displays of affection. Josh and I would be happy together. We had our problems, but in the end  we loved each other and were committed to making this work. 
“Perhaps we can do a special dedication to your upcoming nuptials,” Diana said, dabbing a napkin to the corner of her mouth.
“It’s an annual holiday party. I don’t want it to be about the wedding. Let everyone just enjoy the party,” I stated. 
“What did you have in mind?” Josh asked.
Diana’s blue eyes lit up conspiratorially. “Just think, it would be a wonderful prelude to the grand event. Perhaps the band can perform a special song just for the two of you to dance to, or we can have Bill O’Connor make a special champagne toast.”
“Bill O’Connor? The network producer?” Josh asked excitedly.
“Yes. He’s a friend of Jerome’s. He’d be honored to do it.”
Unable to help myself, I rolled my eyes. Because the holiday party was so close to the wedding, I knew that most of the conversation would center around that event anyway. There would be countless inquiries about how the preparations were going, well-wishes from guests, questions about our plans for the future, and a host of contradictory advice on marriage and children. By the end of the night I’d be lucky to not develop lock-jaw from my concrete smile, or a tick from having to restrain myself from strangling someone. I didn’t need any additional spotlights. The wedding would be here soon enough.
Silence fell as the waiters appeared to serve the last dessert with port wine pairing. I was so deep in thought I didn’t catch the presentation of the frothy white balls on my plate described with an exaggerated French accent. The wine, though, was definitely screaming my name. 
Katie! Drink me! Drink me! I imagined I was Alice in What-the-fuck-land and my world was completely upside down. I would guzzle the dessert wine and shrink down to the size of a peanut, then jump onto my plate and toss frothy balls around the room! I could see them exploding all over my mother’s Chanel suit. 
Splat! Splat! Splat! 
I started giggling at my silly thoughts. How much wine did I drink? The extent of extravagance my mother wanted for just a rehearsal dinner was absurd! Perhaps we could all just sit around a table and use chopsticks to eat Chinese food out of a carton! 
My breath hitched in my lungs and I squeezed my eyes shut.  Luke’s handsome face filled my mind, a dull ache following. I was most definitely drunk. I should not be thinking about him. Besides…there was a snake moving up my thigh! No snake. That’s Josh’s hand, you drunk fool! Okay. Definitely ixnae on the inewae. Damn, I still had to sit through this last course! 
Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!  Did I say that aloud? I peeked open one eye. No. My mother didn’t look mortified. Okay. Definitely. No. More. Vino. 
“Well? What do you think?” Diana asked when the waiters left.
I popped opened both eyes and regarded my mother curiously. Huh? Oh, yes. The holiday spectacle! 
“No. No,” I drawled. “No wedding events at the holiday party. No dancing clowns. No flying acrobats. No pigmy puppies. Just a regular party.”
Diana huffed and blew out a frustrated breath. “That is not funny, Katherine Regina! Why must you continually thwart my every effort to uplift you? You can be as popular as any of these two-bit socialites parading around town! And at least you don’t need to degrade yourself with a reality show, or have a sex scandal, or…or date some rap music ghetto-thug to garner attention! You are much better than that! You come from a long line of Vandercamps! Yet you insist at working at the foundation and surrounding yourself with those mangy, drug-addicted  women! I try my hardest to help you, and you do not appreciate it!”
Because you do it all for you! You always have! It’s never about me. Not even my wedding is about me!  I sighed. Did I say that aloud?
No. My mother didn’t look mortified…incensed, but not mortified. Well, I didn’t care. The woman was pissing me off, as usual. I reached for the port and took a super-sized sip, wondering if I could ask for a funnel.
“I can’t believe the things that come out of your mouth sometimes!” I tossed the words in my mother’s direction, feeling Josh squeeze my knee.  “I don’t want to be a socialite and I love working with those women! Simply having money does not make one superior or immune to life’s pitfalls—like your friend Aaron Saunders!” 
I folded my arms across my chest and gave my mother a smug look. Aaron Saunders was a wealthy businessman who’d been a long time friend of my parents. He’d been recently found dead in his Manhattan apartment from an overdose of cocaine. I knew that drug addiction was as big a problem for the upper class as society’s poor. In fact, I’d heard of many wealthy people who had a steady supplier who brought drugs to their homes like a grocery delivery. For my mother to pretend this was purely a matter of low socio-economics was hypocritical. 
“Well, what do you think, Josh?” Diana turned to Josh, deliberately ignoring me. “Should we plan a small celebration?” 
Josh smiled and leaned close to me, kissing me lightly on the cheek. His fingers drew circles on my thigh. “Whatever Kay wants.”
I couldn’t help the satisfied smile that turned up my lips. I looked into Josh’s eyes, feeling warmth spread through me. He could sometimes surprise me. He probably sensed an all-out brawl with my mother on the horizon, and was picking the safest side. 
I took a hefty sip of the thick liquid, looking across the table at my mother. Instead of the pinched white lips I’d expected, Diana smiled mildly, her gaze absorbing the two of us.
“It’s nice to see that the two of you have made up. I apologize for barging in the other night.”
Fuuuuuck!
My heart collapsed in my chest. With unsteady hands I returned the glass of port to the table. Josh’s fingers stilled on my knee, and I could sense the sudden tension in his body. My cloudy brain fumbled miserably, trying to stick a thought together. My mother opened her mouth to continue and I felt blind panic grip me. 
Think! Think! Change subject! Distraction! Now! Think! Faint? Return of whooping cough? Yell “snake under the table!”?  No! Think you drunk fool! 
“The next time I will call before I interrupt—”
My hand suddenly connected with the glass of port. I’d intended for the wine to spill onto my own lap, but instead, it flipped over toward my mother. Diana jumped from her seat with a gasp just as the liquid showered the front of her blouse in a dappling pattern of bright red. 
I sprang up, feeling horrible and a tad unsteady. I’d truly intended for the wine to spill on myself, then had hoped to make an excuse for a hasty exit. What a  fucking nightmare! 
“I’m sorry!” I screeched, taking stock of the shocking red stains on my mother’s blouse. Splat…splat…splat…splat… Good going, Alice!
Diana grabbed a napkin and brushed at the spots, streaking the stains even worse until they looked like she’d been bludgeoned. The corners of her mouth turned down in grim dismay.
“You really must improve your social graces, Katherine Regina! Look at what you’ve done!” she admonished as a waiter came rushing over. Diana asked for her coat and for someone to bring around her Jag while I looked on, guilt replacing my mental stupor.
“It was an accident, Mother. I’m sorry.”
“I will see you both on Saturday.” The waiter helped Diana shrug into her coat before she took off with a toss of her head. 
I bit hard on my bottom lip, afraid to turn and face Josh, who’d surprisingly kept quiet throughout the entire fiasco. Was he contemplating what my mother had almost said? Was I about to face his terrifying anger?
I disciplined my features and sank into my seat, bracing myself as I turned to him. Josh’s expression was strangely calm, his blue eyes moving over my face. He took a sip of his merlot and smiled slowly.
“What did Diana do this time?”
I grazed the inside of my cheek with my teeth. “She showed up at the penthouse while I was barely dressed.” True…
“Wish it had been me,” he said with a wink, then replaced the hand on my knee and squeezed. “Don’t let Diana get to you. We’ll be married soon enough. Just indulge her. You’re her only daughter and she means well.”
I nodded and reached for his port, deciding I was not nearly drunk enough.
 
I exited my building and walked swiftly to the corner. Extending my arm, I angled my neck to peer up the busy street in search of a cab. The morning sun sliced through my head like an ax through butter. I wasn’t a big drinker, and last night’s over indulgence was costing me. My head and stomach vied for most wretched. I took a quick peek at my watch and cursed. I was meeting with Michelle and then heading downtown for an appointment with my broker and I didn’t want to be late. I needed to have my deposit in before one o’clock today. Apparently there was another party interested in the brownstone apartment and the owners needed to know I was serious. I knew this was a common tactic used to secure a tenant, but I wasn’t taking any chances. We’d already negotiated terms of the lease and I was satisfied with the agreement.  
After my mother’s departure, last night had not improved. I’d told Josh about my plans to move and he’d practically blown a blood vessel. He wanted us to live in the penthouse and didn’t understand my need for independence from my parents. But bolstered by the alcohol, and already in combat mode from dealing with my mother, I’d put my foot down. The brownstone had plenty of space for the two of us and was even closer to his job. He wanted me to wait and talk to my parents on Saturday night at the holiday party, but I knew he’d only find an ally in my mother. And I refused to be swayed. I was moving. End of story. 
A yellow cab swerved to the curb. I was just about to pull open the door when a cacophony of sound startled me. I looked over the top of the cab to see a frazzled dog-walker entangled in a net of leashes. Trying to create order out of chaos, he yelled frantically at his charges. Another dog had apparently crossed their path and incited a riot of canine indignation. I was about to slip into the cab when something behind the melee caught my eye. A man. He had been facing me and was now turning away, but there was something about his features that were strangely familiar. I frowned, not liking the prickly heat that nettled my back. Trying to shrug off the discomfort, I folded my body into the back seat of the cab, but couldn’t help twisting my neck around to get another view of the man. He was gone.
I shook my head and blamed my disquiet on my raging hangover. Fishing my cell from my purse, I searched my contacts and called Michelle. I was running late and wanted to inform her I was on my way. 
Michelle answered on the third ring. 
“Oh, shit, Kay! I’m so sorry. I forgot all about it!”
I heard the alarm in Michelle’s voice and felt my brows squeeze together.
“I should have called you earlier. I’m sorry. I wasn’t feeling—”
“It wouldn’t have mattered. I wouldn’t have been able to make it anyway.”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“I’m at work.”
“I thought you were off today?”
“I was, but it’s total chaos here! Something horrible has happened! I had to come in.”
I immediately felt the chills return, this time to coat my flesh in a thin sheet of ice. I’d spoken to Josh this morning and he hadn’t mentioned anything, yet Michelle’s tone scared me. 
“What’s going on?” I was surprised at the nonchalance in my voice because inside I was starting to shiver. Luke? Was he okay? 
“Hold on while I close my door, Kay.” I heard Michelle moving about and the few seconds seemed like a decade. “It’s my boss, Luke Davenport. He’s been arrested for murder.”
The chills turned my body to a solid block of ice and the cold threatened my very breath. “What?” 
“It’s so hard to believe! There’s no way he’s capable of what they’re saying! He’s such a good guy!”
I must have gurgled a response because Michelle rushed on, “And you won’t believe this shit. The victim is Ms. Carmen from Sensations! Turns out he was there the same night we were! Can you fucking believe that? I knew some of the guys from here go there sometimes cuz I’d heard them talking about it once, but this was a fucking shocker!” 
“Michelle!” This time it was hard to keep the tremor from my voice. I blinked hard and my grip on the phone tightened. “Is Luke…Mr. Davenport okay?”
My friend sighed on the other end. “I don’t know. Things are a mess here. Clients are calling, wanting to know what’s going on. Some accounts have pulled out. We are basically in damage control mode.”
“Where is he?” 
“Mr. Davenport? I hear he’s being arraigned this afternoon. I feel so bad for him.”
I fought to keep down the contents of my stomach. “Why would they arrest him? He didn’t do it.”
“Ms. Carmen was strangled, remember?”
“Yes, why would they arrest him?”
“She was found dead in one of the rooms.”
“Yes, but why would they arrest him?” My thoughts kept pounding my head over and over, like a pick ax chipping away at a block of ice trying to get to the answer in the center. 
“I don’t know. They must have some evidence. Maybe he was with her that night. Maybe they were lovers. Or maybe because of his wife.”
“Wh-what?”
“Because of his wife, Kay.”
“What are you talking about?” 
“Luke Davenport’s wife, Roslyn, was murdered four years ago. She was found strangled to death just like Ms. Carmen. There were rumors that he'd done it in a jealous rage.”
 Entirely numb now and paralyzed with shock, the phone slipped from my cold fingers. 
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
I sat in a cell in central booking located somewhere in the Criminal Court Building at 100 Center Street. I passed a hand over my tired eyes, trying hard not to think of the crush of rioting news reporters and spectators me, my lawyer, and several officers had to forge a path through when I’d been transferred here. It had been a mob scene. I’d been shocked to see that so many had congregated outside the courthouse, but guessed the buzz of a murder committed by a prominent business owner at a sex club in New York City was a juicy morsel that could not be resisted.
Bruce was handling things at the office, but I could imagine the fallout my arrest was creating. My business depended on my reputation and consummate trust from the people I built campaigns for. My connections and ability to network meant everything. Four years ago it had not been this bad, but then I’d not been as successful and well-known as I was now. 
I swallowed past the dry knot in my throat at the horrific memory. I’d just gotten home from work and was spending time with Livy when Mrs. Rogers announced the detectives at the door. Detective Lawson had been among the stoic group that had brought the news of Roslyn’s death. I could still remember the numbing anguish that had poured over me like liquid nitrogen. 
The events that followed had been equally horrific. It was no secret that Roslyn and I had been having problems, and I’d been hounded and questioned repeatedly by the police. Detective Lawson had been relentless and seemed to conduct his investigation on the presumption of my guilt. The detective had been a nagging sore for months, a constant irritant that compounded my sorrow and grief. Although no official charges had been filed, the rumors that circulated had been just as damning. I had managed to weather that particular storm, but I didn’t like the way the destructive winds were blowing this time around.
I stood and stretched my legs. I wasn’t used to sitting idle for so long and my incarceration was taking a physical toll on my body. It didn’t help that I hadn’t slept since my arrest. My clothes were wrinkled and my body felt like it had accumulated a layer of prison grime. Although my body was tired, my mind was too active to permit down time. My case had been docketed and scheduled for arraignment and I was hoping to hear from Jack soon. 
I looked up when an officer came in to collect me. Stoically, I was led to a room where Jack was waiting for me behind a glass partition.  
I immediately did not like the look on my lawyer’s face. Jack stared somberly, lines of fatigue drawn under his eyes. 
“How are you doing?” 
I couldn’t answer the question. There were no words for what was churning inside him.
“What’s going on?” I asked without preamble.
“They are going to charge you with second degree murder. Which is a non-premeditated killing, resulting from an assault which leads to the death of the victim.”
I exhaled slowly, my body going stiff. “This is bullshit! Why?”
“Because you were the last one seen with the victim. Because there are eyewitnesses who place you in her room where the murder occurred.” 
I shook my head, not believing what I was hearing. When I’d first gotten to the club, I’d had a drink in a small room where I’d taken off my coat. A staff member had collected me and shown me to Ms. Carmen’s room where I’d waited for her. When I’d spoken to the hostess, she’d said she had someone special waiting for me. I’d only seen her briefly, then left to join Katie. 
“There are also reports that you’ve been depressed and withdrawn lately. Worse, I think, is that rope matching the type used on the victim was found in your office.”
I felt that blow to my core. “That’s impossible! Why would I keep rope in my office?”
“It’s not your rope?” 
“No! There must be a mistake.” I watched as Jack made some notes. This could not be fucking happening. Anger boiled up inside me.
Jack put his pen down and faced me squarely. “The evidence so far seems circumstantial. I don’t think the grand jury will have enough to issue an indictment. But we have to be prepared when we go in front of the judge. I know this DA and he’s good.”
I watched as Jack packed up his briefcase and motioned to the officer. “I’ll see you in a little bit. Just stay calm.”
I nodded as I was led away, my thoughts spinning out of control. I couldn’t believe that rope matching the murder weapon was found in my office. What the fuck? I didn’t keep rope in my office. Why would I? And I certainly would not have been stupid enough to murder someone and hold on to evidence. Someone had obviously put the rope there…but who? My forehead bunched. And to have implicated me in a strangulation…like Roslyn’s… Who could be so cruel? Who hated me that much?
My mind was manic, my thoughts obsessive. I just needed to get out of there. I was useless locked up in this place. I needed to think clearly so I could figure out what the hell was going on…so I could protect what was mine. Livy’s agonizing cries rang in my head and bile clawed up my throat. 
Like you protected Roslyn? The unbidden thought knotted my muscles and I slammed a fist into the wall, familiar feelings of guilt and impotence surfacing. My wife had been murdered, my daughter left without a mother. I remembered the excruciating agony of going to the morgue to identify her body. All emotion had been reduced to eviscerating pain as I’d given my acknowledgment. My Roslyn. My beautiful wife. I’d been so hopeful. I’d failed her. I’d fucking failed her. 
I shook my head to clear away the destructive emotions. I needed to keep calm. 
I was tired, worried about Livy, my business, and…Kay. I couldn’t banish her from my mind. Had she heard of the arrest? What must she be thinking? I’d give anything to be able to talk to her. I craved her comforting warmth and the feel of her arms wrapped around me. I enjoyed the peace she brought me. I wanted to get lost in her. She made me feel like I could live again, that all would be well. 
Were her arms wrapped around Josh right now? Had she taken him back?
I rubbed at the aching left side of my chest right above my heart. I imagined the dragon rearing its head and roaring in protest. I sighed and dug into my eyes with the heels of my hands. Fatigue was starting to get the best of me. I couldn’t afford to think about her now.
 Shit, Davenport! You need to keep a clear head!
 
It wasn’t long before I was led into the courtroom to confront my fate. I was surprised at the number of people filling row after row of wooden benches. The entire proceedings were a blur, a grotesque twist of reality that resurrected emotions from a past I’d long ago buried. The courtroom buzzed with activity. It seemed a million things were happening at once, but with automated efficiency. A court reporter sat straight-backed, pecking dutifully at a stenotype machine, recording events as they unfolded. I listened mutely as the judge read a charge of second degree murder. I entered my “not guilty” plea, not recognizing the scratchy, dull monotone as my voice. It was a disembodied drone filling my head to bursting. 
The DA outlined a scenario where I had a sordid sexual encounter with Ms. Carmen and then killed her in a rage of anger during sexual play. They painted the picture of a ruthless business man, a man who had recently been depressed and withdrawn. A man who was unstable and volatile. Jack argued that the DA did not have a strong case and pointed out what he thought were substantial deficits in a case based on circumstantial evidence. Jack spoke of my character, my ties to the community as a business owner, and my role as a father. 
Jack asked the court for bail and that was when I felt my heart practically implode in his chest with desperate hope. God please… The sober-faced judge recited a discourse of statutes and laws then asked me a few questions. Finally bail was granted and set at an amount that should have staggered me, but so eager was I to be released that I’d have handed over my entire life savings. 
After another stream of warnings and edicts from the judge, a court officer approached to escort me out of the court room. I was jumping out of my skin, halfway listening to what Jack was babbling in my ear. There was a new flurry of activity and the purr of heightened conversation. I tilted my head, for the first time allowing my gaze to fully sweep the cavernous room and the hungry spectators. I wasn’t surprised to see a few of my own press contacts in the mix. 
Jack’s voice was completely drowned out by the sudden thud of my heart when my gaze collided with that of the platinum blonde sitting rigidly still in the back of the courtroom. Katie’s eyes were brilliantly blue and as turbulent as a stormy ocean. The emotions radiating from her caused something to kick hard in my gut and I felt my entire world rock off kilter.
I swallowed the shock of seeing her and looked away, intentionally breaking eye contact. A deluge of emotions flooded me, fear at the forefront. She shouldn’t be here. She could be recognized by the loitering reporters or by someone in the crowd. She’d been the one who’d asked to keep our night at Sensations a secret, and now more than ever I wanted to leave it that way. Having her linked to this scandal could destroy her. I remembered her panic at the penthouse and the terror in her eyes at the possibility of us being discovered. Is that why she was here? Because she was worried about what I’d divulge? Or was it out of concern for me? Jack gave a few more instructions and I kept my head down as I was led out of the courtroom. I purposefully avoided the troubled gaze stalking me. 
 
That evening, I walked into my apartment. Livy ran into my arms and I held her for a long while, squishing her little body and savoring the love we shared. Not only did I count my blessings for this five year old, but I made an oath right there and then to never be separated from her… Okay, maybe when she went off to college…maybe. I promised myself that I’d always be there when she needed me. I’d failed with my wife and was determined to not make the same mistakes again. I was already mother and father to Livy, and it would kill me to know she was left all alone in the world. I was determined to get to the bottom of what was going on.
After a quick shower and real food, I returned the frantic calls from my brothers and parents. They’d seen the headlines and were fraught with worry. I’d had to keep my brothers from storming the jail. I made plans to meet with Jack and an investigator from the attorney’s office the following day, then touched base with Bruce.
I sat on the couch holding my cell phone to my ear as I watched Livy practice her latest ballet moves.
“I’ve been trying to keep him calm, but Tom Grummel has left a few messages.”
I rubbed the back of my neck and sighed. The corporate attorney had already left a few messages.
“He wants to meet as soon as possible,” Bruce continued. “Are you sure you want to deal with him right now, that you want to go through with the takeover?”
I sighed. Common sense had been asking me the same question. With everything going on, maybe I shouldn’t be taking on this new venture, but it wasn’t like me to back out of something that felt right. 
“Set up the meeting for first thing Monday morning.”
“I’m on it.”
I was about to sign off when Bruce’s voice stilled my hand. “Luke…I’m here if you need anything.” 
“Thanks.” 
I signed off and stared unseeing at the wall. It had been Bruce along with some of my other buddies who’d dragged me to Sensations that night. Bruce oversaw the HR department at work and had accessed my recent medical files. That night at Sensations, I found out that he’d submitted the paperwork, paid the massive fee, and had easily gotten me approved as a member. My friend probably felt horrible about how things turned out, but this sequelae could not have been predicted and I didn’t blame any of my friends. I appreciated and understood their efforts to pull me from my recent doldrums. I also appreciated the fact that Bruce didn’t ask for details of that night. Beyond the brief ‘did you enjoy yourself?’ to which I’d answered in the affirmative,  we hadn’t spoken about my time at Sensations.
Hell, every year around the anniversary of Roslyn’s death, I’d find myself in an emotional slump. I knew part of it was because I had no closure. Roslyn’s death was still unsolved and because of that, I felt chained to the grief of losing her. The police had never found her murderer. Her body had been discovered in an abandoned taxi cab under the Brooklyn Bridge on a rainy Sunday morning. I was used to her going out late with her friends and coming home at all hours in the morning. We’d fought about it constantly. 
Roslyn had been a fashion model before she had Livy and she’d always consorted with the popular set. I’d thought that married life and a child would tame her, but the party invites kept coming, and she continued to accept them. That’s how I’d met Mrs. Rogers. I’d come home from a business trip to find my six month old daughter in the care of a nanny, and my wife nowhere to be found. She’d surfaced the following day stating she’d flown to LA for a Grammy party held by a producer friend. It was clear her priority had not been her family. She’d gotten caught up in things that eventually ruined her. 
I knew it would be easy to blame Roslyn for all our marital troubles, but I had to shoulder equal responsibility. During the early years of our marriage, I’d been working like crazy to get Davenport PR established. Working long hours and traveling regularly, I hadn’t been able to give Roslyn the attention she was accustomed to receiving.
I’d tried to salvage our marriage for Livy’s sake as well as the fact that I’d loved my wife dearly. Before Roslyn,I’d been a believer in love, and hope, and happily ever after. She’d moved out for a brief time, and even though there’d been rumors that she’d been seeing someone even during our marriage, I’d tried to get her back. I was willing to forgive the lies and deceit. I’d been hopeful, had thought that maybe there was a possibility of reconciliation. I’d even tried to get her more help for her problems, but shortly after we’d resumed a relationship, she’d been murdered. 
I’d failed her. It had been my job as her husband to love and protect her, to keep our family together, and I’d failed miserably. I felt the familiar grip of my crushing guilt. It was a monster inside that squeezed the breath from my lungs along with faith and hope. A monster that my dragon couldn’t seem to defeat. I’d gotten the tattoo shortly after Roslyn’s death. It was an oath going forward to always protect what was mine. This entire ordeal with the murder charges exposed raw places inside I thought had healed, or at least scabbed over. But the reality was, I was still hurting, still angry. 
Livy crawled into my lap, pulling me from my thoughts. She snuggled in close, clutching Annie to her chest. Smiling up at me she stifled a yawn. I knew she was fighting sleep. Mrs. Rogers had tried to put her to bed before she’d left just now, but my recalcitrant daughter had not been cooperative. I understood her fear of me leaving her again, and cursed the circumstances that had planted that rotten seed in her brain. Saturated with fatigue, her heavy lids draped shut, but in need of reassurance, she snapped them open and peered wide-eyed up at me.
“It’s okay. I’m here. Go to sleep, princess.”
She shook her head, scrubbing her curls on my shirt.
“How about a story?” I asked, rising from the couch with her in my arms. I’d bet if I put her in bed, she’d fall asleep before I got to the second page.
She mumbled against my neck, her mop of dark hair falling over her face, and her arms barely making their way around my shoulders. I loved the way she smelled. It reminded me of early morning after a long rainfall. Fresh and pure. 
The doorbell rang just as I was turning to head down the hall, and I backtracked, making my way to the door. Mrs. Rogers smiled when I pulled the door open, holding out a package for me.
“Back so soon?” I returned the smile, my eyes landing on the box.
“This package was waiting downstairs at the front desk. I thought I’d bring it up before I left. In case it was important.”
I shifted Livy and took the package, grinning at Mrs. Rogers.
“I’m sure you had to wrestle it away from Harry.”
Harry was my ancient doorman who we always joked about. It was comical that he was thought of as security as he was afraid of his own shadow, and completely inept at his job. 
“Harry was actually asleep.”
I chuckled, not doubting Mrs. Roger’s words. I looked down at the box. I hadn’t been expecting anything. 
“I’ll see you in the morning.” Mrs. Rogers waved and headed down the hall.
I pushed the door shut with my hip and placed the package on a nearby table. Livy wiggled in my arms, her gaze zooming to the table.
“Dada! Open present! Open!” With an excited squeal, and now surprisingly wide awake, she jumped from my arms and grabbed the package. “Can I open? Maybe Santa came early! Let’s see! Let’s see!”
I laughed and nodded, happy to see Livy’s exuberance as she zealously ripped open the brown paper wrapping.  
“Dada! It’s a shirt!” she exclaimed, pulling the garment out of the box. 
My throat went dry as my daughter held the now partially unfolded shirt up for my inspection. She pouted as she regarded it.
“Too big for me. I think Santa brought it for you, Dada.” 
I nodded, my thoughts racing wildly then coming to a full stop. I scanned the packaging for postal markings and found none. The fact that Katie had dropped off the shirt and not delivered it personally was telling. She’d made a decision. At the courtroom, I’d wanted to avoid contact for fear of her getting recognized, but she’d been here in my building and had chosen to keep her distance. Did the pressure she’d alluded to, or the trouble that I’d found myself in, influence her decision? Had I been a fool to think I’d have a chance with her? Had she taken Josh back?
“I think she did,” I mumbled absently.
Livy giggled. “Santa’s a boy, silly Dada!” 
I managed a smile and plucked my daughter from the floor, bundling her under one arm like a football. 
My daughter was right.
“Yes. Dada is silly. To bed, princess!”
 
 
Although dead tired, I slept fitfully. Shadows of the past invaded my dreams. I was lost in a maze of mystery, uncertainty, and doubt. Darkness descended rapidly and I struggled through the confusion only to find more questions than answers…more pain than solace…more anger and despair. Just when I was about to give in to the suffocation, before my last breath could leave me, Katie’s voice pierced the gloom and found me. Blindly I followed it through thick tangles and confusing webs of deception, hoping to break free. But at the end before I could emerge into the light, it was Josh who met me with straining fists and a deep, dark, thunderous laugh. 
 
The next morning, I couldn’t find coffee strong enough to battle my fatigue or help me chase away the aura of my bad night. Determined to put out some of the fires at work, I spent the morning calling my most important clients and offering assurances that all was well. I’d been surprised to see the state of my office. Everything was out of place. I could tell that it’d been combed through. Maria informed me that the police had spent hours cloistered in the space and had turned the entire office upside down, questioning employees and looking through my most recent accounts. 
Marie brought in another steaming mug of coffee and set it in front of me. I looked up from my laptop and smiled.
“You look like you could use it,” she said.
“You know that will make number four.”
“Who’s counting?”
“When I’m bouncing off the walls and yelling at everyone, you’ll wish you’d stopped two cups ago.”
Maria leaned a hip against my desk and raised her eyebrows. “You? I’ve never seen anyone better able to control his temper. I know how tough it is running things around here and you’re always even keeled. That’s how I know what they’re saying is ridiculous. You’re not the type of man to fly into a rage. You’re always calm and professional.”
“Thank you for that,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. I always strove to be, but I had to admit there were times my emotions did rule me. “Just forgive me if I’m a little punchy today.”
“You have every right to be.” She stared at the pile of files on my desk. “You gonna tackle all that today?”
I shook my head and followed her gaze. I’d received the expenditure reports for ACE’s last quarter. Tom had dropped them off before my arrest and my accountant had made some notes for me to review. I didn’t know what was going to happen with ACE, but I would still do due diligence. 
“I think I’ll take them home and go through them over the weekend. Are we set for Monday’s meeting?”
“Yes. Bruce arranged it. Nine o’clock sharp.”
“I should get through everything in time.” I cocked my head and regarded my secretary. “Maria, in the past few weeks, have you seen anyone come into my office when I wasn’t here? Or even seen anyone loitering outside in the hall without good reason?”
Maria pursed her lips and tapped long, fire-engine red nails on the top of my desk. “No. No one. The police asked me the same question.”
I approached my next question cautiously. “You seem pretty friendly with Josh Wilkinson. Besides my last interaction with him, has he been in my office at all?”
I noticed Maria’s cheeks redden, but besides appearing embarrassed, her face displayed no guile when she answered again in the negative. 
Taking a deep breath, I thanked and dismissed her with a nod. She’d been my secretary since I started the company. She’d always been loyal and efficient. I had no reason to doubt her veracity. I’d heard that she’d dated several of my employees, but I never got involved in her personal business. If there was something going on between her and Josh, I’d usually look the other way. Now that I knew the situation with Katie, it sickened my stomach. I figured it was best, though, to keep my mouth shut. If I was going to speak to anyone, it would be Katie, but number one, I wasn’t sure, and number two, I didn’t want to hurt Katie. Plus I had a vested interest in her breaking up with Josh. She may not  even believe me. I’d hoped she’d figure out what a rat Josh was on her own with the evidence she already had. 
If I knew for sure that Wilkinson was sleeping with Maria, I’d tell Katie. I’d take the risk. I briefly considered asking my secretary outright, but the praise she’d just ladled on me about being professional rang loud in my ears. Besides, I knew she wouldn’t tell me the truth for fear of repercussions. I straightened my tie and sat quietly for a moment. No matter, Josh would soon be history. My desire to sever all ties with the man was buzzing urgently. 
As if on cue, my cell phone rang and Matt Wilkinson was on the other end.
“Some nasty business you’ve gotten into, Davenport. It’s all over the news. Even here in Texas.”
I squared my shoulders as if the man was in the same room. My jaw clenched so tight I thought a bone would crack. “Everything is under control.”
The scratchy voice rolled into a deep sarcastic laugh, surprising me. “It’s bullshit! Those charges are bullshit! Did New York’s finest run out of real criminals to chase? I know the police commissioner and I’m fixing to give him a call. You got a good lawyer? Cuz I know someone. Top notch.” 
I exhaled a breath I hadn’t known I was holding, wondering how such a good man could have fathered such a delinquent son. The only regret I had about firing Josh was that it would be a blow to his father. I knew that Matt had been hoping his son had finally found his way. Matt had once confessed to me that Josh had a juvie record that had been sealed. Apparently he’d been a problem from a young age. 
“I’m good, thanks. I’ve got Jack Mason.”
The voice cackled again. “Good old Jack! You’re in good hands. But you tell him if he fucks this one up, he’ll have to answer to me. How’s Livy doing?”
I couldn’t help my smile. “She’s doing okay.”
“You tell her that she’s got something special coming for Christmas from me.”
“Not Santa this time?” I remembered that last year he’d sent a barrel full of toys from Santa with a return address of the North Pole. Livy had been thrilled. 
“No. Fuck that. I’m tired of that fat bastard taking all the credit. Let her know it’s from me. So, about my boy. Listen, I was hoping to meet up with you before this holiday party tonight, but my flight won’t get in until late and I plan on taking an early flight back to Texas in the morning. You’re more than welcome to come to the party as my guest. We can talk there a bit.”
I tapped my pen on my desk and scratched my jaw. I was definitely not in the mood to attend a holiday party, and Livy was still spooked about me being out of the house. 
“It’s not a good idea right now.”
“It’s the Vandercamp’s annual shindig! I wish I could pass on it this year, but you’ve probably heard that Josh is engaged to their daughter. They’re supposed to be married some time in March. That’s if he doesn’t fuck this one up.”
My stomach churned the bitter coffee and the taste rose up to scald my tongue.
Holiday party? Shit. Here I was facing murder charges and Katie was planning a holiday party. Life uninterrupted. I wondered if the police had questioned her. She’d been at Sensations the night of the murder. If they had, she’d probably not revealed much. Her activities that night had to be kept from public scrutiny. Definitely not a good idea for me to show up at the party, especially feeling as explosive as I was. I was barely keeping my shit together. At least my suspicions were confirmed. Katie and Josh were back together. The wedding was on. Fucking hooray.
“Wadda ya say?” 
I leaned back in my chair, trying to erase my black mood. “It would be awkward.”
“Why, because you’re planning on canning him?”
My lips tilted with irony. I loved that Matt always told it like it was. 
Among other reasons. “Yes.”
 “I was hoping to convince you otherwise. He’s had a tough time since his mother’s passing. With his work history, no one will hire him. Frankly yours is the only job he’s been able to hold down. I was really hoping he’d look up to you as a sort of mentor. Shit, I’ve never been able to get through to him.”
“Sorry.” I snorted, thinking Josh was the last person I wanted to mentor. Unless it was to mentor his face with my fist. 
“The Vandercamps and I go way back. They really won’t mind. Why don’t you come? We can talk some more.”
“I’m afraid I’ll have to pass.”
I heard a deep sigh. “Okay. Let me see if I can delay flying out tomorrow. I may be able to meet early. I’ll give you a call later.”
I hung up the phone, my mind still on Katie and her family’s holiday party. It would no doubt also be a celebration of her upcoming wedding. I looked down at the mountain of paperwork on my desk and my gaze landed on a sheet displaying the bold Davenport PR logo. It signified everything I’d worked hard for. News of my arrest broke yesterday and I’d already lost a significant percent of my clients. 
I needed to focus on the charges against me and on mitigating the damage to my company. I prayed I wouldn't have to divulge Kay as my alibi. I’d rather spare her that. Despite everything, I understood her situation. Despite everything, I still wanted her, still craved her desperately. But she wasn’t mine. She never was. I had to stop thinking of her as mine. I couldn’t afford to let Katie rule my thoughts. Let it go, I told myself. I had enough to worry about without adding more to the mix, and didn’t need the distraction. I rolled my shoulders and took a sip of coffee as a bitter laugh filled my head and the black void in my chest tunneled deeper. I was overcome with a profound sense of loss. I’d been a fool to have hope. Hope had died and been buried along with my wife. 
 
When Jack called and said he needed to meet urgently, I wasn’t sure what to make of the request.  After my morning at the office, I spent time with Livy doing some last minute Christmas shopping and then at home finger painting. I couldn’t believe that Christmas was in less than a week. If it were only me, I wouldn’t celebrate at all, but Livy was bubbling with anticipation of the holiday. She’d sent a lengthy Christmas list to Santa that would keep his elves working twenty-four seven.
In between my activities, I’d manage to review some of the reports from Grummel. Everything seemed in order. Glen ran a tight ship and it was nice to see that ACE treated its employees well. A substantial amount of money was paid out in overtime and everyone was entitled to benefits whether they were part time or full time. There was a complete match 401K for the employees and a time share. Hell, seemed there was even a contract with Dylan’s Limosine and Taxi service to shuttle employees around. And the staff seemed to make frequent use of this, judging by the expenditure, but some perks were worth it if it kept the employees happy and productive. 
I exited the elevator on the floor that housed the Kandall-Mason Law offices. Jack had offered to come to my apartment, but I thought it best if we conducted business here. The officers’ intrusion into my apartment had terrified Livy and I knew having more strangers at our home would only upset and confuse her. I’d left her dancing around the kitchen baking Christmas cookies with Mrs. Rogers. 
A secretary showed me into Jack’s office and I took a seat at the desk across from him. Jack’s usually placid countenance was pinched with a frown and I knew immediately that whatever this urgent matter was, it wasn’t good news.  I braced myself as Jack pressed an intercom button and asked the person on the other end to come into the room. 
“Coffee?” he asked, thumbing through a stack of papers on his desk.
I shook my head, wishing my lawyer would get to the point. I’d just opened my mouth to question him when the door pushed open and a middle-aged man strolled into the room. The man’s face was stiff and deeply weathered, and I knew the five o’clock shadow coating his jaw was a permanent accessory. 
“Luke, this is Rasco. He does some investigative work for our firm.”
I stood as the man pumped my hand and grunted. I turned back to Jack, eyebrows raised, and Jack motioned for us both to sit. 
“I wanted to talk to you because something came to my attention today. The DA made a request for records from the Medical Examiner’s office that concerned me.” Jack nodded to  Rasco, who I now noticed was carrying a manila envelope.
Rasco deftly opened the envelope and drew out a large eight-by-eleven glossy photo, handing it to me.
Confused, I took the photo, my gaze glancing without recognition over the attractive blonde woman staring back with a smile. 
“Do you recognize her?”
I shrugged and shook my head, feeling a crease worm over my brow. 
“Should I?”
I noticed Jack and Rasco exchange glances and I ran my fingers through my hair in frustration, wishing someone would just explain what the hell was going on. 
“You both attended the same party.” Jack’s gaze fluttered down at some notes. “A party thrown by a Mr. Kotobuki. Her body was discovered late that morning.”
I nodded, my memory stirring with a story that Bruce had told me.  I didn’t know why but an uneasiness settled in the pit of my stomach and the organ soured. “Yes. I remember hearing something about it.” 
Jack folded his hands on his desk and leaned in, his perturbed stare fixed on me. “She was strangled to death in the same manner as Ms. Carmen. I don’t have forensics on the murder weapon found by the body, but I fear it will match the rope found in your office.”
I recoiled as if I’d been hit. The sharp blow of Jack’s words was like a vicious blow to my skull. 
I started to speak, but had to stop and start over. “That’s impossible. I thought she was drunk and stumbled onto the train tracks. I thought she’d been killed by the train.”
“Her body was discovered on the tracks, but her cause of death was asphyxiation by strangulation. Someone killed her then left her body on the tracks. The police haven’t released that information. Newspapers are saying she was killed by the train,” Rasco explained.
I fought down the wave of nausea swamping me. I lowered my head, propping it with an elbow on the desk to stem the sweeping tide of shock waves. I couldn’t believe this was fucking happening. The edge of the photo of the girl crept into my vision and something triggered a ringing alarm in my head. My gaze lifted and I slowly absorbed more of the picture, the ringing growing louder. What was it about this picture? The blonde woman…the pretty smile…the platinum hair. The dark coat with the furred neck line. Shit! The other coat. The one I almost took. 
“Luke, I just got the heads up on this. I’m not sure what to make of it, but it’s best that we be prepared.”
I sat back and regarded Jack, barely hearing his words through the din in my head. My mind was racing with confusion, a cloudy memory trying to solidify and break to the forefront. Something about the party…grandmother’s earring…a pearl earring that suddenly appeared…in a shoe.
“Luke, if you’ve changed your mind about divulging your alibi, now would be a good time.”
That I did hear, and I inclined my head, fear mingling with my shocked confusion.
It didn’t make sense. Katie. I needed to talk to her.
 
 




CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Katie
 
The Vandercamp holiday party was in full swing. The grand ballroom at the Lincoln Hotel was packed with guests bedazzled with jewelry and draped in flowing evening gowns of silk and satin. The enormous crystal chandelier twinkled overhead and shimmered light on all the beautiful stones. This black tie event was a celebrated tradition that highlighted the festivities each holiday season. I watched my mother flutter around the room, beaming as she charmed the influential guests. I also knew my mother’s smile was for the ubiquitous photographers whose photos of tonight’s event would grace the pages of several lifestyle magazines in the upcoming week.  I swept my gaze to the band on the far side of the room and suppressed the urge to consult my watch. I knew there were still a few hours left of the party. The MC was rallying the crowd, trying to get them onto the dance floor while the band segued into a jazzy swing number.  
“You planning on dancing?” Michelle inquired next to me.
“Only if the next song is by Busta Rhymes.”
Michelle grinned. “Not gonna happen. Although I’d love to see this uppidy crowd tear da roof off.”
I chuckled but found I couldn’t quite indulge in my friend’s humor. I prayed I’d get through this night. My thoughts dwelled elsewhere. Since hearing of Luke’s arrest, I’d been numbly distracted and constantly worried about him. It had been hard seeing him at the court house. I could tell from his stiff posture and the tight set of his jaw that this ordeal weighed heavily on him. 
The brief moment we’d made eye contact had filled me with a surge of deep remorse and, strangely, guilt. I knew he was innocent. I had no idea what he’d told the police. He’d promised to keep our night a secret, but surely if he’d be vindicated by disclosing the event, I’d understand. I’d wanted to talk to Luke, to tell him I’d stand by him. A part of me wanted to run to him and hold him close, to offer assurances that it would all work out. I wanted to shout his innocence to the world. If the police needed to speak to me, I’d tell them the truth. I sighed, not willing to think of the possible fallout. The only thing that mattered right now were getting the charges dropped. 
The night he’d been released I’d gone to his apartment intending to talk to him, but I’d lost my nerve at the last minute, feeling stupid for showing up at his home. He’d probably been surrounded by family.
“Did you find another apartment?” Michelle interrupted my thoughts. 
I sighed and shook my head. I’d lost the brownstone apartment. There really had been another interested party and I hadn’t made it to the broker’s office in time.
“I don’t get it.” 
Michelle frowned. “I thought you had it in the bag! Too bad your phone went dead. Maybe you could have called and told them you were on your way.”
My cheeks heated. “I’ll just have to keep looking.”
I felt the press of a palm to the small of my back and turned to face Josh, donning my party smile. He was handsome in a black tux that fit his tall muscular frame and I smiled genuinely as I stared up at him. He replaced the empty champagne glass in my hand with a full one and deposited mine on the tray of a passing waiter.
“Did I tell you how beautiful you look tonight?” he said close to my ear.
I pursed my lips in thought. “You might have mentioned it once or twice.”
I was wrapped in a black strapless gown with intricate beading across the bodice and my hair was pulled back from my face with two diamond combs. 
“Then I’ve been derelict in my duties as your future husband.” With a charming grin, he swooped down and pecked my naked shoulder. 
I could see Michelle rolling her eyes behind him and suppressed a laugh. 
“You can’t expect to hog my granddaughter all to yourself!”
The admonishment came from behind us and recognizing the voice, I turned with a wide smile. My grandmother stood with Margaret Lindon at her side. I threw my arms around my grandmother and squeezed tight, welcoming the familiar embrace. Grace Vandercamp pulled back, cupping my shoulders. Her sage blue gaze roved my face and her lips pinched mildly.
“How are you, my dear?”
I produced my brightest smile, knowing the woman had an uncanny ability to always read my feelings. I looked behind her for my grandfather and spotted him speaking to some gentlemen close by. 
“I’m fine, Grand. Just a bit tired.”
Grace gave me a long assessing look that made me squirm in my high heels. Grace then turned to Josh. “I hope you’re taking good care of her.”
“Of course!” he answered with a grin.
Grace squeezed my hand and whispered, “You know I’m here if you need me.”
I nodded and squeezed back. 
Just then my mother’s musical laughter wafted from the crowd and found us. She was chatting with a nearby group. 
“I see Diana is in her element,” Grace murmured dryly. “How is the planning for the autism event coming along?”
“Great.”
“Yes. I’m sure it’ll be a thorough success. I was just speaking to Margaret about it.” Grace winked.
“I have good news.” Mrs. Lindon beamed. “My organization, Christian Relief Aid, will be making a sizable donation.”
I smiled and thanked Mrs. Lindon. Mrs. Lindon’s organization was very selective with the charities it supported. I was indeed pleased. 
Mrs. Lindon lowered her voice a fraction. “I heard that Davenport PR also made a sizable donation. Since you’ll be declining that donation, I know CRA’s contribution will be even more needed.”
I almost choked on the champagne I’d just sipped. The effervescent liquid burned the back of my throat. Throughout the evening, I’d caught snatches of conversation that whispered of the Davenport scandal. I’d tried my best to ignore them, knowing how this crowd thrived on gossip. I was about to respond when my grandmother spoke up. 
“I don’t see what Mr. Davenport’s troubles have to do with his generous donation. We’re thrilled to have his support.”
Mrs. Lindon’s eyes widened in censure. She fingered the string of pearls around her neck and her face creased into a scowl. “Surely you wouldn't want the foundation tainted with this sordid scandal. The man murdered a woman in a sex club!”
I saw my grandmother’s blue eyes flame. I loved when Grand got her dander up. “As far as I know, Mr. Davenport has not been convicted of any crime! And we certainly are in no position to judge events we know nothing about!”
I wanted to applaud and hug my  grandmother. “He didn't do it and I have no intention of refusing the donation,” I chimed in. 
Margaret Lindon turned to Michelle. “You work for Mr. Davenport, don’t you? Did you have any idea that he was such a debauched character?” 
Michelle planted a hand on her hip and made no attempt to  mask her irritation. She was not one to hold her tongue long, and I guessed she’d already been questioned several times that evening about her boss.
“If he’s debauched, then we’re all headed straight to hell in a hand basket. The charges are bullsh—” 
“As Grand mentioned…” I elbowed Michelle. “Mr. Davenport has not been convicted of any crime.”
Josh cleared his throat beside me, his hand circling my waist possessively. “I’m not so convinced of his innocence. I work for him too and I’ve seen a cruel and unpredictable side of him. This just goes to show that you never know what a man is capable of. I hear he was also suspected of killing his wife.”
I barely managed to suppress my gasp. My fingers almost snapped the stem of the delicate champagne glass. I knew Josh never liked Luke, but the disdain in his voice blew an icy breeze down my back and I stiffened in his hold.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Michelle reproached Josh.
He speared her with a hateful gaze. “And I suppose you do.”
“Yes, because I’ve worked with him longer than you have.”
“Maybe because you’re always kissing his ass,” Josh mumbled beneath his breath. 
I was not in the mood to listen to Josh and Michelle spar, especially about this particular subject. I was about to suggest we mingle, when Diana floated over. 
“Why the dour faces?” My mother pouted dramatically.
“We were just discussing the Davenport scandal,” Mrs. Lindon explained.
Diana huffed her umbrage and waved a manicured hand. “That’s all I’m hearing about tonight! The man should be locked away for good for what he’s done!” 
Michelle and I exchanged a weary look of annoyance and I struggled to engineer a means of escape.
“Josh, I think I just saw your father walk in,” Grace interjected, staring toward the door.  
Josh’s expression hardened. “I’m suddenly in need of a stronger drink,” he mumbled and drained his champagne glass before strolling away.
Grace’s eyebrows rose marginally. She kissed my cheek, promising to catch up with me later, then nodded to Diana before she and Mrs. Lindon disappeared into the crowd.  
Diana turned to me. “Try to mingle and be social, dear. A lot of these people will be attending your wedding. Think of it as good networking for the foundation.” Diana waved to someone nearby, then took off after shooting me a meaningful glance. 
Michelle pulled her gaze from the bar where Josh was ordering his drink.
“Tell me why you’re marrying him again? It’s just so I have to wear that ugly dress, isn’t it?”
“Yup.” I grinned.  “You’ve figured me out.” 
“Damn, girl. You owe me big time.” Michelle linked our elbows and turned us toward the band with a grin. “Lets go request some Busta Rhymes.”
 
 
I needed to check in with the caterers. Well, I didn’t really, but it was the excuse I’d used throughout the evening to extricate myself from conversations that were seizure inducing, and this particular one was giving me a tick. One of my mother’s friends was dispensing marital advice, and considering the fact that she was on her fourth husband, I swallowed each dictum with a spoonful of salt and a mouthful of champagne. Ironically I was just about to make the excuse about the caterers, when a waiter whispered in my ear that I was needed in the kitchen. I inclined my head, surprised because between my mother and the party planner she’d hired, there was very little for me to do. Glad for the interruption, though, I excused myself and followed the livered waiter.  
I’d last seen Josh sequestered in a corner talking to his father. He hadn’t looked happy and I guessed I’d hear all about it later. Pushing through a side door, I let it close behind me and melted back against it. The roar of the party simmered to a distant drone and I rubbed my aching temples and checked my watch. Just after eleven. Things hopefully would be wrapping up soon. I’d entered into some sort of large butlers pantry with another door leading out. I looked around for the waiter who seemed to have vanished.
“I hope you’re enjoying the party, beautiful.”
My neck jerked with a force that almost caused whiplash. My hands flew to my mouth, but my startled gasp still found an escape. 
“Luke!”  
There was no thought. No moment of reasoning. It was only pure instinct that drove my feet forward one step at a time until I was pressed against him, sliding my arms around his waist and clinging to his back with a grip that was almost inhuman. 
“Oh, Luke! I’ve been so worried…”
I noticed his slight hesitation, a few seconds when his body went rigid with obvious ambivalence. As if losing some inner battle, he cursed roughly and his strong arms enveloped me. Luke crushed me against him, digging his nose into my hair and brushing his lips across my forehead. 
I inhaled the fragrance of sandalwood and sighed against his chest. My cheek nestled into a familiar fabric and my palm came around to rub against the cloth, coasting over the hard hills of his pecs . I realized my fingers were trembling. Seeing him was doing a number on me. I was breaking to pieces inside. 
I imagined the beautiful dragon nestled beneath, wrapped intricately around his shoulder. 
“You wore the shirt.” The words whispered off my tongue.
The heaviness in my heart was a profound weight I couldn’t explain, and fighting back the sting of tears, I pulled away. 
“I can’t believe all that has happened.” My gaze raked his handsome face. “I can’t believe that you’re here.”
“Sorry for the subterfuge, but I have a feeling I’m persona non grata in there.” He indicated the door I’d just come through.
I lifted my bare shoulders. I couldn’t care less what the people in the other room thought of Luke. I stared at him anxiously, desperately needing answers. I’d been going crazy with worry. “What’s going on, Luke? What’s with the charges against you? You didn’t do it. Did you not tell them you have an alibi?” I took a few steps back and stared at him.
Luke shifted his weight and his jade eyes tracked me. 
“No, I didn’t.” 
I threw my arms up, frustrated. “Why the hell not?”
He closed the distance between us and grabbed my left hand. We both zeroed in on the huge diamond ring twinkling on my finger. Feeling my stomach lurch into my throat, I pedaled my gaze back to his face. His eyes were hard cut gems and his square jaw sculpted with acute angles. 
I pulled my arm from his grasp and took a few steps away from him, needing the distance, needing to be away from that potent scent of sandalwood. I kept my back to him.
“He didn’t do it. He didn’t cheat. I was wrong. We’re to be ma—married.” 
His snide chuckle reached my ears. “Congratulations.”
I rounded on him then, gritting my teeth to keep from yelling. “What am I supposed to do? He’s been my life for three years! We’ve planned for a future together.”
Luke was on top of me in two determined strides. He gripped my chin and pulled me in close, my face inches from his.
“Yeah? Were you thinking about that future while I was fucking you? While you were moaning beneath me?”
I yanked my face away, feeling the tears break free. “Josh and I were broken up. You know what I was going through. That is not fair!”
“I don’t really feel like being fair right now!” he grated harshly. “You’re blind, Kay!”
I straightened my spine, curling my fists angrily. This had not been an easy decision for me, but I’d been the one to make the mistake. I’d jumped to conclusions and jeopardized my relationship. And after what I’d done, I should be asking Josh for forgiveness. I tried to shove away the guilt that was a constant companion. 
Luke pulled his shoulders back and his body stiffened. He stared silently for a few heartbeats then squeezed his eyes shut, seeming to draw on his control. 
“Listen, I came here to ask you some questions. Someone is setting me up and I’m trying to figure out what the hell is going on. Someone planted rope in my office that match the murder weapon. I need answers.”
“Oh my God!” I frowned, not wanting to believe what I was hearing. “I’ll do whatever I can to help, you know that.”
“Did the police question you?” 
I shook my head. “I was registered at Sensations under an alias.”
“It might just be a matter of time.” He stared. “I haven't said anything. There might be a way to prove my innocence without you getting involved. That way you’ll be spared.”
“How?” I couldn’t believe he cared that much.
“I have to figure out who is behind this.” He scratched his jaw pensively. “You said something about finding your grandmother’s pearl earring the night at Mr. Kotobuki’s party.”
I nodded, frowning. “Yes. In my shoe.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t put it there. I was trying to tell you that at your apartment.”
I felt a distressing wave curl through me. “Then how—?”
“I don’t know. The night of Mr. Kotobuki’s party, a woman was murdered.”
I sucked in a staggered breath, my eyes wide. “Oh my God! Don’t tell me they’re blaming you?”
Luke worried his hair, blowing out a heavy breath. His long legs paced the room. “Not yet, but Katie, she looked a lot like you. Too much for it to be a coincidence. Similar coat too—the one I almost took.” He stopped and turned to me, his voice mellowing. “I’m worried.”
My frown deepened. “What are you saying?”
Luke shook his head and spoke slowly. “I don’t know what to think. Just please be careful.”
“I—” 
The door pushed open then and a swell of noise burst into the room. Michelle froze in the doorway, her brown eyes changing from startled…to puzzled…to suspicious. She swung her astute gaze between the two of us and her brows lifted curiously. We’d both grown suddenly still and a palpable disquiet settled in the room. I could sense Michelle’s rapid assessment of the situation.
“Mr. Davenport,” Michelle greeted with a slight nod of her head, then turned a penetrating gaze to me. “Ah—the waiter told me I could find you here.”
“I’ll be out in a second,” I said, holding my friend’s questioning gaze.  
Michelle twitched her head back to the door. “Uh—there’s someone looking for you.”
I was about to reiterate that I’d be right out, when the door pushed open behind Michelle. Josh and his father stood in the doorway and I knew the moment Josh spotted Luke. His face turned into to a red mask of rage.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” Josh yelled.
Luke lengthened his spine and squared his shoulders, his posture defensive. I felt my worlds colliding, the fragments exploding violently. 
“Wait just a second.” Mr. Wilkinson stepped forward. “I invited him. He’s my guest.”
Josh turned to his father in anger. “You invited him here? You just told me he’s fucking firing me! The man is a murderer. He should be behind bars!”
Mr. Wilkinson raised both palms, trying to calm his son. “Now, now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You brought this upon yourself, and Luke has not been found guilty of any crime.”
“What? You’re sticking up for him? It’s all over the fucking news! He’s guilty. He killed his wife and now the woman at the whorehouse!”
I hated the noise Josh created in my head, hated the gossip and the slander against this man I knew was innocent. My limbs shook with the anger vibrating in my bones. I pivoted and stepped in front of  Josh, my fists tight.
“He didn’t do it!” I yelled.
Josh walked toward me, obviously surprised by my defense of Luke. His face creased and his blue eyes narrowed as he stared at me hard.
“How do you know Mr. Davenport so well? You’ve been defending him all night,” he stated softly, his voice cutting like the thin edge of a blade. “How do you know he didn’t do it?”
I sucked in a breath and I saw Luke move in my peripheral vision.
“Kay, no!” Luke’s voice registered somewhere in my sub-conscience, but I was too impassioned to heed him. My heart fluttered wild like the wings of a hummingbird and the roar in my head was deafening.   
“Because I was there! I was with him that night at Sensations! We  were in bed together! He didn’t do it!”
I heard Michelle’s loud gasp and Mr. Wilkinson’s crude curse, but what I failed to notice was the lethal coil of Josh’s body just before he swung his arm and struck me brutally across the face.
“You fucking whore!”
I staggered back from the blow, more stunned than hurt. I caught my balance just in time to see the blur of Luke’s large body crash into Josh. Luke released a maniacal roar and the soul-shattering sound resonated down to my toes, quaking my entire body. I thanked God for the loud music that must have drowned out the sound in the other room. 
My lips parted and I let out a broken cry, my palm cupping my throbbing jaw. Luke had Josh pinned against a wall, his fist driving into him repeatedly, the dull thuds were punctuated with Josh’s painful grunts as blood squirted from his nose onto his sterile tux. Mr. Wilkinson struggled to pry Luke off Josh, but Luke’s blind fury was evident with each deliberate strike. Finally Mr. Wilkinson was able to tear him away from his son, yelling harshly, his craggy face a mask of outrage.  
“Get out of here! Go!” he yelled to Luke. 
Luke swiped a hand across his chin, his chest rising and falling rapidly. The fog seemed to clear and he stepped back and turned to me.
“You okay?”
I nodded silently, words stacking like dry rocks in my throat. He gave me a last lingering look before he stalked from the room.
I stood still, my limbs suffering the effects of minor tremors.  I stared at the door where Luke just exited and a whimper crawled up from my throat. My gaze flew back to Josh’s battered body and I felt no remorse. In fact, I felt nothing at all. It was just then I heard the excited peal of the MC from the other room. His trumpeting voice announced a special surprise for the soon to be married couple. I squeezed my eyes shut and cursed my mother under my breath. I should have known.
I was vaguely aware of Michelle easing close to me. My friend’s venomous gaze left Josh and she wrapped an arm around my shoulders, leading me numbly through the door. 
“Are you okay?” Michelle asked me when we entered the adjoining kitchen. 
I stared ahead, unseeing, still stunned by the evolution of  tonight’s events. My muscles loosened as a deluge of tears erupted and I buried my face in Michelle’s shoulder and sobbed.
“Geez, Kay!” Michelle sighed, embracing me. “Why didn’t you tell me that my boss was Mr. Pumpernickel?”  
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
I pounded my fist on my desk and swore vividly, causing a stack of pens to topple and flee from my anger. They rolled across the top toward Bruce, Steven, and two other administrators who sat opposite me. The men winced and exchanged cautious glances. Bruce just informed me that Mr. Kotobuki pulled his account and decided to go with another agency. He was also requesting the fifteen-thousand dollar advance he’d given Davenport PR by the end of the day. According to Steven, there were still a number of high-profile clients who hadn’t responded to their calls. Christmas was just two days away, and I knew it was typically a slow time. I hoped my clients’ elusiveness was due to the fact that many were busy with the holiday. I scrubbed a palm up and down my face and cursed. 
The weekend had started off horribly with the incident at the Vandercamp holiday party and things had not improved. Although I had to admit that pounding Josh had felt incredibly therapeutic, Katie probably hated me for what I’d done to her fiancé. I’d almost lost my mind when the bastard struck her. Every time I thought of it, I itched to beat the shit out of him all over again. 
I had to rid myself of this murder charge hanging over my head. Jack had told me he was working on getting a subpoena for the security video from Sensations, but was hitting all sorts of road-blocks because the club was being difficult. I knew places like that had limited video surveillance for fear of deterring clients. I hoped, though, that Jack could prove I was nowhere near Ms. Carmen’s room when she was murdered. The phone rang and Maria’s line lit up, interrupting my thoughts.
“Mr. Grummel has arrived,” she announced.
I thanked the men, giving them instructions as I stood.
“Do you want me to stay for the meeting?” Bruce asked.
I shook my head, walking them to the door. “No. I think I’ll handle this alone.” I clapped a hand on Bruce’s back, thankful for the offer of support.
“I’ll be in my office if you need anything,” Bruce replied. 
Steven shrugged into the trench coat he was carrying. “I have to run out for a meeting, but I’ll be back later.”
I nodded and said goodbye to the men just as Maria was showing Mr. Grummel in. 
I shook Tom Grummel’s hand and ushered him into the office, noticing the man’s slow gait and sickly pallor. He said nothing, but it was evident that Tom’s condition was quickly deteriorating. 
“Where’s Glen?” I asked, reclaiming my seat.
Tom coughed into a handkerchief and took a moment to respond. “He had some things he needed to attend to.”
I nodded and inclined my head to Tom, indicating he should say what was on his mind. I could tell by the pucker of his forehead that he was burdened.
“Look, Luke, you know I have a great deal of respect for you—not only as a person, but as a business man. I’m sorry for your personal troubles, but in light of recent events, I believe an alliance with Davenport PR would be a mistake. I wanted to tell you in person.”
I sat silent for a moment, my fingers in a steeple beneath my chin. I wasn’t surprised by this news, deeply disappointed, but not entirely surprised. Somewhere deep down I’d hoped that Tom would still trust in my ability to lead and manage a successful company.
“You know this will all blow over. We’re still a good fit.” 
Tom’s rough laugh turned into a crackling cough. “For your sake I hope it will, but unfortunately, I don’t have that kind of time. Frankly, my staff is worried about the viability of Davenport PR. I have people who’ve worked for me for decades and I have a responsibility to them. I know a lot of your clients have jumped ship. Some have come over to ACE.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and blinked hard. I could tell it would be futile to try to convince Tom. The man had made up his mind.
“What will you do?”
Tom shrugged wearily. “Glen has made a convincing argument that he can take over. He wasn’t my first choice, as you know, but he’s a hard worker and my staff know him.”
I bobbed my head slowly. I didn’t know Glen that well, and although I’d inquired about him taking over once before, didn’t really think he had the kind of money to buy ACE. I had made an extremely generous offer to Tom, but I understood the pressures the man was under. Perhaps he’d worked out a deal with Glen.
“I understand, Tom. If you change your mind, my offer is still on the table.”
Tom stood and nodded gravely. “If there’s any way I can be of assistance, all you need do is ask. I’m sorry, I have to get back to my office.”
“Thank you for that. Same here,” I said, standing. I watched Tom get short of breath with each step. “Should I have Maria have a cab waiting for you downstairs?”
Tom shook his head. “No, thanks. I took the company car today. It’s already waiting.”
I held the door open as Tom exited, feeling thoroughly deflated. Walking back to my desk, I sank into my leather chair. 
Looking at the work piled on my desk, I cursed. It was barely ten a.m. This day had to get better.
 
 
I heard the intercom buzz from the doorman downstairs at the same time my doorbell rang. Figuring Mrs. Rogers forgot her keys again, I pulled myself away from my laptop and went to open the door. Mrs. Rogers had taken Livy on a play-date and I was expecting them back at any moment. The time alone had given me the opportunity to work on a campaign for a popular rap artist who was planning a NYC tour this summer. 
When I pulled the door open and saw Katie standing in the hallway, I couldn’t suppress my shock. She was achingly beautiful with her hair pulled back in a ponytail and a hint of gloss on her lips. She dragged her bottom lip through her teeth and I realized it wasn't gloss at all that made her lips so full and tempting, but the fact that she worried them in her nervousness. My gaze traveled to the slight bruise coloring her jaw and my temper flared. Other than her apparent unease, I couldn't read what was behind her wide, blue eyes. Had she come to unload her anger? Was she pissed that I’d intruded on her family’s Christmas party and attacked her fiancé? Was she going to warn me to stay away from her—from Josh? Josh was probably still livid. He probably didn’t know she was here.
I shifted my weight, trying to stem my rising anger. I just didn’t get Katie, and still wondered what she saw in Josh Wilkinson. When was she going to wake up and see Josh for who he really was? The fact that he would strike her in anger should be proof enough of his extreme volatility. Why would she put up with that shit? I would treasure her, love her. 
The intercom buzzed from the doorman again, drawing my attention. With annoyance, I ushered her into the apartment and stepped quickly to address the nuisance.
“Mrs. Vandercamp is here to see you,” Harry said when I pressed the intercom.
“She’s here, but thanks for the heads up.” 
“You’re welcome.”
It seemed my one hundred year old doorman missed my pointed sarcasm, and I couldn’t help but notice Katie’s lips twitch with mirth. I signed off and turned to her. 
“Harry isn’t as efficient as the army you have protecting your building. He seems to not realize that he has to announce guests before he sends them up.”
She smiled fully then and my gaze drank in her pink lips. “I don’t know about that. My doormen seemed to buy your disguise as a Chinese food delivery man.” 
“Ah, yes!” I snapped my fingers at the memory, then held  her gaze steady. “I guess we’re both living with a false sense of security.” 
She tilted her head and regarded me and I wondered if she realized I’d taken a shot at her relationship with Josh. I wanted her and it was killing me. I’d worn her gift the other night to remind her there was something between us, but I was starting to think I’d been kidding myself—seeing something that wasn’t there. I’d stupidly allowed hope to breathe life into the dead spaces of my heart. I’d been good for a quick fuck, but nothing more. She’d made her choice. 
I leaned a hip against the granite counter and folded my arms across my chest. 
“So what brings you by, Kay?”
She started fidgeting with the fur collar of her coat, and her chest expanded with a deep breath.
“I wanted to let you know where I spent my day.”
I quirked a brow, giving her my full attention. 
“I’ve been at the District Attorney’s office. I told him everything.” 
I pushed off the counter, my body going rigid.
“Oh God, Kay! You didn’t need—”
She raised a shaky palm, halting my words. “Yes, I did need to. It was the right thing to do. Luke, I see what this has done to you and your business. I can’t let it go on.”
I walked quickly to her. “I would have found a way.”
“I should have done this sooner. I’m sorry.”
She stared into my eyes and the power of her emotion dissolved my fortitude. I desperately wanted to hold her, to feel her. Instead, I speared my fingers through my hair, grabbed a chunk, and squeezed my eyes shut. 
So fucking frustrating…
“They have to investigate my story,” she continued. “Since I was registered under an assumed name, it makes things more complicated, but Sensations has copies of my medical records in the system under the alias. It will match. They’ll know it was me.” 
“What was your alias?” I asked, staring down at her. Disbelief still clouded my vision. She was indeed full of surprises. What about her reputation? The foundation? She was a courageous woman with inner strength I never imagined. She had her own dragon.
She hesitated a fraction then bright red splashed across her cheeks and she groaned. “Ivanna Gettof.”
I was silent for a moment, thinking I’d heard wrong, then turned it over again in my head. I bit my lip, trying to hold back  my amusement. “Seriously?”
She groaned thickly and pushed on my chest, causing laughter to spill from my throat. I liked her touch on my body, though she was barely able to budge me. Her impulsive maneuver had seemed almost flirty, and I had to stop myself from grabbing her hands and pulling her into my arms. God, she was beautiful, even though she was clearly mortified. 
“Eddie, Michelle’s boyfriend, has a weird sense of humor.”  
“Apparently.” I folded my arms across my chest, needing to do something with my hands. “Katie, word can get out. The foundation may suffer from a scandal.”
“I had my attorney with me. He promised me this matter will be handled as discretely as possible. Either way, what’s important is clearing your name.”
I took a deep breath and stared her down hard, trying to invade her head and analyze her motives. Why had she done it? This week I’d taken so many hits, I needed to know she truly believed I didn’t do it, that she had unequivocal faith in my innocence. I knew she must have also heard the rumors about Roslyn.
“Are you sure about your statement, Kay?” I asked softly.
Her forehead gathered. “Of course.”
“We fell asleep. I wasn’t there when you awoke. How do you know I didn’t do it, that I didn’t leave in the middle of the night and kill Ms. Carmen?” 
Her gaze never wavered from mine. “Because I know. I know in here.” She placed her fist against her heart and I wanted to weep. “There’s no way you could have done it. And that’s what I told the police.”
I stared for a moment, then I inclined my head and my lips twisted wryly. There was something in the way she’d said that. I tried to subdue my smile. “What exactly did you tell them?”
Now the blush rushed back to her cheeks and she became preoccupied with a spot above my head.  “That we were…ah…busy all night long. That we didn’t sleep.”
I bit the inside of my cheek and nodded, trying not to laugh. I could tell this was difficult for her. I couldn’t imagine what it had been like with the DA and her lawyer.  
“Alrighty then. Perhaps that’s a rumor that will work to my advantage.”  
I saw her lips twitch, but she still kept her gaze averted. “I also told them you were with me the night of Mr. Kotobuki’s party. That’s easy enough to corroborate. The doorman at my building saw you. I hope that will help.”   
“Thank you for doing this, Kay,” I said softly. “I know things must be difficult now with Josh and the wedding.” 
She wrinkled her nose at the sound of Josh’s name and hope awoke again from its slumber, ears perked and eyes wide. Damn fool… I watched her throat work down a swallow and squished the urge to press my lips against the pulse at her neck.
“There is no wedding,” she said slowly. 
I found I was too tongue-tied to respond. I stared silently, my posture stiff, my sluggish heart in my throat.  
“I—I can’t go through with it.” She sighed heavily, her voice rippling like water over pebbles. “I—I thought I could, but I know now it would be a big mistake. Josh has issues. Issues that can’t be easily fixed. I can’t marry him.”
I cleared the gravel blocking my parched throat. “Is that the only reason?” I had to know. I watched her gaze ramble around the room, searching for a foothold, then it landed on my open laptop. She was quiet for a minute before she drew her attention back to my face.
“Uh…I can’t marry him because I have feelings for someone else.”
“Go on…” My whisper was breathless, barely audible. Her gaze flickered back to the screen of my laptop and I wondered what had caught her eye.
She shook her head, seeming to clear it, and brought her gaze back to mine. She dragged her plump bottom lip through her teeth and I almost groaned aloud. 
“You once said you wanted to get to know me.” 
I nodded.
“You once said that you wanted me.”
“God… I do,” I choked.
She swallowed hard. “I—I want you too. I want—”
She hadn’t finished the sentence before I had her crushed in my arms. I pinned her to my body and sealed my lips over hers, sucking that bottom lip into my mouth and tasting the promise that flavored her soul and seeped into my senses. I brushed my lips over her lids and kissed the bridge of her nose. Not wanting to leave an inch of skin unattended, I sprinkled kisses along her jaw, gentling at the bruise, then tasted the curve of her ear. She was here. In my arms. She wanted me. She’d chosen me. 
I’d so longed to hear those words from her. I’d been so afraid to trust, to hope. My heart squeezed tight in my chest with my feelings for her, feelings I’d planned to lock away in a box deep inside and never give freedom to. I had known, though, that they might slowly eat away at me. I’d been through so much, and Katie affected me like no other woman had. 
We stood holding each other for a few minutes, the cadence of her breath matching with mine. She pulled back and rubbed the tip of her nose against mine then gently kissed my lips. The little moans rumbling from her throat were driving me crazy and I grew instantly erect, my cock knocking against the seam of my pants. 
“Kay,” I groaned impatiently, as if surfacing from a dream, still afraid to believe. “What about your parents? All the pressure?” 
She pulled back and cupped my face, looking into my eyes. “They’ll just have to deal with it. I told them the wedding is off—again. This time I’m not changing my mind. Michelle once told me I’m always trying to please everyone. I’ve decided to think about what I want for a change. And I want you, Luke.” She swallowed hard.  “I want you.”
I closed my eyes for a minute, drinking in her words. 
“Michelle and I spent yesterday making phone calls and canceling the vendors my mother hired.”
I lifted my lids and stared, loving the passion that burned in her eyes. “I always did like Michelle.” 
“She’s a true-blue.” Katie gave me a sloppy smile. 
I pulled her against me, hating the barrier of clothes between us. Quickly releasing the buttons on her coat, I peeled it from her shoulders and tossed it on the couch, then drew her back into my arms. I saw her eyes flare and knew immediately she’d felt my arousal. Like a siren she arched into me, pushing a groan from my throat. I cupped her buttocks and molded her hips to mine, letting her feel what she was doing to my body. My lips found hers and I suckled her sweetness. I found pleasure in her arms and tasted happiness in her kisses. I hadn’t been kidding when I told her I wanted her, that I wanted Livy to get to know her. 
My finger traced over the discoloration marring her jaw and I gritted my teeth, trading my happiness for anger and fear. 
“I want you to stay away from Josh. If he comes near you, call the police, then call me.” 
She nodded quietly then rooted her face into my neck. 
Was she sniffing me? 
On tiptoe, she brushed her lips against mine, then dragged her tongue down my neck. Boldly, she reached down and palmed my eager cock through my jeans, then roved lower and massaged my balls. I groaned, fighting the hunger that braided ribbons of lust through me. I needed her to listen. I couldn’t stand the idea of something happening to her. Pulling back, I cupped her shoulders and locked our gazes. Her eyes were big and dilated with desire, the blue almost obliterated by black. So fucking beautiful… 
“Kay, I’m serious. I don’t want him near you.”
“Don’t worry. After what he did, I know he’s dangerous.”
“Good. I want you to let me know if he tries anything. Let me know if he tries to see you.”
She nodded and pushed into me, snaking her arms around my waist.
“Promise me, Kay.”
She smiled reassuringly. “I promise.”
I captured her lips again, greedily swiping my tongue deep into her mouth. With a low groan she gyrated her hips against my aching cock, pushing her mound into me and lighting me up in flames. I was so damn hard. 
I took her hand and started tugging her toward my bedroom when my front door pushed open and Livy burst through with a squeal of excitement, Mrs. Rogers in her wake. 
Shit! I’d forgotten all about them.
“Dada! Lorri said that Santa doesn’t like chocolate cookies!” Livy ran toward me and caged my legs in her arms, her curls bouncing around her head. “We have to make more! The ones we made are chocolate, and now he won’t come!” Her gaze shifted to Katie as I hoisted her into my arms. “Hi, Katie!”
“Hello, Olivia.” Katie’s smile was wide.
“Can we, Dada? Can we? Can we make different ones?” 
I laughed. “Livy, does Santa look like he’s ever refused a cookie?” I watched Katie’s face split into a grin, but Livy started to pout. 
“What if he really doesn’t like chocolate? Lorri also said he’s allergic to milk and lacto in—in—torment.”
I caught Mrs. Roger’s gaze over Livy’s head, and the woman shrugged. 
“Lactose intolerant. Lorri has quite an imagination,” Mrs. Roger’s supplied.
I frowned. No more play-dates with Lorri. Every time Livy came home from one of their play-dates, I was in torment!
I made quick introductions between Katie and Mrs. Rogers, then turned back to my daughter.
“Okay, we can make another batch, but don’t believe everything Lorri tells you, okay?”
“Katie, will you help? Mrs. Rogers has to leave now, and Dada’s not too good at making cookies.”
I threw my head back and laughed loudly as Livy wiggled down from my arms.
“That’s because he eats all of them,” Mrs. Rogers chimed in, smiling.
“Thank you both for throwing me under the bus.” I tried to looked wounded, but shot a wink at Katie. 
Livy tugged off her coat and ran toward the kitchen, Mrs. Rogers following. “We’ll take everything out!”
Left alone, I laced my fingers through Katie’s and pulled her against me, feeling her warmth. God, I wished we were alone. “Will you stay and help us bake?”
She smiled up at me and I loved what I saw in her eyes. “Absolutely. I love making cookies. Just call me Betty Crocker.”
I grinned. “I like your other name better.”
She looked confused.
“The one from Sensations. What was it?” I smiled, baiting her.
Her cheeks pinked, but I could see mirth drifting into her blue eyes. “Ivanna…” she groaned.
I leaned forward and sealed my lips against hers, whispering, “Ivanna what?”
“Gettof,” she said reluctantly, but smiled fully against my lips, causing me to smile back.
“It would be my pleasure.”
She rolled her eyes and issued a dry chuckle. “Funny.”
“Katie! Dada! Cooome!” Livy bellowed from the kitchen. 
“I’ll be right there!” I gave Katie’s lips a quick peck and watched her make her way to the kitchen as I turned to shut down my computer and save my work. 
I paused for a moment, looking at the screen and the campaign tagline I’d been working on. 
If you had one shot, or one opportunity to seize everything you ever wanted. One moment. Would you capture it or just let it slip?
I stared blindly at the spot where Katie had been standing, my thoughts preoccupied. A wave of laughter flowed from the kitchen, reminding me I was needed. I turned off my computer and headed into the other room, feeling unusually hopeful. 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
The timer went off and I rushed to the oven, snatching the mitt from the counter. 
“Stand back, Olivia,” I cautioned, opening the oven door. A wave of heat hit me, followed by the delicious smell of homemade cookies. It was our fourth batch, and like the others, were invitingly golden brown. I was thrilled. For some reason, it was very important to me that my cookies be perfect. 
“Wow! Awesome!” Livy shouted exuberantly, bouncing on her toes. 
I deposited the tray on top of the stove to cool alongside the other batches and turned to Livy, giving her a big high five.
Livy squealed, light dazzling her wide brown eyes, and I couldn’t help catching her infectious excitement. 
“These are perfect,” I stated proudly.
“You’re the best baker ever!” Livy proclaimed. “Wait till Dada sees these!”
I laughed as Livy scrambled off to find her father. He’d been banished from the kitchen a half hour ago for eating all the cookie dough. I hadn’t minded because his presence in the small space had been very distracting. He’d find every reason to brush against me, or discretely lick cookie dough off my fingers, making me mad with longing. Every now and then he’d even whisper in my ear, ‘what’s your name again?’, heating my face with a blush as he grinned like a rascal. 
Livy ran into the other room where Luke sat on the couch, and I followed. He’d been on the phone earlier, and from the small snatches of conversation I could hear from the kitchen, I guessed he’d been talking to his lawyer. 
“Dada!” Livy scolded, stopping in her tracks. “You’re eating all the cookies!”
I bit my lip to hide my smile as Luke looked up from his plate of cookies, obviously surprised.
“What?” he asked innocently, wiping crumbs from his chin. “These are the chocolate ones! The ones Santa doesn’t like, remember?”
I almost burst out laughing when Livy planted a hand on her hip and said, “Well, what about his reindeer? What will they eat?” 
In her frothy tutu, she looked like a ballerina munchkin with attitude.
He stared blankly. His gaze shifted to me for help and then back to Livy when it was obvious he would get none. I was too busy trying not to laugh out loud. 
“The reindeer are…are chocolate in—in torment. Everybody knows that,” he said dead pan, rising from the couch. “Yeah, chocolate cookies will do a number on their little tummies. They’re used to eating hay and…” he looked to me again for help and I shrugged, biting my lip. “and…garden…salads.” I noticed the dimple playing hide and seek near his mouth as he grew closer. His handsome face was serious, but amusement danced in his eyes. “They’ll be leaving reindeer droppings all over the apartment if they eat these.” He shook his head gravely. “We can’t have that.”
I had to turn away as laughter bubbled up from my chest. I didn’t know how Luke could keep a straight face. 
“Droppings?” Livy asked.
“Poop.”
Livy instantly ignited into hysterical, high-pitched laughter. I would never have thought that one word could be so inflammatory.  But maybe when you’re five years old, such things were uproarious. 
“Really?”  Livy giggled. “Lorri never said that.”
“There’re a lot of things Daddy knows that Lorri doesn’t—like, it’s time for bed, princess.” I heard him sigh, but mirth underlined his tone. “Say goodnight to Kay.”
“Goodnight, Kay.”  Livy waved as Luke picked her up and heaved her over a broad shoulder.
Luke shot me a wide grin and a wink, then headed off down the hall. 
I turned and went to the kitchen to pack away the cookies, still laughing at father and daughter. No sooner had I reached the entrance, when Livy came bounding back down the hall. She stood a few feet away from me, seeming suddenly shy. The small dimple next to her mouth tunneled deeper as she twisted her lips.
“Thank you for helping me bake.” Livy smiled then crooked a finger at me, indicating I should come closer. I obeyed, bending lower and having no idea what the little girl could want. She cupped a hand to my ear and whispered, “You can call me Livy if you want.”
I swallowed at the knot of emotion balling tight in my throat, but I nodded and smiled as Livy turned and scurried back down the hall. “Don’t let Dada near the cookies!” she yelled before she disappeared. 
I walked into the kitchen, reflecting on my evening. I couldn’t believe it was two days before Christmas and I was here at Luke’s apartment baking cookies and having more fun than I’d had in a long time. I loved the easy rapport that flowed between father and daughter, and the love and warmth that filled their home. There was no stress, no artifice, no underlying pressures—just undiluted joy and honest emotion. So different from the way I’d grown up. I’d never had this, I’d never known what it was like to see such love in a father’s eyes. I knew my parents loved me, but they were not the most emotive of people. My brother and I each had a nanny from the time we were chauffeured home from the hospital. And growing up, everything was scheduled and doled out in measured doses, even time spent with our parents.  
Luke had a lot to be angry about right now, and I would've expected him to be surly or impatient, but that wasn’t the case. The fact that he maintained his humor and good nature made him even more appealing.  
I was standing at the kitchen counter packing cookies into Tupperware bins I’d found when strong arms encircled my waist from behind. Luke pressed into me, fitting his hard body against my back, and I closed my eyes and let my head lob back against his sculpted chest. He was warm and wonderfully masculine. I sighed, marveling that this could feel so right. This night. This place. This man. I realized that I’d been searching for this feeling my entire life, and found it in the cocoon of Luke’s arms. It scared me to fully analyze that thought, and I had to take a deep reality-checking breath. 
His nose nuzzled into my neck and I felt his lips against my skin, the sensation cascading in fluffy waves over my body. I arched my head to give him better access and his teeth scraped around to my nape, catching a sensitive spot and provoking a soft moan.    
“Stay with me tonight,” he whispered. 
My head jerked toward the hall and he paused, seeming to read my thoughts. 
“Once she’s put to bed, she sleeps like a log.”
I turned in the circle of his arms and was surprised by the profound emotion on his face. His emerald eyes stared possessively and he made no attempt to hide his raw lust. I nodded my answer as my temperature jacked up a few degrees, heating me to a quick boil. Zero to sixty. That’s how it was with him. Cupping my chin, he lined up our gazes.
“I just want you to know that I’ve never had a woman stay over. I tend to be very protective of Livy.”
I nodded. “She’s a great kid. Seems to have inherited your sense of humor.”
“Poor kid,” he chuckled, taking my hand and leading me down the hall. 
I walked into Luke’s room and it wasn’t at all what I’d pictured. It was a large room with a gigantic four poster bed in the middle. The posts were made from beautiful, ornately carved wood that reminded me of totem poles. His comforter was a geometric brown and beige pattern. Beyond that, the room had a minimalist decor. Plain white shades at the window, a lush dark beige rug covered the hardwood floor, and a small desk and chair sat in the corner. I scanned the room and was surprised to see no paintings or pictures on the walls. 
Luke drew me close to the bed and pulled my sweater over my head. I waited, expecting him to divest my jeans, but he pulled me into him and claimed my lips. I leaned in, deepening the kiss, loving the way his mouth possessed mine so thoroughly. His warm hands coasted over my shoulders and down my back, his fingers kneading and massaging a lazy rhythm. Reaching around, he unhooked my bra. It fell to the floor, freeing my jutting breasts and allowing them to fall into his palms. I warbled when he rolled my nipples between his thumb and forefinger, pulling a taut string that seemed to originate in my sex. Desire buzzed through me, taking a circuitous path that bedeviled every nerve ending. 
Luke traced the pads of his finger slowly down my neck and across my chest, a reverent touch that reminded me of that first night in the dark at Sensations. I had to admit that now knowing my lover was Luke—this tall, gorgeous, dark haired man—amplified the effect of his touch. He took a step back and his gaze meandered lazily over my face and breasts and I felt my nipples throb under the scrutiny. 
“You are beautiful, Kay. I’ve pictured you here in this room so many times.” 
A slight smile tickled the corner of his mouth and his dimple appeared, leaving me wondering just what he’d imagined. My gaze lingered on his dimple. I wanted to lick it. In fact, I wanted to run my tongue all over his body. The thought materialized out of nowhere. It was ushered into my head by an intense craving that made my mouth water with desire. He stepped away to lock the door and turn off the overhead light while I removed the rest of my clothing. After flicking on a small lamp on the desk, he returned to me, openly admiring my nakedness. His eyes seemed to darken as his gaze ate me up. 
Single minded, I approached him with a sly smile, swaying my hips in a way I hoped was seductive. I couldn’t help but laugh at his raised eyebrow when I issued orders not to move. As I started unbuttoning his shirt, he bent and planted a kiss on the bridge of my nose. His breath warmed my face and I inhaled deeply, always wanting everything from him.
“Be careful with those buttons. You know your track record with my shirts.” His wide grin was stunning and left me slightly breathless. 
I shot him a mocking gaze, but truthfully I wanted to rip the clothes off his body. Barely mastering the task, I skimmed the shirt from his broad shoulders then let my palms drift over his beautiful dragon. My fingers were shaking as I made quick work of his jeans and I chastised myself because this wasn’t our first time having sex. I shouldn’t be nervous. But being here in his personal space and spending time with him forced me to confront the depth of my feelings for him. It was overwhelming and confusing, because just days ago I’d been ready to spend my life with someone else. 
 Intentionally refocusing my thoughts, I tiptoed and flicked my tongue across his lips, stopping beside his mouth to pay homage to my favorite spot. He groaned and tried to capture my lips, but I pulled away with a grin, reprimanding him for not following orders. I sat on the edge of the bed and regarded him. He had some serious tenting of his boxers and I knew exactly where my tongue wanted to start its road trip. 
Digging a finger into his waistband, I coaxed him forward to stand directly in front of me, my gaze latching on to the swollen head of his cock poking out far above the edge. The slit glistened with a few drops of early arousal and I had to cage my bottom lip to keep from open-mouth panting. I peeled the boxers down his body, noting he was rigidly still and wondered if he guessed my intent. My attention drifted to his bare body. Each muscle was clearly defined and sculpted by the shadowed illumination.  Darkness shaded the deep grooves of his abs and dipped into the abyss of his belly button. My gaze followed a trail of dark hair to the root of his imposing shaft and I almost bit through my lip. He was purely beautiful, and my craving to have him in my mouth and on my tongue became fierce and urgent. My brows pleated because I’d never felt this urge so strongly before. This had never been my favorite thing to do. 
I leaned forward and smudged the flat of my tongue up his thick length, then made a slow circular sweep around the plump head. The sound that erupted from Luke started deep in his belly and emerged as a rough shout. 
“Christ, Kay!” he gasped, bucking his hips. His cock twitched and knocked against my lips and I made another slow swipe.
My taste buds burst with the musky flavor of his essence, and I wanted more of that delicious taste. Greedy now, I wrapped my lips around his tip and sucked, moaning at the thick, slippery feel and the heavy weight. I bobbed my head on him, taking him in shallow gulps. Hearing his deep grunts inspired me and I tried to accommodate more of his length. I was only able to swallow about two thirds of his cock, but I hollowed my cheeks and created an intense suction that had his fingers delving into my hair, gripping it hard. 
“Fuck, Kay! You’re killing me!” he hissed when I continued the hard suction. At the same time, I curled my tongue along his slick shaft, trying to lick the portion I couldn’t fit in my mouth. I continued that way for a few minutes, enjoying his flavor and his inarticulate groans.  I felt him throb and pulse in my mouth, his hot shaft swelling to unbelievable fullness. 
Abruptly he fisted my ponytail and pulled from my mouth, cursing roughly. He kept his bloated tip resting on my bottom lip, and I felt him dump a few more drops of pre-cum onto my lips. I groaned and darted out my tongue, desperate for more of his taste. I felt drunk with lust, the ache reaching deep between my legs to drench my puffy folds. He was staring down at me, his broad chest rising and falling quickly. I could tell he was dangling from a sharp edge, holding on with just a sliver of control. His strong features were strained with raw desire and there was something like awe widening his eyes. 
“Babe, I can’t take much more of this,” he choked out raggedly. “I want to be inside you so bad.”
His words arrowed to my sex and I clenched my thighs together, trying to sooth the fiery burn. I wanted him inside me too, but the power I felt by unmanning him with my mouth was heady. I opened my thighs and reached down, parted my folds and circled a finger on my clit. I needed to, or I would go mad.  I wanted him so badly it hurt. Having him in my mouth, and knowing that he was mindless with need was turning my on like crazy. Hell, I’d done this to him! I saw him track my hand with his gaze, and he issued a harsh breath and groaned deeply. His cock kicked against my lips hard and I laved the shiny tip with my tongue, gazing up into his eyes while my fingers danced on my tight clit. I moaned as tension coiled in my pussy and watched him suck in air through his teeth.
“Oh God!” he rushed out in a windy breath. “Does that feel good? Is your pussy wet for me, beautiful? Do you want to feel me inside you?” 
I nodded and my body tensed, my muscles locking stiff as my hips bucked. His erotic words almost made me come. I beat my finger fast against my clit and moaned. So close…
“Luke, oh, Luke!”
“I’m so fucking hard, and watching you do that is driving me nuts!” I felt tremors wrack his body and the hand holding my head shook. “Tell me where you want my cock, beautiful, because I’m about to make the decision. I need to be inside you one way or another!” 
I couldn’t form words. The pleasure shooting through me was consuming me like an inferno. My pussy was soaked and my body trembled on the verge of orgasm. Luke looked equally pained and I darted my tongue out again to tease his immensely swollen tip. Looking into his eyes, I parted my lips wide in invitation. There was no hesitation. With a shout, he plunged into my mouth, seating himself deep in my throat. His grip on my hair stung my scalp, but I unhinged my jaw and welcomed him. I’d never had a man this big before, but I loved the velvety slide of his thick cock and the pungent flavor. Luke pulled out and drove forward again, gentling a bit when I gagged. I closed my eyes and devoured him, groaning around my mouthful. I could tell by the sounds he was making, he was close. 
“Touch my balls, baby!” he rasped.
I curled a hand around his tense sack, rubbing the puckered skin. 
“Squeeze them! Harder…that’s it!”
His body went rigid and he moaned like an animal. His hips jerked in continuous spasms and he exploded in my mouth. My breath came fast and my eyes watered. I tried to swallow everything he gave me, but it leaked from my mouth onto my chin and drizzled down his shaft. Almost manic, I tongued him, trying to consume every drop. Luke eased me back onto the bed and tried to pull away, but I grabbed his buttocks and tugged him down with me. He cursed and tried to angle between my legs, but I was busy with my own agenda. 
Instead, he grabbed my bottom and turned my hips, leaving my head where it was so that we could both indulge at the same time. I had to adjust my body to reach him as he was a tall man. I drove my tongue around the base of his still semi-hard shaft then drew his sac into my mouth and sucked gently. I still could not get enough of him, and wondered vaguely about this new oral fixation. 
The first touch of his tongue between my thighs had me arching my back and crying out. I tried to continue my ministrations, but he sliced his tongue through my pussy and found my acutely swollen clit. He lashed it with his tongue, moaning wildly. It was a delicious torture that wrung my body senseless. I was a live-wire, and when he sucked on my aching flesh, I tripped and detonated in a rapturous blast of sensation. Writhing pleasure undulated through my body and I buried my face in his groin and bit into his thigh to keep from screaming my head off.  
We stayed where we were, on our sides, comfortably languishing in a sensuous descent. When I could breathe again, I soothed my tongue over Luke’s inner thigh, feeling guilty because I knew I’d bitten him hard enough to leave a mark. I couldn’t see it in the dark, but knew it was there. He surprised me with a sudden groan and I realized he’d grown fully erect. We played and teased for a while, our moans filling the air like musical notes. Luke made long, languid sweeps of his tongue, surprising me with his thorough exploration, but the unexpected pleasure had my muscles tightening and my brows raised with curiosity. At one point he focused his attentions on my rosebud and I gasped, feeling strange flutters beat up my spine. This was a new experience for me. I’d never had any attention back there.
“Relax, beautiful.” 
I obeyed the voice from below, soaking in the new sensations. This man was making me crazy. He played my body like a fine instrument, hitting each delectable key with precision. What he was doing now was making me pant, squeezing the breath from my lungs in a short staccato. Just how much pleasure could I take?   
His engorged cock strained against my neck, trapped between our bodies, and was already leaking onto my chest. Luke kissed the insides of my thighs and rose to his knees. My avid gaze zoomed to his stiff shaft. He was facing the light and it loved him. It glorified his body and flicked shadows over his colorful tattoo, making it come to life. I looked into his eyes and saw a mosaic of desire—greens and gold with beautiful flecks of yellow, all dancing like flames in his irises. He smiled and dropped a kiss to my naked shoulder, then pulled me up and turned me around gently. I pinched my lip between my teeth as he positioned me on my hands and knees, and I tried hard to keep my limbs from shaking as he moved behind me.
His lips brushed against my neck then whispered across my bare back, leaving goosebumps in their wake. My ponytail had long been unraveled, and hair fell around my face in waves. Luke’s body cloaked mine, a wall of muscle against my back. His warmth, his solidness, the hint of sandalwood drifting up from the sheets, all added to the sensual milieu and spiked my passion. Intuitively I pushed my bottom back, nestling it against his hips.
“Kay, my beautiful Kay,” Luke whispered, grazing his fingers along my soaked cleft. 
I gasped at the touch, reveling in the tentacles of pleasure curling tight in my groin. I squeezed my eyes shut and my lips parted when he replaced his fingers with the blunt head of his cock. He dragged it through my slippery folds, unlocking a long moan from my throat. His chest rumbled as he plowed forward and tunneled through my flesh, seating himself insanely deep.  
“Oh, fuck!” I gasped, my eyes flying open as sharp pleasure singed every exposed nerve ending. 
I clutched the edge of a pillow, anchoring myself for another deep thrust as he withdrew. But it didn’t come. Instead, Luke rolled his hips, advancing and retreating just enough to make my blood boil and my flesh sing. He kept up the short, slow stabs, deliberately tormenting me.
“Luke, oh, God…please…” I tried to push back but his big hands held my hips, bracing me, denying me. 
“Please what?” he teased against the shell of my ear.  
He kept pumping his hips, feeding me tiny portions when I wanted a giant gulp. Every fiber of my body tingled with anticipation and my tight channel strangled him with each shallow plunge. I was sweating, crawling out of my too-tight skin. He was driving me crazy, and I wondered if he was retaliating for earlier. Tiny explosions trembled through me, vibrating down to my curling toes. 
“Deeper…deeper…more…more…” I flung out each word, matching them to his short thrusts. 
My movements slowed when I felt the glide of a finger between the globes of my cheeks. I held my breath, going stock still when his wet digit ringed my back entrance. Breathe… I wasn’t sure what to do, but the demands of my body were overwhelming and fierce. Luke pressed his finger forward slowly, copying the steady pumping of his dick. My muscles clenched when the fingertip popped inside, and I grunted, surprised by the dark pleasure. My body was tense with indecision, unused to the invasion. 
“Relax, beautiful…just feel…don’t think…” Luke instructed, sliding his cock deeper as he sank to the first knuckle.
“God, yes!” I sucked in a breath, pushing back to take more of what I needed from him. There was a slight discomfort that was quickly obliterated by other wonderful sensations. The stretching of my sex coupled with the fluttery buzz as he stroked the tip of his finger gave me unbelievable pleasure. I groaned again and eagerly rocked back into him, biting my lip as spasms worked their way through my pussy, coming from every direction. 
“Luke, that’s soooo good!” 
“Yes, Kay! Fuck, yes!” Luke groaned and slammed into me hard, impaling me as he set a quicker pace. The force of his hips propelled me forward and I braced my hands against the wall for leverage. My breasts jounced and swayed with each thrust, my nipples aroused to tight, ruddy points.
He was driving his hips, pounding me fiercely, and I felt deliciously full. Soon the sweet tingle of approaching orgasm gathered in my pussy and I crashed back against him, humping his thick cock with a blinding speed. Wisps of hair stuck to my damp face and neck, my back arched to almost breaking, and my heart raced like a stallion in my chest. 
Luke hissed and grabbed my hip with a bruising hold. “Fuck, Kay! I’m close! Come with me, baby! It’s so fucking good! So fucking good!”
As if on command, my muscles seized violently, clamping down as my climax slammed into me. Luke was a maniac behind me, and all I could do was collapse onto the bed as the force of his thrusts shoved me forward. I was pinned beneath him, wedged between his damp body and half hanging off the mattress, still hovering in bliss. I braced one hand on the floor and another on a poster, trying to leverage my balance. He kept pounding me hard and I keened in pleasure as another peak crested, scorching-hot and brutally intense. Suddenly he released a roar and I felt his cock jerk and throb as wet heat flooded my passage.
Luke was breathing harshly behind me, air raking from his lungs between moans. I loved the robust sounds he made during sex. 
“Christ, Kay! You're amazing. It’s crazy what you do to me!” he gasped.  I felt his cock jerk with another spasm and he grunted hard.
What I do to him? I couldn’t help but twist my lips wryly. Holy Mother of God, was he kidding me? Here I was, twisted like a pretzel and dangling naked off the bed—a position that was in no way sexy. My new favorite flavor was Luke, who I’d just devoured like the fat kid with his last ice-cream cone, and I’d just come twice with a finger in my ass! Hellooooo…
Okay, I had to admit to loving every freaking minute of it! Although my vagina was a little jealous at first of the shared attention, it was obvious Luke had no difficulty multitasking. 
“You okay?” he asked. Humor danced in his eyes as he hoisted the top half of my body back onto the bed. 
“Umph!” I flipped onto my back and landed on a pillow with an exaggerated groan.  “I think…I can still…move my limbs.”
He raised up on an elbow and shot me an indecently sexy, lopsided grin.  “Then I haven’t done my job.”
I chuckled and pushed playfully on his shoulder, trying to topple him back, but he surprised me and grabbed my arm, pulling our bodies close together. I examined his face, noting the thick, disheveled waves of his hair spiky with perspiration, his strong, slightly prominent nose, and the angular lines of his jaw. I could live in this moment forever. So freaking gorgeous…
The way his lips tilted when he smiled, and the look he gave me, caused my heart to teeter precariously. Afraid he’d see how much he affected me, I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his. Dropping onto the pillow, he folded me against his solid chest, the dragon kissing my cheek. I sighed and settled in, listening to the drum of his heart. 
“I meant what I said, Kay.”
A brow rose. “About doing your job?”
He laughed and kissed my forehead, then chucked his palms along my arms.
“Well, that too, but about you being amazing.”
Oh…that… I grinned.
“You are pretty amazing.”
“You’re not so bad yourself.” I smiled, feeling his chuckle vibrate his chest. I snaked an arm across his torso and nuzzled into his neck, inhaling deeply. 
 




CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Luke
 
I awoke several hours later, feeling incredibly content. The light was still on in the corner of my room, casting a glow on our naked bodies. Katie was warm and supple, beautifully feminine. Beautifully Kay. Wondering at the time, I pulled away slightly and twisted my neck to find my bedside clock. Two am. It was Christmas Eve. Mrs. Rogers had a few days off. Livy was an early riser and in just a few hours would be knocking on my bedroom door. I didn't mind her finding Katie here, but certainly not in the state we were in. I’d have to set my alarm so we could wake earlier and dress. I wondered what her plans were for the holiday. No doubt she was spending it with her family. I was glad, though, that we’d had this time together. I still couldn’t believe she’d gone to the police and made a statement. She was full of surprises. I smiled. Another good one. I liked the good ones. 
With the recent chaos in my life, I had trouble looking into our future, but couldn’t deny my strong feelings for her. I was definitely not an optimist when it came to relationships, and with my past, I had a hard time trusting women, but I was willing to believe again, to give love a shot again. 
As if it was a conscious decision. I smiled to myself, knowing I was already falling hard for Katie. For me, our connection was profound and irresistible. Livy seemed to really like her too and that made warmth cycle through my heart. 
Jack had been optimistic when we’d spoken, but I wouldn’t know more until after the holiday. I sighed. Right now, I wanted to enjoy having Katie by my side, and in my bed. Sex with her was incredible, and I could see she enjoyed exploring new pleasures. I was glad because I hadn’t even skimmed the surface of where I wanted to take her. Needing to feel her warmth against me, I turned on the pillow and was surprised to see her wide, troubled blue eyes staring back at me. 
I frowned, pulling her into my arms. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”
She molded against me, but I could sense her disquiet by the goosebumps on her skin. I pulled the covers around us and tossed a leg over her, rubbing heat into her silky legs.
“I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been thinking.”
“About what?” I asked, but thought I already knew by the tone of her voice.
She propped her head on my chest, resting her chin on her laced fingers. Her brows furrowed as she gazed at me
“I’m hopeful the charges against you will be dropped, but it doesn't change the fact that someone tried to frame you.”
Despite the fact that I’d guessed what was on her mind, my body tensed. The question of who was behind my troubles had been plaguing me for days. I’d hired my own investigator to work with Rasco to dig into the details of Ms. Carmen’s murder as well as the murder that occurred the night of Mr. Kotobuki’s party. But I already had my own theories. 
“It would most likely be someone who had access to your office to plant the rope…someone who hated you.”
I nodded slowly and watched her lids drift down.
“Do—do you think that Josh could have planted it?”
My gaze was steady, analyzing her expression. I knew this had been a difficult conclusion for her to come to. After all, she’d almost married the man. She’d loved him, and on some level might still. The thought poured venom into my gut and I had to force myself to calm. Could she still have feelings for him, despite how he’d treated her? 
I hooked a lock of blonde hair behind her ears. “It has crossed my mind.” 
She nodded and I saw her throat work down a swallow. 
“He never liked you—always talked about how people at work were out to get him.”
“Josh has had a difficult time at Davenport. He’s not the easiest man to get along with.”
She nodded and her gaze returned to my face.
“Luke, I know he’s got issues, but I don’t think he’s capable of murder.”
	I had to blow out a slow breath. Was she fucking defending him? The man was a monster and capable of many more atrocities.
“Sorry, I don’t have as much faith in him as you do.”
“He’s still trying to deal with his mother’s death. He has a lot of anger, but I can’t see him committing murder.”
Was she fucking kidding me? 
“Look at what he did to you! He was in a rage!”
“Yes, but—”
“Kay, you said the night you went to Sensations you caught him with his ex-girlfriend.” I forged ahead, no longer willing to listen to her defense of Josh. It was killing me.
She nodded quietly. “I thought they were fooling around. I was wrong.”
I ignored her, trying to focus on keeping my tone level. “Is it possible that he knew where you were going, that he followed you?”
Her eyes widened dramatically then her forehead creased into a deep frown. She shook her head. “No. No way.”
“Think about it. Could he have found out about us somehow? Known that you were in a room having sex with me?”
She was shaking her head vigorously now, sitting up in bed and hugging the sheet to her.
“He would have gone insane! And even if he hadn’t barged in on us, he would have called off the wedding. But he wanted to marry me. He—he begged me to take him back.”
I pushed up to a sitting position and pinched the bridge of my nose, not sure how to say what was on my mind.
“Kay, why wouldn’t he want to marry you?” I asked sarcastically. “You’re a Vandercamp. The Vandercamp name goes a long way.” I  paused. “I can’t guess at your assets, but I assume you’re a very wealthy woman.”
I could see her anger in the deliberate squareness of her naked shoulders and it pained me. I didn’t want to hurt her. 
“Are you saying he wanted to marry me for my money? That he never loved me? That that’s all I was to him?”
Shit… She was pissed, and by the fumes steaming off her, I couldn’t help but wonder if the thought had crossed her own mind at some point. 
“The Wilkinson name is very prestigious. Josh’s father is worth millions!”
“Yes, but Josh is cut off from his family’s fortune.”
“I know he and his father don’t get along. That’s why he left and went out on his own, but he’s not cut off. He’s never lacked for money.”
I pushed my fingers through my hair again, agitated. “Look, I know Matt Wilkinson pretty well. He asked me to give Josh a job to help him out, to keep him out of trouble. Josh did not choose to leave the family business. He was asked to.” 
Her face suffused with color and she bit down on her lip. I could see the disjointed thoughts fracture in her brain, and knew she was trying to piece them together, but I couldn’t tell if she believed anything I said. Believing me would force her to examine everything she’d ever believed about Josh and their relationship, everything she’d put faith in. It might even cause her to question herself. 
I sighed again. Fuck! We’d been having a wonderful time together. The last person I wanted to talk about was Josh Wilkinson! 
She turned to me, confusion coloring her eyes a dark blue. “I would have known if he knew about us. He would have done something, said something, maybe—”
“He did, Kay,” I said steadily. “Your earring. I think he planted it to scare you, to let you know that your secret was out. I think it was also to keep you quiet. He knew I had an alibi for that night and he knew who it was. I’m sure he never thought you’d come forward.”
She covered her face with her palms, blowing out a long breath. “You seem to have this all figured out.” There was disbelief weaved in her words. “You think he committed that other murder too?”
“He might have,” I replied firmly. “That might have also been to scare you, I don’t know.”
“This is crazy!”
“Yes, it is! I’ve been fucking living it!” 
As soon as the angry words erupted, I regretted unleashing them on her.  I circled her shoulders and pulled her into me.
“Kay, I don’t want to talk about this now. I don’t want to talk about Josh. I don’t want him between us. I’m sorry we’re both wrapped up in this mess.”
Her features softened and she cradled my cheeks between her palms, her gaze scattering over my face. 
“It’s over between Josh and me. You have nothing to worry about. I’m where I want to be.” 
She smiled in a way that made the breath stall in my lungs, but I couldn’t help the slight doubt that plagued me.
 “I want to be right here with you, and I want to help you figure out what’s going on.”
The determination in her eyes revved up my heart rate and I tried hard to bury my doubt and believe what she had with Josh was over. “I appreciate that, Kay, but I’ve hired an investigator and Jack is working on getting the charges dropped. You’ve already done more than enough.”
She nodded and leaned in, brushing her lips against mine. I captured her bottom lip and sucked, loving the silky plumpness. She moaned and turned to face me fully, pushing the sheet down and straddling my thighs. Her arms snaked around my shoulders and I loved the press of her naked, supple breasts against my chest.
Cupping her buttocks, I smiled and pulled her in tight. Seemed her limbs were fully functional again. I’d have to take care of that. We still had a few hours till morning. I delved my tongue into her mouth, plumbing the luscious depths. I loved the way she tasted, loved the feel of her tongue against mine. Damn, she was sexy!
A distant ringing broke through our sensual haze and Katie pulled back, frowning. 
“I think that’s my phone.”
“It’s two in the morning.” I copied her frown, but she was already off my lap and pulling my shirt around her shoulders. I scooted to the edge of the bed as she rushed toward the door and followed the ring chiming from the living room. 
Who the hell would be calling her at this hour? 
By the time I’d pulled on my jeans and joined her in the living room, she’d already found her phone and was listening intently to whoever was on the other end. She looked up when she saw me.
“Hold on one second, Cindy.” Katie took the phone from her ear and shot me an apologetic look. “One of the girls from work is having a problem. I’m sorry,” she whispered.
He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze and kissed her forehead, somehow feeling relieved.  “It’s okay. I understand.”
Her lips pulled up at the corners and she put the phone back to her ear. Settling on my couch, she folded her naked legs beneath her, already enrapt in the call. I watched her brows pleat with worry and knew this was going to take a while. Leaving for a minute, I returned with a blanket and draped it over her shoulders, then I kissed her forehead again and left, giving her privacy.
It was an hour before Katie returned to the bedroom, and from her expression, I knew it had been a difficult conversation.
“Sorry,” she said, slipping into bed beside him. “Cindy was very upset.”
I unbuttoned my shirt and slid it from her shoulders. “Anything I can do? Do you want to talk about it?”
She sighed, leashing her hair in a loose knot. “Cindy hasn’t seen her family for some time. She surprised them for the holiday, and it wasn’t the home-coming she’d hoped for.”
“I’m sorry,” I said genuinely. I knew the holiday season was  eagerly anticipated by most people, but it could also be a tough time of year for many. Katie had hinted that spending time with her own family could sometimes be stressful, and truthfully, the holidays was not my favorite time either. I did like spending time with my family, but this time of year always reminded me of my loss.
“Thank you for understanding.”
“Sure.” I turned and snuggled behind her back, throwing a leg over her. I loved wrapping her up with my body. It felt like she was mine. 
As if reading my previous thoughts, she asked, “How do you spend the holidays?”
I smiled, thinking about my boisterous family. “Today Livy and I will go to my oldest brother and his wife’s home for dinner in Jersey, then tomorrow dinner is at my parents in Queens.”
“Does your entire family go? I remember you saying you have six brothers.”
“Oh, yeah…and it’s absolute mayhem.”
“If they’re anything like you, then I can imagine,” she teased.
I chuckled, my thoughts on previous holidays. “When we get together, it’s a good time. Wanna come?”
As soon as the invitation slipped out, I regretted it. It wasn’t that I wouldn't enjoy spending more time with her, I just didn’t want Katie to think I was moving too fast. Plus there was a warning voice in my head telling me it would be prudent to slow down. Inviting a woman home for holiday dinner was a big deal—in my book, anyway. I hadn’t introduced a woman to my family since Roslyn, and they would be all over her like ants on a cookie crumb. I was very close to my brothers and parents, and their well intentioned, yet nosy, interrogations would no doubt drive Katie irrefutably bonkers.     
She just got out of a tough relationship, and probably needed time to sort things out in her head. Although she wanted to get to know me, she most likely needed space. 
It wasn’t until I felt the slow beats of my heart that I realized I was holding my breath, waiting to see how she’d respond.
“They sound like fun, and thanks for the invite, but I can’t.” 
At least she sounded disappointed.
“I go to my grandmother’s tonight. Tomorrow, the girls from the foundation and I volunteer at a soup kitchen in Chelsea, and then I go to my parents for dinner.”
Dread seemed to burden her words as she finished the sentence. Sensing her change in mood, I made a decision.
“Close your eyes.”
“What?” she laughed, wary.
“Go on, close them.” 
She complied but only after sending me a warning glance. I grinned and reached into the top drawer of my night table. 
“No peeking, or you’ll get in trouble.”
She laughed again, but her eyes were still closed when I turned back to her. 
“Okay, open them.”
The surprise on her face when she saw the medium-sized red box with a white silk bow was priceless, and my heart tripped in my chest. On a whim I’d purchased the gifts while out shopping with Livy. I’d intended on leaving the box with her doorman, then after Saturday’s fiasco, had been undecided whether I’d give her the gifts at all. I smiled, thinking fate had decided for me.
“Open it.”
“You got me a present?” she asked, her lips tilting in a sappy smile that made me chuckle.
“Well, you got me a shirt.” 
She sat up and started opening the box, then peeked at me from under her long pale lashes, chagrinned. “Because I kinda mauled yours.” 
Her words made my smile widen and I watched her beautiful face morph to bewildered shock when she lifted the lid. I was biting my cheeks now, trying not to laugh out loud. Her big blue eyes rounded.
“A sewing kit?” An indignant pout pushed up her lips, but laughter swirled in her eyes. She started playfully punching my chest, and I grabbed a pillow to defend myself. Her laughter escaped in bursts as I twisted and parried away, laughing myself. 
“It’s a great gift!” I chuckled. “It even comes with buttons!”
“Funny.”
“Look underneath,” I said, peeking out from the pillow.
Definitely not trusting me now, she gingerly picked up the kit and looked deeper into the box.
I watched her cheeks fill with a smile as she lifted the delicate gold key chain.
“This is lovely!” She held it up and dangled it from her fingers, and the light in the room bounced off of the shiny metal, making it glow. “It has my initials!” 
She beamed and flung her arms around my shoulder, tackling me to the bed. “Thank you.”
“I know you said you’re looking for your own apartment. I figured you could use it.”
“That’s so thoughtful.” Her lips split into a wide smile and she planted tiny kisses all over my face, springing more chuckles from my lungs. “I’m sorry I beat you up.”
“It’s okay.” I grinned. “I think you’re not seeing the bright side of having a sewing kit, though.”
Her forehead wrinkled skeptically, and I kissed the bridge of her nose.
“You can rip my shirts off anytime you want.”
 
***********************
 
Katie
 
“You are a complete embarrassment to this family, Katherine Regina!”
I pulled up short when my mother’s voice hissed low behind me. It echoed in angry waves across the large music parlor. I braced a hand on the shiny black Steinway and squeezed my eyes shut, reluctant to turn around and face the woman who’d just pursued me into the room. I’d come home for Christmas despite knowing it was going to be difficult. It was Christmas, after all, and how could I not? This was my family. My mother was still livid about the cancellation of the wedding. Last night at Grand’s home, I had been given a reprieve. There had been so many people in attendance that Diana hadn’t been able to release her beautifully wrapped anger. True to form, she’d mingled and socialized with the cultured grace of a true Vandercamp, smiling as if she hadn’t a care in the world. But I knew that underneath the refined sophistication was a woman waiting for the right opportunity to explode. And this was unfortunately the moment—right before we were to be called into the dining hall for Christmas dinner. 
I had anticipated this outburst at some point tonight, but what caused my skin to grow damp were Diana’s words. Was she referring to the wedding, or something else? My heart seized with horrible foreboding and small twinges tightened my chest. I slowly lifted my lids and stared out the French colonial windows that gave a spectacular view of the grounds. Our caretaker had done an exceptional job with the manicured gardens and the feng shui placement of stone statuaries. I absorbed the serene vista while my body raged with internal pandemonium. Perhaps I could channel some inner calm from the pastoral scene. Taking a deep breath, I pivoted and faced my mother.
Diana’s face was gaunt with anger.
“I hope you are proud of yourself and the hoops you’ve made us all leap through this past year. I have spent an enormous amount of time indulging you with this wedding, and this is how you repay me?” 
Inner peace flew out the French colonial windows. On some level, relief wormed through my muscles, but I was too angry to acknowledge it. Fisting my hands, I scowled at my mother. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
“Indulging me? Indulging me? I told you repeatedly I didn’t want half that stuff you planned! But you never listened to me! As always, what I say—what I want—doesn’t count!” I hated the way my voice split open with emotion on the last sentence, but a year of banked hostility started to leak out. I could feel my eyes filling with tears, and tried hard not to fall apart.  
Diana regarded me for an quiet moment, seeming stunned, and I thought for once I saw empathy in her eyes, thought that my mother was actually trying to understand me. 
“You ungrateful little bitch!” Diana bit out. “Do you know how much planning went into this? Who was to attend? Some of the strings I had to pull? I’m thoroughly embarrassed, and have most likely become a laughing stock! ”
I shook my head, awed at my mother’s myopic view of the world.  It was clear what her priority was: her reputation.  
“Do you not care that I could be making the biggest mistake of my life? That Josh might not be the one for me?”
“You need to get your priorities in order. Josh is a fine man. He loves you! If you weren’t so caught up in the foundation, you’d see that!”
“And if you weren’t so caught up in yourself, you’d see that I haven’t been happy, that Josh and I have had problems! But you really don’t give a shit!” I threw at her. I knew I shouldn’t say such a hateful thing, but now I was beyond angry.
“How dare you?” Blotches of pink soiled Diana’s porcelain skin. “You are a naive, little twit who doesn’t know the first—” 
The French doors suddenly pushed open and my father walked in. I turned to his piqued expression.
“What the hell is going on in here? It is Christmas, for God’s sake!”
“Jerome, you stay out of this!”
I was hoping for an ally in my father, but I could already see his courage withering under Diana’s scorching glare. My father’s main concern had always been keeping peace in the house, and for him that meant keeping his wife placated.
“It is time for dinner. Please, let’s just make the best of this evening.”
I stared at my mother’s face, seeing a side of her that she kept veiled from the world. Diana always wore the facade of a gently bred lady with the perfect life, but I could see that deep inside she was unhappy. What warped sense of happiness she had was derived from what people thought of her and this family. It was siphoned from the praise and adulation she received from others, and to feed that desire, everything she did always had to be praise worthy—had to be the biggest, the best, the most lavish. This time it was all at my expense. 
Sadness seeded in my heart, a profound sense of loss. This was how I’d grown up. I’d existed in the superficial, never felt grounded, never felt like I received genuine emotion from my family. I’d always felt lost and adrift, hoping to be found, hoping to land and take root in something of substance. 
“It is too late!” Diana scoffed at my father’s words. “Christmas has already been ruined, thanks to your daughter!”
With a twirl of chiffon, she sailed from the room.
My father turned to me and sighed heavily. “What did you expect, Katherine? She’s angry and deeply disappointed. She put a lot of work into this wedding. But give her time and she’ll get over it. Now, don’t dally. Dinner is ready .”
My father left and I turned to peer out the window, fighting the urge to pick something up and fling it. My parents had no idea what had transpired between Josh and me on Saturday night, and although I didn't want to get into it with them, they hadn’t asked if I was okay, why I’d left so suddenly, or why the wedding was cancelled again. Because whatever the reason, it would in no way justify the embarrassment my mother had to endure.
My father’s words echoed in my head.
She’s deeply disappointed… Give her time… She’ll get over it… 
Right. I gave a mocking shake of my head. Whose wedding was it again?
I swiped at a tear that escaped down my cheek, wondering if coming tonight had been a mistake. 
My phone rang and I looked around for my purse. I’d left Cindy a message earlier to see how she was doing and was expecting a call back. Finding it on the couch, I wiped away another tear and sniffled as I answered.
“Merry Christmas, beautiful.” 
Luke’s deep voice was a balm to my overwrought emotions. We’d made plans for the weekend, and I hadn’t expected to hear from him until then. I found the tiny gold keychain he’d given me in my purse and held it in the warmth of my palm, cradling it against my heart. His voice blessed me with a smile, but lingering melancholy congested my throat. 
“Kay?”
I cleared my throat and infused cheer into my voice.
“Hi, Luke! Merry Christmas.”
“I know you’re probably busy with your family, but I wanted to call and say hello. How did everything go today?”
I could hear the chatter of raised voices and ringing laughter in the background. He must be at his parents’ house with his whole family for Christmas dinner.
“At the soup kitchen? Great. There were a lot of people.”
“Cool. How’s Christmas with the family?”
“Wonderful!” God awful…  
“I’m looking forward to the weekend.”
I could feel my angst slowly ebb. I looked down at the gold keychain, thinking of his smile. I couldn’t wait to see him. Olivia had invited me to her ballet recital and I was looking forward to it. We’d planned to spend the day together, and then Luke and I would go out for a romantic dinner. The door to the music parlor pushed open and my father stuck his head in, his jaw set in anger and his eyes blazing. 
“We are all waiting, young lady!”
Shit!
“Sorry, Luke, I have to go. I’m looking forward to it too. Tell Livy I wish her a Merry Christmas,” I whispered quickly, watching my father turn and walked away, grumbling beneath his breath.
“I will. See you then.”
I was about to sign off when his voice stopped me. “Hey, what’s your name again?”
I could sense him grinning on the other end, and couldn’t help my wide smile.
“Ivanna Gettof.”
“It would be my pleasure.”
Signing off, I raced to the door, clutching his gift in my fist. I was determined that no matter how bad the evening got, I’d hold on to the smile in my heart. 
 
 
I could wait until Saturday to see Luke. I did not miss him terribly. I was not thinking about him every second of the day. And I was not constantly aroused by persistent sexual fantasies of his hard athletic body, ridiculously talented tongue, or mouth-watering member. Or at least that’s what I told myself as the elevator zoomed up to the thirtieth floor to Davenport PR. I was going to see Michelle, and if I happened to accidentally bump into Luke, then so be it. I tried to douse the fireflies dancing in my belly. They were kindling my nerves and making my palms sweat.  
The silver doors of the elevator glided open and I stepped out into the wide marble hallway. Not wanting to lose my nerve, I walked quickly into the suite and approached the receptionist, who was chatting with a woman with stunning red hair. 
“May I help you?” the tidy receptionist asked. 
“Uhh…”
I felt suddenly awkward with both pair of eyes on me. Although I’d planned an excuse, I knew I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be bothering Luke at work. I’d just seen him a few days ago and here I was like some crazy stalker, girlfriend-wannabe! I was worse than a silly school girl with her first boyfriend! Ugh! 
He was dealing with a murder charge, going through a difficult time with his business, juggling being a single father, and I was already…smothering him. He didn’t need a woman nipping at his heels. I’d already shown up at his apartment uninvited. I should just leave. Feeling like a fool, I stared blankly at the puzzled receptionist. 
“Uhh…” I grunted inanely.  “I’m sorry. I’ll come back another time.”
The woman sitting behind the desk cocked her head and smiled. “You’re Michelle’s friend, right? I remember you from the last time.”
“I think she’s just coming out of a meeting,” the redhead said.
I shouldered my handbag and started to back up toward the door with a casual wave of my hand. Now that I’d made the decision, I had the sudden urge to flee. “Yeah, just tell her I was here. I’ll catch up with her another time.” 
I almost lost my footing when I backed into a solid body. Strong arms reached out to steady me as I turned and found myself staring up into smiling green eyes. Luke waved away the men he was with, then turned to me. He was tall and gorgeous in a tailored dark blue suit and yellow silk tie against a stark white shirt. The wing of his dragon was an eye-teaser above his collar. 
Oh, God…breathe… He’s so hot… Would it be totally psycho if I wrapped myself around his body and climbed him like he was a flag pole? 
Images flashed through my brain in full color, raw and erotic. I felt heat rush to my face, and afraid he’d see right through me, I looked away. The two women had stopped talking and were staring in our direction. 
“Uh…” My jaw loosened, and embarrassingly tongue-tied, I grunted again.
His smile tilted and the dimple appeared. “I thought we took care of that throat thing.” 
There was innuendo in his tone as well as his eyes, and it didn’t help my throat thing or the blush I could feel spreading to my neck. How did he always do this to me? Pull yourself together! Cheek. Smack! Other cheek. Smack!   
I took a step back, needing some distance, or I could not be held responsible for my actions. 
“This is a nice surprise.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and shifted his weight onto one long leg.
I could feel the curious gazes of the women on us, and not wanting to seem like a bunny-boiling stalker, made my excuse. 
“I—ah—came by to see Michelle. We have lunch plans.”
An eyebrow rose skeptically. “Is that so? You mean you didn’t come to see me?” 
Damn, the jig was up…he knew. I could tell by the teasing light in his eyes. 
“Uhh…” I jerked my gaze towards the ladies now exchanging their own meaningful glances. I could just imagine what they were thinking. They’d no doubt seen my reaction to him. “No—yes, I mean… I’m glad I accidentally ran into you, but Michelle and I have lunch plans. That’s really why I’m here.” 
There! I’d saved face. 
Just then, Michelle appeared from a corridor. “Kay! What a surprise! I didn’t know you were stopping by.”
I gritted my teeth so hard I thought I heard one crack, but turned with a stiff smile and embraced my friend. I knew I must be beet red. 
“We had lunch plans, remember?” I whispered pointedly.
Michelle’s face pinched with confusion as she pulled back, then she looked to Luke, then back to me, who was trying to send SOS signals with my eyes. 
“Oh, yes! Right. At that new deli. The one with the great pumpernickel!”
I shot Michelle a warning glance, but could see that my friend had quickly assessed the situation and was trying hard not to laugh out loud. Luke’s lips were twitching slightly when I turned back to him.
I wished for the floor to open and swallow me up. I hadn’t felt this mortified since I was fifteen years old. 
“Before you go on your lunch date, I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”
“I’ll be in my office,” Michelle said over her shoulder as she walked away, smiling ear to ear.
Luke turned to the redhead. “I’ll need a minute, Maria.”
Maria nodded numbly, but I could feel the women’s stare burn a hole in my back as Luke led me around a corner and down a hall. I tried not to look at him, afraid of the expression I’d find on his face. Maybe I should explain that I really wasn’t a lying psychopath. He was all business as he walked down the hall, nodding now and then to  passing employees. 
He ushered me into his office and as soon as the door closed, he shocked me by crowding me against the wall, his palms braced flat beside my head. My lips parted just in time for his mouth to crash down on mine. The rush was instantaneous. A hot wave of desire rolled through me, tingling my breasts and igniting my pussy. I circled his waist inside his jacket as our tongues tangled and played, and his mouth ate mine voraciously. Our teeth clinked as he licked and bit, then he tugged my bottom lip between his teeth and savored it like candy. 
I was audibly panting when he pulled away to feather kisses down my neck.
“You sure you didn’t come to see me?”
Too wound up to speak, I shook my head in answer.
I sensed him smile against my neck before he sucked the skin.
“No?” He started unbuttoning my coat. 
I shook my head again, my breath catching as his lips traveled lower. It felt like someone sprinkled snowflakes on my fiery skin. One by one they landed and sizzled to smoke, ricocheting sensation across my flesh. 
“No?” he asked again, calmly, but I could hear mischief in his voice.
“N—no,” I croaked.
His teeth nipped my collar bone, right above the neck line of my sweater at the same time one hand gathered up my skirt. I rolled my head back, my gaze connecting with the ceiling as his warm hand slipped between my thighs.
Oh, God…
Long fingers pulled my thong aside and a finger pad slid slowly along my wet cleft. I groaned low and arched my back when it found my excited clitoris and skated over it in tiny figure eights. Fluttering pleasure beat at my sex and it wept with want. My body started to tremble as the finger moved lower. Finally, exquisitely, it delved deep inside my hot flesh.
“Yes!” I gasped, tightening around him. 
He held the digit still and his head lifted so I could see his eyes.
“Is that yes you came to see me, or yes you like what I’m doing?”
“Yes—no—yes—I mean…” 
I wet my lips and his gaze zoomed to them. How could I think like this? He was killing me. He felt so good. There was humor in the verdant depths of his irises and his dimple winked teasingly. 
“Okay…yes. I admit it. I came to see you,” I confessed with an impatient roll of my eyes and a nudge of my hips, hoping to inspire him to move that damn finger. 
He smiled widely, showing perfect white teeth.
“Good. I’m glad. I’ve missed you. I can’t get you out of my head.” He started a slow stroke with his finger and I mewled. 
“Me too,” I groaned. 
His finger stopped again and my eyes widened with censure. 
“Me too that you’re glad, me too that you’ve missed me, or me too I’m in your head?”
Now he was just being a devil!
“Me too if you stop again I’m gonna kick your ass. Now, stop torturing me.”
He chuckled then took my palm and placed it on the front of his pants. “Who’s being tortured?”
I gripped his erection through the cloth, molding my hand to the thick shaft.
He groaned and slanted his lips over mine, letting his finger dig deep into my pussy to a spot of pure rapture. He added another digit and pumped in and out of me fast. I puffed short breaths against his mouth and widened my stance, knowing if he kept that up I’d come soon.
Just then the phone on his desk rang.
“Damn,” he whispered.
He didn’t move, but it was clear the intrusion was a reminder of where we were. With an apologetic groan, he removed his fingers and made a lavish show of licking the glistening digits. I scissored my legs, trying to assuage the deep ache. It was going to be a very long two days.
I laced my arms around his neck as he straightened my skirt. I enjoyed the nearness of him, the supreme sense of contentment I found with him. My high heeled boots put me level with his chin and I tucked my nose into his neck and inhaled, loving the aroma of sandalwood. He pulled back and smiled down at me.
“Are you sniffing me?”
“No!” I shook my head firmly. Great! Add weirdo to lying-psychopathic-bunny-burning stalker. 
“Can we continue this tonight?”
I gave an enthusiastic nod and smiled slyly, a thought occurring. “Yes…we can role play. You can be the boss, and I can be the sassy secretary.”
He laughed. “I like that, or maybe you can be the boss.”
I had a hard time believing he’d allow that. “Maybe you can be a cowboy, or a flasher, or a dungeon master.”
“Nice to see you have such a vivid imagination.”
I laughed.
“I was just thinking of Sensations and its many rooms for role play. That night I saw a wild west room, a room with a flasher, and an S and M room with a master.” 
He gave a deep chuckle. “Looks like you got quite an education.”
“No, that was it. I think I was starting to freak out a little bit.”
“Don’t worry.” He winked and waggled his brows devilishly. “I’ll come up with something. I—” 
Our heads turned when his office door pushed open and Bruce walked in. He stopped immediately, seeing me in Luke’s arms. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had someone in here.” He looked surprised, but I could tell he was suppressing a smile.
“You remember Katherine Vandercamp?” Luke pushed back from the wall.  “She was at Mr. Kotobuki’s party.”
Bruce gave a friendly nod. “Yes. I met you here a few weeks back.” Turning to Luke, he said, “We’ll catch up later.”
I stopped him as he turned to leave. “No, don’t go. I was just leaving.” I looked at Luke. “I have to find Michelle anyway.”
He grinned. “Right. Lunch.” I blushed as he leaned forward and kissed my lips before whispering, “I’ll see you later, Ivanna.”
I waved to Bruce as I left, hoping to keep my composure at least until I got through the door.  
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
I walked casually to my desk and dropped into my leather chair, trying to ignore the inquisitive look Bruce tracked me with. Swiping a palm across my chin, I looked up and sighed.
Raising both hands, I made a ‘come here’ motion with my fingers, palms up. “Okay, come on, out with it! I can smell the wood burning from what must be going through that fat head!”
Bruce chuckled and lifted a brow. “Dude, I didn’t say a word. Just that all morning you been smiling dumb like either you got brain damaged, or hit the lotto and wasn’t telling us. Now I see why.”
“Fuck off!” I grinned. It was only when we were alone at work that Bruce and I could talk like this.
“Damn, just don't start breaking out singing Barry White and shit!”
“I love Barry White!”
“Me too, but only when he sings it.”
When the laughter tapered, I gave Bruce a long look. “Katie’s a great girl.” I shrugged casually. “We’re just gonna see how it goes.”
Bruce gave a skeptical twist of his lips. “Hmmm…she met Livy yet?”
I smiled and nodded, thinking of the two of them having fun baking together. “Livy likes her.”
“Hmmm…”
“What’s with the hmmms, bro?”
“Nothing. And don’t give me this ‘see how it goes’ shit. You’ve got it bad. I can tell.” Bruce chuckled, then his face grew serious. “It’s just that I haven’t seen you like this in a long time. Not since Roslyn.” He paused. “It’s good to see you happy.”
I couldn’t help my wide smile. Katie did make me happy…and hopeful that maybe we could have a future together.
“Thanks, bud.” 
I scratched my chin and my brows pulled together. I could see there was something else on his mind.
“Spill it.”
“Wasn’t she engaged to Josh Wilkinson? I remember at Kotobuki’s party he almost took my head off just for talking to her.”
My body tensed with just the mention of Josh.
“That’s old news. There’re not together anymore.”
	Bruce nodded. “Did you say her last name was Vandercamp? Of the Vandercamps?”
“Yeah, but lets just keep this on the DL for now, okay?”
“Sure, whatever you want. I have to say that no one around here misses Josh.” 
“He was a hot head.”
Bruce laughed. “Well, no one except Maria perhaps, but the company is better off without him. Do you think Tom Grummel will change his mind?”
I braced my chin on my fists and thought of the ailing man. “No. Glen is going to take over ACE.”
“Glen? You think he’s got what it takes?”
I shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not, but I can’t worry about that now.”
“We still have all their financials and employee files.”
“We can shred pretty much everything. They were copies. Delete all the electronic files. Glen wants to pick up the personnel files next week.”  
Bruce nodded. “You heard anything from Mason?”
I shook my head. Jack had said he’d be in touch after the holiday, but so far there’d been no word. I hadn’t told anyone about Katie coming forward, not even my family. Steven and Bruce knew there was a chance the charges might be dropped, and they, like me, were waiting for word. 
“Let me know as soon as you hear anything,” Bruce said, rising from his seat. 
“I will.” I waved as he walked out. 
The only person I had spoken to was Carlos, the private investigator I’d hired. Carlos was looking into a few leads and interviewing people from the club, but so far nothing had panned out. Jack had managed to procure the video surveillance from Sensations, but even that hadn’t proved helpful. From what Jack told me, the only footage on the video showed people entering the club. It didn’t show what they did or where they went after they gained admittance. And it was only trained on the main entrance, not all the doors. There was also a camera in the parking lot that showed I left Sensations after Ms. Carmen’s murder, which didn’t help my case, but as evidence it was still circumstantial. 
Carlos also asked my permission to access archived information about Roslyn’s murder four years ago. It surprised me that the investigator was researching the cold case, and resurrected long buried pain and emotion. Carlos explained that since the murders were similar, it would help if he reviewed the events surrounding  that murder. 
I shuffled papers on my desk, trying to scatter my current thoughts and focus instead on my business. My gaze landed on a new messages on my desk. It was from a prominent client, someone I’d done work for since I’d started my company. I sighed, hoping it wasn’t to say he was pulling out of his campaign. I knew the true fallout wouldn’t be noticeable for months. With another deep sigh, I picked up the phone to return the call. I tried to stay hopeful. Hopeful. Katie was showing me what that looked like. 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
 
I stifled another yawn and put my head down on my desk for a minute. Just a minute. That’s all I needed. My lids felt like three-pound weights, and my shoulders bowed like someone was standing on them. Luke had kept me up most of the night with his marathon lovemaking. I smiled. Even though I was dead tired, I’d do it all again in a heartbeat. He found a way to wring every drop of rapture from my body, and just when I thought I was empty, he’d fill me with more pleasure. The things he did to my body were amazing, but I had to admit that it was what he did to my heart that had me sweetly daydreaming. I couldn’t remember ever feeling this way about anyone. Not even Josh in our best moments.
Luke had made dinner for us last night at my apartment. He’d been the master chef and I’d been his assistant—roles that had translated quite nicely later that night in the bedroom. He was the only chef I knew who ate more than he cooked. And he seemed to really enjoy his meal. I couldn’t help giggling at my very dirty thought. 
We’d shared a bottle of wine, talked, and laughed—mostly laughed—for hours. I’d told him a bit about my childhood and growing up in Scarsdale, and he’d shared more crazy stories of his family. He also divulged some details of his business and talked about the current upheaval. It was a shame the acquisition hadn’t worked out and that he was going through such a tough time. He’d worked hard to become established and develop his reputation. I wished there was something I could do to help him. 
I picked my head up when I heard the door to my office open. Alice walked in, a folder in her hand.
“We got a sizable check from Christian Relief Aid,” she announced happily. “We’ve already reached a third of our goal and the autism event hasn’t even occurred yet!”
“That’s great news. We might exceeded our expectations. The organization can certainly use the money.” I suppressed a yawn.
“I need to put another person on the journal since Cindy is out.”
I frowned. “She’ll be back on Monday.”
Alice shifted her weight and I could tell she wanted to say something.
“What’s going on? Is everything okay?”
Tracking back to the door, Alice closed it securely. She turned to me with her forehead pleated.
“Did Cindy tell you why she decided to go home?”
I shook my head, growing concerned. “No, she didn’t.”
Alice held her posture stiff. “She’s pregnant. She wanted to tell you, but I think she’s scared.”
Shock moved quickly through me. I’d spoken to Cindy many times since Christmas, and although I thought she was hiding something, I didn’t question her. I never liked prying. I wanted the girls to feel they could trust me and decide for themselves when they were ready to share. Poor Cindy must be terrified. 
“Her mother freaked out because she didn’t want another mouth to feed. She told Cindy to stay gone, not to ever come back.”
I pursed my lips, anger filling me up. I didn’t understand how someone could turn their pregnant child out on the street. “That’s horrible. I knew there was something she wasn’t telling me.”
“I think she’s afraid she’ll lose her job here.” 
 “That’s ridiculous!”
“With the baby, she needs it more than ever.”
“She has a job here as long as she needs one. She knows that!”
“I told her you’d understand. We know how you are.” Alice smiled. “But with her family tossing—”
“We’re her family. We’ll help her through this.”
“All the girls feel the same way. She’s a real sweetheart. I won't tell you why she ran away in the first place, it’s up to her to tell you that. I’m the only one who knows, but let’s just say she’s been through hell. I’m surprised she ever wanted to go back. But family is family.”
I nodded, feeling I understood some of Cindy’s motives. I felt an even deeper connection to the lost young girl I’d met on the street many years ago. 
“I’ll have a talk with her.”
Alice came around the desk and wrapped her arms around me. She pulled back and smiled, the scar pulling her lips askew. “Thanks for all that you do.”
I managed a feeble smile as Alice left the office, thinking I didn’t do nearly enough. My gaze landed on my desk and I noticed that Alice had left her folder. Picking it up, I turned to chase after her, and my feet turned to stone. Josh’s large body filled my doorway, his shoulders immense and his blue eyes iced with hatred. His face looked like he’d run into a Mac truck, still bruised and discolored from Luke’s fists. Fear wrestled with my limbs and the folder crashed to the floor, regurgitating it’s contents. Taking a step into the room, he closed the door firmly behind him.
“Hello, Kay. Missed me?”
My gaze sidled to the phone on my desk. “You shouldn’t be here. Leave.”
Josh issued a wicked chuckle, his gaze following mine. “You planning on calling your boyfriend?”
“Get out of here!” I tried to mask the tremor in my voice with courage. 
He took a step closer to me, blocking my path to the door. “He’s a criminal, you know. He murdered his wife, strangled her to death.”
I curled my fists, anger flaring at his slanderous words. 
“That’s a lie!”
Josh laughed again, a dry crackle scratching from his throat. “His wife left him, did you know that? He pumped her full of drugs and fed her habit. She tried to get away, to get help. He’d threatened her life numerous times. Finally the fucker did it, and got away with it. Do you know when her body was found, she had a shit load of cocaine in her system?”
I wanted to run. I wanted to call the police like Luke had told me to, but my knees were shaking so badly I could hardly take a step. I didn’t know why I was listening to him. He was a liar.
“Just thought you might want to know your future. He’s a violent man. He’s lucky I didn’t bring charges against him for attacking me. He has my father to thank for that.”
I stared into the cool depths of his eyes. He was lethally calm, studying me intently. Certainly he didn’t come here to talk about Luke. Maybe he’d state his business, get things off his chest, and leave. 
“What are you doing here? What the fuck do you want?”
His gaze met mine and his face tightened, bulging the muscles in his jaw. He took a step closer, causing me to cautiously ease back. His big body shadowed mine and now I could see the layers of vile anger in his eyes. 
“I want what’s mine.”
The intensity of his words shivered chills over my skin. This man was crazy. He had no rights to me. 
“I’m done listening to you. This relationship is over!”
“Fuck the relationship, you stupid bitch! I’m talking about what I’ve worked three years for, a piece of that trust fund.” 
I drew in an audible breath, the shock of his words like another slap in my face. He couldn’t be serious! He had to be out of his fucking mind! I struggled to make sense of his ugly words, but his evil glare confirmed a fear that had always been buried deep, a fear that Luke had exhumed. 
Grasping for excuses, I stuttered, “But—but I have no access to that money. My mother is the trustee.”
He laughed. “No longer. Not since you turned twenty-two. All the money and property is yours. You got your last percent six months ago.”
Anger moved through me now, hot and potent. He’d obviously done his homework. We’d never talked about the provisions of my trust.
“If you think I’m giving you any money, you are out of your mind!” I yelled. 
He stared calmly—too calmly.
“If you don’t give me what I want, I swear to you that I will expose you for the lying, cheating bitch that you are. I’ll tell the world how you enjoy going to dirty sex clubs. I’ll tell everyone how you’ve used the foundation’s funds to pay for your profligate lifestyle while saving your own money in your fund. I’ll go on every talk show I can find and defame the Vandercamp name.”
My body started to vibrate with rage. How could I have ever loved this man? Tears filled my eyes, but I refused to cower.
“Go ahead. No one will believe you.”
“Some will believe me. People are always looking for gossip. First, though, I think I’ll start with your parents. What do you think they’ll think of my plan, Kay?”
An image of my mother came to mind along with her resentful enmity on Christmas day.
“Hmm, Kay?” He sneered. “I’ll tell you the first thing she’ll do. She’ll ask you to step down from the foundation. Someone with your immoral reputation couldn’t head such a prestigious organization. You’ll never get donations. She’ll hire some stiff accountant to run the foundation and the first thing he’ll do is get rid of all your stray mutts. They’ll be out on the streets. Every single one of them.” He finished the sentence with a smile.
I felt my heart fold in like origami, a fragile paper bomb on the brink of exploding to shreds. Oh, God! That’s exactly what my mother would do! She’d never been happy that I had taken over the position. Although I had the money, it was the Vandercamp name that brought in the donations. I’d never be able to do it on my own. Everyone would be let go! They’d had no formal training, no experience. Most of the girls had never even finished high school. Pregnant Cindy would be devastated and who knew what would become of her and her baby. How could this man be so cruel? 
He’d lied to me. Our relationship had been a farce. He’d only been after my money. I stared at the evil twist of his lips and truly saw him for the first time. I saw everything clearly.
“You lied. You’ve been sleeping with Carol this whole time, haven’t you?”
The corner of his dry lips turned up. “I fucked her every chance I got.”
My heart exploded in my chest, scraps of paper up in flames. My palm flew up, about to connect with his cheek, but his hand shot out and caged my wrist. He squeezed hard, sending pain shooting through my arm. A whimper wheezed from my throat as he brutally twisted the limb.  
“She’s something else isn’t she—Carol? A little actress. You know, it was her idea to go to you in tears. I told her it wouldn’t work, but hey, she always said you’re dumber than you look.”
I winced, the burning pain reaching to my shoulder. I could feel the excruciating stretch of muscle and sinew. Any more pressure and my bone would snap. I wanted to scream, but the girls would come in, and who knew what Josh would do, or who he would hurt. He was volatile, hovering on madness.  
“Fine!” I said. “I’ll give you the money. You're breaking my fucking arm!”
He lessened the pressure minimally, then leaned in and told me how much he wanted. I couldn’t believe his audacity. It would take some time to get that much. Most of my trust was tied up in stocks I’d have to sell.
“You have two weeks. And if you tell anyone, you’ll be sorry. I’ll carry through with my plan. I have nothing to lose.”
With those words, he dropped my wrist, and I cradled my throbbing limb. Tears were rolling down my cheeks now. Tears because I’d allowed myself to be duped by this man, because I’d been a fool. Luke had been right.
“Did you kill Ms. Carmen? Did you set Luke up?” I had to ask, because now I knew what this monster was capable of.
Josh paused and his gaze skewered me. “He deserves every thing he’s gotten. He deserves to lose everything. He turned my father against me.  I have to grovel for scraps from my own family like a fucking dog. It’s what he wanted from the beginning: to have me under his thumb. I hope the fucker rots in jail.”
“I. Hate. You,” I said between clenched teeth, the words scarcely expressing my contempt. 
He smiled then, his gaze dropping to my lips in a way that made my skin crawl and my stomach revolt. Gripping the back of my head, he slammed his lips down on mine. I struggled to pull away from the crushing force, my protests trampled by his ruthless mouth. My scalp burned from his tight grip as I tried to tear myself away. Fear punched through my gut and fueled my body, causing me to flail wildly. The pain in my arm stabbed through me. He abruptly pulled away, and repulsed by the taste of him in my mouth, I inhaled sharply and spat the poison back in his face. I watched the droplets sprinkle his skin, and quickly recoiled, fearing retaliation.
“Bitch,” he growled, swiping a hand across his face. “I once told you I won’t let you leave me. One way or another, Kay, I’m getting what’s mine. Two weeks.” At that, he turned and left the office.
Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!
A long, shaky breath shuddered from my lungs, and trying to quell the panic roiling inside me, I slumped into my chair. Hyperventilating, I covered my face with her palms and wept quietly. I smothered my sobs for fear my staff would hear. What was I going to do? I looked at the phone, my first instinct to call Luke. But Luke would go after Josh like that night at the party. Josh might press charges this time—something he didn’t need right now. I watched the reddening bruise track up my arm, as I relived the nightmare. Oh God! What a fucking horror I’d brought on myself! What a fool I had been!
 
 
As soon as Michelle opened the door to her apartment, I stormed in. I was still shaking like a leaf, my teeth rattling with fear. Michelle gasped and pulled me into her arms.
“Kay, what the hell is going on?”
I hiccupped a sob, too distressed to speak. I wasn’t even sure I should be here, but had no one else to turn to.
“Did something happen? Is it Luke?” 
I shook my head, my forehead buried in my friend’s shoulder.
“It’s okay, Kay. I’m here,” Michelle crooned. She pulled back slightly, trying to see my face.
I looked up, but was so distressed and unraveled that I covered my face with my hands. The action must have pulled down my coat sleeves because I heard Michelle’s sharp intake of breath. I knew the ring around my wrist was transforming to an ugly, discolored bruise.
“Oh My God! What happened to you? It was Josh, wasn’t it? You saw him.”
I nodded and saw anger transform Michelle’s features. “That fucking animal! You have to call the police this time.”
I shook my head, feeling a strong deja vu. This was just like the last time I’d shown up here and barged in on my friend. That night.
“I can’t,” I cried. Tears soaked my face because I knew I should report his actions and get a restraining order, but I also knew he’d carry through with his threat and go to my parents. I’d lose the foundation. My employees would be out on the streets.
“Then call Luke!” Michelle implored.
I swung my head back and forth. “No. He has enough to deal with right now. This isn’t his problem. Besides, he might go after him.”
“Good. His ass needs another beat-down! That bastard shouldn’t have gone near you! What else did he do? Did he threaten you?”
I walked to the couch and sat down, fingering the delicate gold key chain Luke had given me for Christmas. I always carried it. It reminded me of our night together, of his strength, his passion. I squeezed it in my palm, trying to contain my hysteria. It felt like someone had ripped me to shreds inside. “He wants money. He threatened that he’ll spread lies about me if I don’t give him money. He said he’d go to my parents.”
Michelle stared in shock, her mouth agape. “Is he truly insane?”
“Yes, he is. And he will do it if I don’t pay him off.”
“You’re not seriously thinking about giving him what he wants, are you?” Michelle sat next to me, her face appalled. 
“What choice do I have?” I sobbed. “You know how my parents are!”
“Kay, don’t do it.”
I shifted to face my friend with a self-deprecating sigh. “How could I have been so stupid, Michelle? He never loved me. It was always about the money! How could I’ve let myself fall for that? Am I that gullible?”
She gripped both shoulders and her brown gaze met mine. “No, Kay. You’re not that gullible. Josh is that ruthless and manipulative. You have the kindest heart of anyone I know. Josh exploited that kindness. He turned your greatest strength into your biggest weakness. He took advantage of you and he’s still trying to.”
“But how could I not have seen through his lies? He’s been sleeping with Carol the whole time. How could I have ever loved him?”
Michelle swore under her breath. “Look, I know this will cause you to question yourself and your judgment. It’s normal to do that given the circumstances, but take a step back.” She pursed her lips. “Think about what you really felt for him.”
My brows drew together as I considered my friend’s words.  I tried to quell the noise in my head, tried to analyze my feelings and find a singular truth. “I was committed to spending the rest of my life with him. I loved him.”
“Did you, Kay? When you talk about Josh, you talk about his problems and all his issues. You were always trying to fix them, trying to help him. Maybe it wasn’t love, Kay?” Michelle shrugged. “Maybe it was this…desire you have to save the world. I think that’s why you stayed with him for so long. Not necessarily out of love, but because you saw a man who was damaged and needed help. You wanted to help him.” She shook her head sadly. “But Josh’s kind of damage you can’t fix. He’ll just destroy you. He needs professional help.”
I shot my friend a weepy smile. “How did you get to be so wise?”
Michelle donned a cheeky smile. “I’m not just a pretty face and a sexy body. Besides, that’s what best friends are for.” Her expression turned teasing. “Honestly, I’ve seen you smile more in the last few days than in the last three years. Pumpernickel agrees with you.”
I felt my face flush. I wiped my eyes and looked down, running the links of the keychain through my fingers. “Luke is wonderful.  He makes me laugh. I know it sound hokey, but when I’m in his arms I feel…grounded, secure, like I belong there.” I looked up sheepishly through my wet lashes. “And the sex is ridiculously good.”
Michelle grinned. “Once you go pumpernickel…”
We shared a chuckle, then Michelle tilted her head and regarded me. “You okay dating a guy with a kid?”
I thought for a minute then nodded. It was a first for me, but I really liked Livy. “Doesn’t bother me. She’s a sweet girl.”
“Dealing with these murder charges must be tough on him.”
I nodded and ran a palm over my wet face, blowing out a deep breath. I was glad I’d confided in my friend, but could still feel the heavy anxiety like a crushing squeeze. This was additional strain Luke didn’t need right now. He was already going through enough. He didn’t need to be dealing with my problems.
“I don’t want him to know about Josh.”
Michelle’s lips thinned. “You should tell him.”
“Promise me you won’t say anything.” I branded Michelle with a hard stare.
“Fine, but you should tell him yourself,” Michelle eventually relented with a deep sigh.  
“I’ll think about it.”
Something else nagged me. Some of Josh’s words had started to stain my thoughts. I continued to stare into Michelle’s eyes.
“How much do you know about Luke’s marriage and his wife’s murder?”
	Michelle’s lips pulled down. She shook her head, confused. “Not much. Just what I told you.”
“Did you ever hear rumors they were having marital problems…that she’d left him? That she was on drugs?”
“Who told you that? Josh?”
I nodded and Michelle cursed. “Don’t listen to him, Kay. He’s trying to poison your mind against Luke.”
“I know. I know Luke wouldn’t hurt anyone. I’m just…wondering about his marriage, that’s all.”
“I’m sure you can just ask him.”
I nodded, but my thoughts kept boomeranging to Josh and my current dilemma.
“What are you going to do?” Michelle asked, her voice soaked with worry. She took my hand and pushed back my coat sleeve, issuing a snort of disgust at the sight of the extensive bruising. 
“I don’t know. I don’t see I have much choice, but I’ll try to think of something.”
“Whatever you do, Kay. Please be careful. Josh is dangerous.”
I stood and hugged my friend. “I have to go.”
“Why don’t you stay and we can talk more? You’re still shaking.”
I could feel the fine tremors running through my hands and sprinting down my legs. I took a deep breath and started toward the door. “I—I have to go home. I need some time alone to think. Thank you.” I hugged her again before I left.
I stepped out of Michelle’s building into the cold evening air.  It was dark out, but the streets were bustling with people. A strong gust of wind battered my face and I welcomed the assault, hoping the sting would clear my head and calm my muddled thoughts. I needed a cab, but decided to walk for a while. The exercise would do me good. What was I going to do? Should I pay Josh off? Would that really stop him from carrying out his threat? And what was to stop him from demanding more and more, from becoming a demon I had to constantly feed? Or what if I paid him off and he still went to my parents? I couldn’t trust such a monster to keep his word. 
Pulling the collar snugly around my neck, I breathed frost through my lips. Luke had known what kind of man Josh was. I remembered now that he hadn’t seemed surprised when I’d confessed I thought he was cheating. Josh was also high on the list of his suspects for committing the murders. Like a fool, I’d defended him. But the man who had come to my office today had been more than capable of murder, those hard blue eyes had seethed with intense hatred and malevolence. Josh was ruining the life and livelihood of an innocent man, and now resorting to flagrant blackmail. There was no way I could let him get away with what he’d done—what he was trying to do. 
Perhaps there was a way I could stop him, maybe save Luke—maybe save myself…
It wasn’t so much the cold air that caused goosebumps to march up and down my skin. I was already trembling from the emotion storming through me. But there was a subtle shift in the air followed by a sharpening intuition that something was wrong, that someone was watching me.  
I stopped and turned around, now noticing the quiet. The sounds of the city had been absorbed by the night and the rambling people had thinned. How far had I walked? I did a quick sweep of the streets and didn’t recognize this intersection. Shadows ducked in and out of buildings, playing tricks on my eyes. There was a small restaurant across the street and I made my way there, my boots clicking faster on the cement curb. My line of work often put me in questionable neighborhoods, and I considered myself pretty street savvy. 
Perhaps I was still spooked from my encounter with Josh, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I sprinted the last few steps and slipped into the restaurant, not even sure what I was running from. Inside there were a few tables occupied with patrons and a friendly waitress greeted me. Expelling a sigh of relief, I let my gaze peer out the window. I’d call a cab and have a drink while I waited. There was nothing outside that seemed an obvious cause for alarm, but even as I stared through the glass I couldn’t help the feeling that someone’s gaze was fixed directly on me. 
 
 
 




 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Luke
 
The good news came late Friday afternoon. Jack Mason called and informed me the charges had been dropped. The DA didn’t think he had enough evidence to get a grand jury indictment. Plus with the alibi statement and the inconclusive surveillance footage, their case was circumstantial at best. I called my parents to let them know. I knew the news would quickly spread along the Davenport chain. Tonight I had dinner plans with three of my brothers, and with this new turn of events, our outing would no doubt turn into a raucous celebration. I couldn’t stay out too late, though, as I had Livy’s ballet recital tomorrow and had to be fully alert. Knowing my precocious daughter, she’d quiz me on every aspect of the performance. 
I smiled to myself as I dialed Katie’s number, thinking about the ribbing I’d received from Bruce. My friend was right. Katie made him happy. She filled me up with joy, with hope.
“Hey, beautiful,” I said when she answered.
“He—hello, Luke, how are you?” she replied. 
My forehead wrinkled. There was something subtle in her tone, like a musical note played at the wrong pitch. I’d heard the same edginess when I’d spoken to her on Christmas day, but thought maybe she was just tired.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah.” Her voice perked up. “What’s up?” 
“I heard from Mason. The charges were dropped.”
She squealed happily on the other end and I had to pull the phone back a bit. I could picture her wide, lovely grin, and her exuberance sparked a fire in my chest. 
“Oh my God! That’s awesome! Luke, I’m so happy for you!”
So happy for us… I thought. Things would be a lot smoother without this threat hanging over my head. Although, there was still the matter of finding the true murderer.
“We’ll celebrate tomorrow,” I said. Pausing, I scratched my chin. Maybe things were moving a bit too fast for her. “Are you sure everything’s okay?”
“Yeah, everything’s good,” she responded cheerfully, but I was still concerned.
It had been Livy who’d asked her to come tomorrow, but I  didn’t want her to feel pressured. “Listen, if you have things you need to do tomorrow, Livy will understand. We can just do a quiet dinner later.”
“No! No! I can't wait to see the recital. I’ve watched her practice for the last week, are you kidding me? I know it so well that if there’s a no-show, I could probably stand in.” She laughed.
“I’d love to see that.” I smiled, loving the sound of her laugh.
 “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m thrilled with the news, Luke.” 
Steven poked his head through my office door, a big grin on his face. I motioned him in.
“Me too. Thanks again for what you did.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Bye, beautiful.”
I signed off and turned to Steven, almost toppling as the big man advanced and threw his arms around me in a bear hug.
“I just heard the news! Is it true?”
“Yes.” I smiled, stepping back.
“That’s fucking awesome! We’ll have to go out and celebrate.” Steven grinned cheekily. “I know this great brothel on the other side of town.”
I shook my head and chuckled dryly. “Don’t even joke about that. That was a once in a lifetime event. The next time you guys decide to cheer me up, take me to a wake or something.”
Steven grinned. He’d been with us that night at Sensations. I wasn’t as close to him as I was to Bruce, but I considered him a good friend. 
“Well, we’ll have to do drinks sometime. I have a meeting with our Sloan account on Monday. They’re having cold feet, but I think I can convince them to stay with us. This news makes things easier.”
I nodded and rounded my desk. I needed to spread the word about the dropped charges as quickly as possible. I needed to start turning this shit around. 
“Let’s get our reporter friends on the horn.”
 
 
I eased quietly between a row of seats and advanced down the aisle of the darkened auditorium. The elementary school where Livy was performing was packed with family and friends who’d come to watch the performance. Grateful for my height, I stopped halfway down the aisle, raising the video camera higher to get a better view of the stage. I didn’t dare approach the throng of mothers who’d positioned themselves strategically in front of the stage to get the best footage. As a single dad who regularly attended these events, I’d learned early on that it was suicide to mess with them. I’d witnessed warfare that would rival any battlefield. Anything from stealthy elbow jabs, to vicious hip bumps, to deadly stiletto maneuvers. It all left me shuddering. I was amazed at what damage could be done with a tube of lipstick and a pencil of eyeliner. Occasionally a wandering eye would catch me. It would either be devouring me in a way that made my balls shrivel, or sizing me up as a potential threat. So I always made a point to keep my distance. 
Livy was stage right and in the front line, so I was able to see my daughter clearly. She’d stumbled and almost fallen a little earlier when she and another little girl collided, and my heart had nearly leaped out of my chest. But Livy never lost her smile, and she’d kept dancing. It was wonderful to see the excited five year olds, awkward on stage and for the most part adorably uncoordinated, but each danced their little heart out. 
I let my gaze travel back to the row of seats where Katie sat leaning forward. The stage lights illuminated her beautiful face with an almost ethereal glow. She tracked Livy’s every move, a wide smile on her emotive face. I was glad she’d come. It meant a lot to Livy—to me. She seemed a little quiet today, but I knew she’d been working hard on the autism fundraiser and was also concerned about her employee. I looked forward to our quiet dinner tonight and couldn’t wait to have her in my arms.
Since Thursday when she’d shown up at my office, I’d been battling an almost constant hard-on, and jerking off seemed to only heighten my desire for her and underscore what I was missing. My physical attraction to her was intense, but it wasn’t just about the sex. I was also drawn to the kindness and purity of her spirit. She brought out a side of me I’d thought died with Roslyn. When I laughed with her, I felt it in my heart, when I kissed her, I felt it in my soul, and the absolute rightness of it was simply stunning. 
The fact that she’d shown up at my office to see me was encouraging. After that night in my apartment when she’d made excuses for Josh, a part of me had been worried that she still might take him back, that she was still in love with him. I knew Katie was a smart woman, but even smart women stayed with abusive men. It was good to see she felt our strong attraction too. I was glad that she wanted to be with me as much as I did her. After going through a rocky marriage and dealing with perpetual lies and deceit, I knew my heart was hesitant to trust, hesitant to believe in the power and possibility I felt in my connection with Katie. Over the past few years, I never let myself get close to anyone. I just didn’t have time to deal with bullshit. 
 
*************************
Katie
 
Late that evening, we returned to Luke’s apartment after a leisurely dinner. I listened as Mrs. Rogers explained to Luke how Livy had fallen asleep mid-sentence. Livy had been determined to wait up for us, and while fervently proclaiming that, had fallen asleep. I wasn’t surprised, the little girl had had a long day packed with excitement and must have been exhausted. 
Luke closed the door behind his nanny and crossed the room to me. 
“Give me a minute, I’m just gonna check on Livy,” he said, pulling me into his arms. 
I nodded quietly, tilting my lips to accept his kiss. 
“Make yourself comfortable.” He pulled away and I watched his tall form retreat down the hall and enter Livy’s room. 
I had enjoyed watching Livy perform on stage, and had barely been able to contain the emotion in my throat at the pride in Luke’s eyes. It forced me to reflect on my own childhood and unfortunately revealed many empty spaces. But when you don’t know what you don’t have, you don’t miss it. All you have is a nagging sense of longing for something you can’t quite explain. The irony with me is that to an observer, it seemed I had so much, and I knew I did financially, but I’d always felt destitute in the things that really mattered. It was only when I met Michelle in college and the women at the shelter, that I felt I’d formed genuine relationships with people who actually cared how I did on a day to day basis.  
Watching father and daughter today left me a bit emotional, but in actuality, I’d been deeply distraught and raw with anxiety, feeling like an internal dam was about to burst at any moment.  Josh’s visit left me dangling from a cliff’s edge and struggling with indecision. So many times during dinner I’d opened my mouth to confess everything to Luke, but then I’d think of the consequences to him if he were to go after Josh, and I’d lasso the escaping words. His business couldn’t tolerate any more scandal. Josh would surely press charges this time. Earlier that morning I’d picked up the phone to call my banker to inquire how long it would take to liquidate that much money. Shaking with worry, I’d hung up at the last minute. I wrapped my arms around my torso and sank to the couch.
What was I going to do? I had to think of something!  And, more importantly, what was I going to do about Luke—right now? 
I’d almost begged off dinner plans with the excuse of a headache, but knowing it was a special day for him, and that we were celebrating the charges being dropped, I didn’t have the heart to back out. Besides, I’d really wanted to spend time with him. But this was exactly what I’d feared: ending up at his apartment. I’d worn a sweater with the longest sleeves I could find. And if I didn’t think I’d be conspicuous, I would have worn a  paper bag over my head to hide the shame of deceiving him I was sure was written all over my face. I was never good at shielding my emotions. During dinner I’d been a nervous wreck, barely following our conversation. 
I’d tried to convince myself that maybe I could seduce him in the dark, or insist that the lights remain off during sex. But who was I kidding? That wasn’t Luke’s style. He was a visual lover. He enjoyed watching us have sex. He seemed to delight in paying homage to every inch of my body in the most conspicuous fashion. He loved watching my reaction to the things he did to me and knowing he was the one who caused it. Under normal circumstances, I’d be ripping his clothes off right about now. Hell, before Josh’s visit, I’d been eagerly anticipating tonight, but now my stomach teemed with a swarm of angry bees and my palms were cold and sweaty. 
I couldn’t help thinking about my employees. This was a terrible economy. What would happen to them if they lost their jobs? They needed me, and I had to admit that I also needed them. They were my friends.
I took a deep breath when Luke returned to the living room. I had my head thrown back against the frame of the couch, trying to effect a measure of calm. He lowered his body next to me, and circling my legs, hooked them over his lap. His palm massaged my thigh, infusing heat into my skin.
“Hey,” he whispered, leaning over to kiss the tip of my nose, “are you okay?”
I nodded and snuggled against him, rubbing my forehead into the prickly skin of his neck. He pulled back and shifted his torso to face me, then hooking his finger under my chin, he let his lips drift down my nose to whisper across my lips. Unable to resist, I parted my lips as he deepened the kiss, letting my tongue slide over his. Oh, God! He tasted so good! I really missed him. Apart from a few chaste kisses he’d stolen at the restaurant, I hadn’t been intimate with him all day. 
Luke groaned against my mouth and his fingers skimmed beneath the hem of my sweater, tantalizing my skin and sending weak flutters up to my breasts. My nipples beaded instantly. I started to tremble, the needs of my body warring with the belligerent factions in my brain. Cool air pimpled the skin of my belly as he eased up my sweater, about to draw it over my head. 
Shit! Shit! I couldn’t let this happen!
With my heart in my throat, I pushed back from him, my palms flat against his muscled chest. I saw an expression cross his face I couldn’t quite interpret, and my heart twisted painfully. My body still shivered with need, and I dug my nails into the flesh of my palms. I hoped the pain would obliterate my burgeoning desire. Maybe I could detour us onto another subject and keep things less physical.
“Umm…so, have you heard from Carlos?”
Luke gave me a long stare, studying me, but thankfully said nothing. The green of his eyes was very deep. The atmosphere between us swelled with gravid tension and I wanted to burst into tears. This was so fucked up! 
He tweaked my nose playfully and shot me a half smile as he leaned back against the couch, but I could sense confusion threading between his thoughts. 
“Not since last week. He’s interviewed a few people from the club, and he’s looking into some other things for me, but so far nothing.”
I thought I knew the answer to the next question, but asked anyway. 
“Now that the charges are dropped and you’re clear, are you going to continue with the private investigator?”
He nodded. “I know the police will continue to investigate the murders, but it doesn't change the fact that someone tried to frame me for them. I’ll see what Carlos can find. I have him following up on some theories.”
My heart started grinding faster. I knew what he wasn’t saying. I knew who was on top of his list and I hoped they nailed the fucker.
“You mean investigate Josh?” It was more of a statement than a question, but I watched his lips thin as his gaze flitted over my face.
He looked into my eyes. “Yes, Josh.” He sighed deeply, his gaze never leaving my face. “Have you seen him, Kay?”
Oh, God… My heart buckled in my chest as I shook my head. I couldn’t find my voice, couldn’t breathe. I looked away, afraid he’d see right through me. I reminded myself of all the reasons I couldn’t tell him the truth. After a minute, he continued.
“Both murders were remarkably similar to Roslyn’s,” he said. “Carlos is looking at her case in hopes of getting some clues about the recent murders.”
“Do you still think the murder the night of Kotobuki’s party had something to do with me?”
“I do, but Carlos doesn’t seem to think so. I just have a feeling.”
I wanted to tell him about the sense I’d had recently that someone was watching me, but didn’t want to worry him, especially when it could all be in my head. Besides, I was now extra vigilant whenever I went out.  
“What happened with Roslyn’s murder?” I heard myself ask the question, and instantly regretted it. It wasn’t so much the look on his face that caused alarm, but the subtle change in his posture and the darkness that eclipsed his eyes. It was as though a door had banged shut and I could her the noise reverberate. His face appeared relaxed, but he had my hand in his, and the finger that was tracing a slow circle on my palm halted abruptly.
He straightened his back, a shadow crossing his face. He took a long moment then cleared his throat. I felt awful, a part of me wanting to retract the question. I could see that this was painful for him to talk about. Good going, girl! You’re on a roll tonight! But as much as I wanted to take it back, I also wanted answers—to hear from him what happened. 
“Well, you already know she was strangled,” he started slowly, staring off into the apartment. “She’d gone to a party with some friends. She didn’t come home. Her body was found in a taxi cab under the Brooklyn Bridge early the next morning.” He sighed. “We’d had a huge fight before she left for the party. I didn’t want her to go. Things were still so…uncertain… between us. We were supposed to be having a fresh start.”
“You were having problems?”
He nodded. “She’d moved out. I think we both just had different expectations from the marriage. A lot changed after Livy was born. We tried to work things out…but then she was murdered.”
My stomach rolled thinking about the baby losing her mother and him losing his wife. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry you had to go through that. You must have been devastated.”
“Yeah, I was. I always hoped that we’d work it out. After her death, it took me a long time to live again, to realize that the grass was green and the sky was blue. But I had to keep going—for Livy’s sake. Roslyn had her personal demons, and I always felt I should have done more to help her.”
“She had a problem with drugs?” 
I knew it was really none of my business, and hoped I hadn’t overstepped her boundaries, but the stark anger that flared in his eyes told me I had. His reaction, though, did answer my question when his body instantly turned to stone.
“Where did you hear that?” he demanded.
My heart almost catapulted from my chest. Flustered, I bought some time by unwrapping my legs from around his and pushing back into to the couch. My pulse was a deafening boom in her ears.
“I—I must have read it somewhere, or heard someone talking about it.” I shrugged nervously.
He stared for a protracted moment, then cursed violently. “I tried so hard to keep that out of the media. I don’t want Livy to grow up and find out. I didn’t want people talking.”
I had my tongue wedged hard between my rattling teeth, hoping to render it silent. I’d already said too much. I cursed myself for prying and cursed Josh for planting these rotting seeds in my head. 
“She had a coke problem. She’d even went through rehab a few times, but it was hard for her to quit. It didn’t help that there was a ready supply at the parties she went to, where coke was handed out like candy. Roslyn had been a fashion model and very social. If not for Davenport Advertising, I would have packed us up and moved out of this damn city! But I was so wrapped up in getting the business going that I let things get out of hand.”
I took his hand in mine, seeing pain and guilt batter his conscience. I hated the haunted look in his eyes. “It doesn’t matter where you go. You can get drugs anywhere.” 
“I failed her. I was her husband. It was my job to protect her and keep her safe. I failed her.”
My heart broke when his voice cracked, and stemming my own tears, I laid back and drew his head against my breasts, cradling his wide shoulders in my arms. I remembered how he’d talked about his tattoo, and thought I understood why he’d gotten it and what it represented for him. We stayed like that for many moments, submerged in a pool of clotted emotions and unspoken words. Words were superfluous. We were both overcome with feeling—a dense tangle of emotion that needed to be unraveled and sorted before it could be put into words. The quiet of the apartment lulled us into a dreamy tranquility. All that could be heard was the obstinate tick of a clock somewhere in the distance. Finally Luke sat up, pulling me up with him. He brought my fingers to his lips and kissed them gently.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to unload on you.”
“It’s okay. I asked the questions.” I shrugged, watching his thumb absently draw circles on the back of my hand. 
“I understand your wanting to know. It’s just that this whole thing has dug up a lot of buried memories.” 
“I’m sure.” I nodded absently, preoccupied with the progress of his thumb. He was making wider circles now, tracing the skin just under my sleeve, less than an inch away from my ugly purple bruise. I’d been surprised that morning to see it so discolored and tender, but then, Josh had been so brutal he’d almost broken my arm. 
“It’s getting late. We should go to bed.” Luke sighed.
His words sent panic spiking through me. There was no way I could be in the same bed with him and not want to jump his bones.  And even if the lights were off, what about in the morning? He was sure to see my arm at some point. What could I say? I’d fallen down the stairs? Ran into a door? Gotten a tattoo of a bruise on my arm. Look! Wow! They did a great job! How realistic!  Ha ha, you thought this shit was real? 
“I can’t stay,” I said softly, pulling my hand away. I saw hurt flash across his face, then his forehead creased as he tried to read me. I had to look away, unable to withstand the raw emotion in his eyes, the uncertainty, the disappointment. Grasping for some excuse, I said lamely, “I—I have to be up early in the morning. I—uh, have plans.”
“Plans?”
“I—I’m meeting up with Michelle,” I lied quickly.
He nodded slowly.
I hated this! It was ripping me apart to lie to him. I felt so wretched I wanted to throw up. I was ruining things between us and planting doubt in his head. I could see it in his eyes. But what else could I do? I couldn’t stay. I was a hot mess. I felt gutted, empty. I had nothing more to give and everything to lose. I’d been stupidly naive and Luke had tried to warn me. This was my problem now and I had to figure out a way to deal with it. Feeling tears prick the back of my eyes, I stood from the couch.
“I’ll get my coat.” I walked to his closet on shaky feet, aware of his gaze quietly following me. He didn’t say a word, and that alone was killing me. 
When I was ready, he stood from the couch, his tall frame seeming drained. “Let me call a cab. I don’t want you walking around trying to get one.”
I nodded, my throat too full of emotion to speak. He called the taxi then turned to me. “I’ll walk you down.”
I nodded again, hating the claustrophobic tension between us. It was a stark contrast to our usual easy banter. Our relationship was often filled with laughter and teasing, and we were always touching and heady with passion. It was crumbling before my eyes.
We walked to the elevator and got in, standing on opposite sides. Luke leaned against a wall, his hands shoved deep into his pockets and his legs crossed at the ankles. His head was tilted low, but I knew his eyes studied me as I faced forward. I could feel the impact of his unwavering gaze. Biting my lip, I forced myself to breathe in and out slowly, praying not to crumble into tears like I desperately wanted to. I shoved a hand in my coat pocket, twining the gold key-ring around my fingers.
You should just fucking tell him! Tell him Josh is blackmailing you. Tell him he’s threatening to ruin your life!  Tell him he means everything to you!
I shushed the voice screaming in my head as I walked from the elevator, past the sleeping doorman, and out into the harsh night air. The cab was already in front waiting. 
“Goodnight,” I said, my voice knotty with tension.
Abruptly he reached out and pulled me into his arms, wrapping them tight around my body. I felt his lips brush my ear, sending prickles along her skin. 
“Thank you, beautiful. Thank you for coming into my life.”
Unable to speak, I nodded into his chest, inhaling the scent of sandalwood. It brought the tears faster, and pulling away, I jumped into the cab and yelled at the driver to just go. 
Inside the cab, I dropped my head in my palms and let the tears come. I didn’t care that the driver could hear my broken sobs, or see my shoulders quiver with anguish. I felt trapped in an impossible situation and the poison was leaching into my relationship with Luke.  But I needed time to figure things out. 
The more I thought of it, the more I became convinced that Josh had committed the murders. He would have known I’d run to Michelle’s apartment that night. He could have easily followed me to Sensations as Luke had theorized. He wouldn't risk his three year investment by killing me, but he didn’t mind inflicting psychological torture. He’d planted my grandmother’s earring in my shoe to torment me. He was probably following me too.
 God knows what he’d planned on doing to me after we were married. Josh was a murderer, a blackmailer, and a repugnant human being. He’d ruined a fine man’s reputation and set him up for a murder he didn’t commit. I could not let him get away with this. I had to think of something—some way to bring him to justice. Wiping my wet nose with my sleeve, I groped around in her purse to find a tissue. My fingers instead brushed across something hard and cold and my hand froze.
Grasping the object, I withdrew it hastily and held it in the palm of my hand, watching the night shadows flick over it. My eyes widened and my body grew still as I stared down at the key to Josh’s apartment. I’d never returned it. This was what I needed. The idea that sprouted ripened to life and grew like a mustard seed. If I could get into Josh’s apartment, perhaps I could find some proof of what he’d done. Maybe I could find evidence that he’d committed the murders. A man like him belonged behind bars where he could no longer hurt or threaten innocent people. Curling my fingers over the key, I sank back into the seat, my mind suddenly calm and my spirit convicted. 
Josh needed to pay for his crimes.
 
                			*****************************
 
 
Luke
 
I angrily paced the floor. At least I wasn’t pacing in front of Michelle’s office door as I wanted to. My employees would surely think I was crazy. And they’d be right. I was going out of my fucking mind. Since seeing Katie on Saturday, I’d been filled with confusion and nagged by apprehension. Dread had settled in the pit of my stomach and burned like acid. I didn’t know what was going on with Katie, but could tell something was wrong. She hadn’t been herself. Why was she suddenly so distant? Michelle was her best friend, and if anyone could give me answers, it would be her. 
A glance at the clock confirmed it was nine a.m. Michelle was never late. I pulled the door shut behind me and headed down the hall. She was shrugging out of her coat when I entered her office and closed the door. 
“Hi, Mr. Davenport.” Michelle glanced up. 
I took a deep breath, taking time to straighten my tie. I didn’t want to pounce on her with my questions, but they were jumping like crickets inside me.
“How’s it going?” 
“Good,” she answered, her brows crinkling slightly.
Okay, fuck it. Pounce.
“What’s going on with Kay?” I’d been stewing for far too long. I watched her lips tighten to a straight line, but otherwise her expression didn’t waver.
“What are you talking about?” she asked after taking time to drape her coat over the back of her chair.
“She’s been very…distant.”
“Distant?”
“She’s not acting like herself.”
“What do you mean?”
“Just…different.”
“Did you see her this weekend?”
“Yes.”
I was starting to get annoyed. Every question was answered with another question. It was obvious she knew something and was stalling. I shifted my weight and combed a hand through my hair. “Listen, Michelle. I really care about Katie. I can tell something’s wrong and I’m sure you know what it is.”
Michelle sat quietly behind her desk, her gaze cast down. I could tell by the stiffness of her shoulders and the firm slash of her mouth that she was having an internal conflict. Perhaps Katie had asked her not to say anything.
“Is it her parents? Is she having an issue with them?”
Nothing. Michelle sat quietly.
“Is it the foundation? The fundraiser?” I tried not to raise my voice.
Nothing. She sat quietly.
“Her staff?”
Still nothing. She wouldn’t even look at me.
I swallowed the bile climbing out of my gut. The room suddenly grew warmer and I rimmed a finger inside my collar as thoughts I’d suppressed all weekend pushed to the forefront.
“Is it Josh?”
Her dark lashes lifted slowly and she stared hard into my eyes. Her emotion hit me like a blast of heat and sweat beaded on my forehead. Oh, God…  
“It’s Josh, isn’t it?” 
I was certain of it now, I didn’t need verbal confirmation. Had she changed her mind again and was taking him back? She’d lied to me. I would bet she’d seen him since the holiday party. I’d known Josh wouldn’t give up that easily, whether he thought her a whore or not. The prize was too big. She’d always come quickly to his defense and she’d sounded strange when I’d called on Christmas. Perhaps she’d succumbed to continued pressure from her parents. Saturday she’d asked if I was going to call off the private investigator. Was she worried about Josh? She’d been nervous and aloof, repelling my advances. Last week she’d seemed so eager to be with me, yet she hadn’t wanted to spend the night, and made that lame excuse about having plans early in the morning.
“I understand if you can’t say,” I said, trying to mellow my tone. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to put you in an uncomfortable position.” Holding Michelle’s gaze, I asked, “How was breakfast with her parents yesterday morning?”
Her forehead wrinkled deeply and I could see her thoughts scrambling. 
“What?”
“Kay said you guys were meeting her parents early for breakfast at Morley’s.”
Her eyes widened with fake recollection. “Uh…yes! Breakfast. It was great. Love Morley’s. It was nice to see her parents.”
I let a casual smile persuade my lips, but inside I was breaking to pieces. Of course she would cover for her friend. I’d made that up. Katie hadn’t said what they’d be doing, just that she was meeting Michelle. I knew she’d been lying, and would bet she hadn’t met Michelle at all. Why would she need to lie unless she was going to be with someone she couldn’t tell me about? Josh. Why couldn't she just be fucking honest with me? But then, I’d asked that same question of my wife time and time again. I’d been a fool to trust—to hope again. 
She shouldn’t have come to Livy’s recital. Why steal a piece of my little girl’s heart, and a giant chunk of my own?  I would rather her tell me up front that she was taking Josh back than be strung along. I didn’t have time for games. She’d once said she had feelings for me, that she wanted to get to know me, but maybe her feelings weren't strong enough to tear her away from Josh. Obviously she still loved him.
Josh was dangerous! Hadn’t she realized that by now? 
I blew the breath from my body, hoping to expel the ache gnawing a hole in my chest. I needed to leave. Now. I needed to be alone. Because I was sure I was going to fall apart. 
“Thanks for the chat, Michelle,” I said, then quickly left the office. 
I was on auto-pilot for the rest of this damn dismal day, running my business like a robot. I was afraid what might happen if I unleashed any emotion at all, afraid of the geyser that might erupt. Things only got worse after my conversation with Carlos. Carlos had someone tailing Josh. During an account of Josh’s activities, he mentioned Josh visiting the Vandercamp Foundation the day after Christmas. Something Katie failed to mention, but further proof of what I already knew. I had asked her outright if she’d seen Josh, and she’d lied to me. Carlos didn’t yet have a report of Josh’s weekend activities, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find out who he’d been with Sunday morning. 
I was glad I had enough work on my desk to keep my mind occupied. There was a lot of catching up to do after the holiday, plus I’d hoped to reach out personally to some of the clients who still hadn’t returned Steven’s calls. I definitely needed the distraction from the clamor in my head and my black mood. I had no idea letting her go would hurt this much. It was perhaps because I’d stupidly allowed myself to think there could be something between us. But I had to face the fact that she was never mine to begin with. From the beginning she’d said things were complicated. I guess she’d been right. 
 
                 	*************************
 
Katie
 
I took a deep breath, ignoring the urgent pounding in my chest. Issuing a prayer, I pushed the key into the lock of Josh’s apartment door. I blew out the breath I’d been holding when it turned and I heard the lock release. Slipping inside, I closed the door and melted against it. Thank God! I’d been afraid that he’d changed the locks. 
It had been hard to figure out his schedule, especially now that he wasn’t working. I remembered, though, that Monday and Tuesday evenings he attended his anger management class. He needed to ask for a refund. If I weren’t so overwrought with jitters, I’d have laughed at the idea. The only thing that would manage this man’s anger was a frontal lobe lobotomy. I’d gone to his class last night and hovered outside just to see if he was still enrolled. The sight of him had made my stomach churn with nausea, but at least I knew where he’d be tonight. I’d waited outside his building for him to leave, then made my way up to his apartment. He lived in a well-maintained elevator building, but thankfully there was no doorman I had to deal with.
Now here, I worried about the soundness of this plan. I knew it was crazy coming here, but it would be worth it if I could find some evidence against him, some clue that could point the police in his direction. I quickly scanned his open living room, then got to work, systematically shuffling through drawers and opening the doors of several desk cabinets. Finding nothing, I checked my watch and then moved to his bedroom. I’d been there fifteen minutes already and my heart was still pounding furiously. 
My plan was to be in and out in twenty-five. Josh’s class was forty-five minutes, plus travel time should have him gone for almost an hour. I wanted to be out with plenty of time to spare. 
In his bedroom, a partially open drawer caught my eye, and I recalled that he’d used it to store receipts and things he thought were important. I hurried over and opened the drawer fully, my eyes growing wide at what I saw inside. There were stacks of newspaper clippings and articles reporting Ms. Carmen’s death. It was mixed in with accounts of Luke’s arrest and the charges he’d faced. In fact, there were articles about Luke, Davenport Advertising, and a chronicle of his life going back many years. 
My brows furrowed as I dug deeper into the pile, and my teeth knocked together when I found a newspaper clipping about the body found on an early Sunday morning under the Brooklyn Bridge. My hand flew to my mouth to stifle my jerky breaths. What the fuck? 
There were numerous photos of who I guessed was Roslyn. Torn ads, head shots, and glossy pages displayed the dark haired beauty, and I couldn’t help the brief spike of jealously. She’d been a gorgeous woman. I remembered Luke saying she’d been a model. There was so much stuff, the drawer was almost overflowing. This was more than a mere interest in these events. Each article had sections underlined and highlighted as though they’d been painstakingly combed through, even the articles about Roslyn’s death. Luke had said there’d been a similarity between the recent murders and that of his wife’s. Why would Josh have accumulated all this if not to learn about Roslyn’s murder? Had he been plotting something all along and the perfect opportunity arose that night at Sensations? I knew Josh hated Luke and he’d seemed bitter about Luke’s relationship with his father. 
I had been in this drawer a few times and had never seen any of this. I wondered when Josh had started collecting his data and where he had hidden it. Glancing at my watch, I cursed and started shoving the articles back inside. I needed to get out of there. It had already been a half hour. I’d leave everything as it was, preferring for the police to find it. Lord knows what else they’d find if they did a thorough search of his apartment, and the authorities were about to get an anonymous tip. 
A loud noise shattered the quiet of the room and my heart rammed my ribs so hard I feared they would fracture. I gasped, then realized the noise was coming from my purse. It was my cell phone. 
Shit! I reached a hand in and snatched the phone, my hand so shaky I almost dropped it. Seeing it was Michelle, I sent the message to voice mail. Swearing, I turned off the ringer. I’d almost jumped out of my skin when my phone had rung. I knew Michelle would keep calling. My friend had been leaving voice messages since yesterday, and I hadn’t had a chance to get back to her. Honestly, I’d been avoiding Michelle. I didn’t want her finding out about this desperate plan. Closing the drawer, I made my way quickly back to the living room, the sudden urge to quit this apartment rushing my steps. Goosebumps prickled my skin in warning as my palms grew cold and clammy. I was just a few feet from the door when I heard the lock engage and saw the door push open.
Too late. It was too late for me to find a place to hide. My body froze and my lips parted as a terrified breath flooded my lungs and shivered out of my throat. 
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
I stood staring into cold blue eyes, again questioning the soundness of my plan.
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
Tuesday night, I exited the cab on Fortieth and Lexington, right in front of Meyer’s Investigation Agency. The evening was cold and damp, and there was a frenzy in the air as commuters rushed to get home. I turned up the collar of my coat and huddled inside, making my way to the door. I’d been working late at the office when Carlos called to ask if I had time to drop by. Carlos had come across a few things about Josh he thought were interesting, and wanted to get my feedback. I still had some things I needed to finish up, but curious about what information Carlos had gotten, I decided the rest of my work could wait until tomorrow. Plus, it wasn’t as though I had plans tonight anyway. I hadn’t spoken to Katie since Saturday. I’d been hoping that work would fill the void she’d left in my life and the gulf she’d dug into my heart.
I shook Carlos’s hand as he entered the office. Carlos introduced me to a few of his colleagues and then ushered me into a smaller office. Carlos was a short, thin man with an animated mustache. On first glance he appeared unassuming, almost too diminutive to be in his line of work, I mused, but the man had come highly recommended. His desk was littered with paper, newspapers, food, and used coffee cups. I wondered vaguely how he could find anything in the mess. 
“Have a seat,” Carlos said, sinking into the chair behind his desk. “I won’t keep you. I just have a few questions.” 
Carlos shuffled through a precarious stack of papers then opened a folder on his desk.
“There was a deposit made recently into Josh’s personal accounts from a M.W. Industries.”
“That’s Josh’s father’s company.”
“Yes. I realized that. It wasn’t much, but I found it interesting because I went back several years and couldn’t find any other such deposits.”
I frowned. Matt must have decided to help his son out. I wondered why. “Josh just lost his job at my company. I think his father probably gave him a stipend to live on.”
Carlos nodded and scribbled onto a note pad. “Josh just purchased two one way tickets to the Caiman Islands for two weeks from now. You have any idea why he’d want to go there indefinitely?” 
I shook my head, surprised at the information. My brain  started to hurt as I tried to make sense of it all. Was Katie going with him? I pressed my fingers to my temples and skimmed my gaze over the desk, trying to guess what it could mean. There was an open folder labeled Roslyn Davenport on Carlos’s desk and my gaze immediately fixed on it, my heart starting a slow romp in my chest. In it was a picture of the murder scene, a desolate open space, the abandoned taxi, police tape everywhere, people milling in the background.
Memories came rushing back, branding painful images into my brain. My brows furrowed as I leaned forward to take a closer look at the grainy picture, and I felt the blood drain from my face. The shadowy figure lurking in the crowd was shockingly familiar, and like a giant puzzle, the pieces started interlocking. Roslyn’s murder scene, Ms. Carmen, my arrest, Katie’s earring, role playing with Katie…
“Oh my God!” I rasped, grabbing Carlos’s attention.
“What’s the matter?” 
I stared numbly at the detective, my body starting to vibrate. “Oh my God! I know who committed the murders.”
“What?” Carlos’s mustache jumped.
I sprang from his seat. “I need to see the surveillance video from Sensations. Now.”
Carlos stood, flustered. “It’s at Mason’s office. I don't think he’s returned it to the court yet.”
“Let’s go! Katie’s in danger.” I was already sprinting through the door before the detective had a chance to respond.
 
*************************
 
Katie
 
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
My feet pedaled backwards, easing me away from Carol’s steady approach. The woman had nothing but contempt in her eyes as she tracked me. I tried to grope for an excuse, any reason for being there. Why would a girl break into her ex’s apartment?
Think! Think! 
My hip connected with a coffee table, rattling a small crystal bowl I’d given Josh on some special occasion. I wrapped my fingers around it and waived it in Carol’s face. I could play the little actress too!
“I’m here to collect my shit, that’s what!”
“What?”
I squared my shoulders and painted attitude all over my face. 
“I left some sentimental things here—things that belonged to me! And I’m here to get them back,” I said, depositing the small bowl in my bag.” I moved to brush past Carol, praying to God that I sounded credible, that my voice had more sass than shake. 
“You can’t just come in here and start taking shit!” Carol shrieked. 
“I can, and I did. This stuff belongs to me!” I shot back. “He can buy his own shit with the money he’s extorting from me! Now, get out of my way!”
“You’ve got some nerve, bitch!”
I tried to leave again, but Carol blocked the door. I needed to get out of there before Josh came home. He might not be so quick to believe my excuse. 
“Get out of my way!” I ordered again, but it had the opposite effect and Carol got right in my face.  Anger replaced my nervous jitters. I was so sick of this woman, this piranha that had made my life miserable for years.
Something inside me snapped, switching to survival mode. Before I knew what was happening, all the anger, despair, and  eviscerating helplessness I’d felt since Josh’s visit coiled into one fluid motion and released in the fist that connected with Carol’s face. 
She jumped back with a startled cry, holding her nose and howling in pain.  I took the opportunity to quickly scoot around her toward the door.
“Guess I’m not as dumb as I look after all, bitch!” I couldn’t help tossing over my shoulder as I fled from the apartment.  
My heart was still hammering my ribs when I slipped into a cab outside of Josh’s apartment building. I exhaled the anxious fear from deep in my belly and let my head fall back against the seat. Pulling out my gold keychain, I brought it to my lips and then to my nose, hoping to inhale the scent of sandalwood. But no, there was only one source for that wonderful aroma. 
That had been a close call. I was lucky to have escaped without running into Josh. I had to admit, though, it had felt good to finally unleash my fury on my nemesis, and I could imagine all the girls at work cheering me on. 
Josh and Carol deserved each other. I didn’t know what I ever saw in him. Michelle was right, I’d stuck with him because I felt I could save him. I’d thought I could save him from himself. That was just how I was. I always looked for the good in people, but he’d taken advantage of me. Luke was different. Genuine affection flowed from his heart, and I could see it in each smile that left me breathless. I could feel it in each caress that seemed to touch my soul. Even though I didn’t want him to know about Josh’s blackmail, the effect it was having on me was straining our relationship. Was it worth it? I hated what it was doing to me, to us, and no, it wasn’t worth losing him. For the first time in my life I felt like I was where I was supposed to be. Eminem’s 8 mile lyrics came to mind. This was my one chance, my one opportunity to seize what I’ve always wanted. I wasn’t going to let it go. 
I wished I’d found more evidence in Josh’s apartment, but his obsessive interest in Luke’s life was suspicious and worth investigating. Perhaps Carlos would be able to get more proof that he committed the murders. Either way, the police should be pointed in Josh’s direction. Although Luke would be angry, I needed to be honest with him. I should have listened to Michelle, but I’d been too scared and upset to think straight. I had to admit that I’d also felt the bite of self-doubt and blamed myself for so easily becoming Josh’s prey. But life was about lessons, and this was one well learned. Thank God we hadn't gotten married. That I had to be grateful for. Thinking of Michelle, I remembered her multiple calls. Pulling my phone out, I dialed Michelle’s number.
She answered on the first ring.
“Where the hell have you been? I’ve been calling you since yesterday!”
“I’m sorry…I’ve just had a lot going on.” Blackmail…spying…breaking and entering…fist fight. I didn’t dare tell Michelle.
“First.” Michelle took a dramatic breath. “Are you okay?”
“Yes.”
“Good, cuz I’m gonna kick your ass six ways to Sunday! You have got to talk to Luke!”
I frowned, worry snaking through me. “Is he okay?”
“Okay? Okay? The man came at me like fucking Colombo! He’s a smart guy, Kay! You can’t pull shit over on him. He knows something’s up! Pumpernickel is pissed! You have to tell him what’s going on!”
“I will! I will! I plan to.”
“And the next time you plan on using me as an alibi, just warn me first! Breakfast with your parents—really? You know I’d rather have the hair on my genitals waxed strand by strand! I could tell he didn’t believe any of it!”
Shit! It was worse than I thought. What must Luke be thinking? I just hadn’t wanted him seeing my bruise, my shame. I couldn’t help my self-reproach. In a way I felt responsible for bringing this on myself, for being foolish enough to fall for Josh’s lies. Plus, I didn’t want Luke getting into more trouble. I knew, though, that staying away from him until it healed was going to be near impossible, but I’d just needed some time to figure out what to do about Josh. 
I sighed, looking at my watch as Michelle continued her tirade. It was almost seven. Luke should be home by now.
“I plan on telling him everything tonight. I’m heading over to his apartment.”
“He’s not home. I left him at the office. He’s working late tonight.”
“Okay, fine.”
“Kay, I don’t mean to come down on you so hard, but what Josh is trying to do to you is really fucked up. The man is dangerous. You should go to the police and you should tell Luke what’s going on.”
I stared out the window at the passing city. If Michelle knew that murder was also on the list of his evil deeds, she’d be flipping out. I promised I’d call Michelle in the morning, then hung up and redirected the cab driver. 
 
 
I had never been at Davenport advertising this late, and was instantly unsettled by the eerie quiet, but the prospect of seeing Luke kept my feet moving forward. Doors were ajar to empty offices and the halls were desolate. The desk where the receptionist usually sat was empty, and I hoped that I hadn’t missed Luke. I couldn’t wait to see him. I missed his smile, the way he stared at me with those jeweled eyes, and that ridiculously sexy dimple that teased when he laughed. Michelle had said he was swamped this week and I pictured him cloistered in his office under a mound of paperwork. Remembering where his office was, I headed in that direction. I had to tell him everything. I was so distracted thinking about what I’d say to him that I didn’t see the figure coming down the hall and bumped right into him, knocking the stack of files he was carrying from his hands. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry…” I said, bending to collect the scattered folders from the floor. 
I don’t know what made my look up. Perhaps it was the fact that he hadn’t bent down to help me, or that he stood strangely quiet, but my eyes traveled up the yellow coat and landed on a face that stirred a tenuous recollection in my brain. I’d seen him before, but couldn’t exactly place where, and my brain struggled to make the connections. It was his eyes that alarmed me. The beady brown eyes never wavered and his dark brows drifted low, giving his boyish face a threatening scowl. I straightened and took a step back as a tight unease squeezed through my muscles. 
“Sorry about the mess,” I said with an apologetic wince, waving a hand to the floor. I side-stepped, hoping to dash the rest of the way to Luke’s office. I didn’t like the vibes I was getting from this man.
My eyes rounded when he side-stepped in front of me, effectively blocking my path. I tilted my head, confused and alarmed as fear started edging along my spine. Meanwhile my brain was frantically knocking down walls, trying to get to a memory I knew was in there. He took a step toward me, then his hand snaked out and roughly grabbed my coat. It was as though the jolt loosened a brick in my mind and the wall toppled. I could see the memory clearly. Sensations! 
This man was the flasher I’d seen that night at Sensations! But how? And what would he be doing here? And why would he be doing this? These thoughts all flew through my head with lightning speed as I fought to pull away from his iron grip. It didn't make sense! Panicked, I started screaming and punching the rock-solid fist anchoring me, hoping Luke was in his office and would hear my cries. 
“What the hell is going on out here?”
I turned my head and relief poured through me when Bruce appeared in the hallway, his brows raised in confusion. I released a shuddering breath and tried to pull away. Thank God someone was still here. I’d been terrified of what the man might do to me. 
The man swiveled his head and glowered at Bruce, but didn’t loosen his grip.
“I told you she could recognize me! I knew she saw me at the club in Ms. Carmen’s room!” he barked in Bruce’s direction. 
“Glen, calm down.” 
“No, you calm the fuck down! You had every chance to get rid of her, and you blew it!”
“I’m not the idiot who killed the wrong girl,” Bruce stated calmly. 
My gaze flicked back and forth between the two men, following the remarks, but unwilling to give credence to what I was hearing. Bruce’s last statement finally shattered my shocked resistance, and ice cold fear crystallized my body. They were the ones responsible for Ms. Carmen’s death, for the death of that other woman, and for setting up Luke. I’d been so sure it had been Josh! Frantic with this discovery, I started kicking while pummeling his arm in an attempt to get away. Sadly, I realized there must be no one else at the office, or the two men would not be speaking so candidly. Plus someone would have surely heard my struggles by now. Stark terror sloshed through my veins when I realized no one would come to my aid. This man was a lot bigger and stronger than Carol and my efforts to escape were futile. The irony of this was I probably wouldn’t have remembered him if he hadn’t grabbed me. Now thinking about it, I was sure he was the man I’d seen outside my apartment building when I was getting into the cab.
“What do you suggest we do with her?” Glen asked, his voice rough with sarcasm.
Bruce’s lips turned up in contemplation like he was perusing a menu trying to decide what to order. I couldn’t believe Luke’s friend was party to this. Luke had told me how close he was to Bruce.  He would be devastated. My eyes stung as tears tracked down my cheeks, and my body trembled with a clammy sweat.
“I say we kill her and leave her in Luke’s office. Let the police wonder if the charges were dropped too quickly.”
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
“Rewind that part again!” Luke ordered roughly.
I watched as Carlos pressed a button on the black remote. Images on the screen jumped backwards in a blur of color. “Stop!”
My gaze fluttered over the screen, my eyes squinting in honed concentration. Damn! This was the second time I’d gone through the video. I knew there had to be something here. Shaking my head, I turned to Carlos. “Wasn’t there also a camera in the parking garage?”
The shorter man nodded, his expression still skeptical as he responded, “Yes, but there wasn’t much on it.”
“Let’s take a look,” I said, bouncing anxiously on my heels. 
Carlos did some quick tapping on the monitor and a panoramic view of the parking garage came into keen focus. My body shifted forward slightly, my brows arched as I absorbed the footage. I cursed, disappointment rolling through me as nothing familiar came up on the screen. I watched strangers get in and out of cars, shuffling back and forth to the club. “Fast forward.”
Carlos obediently hit a button.
“Stop!”
The investigator’s mustache almost leaped off his face at my sharp command.
“Son of a bitch!” I swore under my breath as my thoughts coalesced and my fear became a stark reality. The camera from Sensations had an open view of the lot and caught a sliver of the side street. In the forefront of the video a group of men was exiting a large vehicle. But in the background, just on the edge of the screen, a car pulled up and backed into a parking spot. A dark haired man in a yellow trench coat got out of the car. He closed the door then walked out of the camera’s view. He’d only been on the monitor for a split second. I guessed he thought he’d avoided the camera by parking across the street and not in the lot. But that second had been long enough. I could make out the man’s face.  I recognized the face and the yellow trench coat. The same face that was in the grainy picture of Roslyn’s murder scene. Glen. 
Glen had been at Sensations that night. He’d probably snuck in through one of the side doors, waited for Ms. Carmen in her room, and killed her. He’d set me up for Ms. Carmen’s murder. Red-hot fury and a numbing pain almost leveled him as more pieces of the puzzle came together and I understood why. He’d probably paid Josh off to plant the rope in my office. 
I’d never understood why Katie had been a target. I’d thought perhaps to stop her from coming forward as my alibi, but it was much worse. In Carlos’s office, I remembered what she’d said. She’d mentioned seeing a flasher that night along with a master and a cowboy. The yellow trench coat. She’d seen Glen, and he must have known she’d be able to recognize him. I remembered seeing him in the coat at my office. 
I needed to go to the police, but I needed to warn Katie first. She was in real danger. 
I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed her number, praying to God that she’d answer. I hung up and tried again when it went straight to voicemail. Was she avoiding me? Was she with Josh? The thought added more fuel to my already raging anger, and stabbing the buttons of my phone, I called Michelle. 
I needed answers dammit, and was going to get them!
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
I fought like a mad woman. I scratched, bit, and kicked my heels into Glen’s legs, but found I couldn’t break from his ruthless clutches. He held me tighter now, his body at my back with one arm wrenching my shoulders and the other an iron belt around my waist. A coarse breath grated between my open lips and my bosom heaved from exertion. My ponytail loosened and hair fell disheveled around my face, strands matted to my damp cheeks. Terror had already claimed my body, and was now snatching whatever bit of hope was left in my heart. All I knew was that I was not going down easily. I would fight like the devil until the end, and hopefully inflict some damage of my own. 
I heard a sharp ding and at first thought it might be my imagination, that I’d heard the neurons sparking in my brain, but the look on Bruce’s face confirmed that it had come from around the corridor. Someone had gotten off the elevator. Rapid-fire relief exploded throughout my body and immediately I redoubled my efforts. I started to scream and Glen clapped a hand over my mouth, locking in the noise.
“Take her in that room!” Bruce whispered urgently.
I twisted and wrung myself sideways as Glen started dragging my flailing body toward the closest office. My coat was askew, ripped apart now down the middle and he’d quickly jerked the strap of my purse around my neck. It tightened and loosened with my struggles, drawing water from my eyes as I fought to snatch a breath through my nose. My heels scraped along the floor as he violently manhandled my body and I wished for some traction, something that could impede his progress. 
I tried to think of anything that might save me as they moved through the door, but it became an effort just to breathe. I banged my hand hard against the door frame, my already damaged arm screaming from the sudden pain. The noise echoed through the hall and gave me hope. It had to be Luke who’d gotten off the elevator. It had to be. Oh, God, please let it be Luke! My heart beat savagely against my ribs. If they succeeded in hiding me, in keeping my subdued, he’d never even know I was here. They’d kill me. They’d get away.
Think! Think! Think! 
 
*************************
 
 
Luke
 
I thought I heard a noise echoing through the empty office, and I followed it around the corner. I’d left Bruce here, but would have expected him to be gone by now. It was late. I prayed that Katie would still be here, that I hadn’t missed her. Michelle said she’d been on her way here.  After my conversation with Michelle, I wanted nothing more than to see her, to hold her, and to chase away her worries. 
I pulled up short when I saw Bruce bending in the hallway, collecting folders off the floor. He must have dropped them. That must have been the noise I’d heard as Carlos and I had gotten off the elevator. Carlos wanted to ask her a few questions. I hoped it wouldn’t take long. Katie and I had a lot to discuss. 
“Hey, you seen Katie?” I asked immediately, grabbing the last folder from the floor and handing it to Bruce.
Bruce straightened, holding the neat pile in front of him. “Katie? No. What would she be doing here?”
I blew out a frustrated breath. “Michelle said she was going to stop by. I was hoping to catch her.”
Bruce shrugged casually, his gaze drifting to Carlos. “Naw, I haven’t seen anyone.”
I realized the men had never met. “Oh, Bruce this is Carlos, the P.I. I hired. Carlos, Bruce.”
 Bruce gave a friendly nod to the other man then explained, “I’ve been busy trying to get these personnel files ready for Glen to pick up.” His lips tilted. “My boss works me to the bone.”
Carlos smiled, but I tensed at the sound of Glen’s name. My brows pulled together. “I thought he was coming by earlier today.”
“Nope. Can’t make it until tomorrow. I should be wrapping up soon, but if I see Katie, I’ll tell her you’re looking for her. Everything okay?”
I expelled a long breath, clapping my friend’s back. “I hope so. Thanks, bud. It’s late. She must have gone home. I’ll catch up with her there.” 
Bruce shot me a teasing wink. “She’s probably home waiting for you. Hopefully wearing nothing but a smile on her face. I’ve got some Kenny G. CDs, if you want to borrow them.”
My lips twitched. I found it hard to share his humor when apprehension was still nudging me hard. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong.
I turned to leave and that’s when I saw it, and the sight of it plundered air from my lungs. On the floor next to a nearby office was a tiny gold keychain. I recognized it instantly. I could even make out the initials I’d had engraved. I ignored the clamor in my chest, and reclaiming my breath, I turned back to Bruce. 
I scrubbed a palm along my jaw, testing it. “So, no sign of Katie, huh?”
He shrugged. “Sorry, dude. I’ll be sure to—”
I couldn’t stand to listen to another word. My fist swung fast and furious to my friend’s jaw, heartbreaking disappointment powering my arm. 
My actions caused Carlos, who’d taken a few steps towards the main corridor, to spin around suddenly. The files in Bruce’s hands crashed to the floor and scattered around our feet, but he recovered quickly and delivered a hard jab to my mid-section. I blocked his next punch, turning to see Carlos’s shocked face.
“Katie is here!” I yelled.
Carlos quickly pulled his gun from a holster, training it on Bruce.
“Don’t move!” the investigator ordered. Bruce tossed him a angry look, but his arms dropped limply to his sides.
I tore through the door to the office, my steps slowing to a grinding halt and my heart wrenching painfully at the sight of Katie’s wide, terrified blue eyes. She was across the room and Glen was behind her, fusing her body to his. He had a hand over her mouth, and a scissor blade gouged into the flesh at her twisted neck. His eyes were agitated and I could see a fine tremor in his hands. If he severed her jugular vein, she’d be dead. It would be that easy, that quick. Oh, God! For Katie’s sake, I had to will myself to calm the fuck down. 
I raised both palms and adopted a stance I hoped was non-threatening. 
“Let her go, Glen. Let her go. You have ACE. You’ve destroyed my business. You got what you wanted.”
Glen’s gaze shifted wildly like a caged animal. I swore under my breath. The crazed fear and hostility I could see radiating from this man made him dangerous—made him unpredictable. He was like a tight band ready to snap. I had to keep him distracted, had to keep his focus away from Katie. 
“I know what you’ve been up to, Glen. I figured it out. I won’t tell anyone. Just let her go,” I said slowly.
“Shut up! You know nothing!”
I took a step toward them and watched him jerk Katie roughly. Anger boiled inside me, almost choking the air in my lungs, but I slid a lid on my emotions and stopped my progression. The sight of Katie held captive by this madman was killing me. All of the helplessness and impotence I felt with Roslyn surged through me. I had to save Katie.
“I know you had to stop me from buying ACE. You knew Tom would never sell to me if my reputation was ruined, if my company was going under. With his health issues, he didn’t have time to start this process over again with someone else. You knew he’d choose you.”
“I deserve that company. Tom’s an old man—a dying man! I’ve run that company for years!”
I paused for a moment, my tone dropping an octave. “Yes. But it’s really not about ACE, is it? ACE is a cover for your more lucrative business. The one you were afraid I’d find out about if I took over the company.”
I weighed Glen’s reaction. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but I had to play the cards I had. The man’s eyes splayed in surprise and perspiration sprouted on his forehead, slicking his dark hair. I knew I’d been right about the connection.
“You’re supplying drugs to your clients, aren’t you? Using Dylan’s Taxi service to deliver them.” I paused again, needing the next breath. “You were my wife’s supplier, weren’t you?” 
When I had seen the picture of Roslyn’s murder scene, I’d almost lost my mind. Not only had I seen Glen loitering in the crowd, I’d also recognized the name on the side of the taxi. Dylan’s Taxi service. It was too much of a coincidence for that to be the same company that Glen had used over and over again for the ACE employees—a small company that operated out of Brooklyn. There had to be a connection.
“How do you know about Dylan’s?” Glen narrowed his eyes.
“It wasn’t hard to put together. I remembered when Tom was at my office, he said he was taking the company car. If ACE had company cars, why would there be so many transactions done with Dylan’s?” 
Seeing the picture had tied a few pieces together. Then seeing Glen on the video confirmed he’d been at Sensations that night. 
I didn’t know for sure about Roslyn, but by the look on Glen’s face, I could tell I was right about her also. Glen must have committed her murder or known details about it in order to copycat Ms. Carmen’s and the other victim’s murder. I was still confused, though. Why would he have killed Roslyn?
“Did Roslyn threaten to turn you in, is that why you killed her?” My wife had been trying to make a fresh start. She’d been trying to get herself off drugs.
Glen’s face suffused with color. “She loved me! I loved her! We worked great together. I supplied the coke, she got in to all the parties.” 
Oh, God! I’d known she was doing coke, but not selling it. Glen had been her lover. The one I’d heard rumors about. They must have met while she was still modeling at Universe Magazine. Tom had said that Glen worked there. The realization was staggering. All the years of wondering, of feeling like I’d failed her.
“You ruined her life,” I cried, feeling bitter anguish flood my throat. Glen had taken away a wife, a mother. “Why did you kill her?”
Glen’s eyes turn glassy as he choked up a sob. “We were happy. Then she tried to leave me. I know Olivia is mine! She was supposed to leave you! We were going to be a family!”
There must have been an earthquake, because I felt the floor shift beneath my feet and I almost toppled to meet it. White-hot rage blinded me and exploded bombs in my head.
“Fucking liar!” I heard myself roar, trying to keep my equilibrium. Seething like a bull, I wanted to plow into the man. It was only when Katie whimpered under his smothering palm that I stubbornly drowned the tidal wave inside me. Focus! Focus! I couldn’t give life to those lies, couldn’t put Katie at risk. 
I wanted to run to her and tear her away from this madman. My arms ached with the need to hold her, to protect her. I could feel the dragon itching on my chest. I couldn’t let this man take her away from me like he did Roslyn. A slight movement caught my eye and I watched Katie’s hand inch along the edge of the desk. There was a letter opener within a few inches of her grasp. 
I swallowed the tension constricting my airways, praying that she wouldn’t make any sudden moves that would alert him to her action. I had to keep him talking. I heard a movement behind me and knew that Carlos was there. He must have taken care of Bruce somehow. He had a gun, but the way Glen was holding Katie, there would be no clear shot. He wouldn't risk Katie getting hurt.
“How did you get Bruce to help you? Did you pay him? Promise him partnership at ACE?” I asked without really caring at this point. I knew it was Bruce who’d planted the rope in my office. He was always in there and had ample opportunity. Whatever had caused my good friend to betray me was of little consequence now. 
Glen set his lips in a thin line, but remained silent. My peripheral gaze caught sight of Katie’s hand. She had her fingers wrapped firmly around the handle of the letter opener. I locked my gaze with hers, hoping she could see the depth of my emotion for her, the tenderness in my heart. Her bright blue eyes glowed as she looked at me, her eyebrows pleated in question. I knew the blade at her neck must sting, I could already see beads of blood drawing a thin line on her fair skin. I had to keep Glen distracted.
“Roslyn never loved you. She only loved the drugs you could give her. We had a reconciliation. We were moving away. She loved me.”
“No!” Glen bellowed. “That’s not true!”
Glen tossed his head back slightly, his shaking fingers adjusting to hold Katie’s weight. If Katie was going to make a move, she had to do it now. 
Just please don’t miss… I trained my gaze on hers, awed by her courage, and nodded faintly. Katie arced her arm and stabbed the letter opener deep into Glen’s forearm—the one holding the scissors to her neck. I thanked God under my breath. That’s where I’d hoped she’d aim for. It was Glen’s only bared skin, plus he would instinctively pull away from the insult, and from her neck. I watched Katie dive to the floor as Glen howled in pain, blood streaming from his arm. I was about to rush Glen’s body when he made an attempt to grapple Katie back to him, but at the same time the gun exploded, causing us all to freeze like statues.
“Don’t move!” Carlos leveled the gun at Glen, ordering him back. He’d sent a warning shot over his head.
Glen hesitated a moment, his hateful stare contemplating me. I relished the thought of going to blows with the man. There was a lot I still needed to say, and I didn’t mind communicating it with my fists. Glen seemed to think better of it and stepped back with his hands raised. I helped Katie off the floor, drawing her into his arms before she was fully upright. There were no words for the joy that rang through my body in echoing waves of relief. Something released in my chest, like a shadow that was suddenly flooded with light. 
“Fuck, Kay. I was afraid I’d lose you. I was so scared…” I didn’t care that my voice was shaking and my arms unable to stop squeezing. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, Luke. Now I am. Yes!”
“Other than your neck, are you hurt?”
She shook her head as I skimmed my hands over her body.
Katie’s arms slid around my waist and she burrowed into my chest. Carlos moved closer to us, his gun still aimed at Glen.
“The police are on their way,” he informed.
I nodded, guiding Katie out of the room and down the hall to my office. I could see Bruce sitting on the floor in another office, handcuffed to a desk, and pain skated through me once more. 
Inside my office, I pulled Katie away from my body, expecting to see tears. Instead, her vibrant eyes shone at me, reflecting a mosaic of emotion. I pulled her into my arms again, needing to feel her warmth against me, needing to feel that she was alive and well. My lips skimmed her pale face, planting tiny kisses at every stop.
“I can’t believe Glen was responsible. And Bruce. I”m so glad you figured it out.”
I shrugged, pulling back slightly. “I wish I had sooner.”
“Are you okay?” she asked, and I knew she was referring to the accusation about Livy’s parentage. 
I nodded, not willing to delve that deep right now. Right now I was just happy to have this woman by my side. No matter what anyone said, Livy was mine. And God save anyone who ever tried to say otherwise. 
“Let me look at your neck,” I said, gently turning her head. I cursed at the half inch tear in her skin. Blood was now trickling in rivulets down her neck. “This may need stitches. It’s bleeding quite a bit.”
I moved away to get the first aid kit he kept in my office, but she tightened her grip on my waist and swung her head back and forth. 
“I’m fine.”  She took a shaky breath. “I—I lied to you.”
“I know.” I started across the room again, taking her with me. I removed the kit from my bottom drawer.
“I’m so sorry.”
“I know you are. And I know why you did it.” Her eyes flared and I explained. “Michelle told me everything. She told me about Josh blackmailing you.” I folded a large gauze into a tiny square and placed it against her neck, applying pressure. Seeing her crunched brows, I added, “I can be very persuasive.”
“I should have told you.”
“Yes, you should have. I don’t like secrets, Kay. I’ve had enough for a lifetime.” I pulled her into my arms, brushing my lips against hers. “Lets talk about this later. When the police come, we’ll get you to a hospital to get stitched up and looked at. I want to make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m fine, really.”
I pulled back, studying the woman that caused me breathless delight, but she also filled me with a consuming fear because I couldn’t picture my life without her. Thank God this woman had come into my life—a brilliant light that had emerged from the shadows.
I leaned close to her ear and tasted the shell, feeling a smile nudge my lips. “So, I hear you like pumpernickel.” 
 
*************************
 
 
Katie
 
A week later, I sat in a meeting with my staff. They were  going over the progress of the autism fundraiser and it warmed my heart to see all the shining, excited faces. The event was only one month away and everyone had pulled together and coordinated efforts to ensure a successful evening. The many months of planning would finally pay off. I couldn't wait to get the final number for the guest list, or better yet, the final number on how much is raised at the event. With more and more children diagnosed with autism each year, funding was constantly stressed. Speaking of stress, I took a quick glance at my watch. I was meeting with my banker in half an hour and had to get things wrapped up. 
 Luke had offered to come with me, but I knew he was swamped with Davenport PR. Glen’s arrest had sparked a series of investigations from multiple government agencies. From the Drug Enforcement Administration to the New York State Taxi Commission. It turned out Glen was paying Dylan’s Taxi service to always have cars available to deliver his drugs. ACE was quickly dismantling and Luke was doing everything he could to help Tom Grummel deal with the crisis. Tom was transferring most of his accounts to Davenport and Luke had his hands full. 
Vicki finished giving an update on the journal ads and I nodded, impressed. We’d gotten twice as many advertisers as we had for the multiple sclerosis fundraiser. I called a conclusion to the meeting and the women started to file out of my office. Cindy rose from her seat to leave and I motioned for her to remain behind. We’d had a long talk last week about her pregnancy and her future at the Vandercamp Foundation, but I could see that she still seemed worried.
“Is something wrong, Cindy? You seemed distracted during the meeting.”
She smiled shyly and placed her palm on the slight swell of her abdomen. I waited for her to speak, seeing that she seemed to need time to formulate her thoughts.
“I—I know it may seem silly, but I just worry about everything. I’m worried about the baby… I’m worried about what kind of parent I’ll be.”
I leaned forward and smiled. “I think that’s natural when you’re becoming a new mom. Your entire life will change.”
The young woman shrugged and sat quietly for a moment, her eyes cast down to the floor. “It’s just that I had such a horrible childhood. I was abused sexually by my father since I was seven. My mother knew about it and did nothing. The only way to stop it was to run away. I want to be able to always protect and provide for my child.”
I had to force a slow breath into my lungs and school my expression. I wanted to weep for this girl who at nineteen was still a child herself and had already experienced a lifetime of evil. It sickened me to think that such horror existed in the world. That’s why I needed to do what I could to make things better. 
“We don’t get to pick our parents, Cindy. We deal the best we can with the life God gives us. It took a great deal of courage for you to run away. And you will use that same courage to have this baby and be the best parent that you can be. The fact that you are already thinking about it shows that you understand the gravity of this life changing event.”
Cindy shot me a weepy smile. “I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t met you.”
I returned the smile. “I think you would have found your own way. Remember that our strength comes from inside. Not from other people. Others can encourage us to use it and help us see it, but it’s ultimately up to you to be your own dragon. And you’ll do everything you can to protect your loved ones.”
“Thank you.”
“I will always be here for you, Cindy. No worries. You’re an excellent worker and you’re conscientious.” I steadily held her gaze. “Know you’ll always have a job here. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure of that.”
 
 
I turned a corner and started down a deserted path in Central Park. It was a cold, wintery day and I tunneled deep into my coat. A layer of snow blanketed the ground and showed no sign of melting any time soon. The naked trees and muted greenery seemed sadly abandoned by Mother nature. I double checked the street sign above my head and tightened my grip on the small briefcase I carried. This was the location Josh had given me I should be in the right place. I spun in a circle, my long coat twirling around my ankles. Chewing my bottom lip, I fought an acute wave of anxiety. It would be just like Josh to keep me waiting for hours out in the cold. 
“You are early.”
The gritty voice came from behind and I turned to see him coming up behind me. His hands were shoved into his leather jacket and he wore a knit hat pulled low on his head. His eyes were as cold as the breeze scraping the back of my neck and as dull as our surroundings.  
“I just want to get this over with,” I said tartly.
His lips turned down unpleasantly as he stopped directly in front of me, purposefully brushing against my front. I took a step back, knowing he was deliberately trying to intimidate me.
“What, you don’t want to catch up on old times?” He laughed bitterly, his hand reaching out to cup my chin.
I jerked my face away, sickened by his touch. “Don’t come near me, you asshole.”
“Looks like your boyfriend fooled the police again. Did he pay off that poor schmuck to take the rap for him? I’ve been watching him, you know. He’s dangerous. You better be careful.”
His eyes dropped to my neck where I had a small bandage on my stitches. He smiled.
“I see he’s already shown you who’s boss. But then, you’ve always needed a firm hand.”
“I’m not listening to you. You’re nothing but a twisted psychopath!”
His lips turned up in a smile. “Such anger. Such insults from those pretty lips. I remember when those lips would wrap lovingly around my cock.”
I almost gagged at his crude words. I wanted to lash out at him, but needed to stay focused and get this over with. Josh was volatile, and could erupt at any moment. 
“I know why you’re so upset,” he snickered. “Luke can’t give you what you need.”
Deliberately ignoring him, I held out my arm, proffering the case.  “It’s all there.”
He grabbed the briefcase and took a few steps to a park bench, laying it flat. 
“Am I right?” he asked casually, flipping open the metal locks and examining the contents. “He can’t satisfy you. Pity. If you decide to try a real man again, I’ll be happy to oblige.”
“No thanks. You and Carol deserve each other,” I spat back, unable to help myself.
He chuckled hoarsely. “She’s not too happy with you right now, thinks you broke her nose.”
Internal happy dance!  
I sighed. “I hope you stick to your word now that you have the money.”
He shuffled some bills and snapped the case shut. “It seems to be all here, but if you’ve shorted me, I swear I’ll tell the world what a slut you are.”
“You’re threatening me?”
“It’s a promise, sweetheart. Your parents will turn on the morning show and see my mug dishing the dirt on the Vandercamps. You’ll lose everything: your reputation, your snooty friends, your precious foundation.”
“I can’t believe you’d go through with it.”
“I will make your life a living hell. Got me?”
I wanted to smile. “Got you.”
I watched him turn and walk away with a swagger, his lips pulling in a smile. He made it about thirty feet when all hell broke loose. Carlos and another man jumped from behind two large bushes and tackled Josh to the ground while a camera man materialized and continued to shoot footage. I raised a hand and tapped the front of my coat, checking the camouflaged microphone.
“Luke? Got it?”
“We got it all, beautiful. You were great.”
Luke’s voice came through the mike, but he also sounded closer. I turned and saw him coming up the path behind me, his long legs chewing up the ground. I ran the remaining steps and threw myself into his arms, exhaling a long sigh of relief. 
“It’s okay. It’s over.” His big hand cradled my head to his chest as he planted kisses on my temple. “I just need a minute,” he grated and pulled away, heading toward Josh.
Angry flames glowed in his eyes, turning them to hard cut stones. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back to me.
“Luke? He’s not worth it.”
He stared down at me, his hands balled into fists. I could see indecision warring in his head. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pulled his lips closer to mine and kissed him slowly, lovingly. Gradually his body loosened and I could feel his tension ebb.
Someone cleared his throat behind us and we swiveled to regard Matt Wilkinson. He was staring at us sheepishly.
“I’m sorry for all the trouble my boy has caused. You have my word he won’t be a problem again.”
“I’ll hold you to that, Matt,” Luke said.
The older man sighed, twisting his head to look at his son now handcuffed to the park bench, a nasty scowl on his face. He’d been screaming profanities a moment ago, but the appearance of his father seemed to have deflated him.
“I’ll make sure he’s on that plane to the Caiman Islands tomorrow. You could have called the police. Extortion is a criminal offense.” 
“It was only because of my friendship with you that Katie decided not to. Besides, we have the tape if he tries anything. His credibility is shot.” 
Matt Wilkinson extended a hand and Luke shook it. He smiled at me.
“I always thought you were too good for him.” 
With those words, Matt took off in the direction of the bench. Carlos stepped in and handed me the case with the money.
“I believe this belongs to you, ma’am.”
I took the case and huddled back into the comfort of Luke’s arms as he guided us toward the waiting car. My feet slowed and he stopped to stare down at me, his dark brows raised in question.
I looked into the beautiful green eyes that enveloped me with warmth and kept me wonderfully rooted to the ground. After a lifetime of floating on a breeze and drifting in the wind I had finally landed.
I rose on tiptoe and crushed my lips against his, sweeping my tongue deep into his mouth and savoring his taste. I dug my nose into his neck and inhaled deeply. With a teasing smile, I looked up and whispered, “What’s my name again?”
His eyes crinkled as he smiled. 
“Ivanna Gettof.”
“It would be my pleasure.”
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Steal My Heart by Lisa Eugene
Avalable NOW!
 
Maggie Lawson is an OR nurse, a certified germaphobe! She likes to keep things clean and orderly. When she meets Ex-Navy SEAL, Gabe Masters, he’s disguised as a dingy dirty hobo. She cringes as she’s forced to use her nursing skills to revive him. She soon finds that he’s a ‘dirty boy’ in more ways than one! After being forced to do his bidding, she unwittingly gets entangled in a dangerous, fast-paced, sexy adventure that tests the boundaries of her spirit and the capacity of her heart. Gabe’s passion spirals her to unimaginable heights. She soon starts to wonder if he is the real danger. Will she succumb to this ‘dirty boy’ who’s keeping secrets about his past, or will she chose to keep things clean?
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Strictly Business by Lisa Eugene
Available NOW!
 
 
Conservative Emergency Room Physician, Nina Henley has always followed the rules. Her life has been dictated by her unwavering commitment to medicine. Wade Connolly, renowned medical malpractice attorney and 'New York’s sexiest bachelor' enters her life and challenges her with his bold sexuality and intense passion. One look into his gorgeous blue eyes and Nina is forced to acknowledge needs that have long been repressed. When she becomes involved in Wade’s perilous malpractice case she realizes that she is at risk for not only heartbreak, but betrayal as everything she's worked so hard for is threatened. Will Wade's passion and love be enough to save her or will she lose everything…including her life?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SURRENDER MY LOVE by Lisa Eugene
 
Available NOW!
 
 
 
Patients are dying at Washington Memorial Hospital and no one knows why…. 
Nurse Chloe Bennett is a dedicated healer. Her job means everything to her, and she needs it to support her family. When she finds herself in the middle of yet another Code Blue, she questions the unexplained deaths. 
Doctor Brad Markson is a world renowned cardiac surgeon. Brilliant, powerful, and sinfully sexy! He does not tolerate losing patients. When his patient mysteriously dies, he looks for answer. 
The two work together to unravel the sinister events surrounding the deaths at Washington Memorial Hospital, and soon find themselves fighting for their lives in this fast paced, erotic thriller. When Chloe becomes the center of suspicion, she is surprised to find she has an ally in the gorgeous Dr. Markson. 
Shy, sweet Chloe is unable to resist him with his sultry blue eyes and wickedly sexy smile. His passionate kisses ignite her body, and his mere touch induces shivering pleasure. She doesn't know if she’s ready to give away her heart after her traumatic past, and Brad is battling career demons of his own. 
Can the two learn to trust each other? Will they live long enough to find love and happiness…or will there be two more deaths?
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