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Part 5
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The man of my dreams had seen just his ex-fiancée for the first time in eight months. 

But from the pain on his face, it might as well have been yesterday that she broke his heart.

Worse, she was holding hands with his brother.

I’m not sure ‘twisting the knife’ adequately conveys the amount of agony involved.

For Connor, I’m sure it was torture.

For me, it was beyond that.

Because the man I was in love with… well, he obviously wasn’t over her.

I didn’t know what hurt more: that he still had feelings for her…

…or that I wasn’t enough to make him forget it.

But in addition to the emotional pain, there was an undercurrent of menace and dread. She had obviously stalked me earlier in the day. She had come up to me and initiated a conversation without ever identifying who she was.

There had to have been a reason.

And oh, there was. Was there ever.

Cue the apocalypse.
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Connor stood in front of the penthouse’s giant picture window, alone against the backdrop of daytime Las Vegas.

Johnny and I stood at the edge of the main room, just inside the hallway to the kitchen and dining area.

Connor’s parents, Augustus and Lenora Templeton, were catty-corner from me and Johnny, watching their son like ravenous animals about to devour their young. 

Their four Secret Service-looking bodyguards stood motionless at each corner of the room like silent, ominous statues.

And Vincent and Miranda stood hand in hand by the front door.

The room was deathly silent for about five seconds.

Then Connor managed to regain control.

I saw the poker player’s mask slip back into place. All the pain disappeared, leaving only cool, amused disdain.

It might have been a better performance if we hadn’t just seen how deeply Miranda had wounded him.

“The sycophant and the backstabbing gold digger. I hope you’ll both be very happy together,” Connor said with an ironic smile. “You sure as hell deserve each other, that’s for sure.”

“It just happened naturally,” Vincent protested.

I looked him over. He looked like a modified clone of Connor – shorter in height, sandy hair, same chin and nose – but one that had gone to seed: puffy features, slightly protruding gut. And the higher voice did him no favors. Still an attractive man – but one you would say Hm, not bad about instead of Oh HELL yes.

Vincent was dressed like a million bucks, though. That seemed to be the one shared characteristic of the Templeton clan.

Connor gave a bitter laugh. “‘Happened naturally’? I know from experience that Miranda doesn’t do anything without plotting six moves ahead. But sure, okay, whatever you want to believe.”

“You should be happy for us,” Miranda said in that husky, oh-so-sexy voice of hers.

Damn her.

“Oh, I am.” Connor gestured with his hands like he was pushing them together from afar. “Two piles of poisonous waste have been contained in one area, and I dodged a bullet. I couldn’t be happier.”

Miranda smiled as though he had vaguely amused her. Vaguely. “You did say one thing that was true: I never do anything without plotting out six moves ahead.”

“Yeah, that was what I always liked about you,” Connor sneered. “Your chess master brilliance at sociopathic mindgames.”

“Don’t be angry, darling, just because I played you.”

Ouch.

I winced.

Connor didn’t. The poker mask stayed firmly in place.

But then things got worse.

“Don’t force me to do it again,” Miranda continued. “Take your parents’ advice and call off your little business venture in Nevada.”

“Or what, exactly? You’ll double-cross me? Again?”

She didn’t answer, but instead took an object out of the black, fancy handbag at her side. I couldn’t tell the brand, but that went along with her general style: Miranda Lockwood wasn’t gauche enough to flaunt anything as obvious as a Louis Vuitton. I figured what she was carrying cost at least $30,000, but that you would recognize it for sure only if you were rich enough to know.

I was a little surprised when ‘the object’ turned out to be an iPad. I was expecting something either diamond-encrusted or deadly. Or both.

Little did I know.

She walked down the steps into the main room, holding it out towards Connor.

She looked at me as she advanced towards him. “You might want to see this, Ms. Ross, seeing as it concerns you as well.”

The way she said ‘Ms. Ross’ sent prickles of ice down my spine. Like a hitman or a serial killer. Detached, remorseless, but with the slightest hint of enjoyment.

I walked over to Connor’s side as though hypnotized.

By the time Miranda was three feet away, I could see what was on the screen.

I almost threw up.
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It was a picture of two people having sex. The man was fully clothed, the woman… less so. Standing up, against a brick wall, with a glass sliding door off to the side.

I suppose you couldn’t conclusively say they were having sex, though it was pretty obvious from the woman’s legs wrapped around the man’s waist, and her black dress pushed down below her bare breasts.

And the orgasmic look on her face.

My face.

Connor wasn’t exposed to the camera, but my features were clear as day.

I wanted to turn away, but I couldn’t.

It was like an out-of-body experience. Standing outside of yourself like a ghost as you watched your mortal body die.

Horrible to see. Impossible to look away.

My mind raced as I fought back my nausea.

Where did the photo come from?!

I didn’t see anybody with cameras!

I remembered the man and the woman who had seen us having sex. Rock ‘N Roll Dude and Hot Chick.

Was it them?

“I have to admit,” Miranda purred, “I thought it would be months before you did something stupid enough to hang you with. But then you went and gave me exactly what I needed…”

Here she looked over at me.

“…wrapped up in a pretty little black bow.”

I glanced up at Connor.

His face might have been carved from stone as he stared down at the screen.

“This is it?” he asked quietly. “This is your big play, your doomsday weapon?”

“If you think you’re not sufficiently identifiable in this one, don’t worry, I have more than enough shots where it’s quite obvious it’s you.” 

Miranda started scrolling through the pictures with little swipes of her finger.

Picture after picture, from two different vantage points: one level with the ground, another from high up, probably thirty feet in the air. Maybe the building across from the one where we had been.

It became clear that the couple I’d seen weren’t the photographers. They were on the far side of the frame in some of the high shots, and were blurry shapes in the foreground of others, like they were obstacles the photographer was focusing past.

Every new photo was like a knife stab in the gut.

Shots of me in the throes of ecstasy.

Shots where Connor’s face was in profile, so that you could see it was obviously him, his face contorted with pleasure.

Our reflection in the glass window.

Us afterwards, me pulling up my dress, Connor fixing his pants.

Us walking out of the brick enclosure, hand in hand.

I wanted to die.

Connor was cold and remote as a statue. “Again – this is all you have?”

I stared at him, terrified.

I hoped that this was just some sort of fucked-up brinksmanship on his part.

Saying This is all you have? was sort of like the President saying to a terrorist, A couple of atom bombs? That’s all you’ve got?

Miranda smiled. “That, and the information that you deposited $50,000 in Ms. Ross’s bank account. From the pictures, it certainly looks like she’s working hard for the money… but I hope you got more than one ‘transaction’ for that price.”

I went from wanting to throw up to wanting to kill that bitch.

This was nothing like my dislike of Herr Klaus. 

If we had been back in my office with the letter opener on the desk, not even the threat of death row would have been enough to stop me at the moment.

Miranda extended the iPad to Connor. “Here. Take it. Since it’s all digital, I have an infinite number of copies.”

Connor didn’t reach out. He just stared at Miranda coldly.

She shrugged, then walked over and put the iPad on the nearest couch. “I’ll leave it here. For you to look over while you’re debating.”

“Debating what?”

“Well, there really shouldn’t be any debate. It’s obvious what you should do. But I suppose you have to save face and take some time to make it seem like you’re considering the suicidal route.”

“What, exactly, is the suicidal route?”

“I think you know.”

“Spell it out for me. Just for shits ‘n giggles.”

Miranda narrowed her eyes in distaste, like profanity was beneath her, even though blackmail obviously wasn’t. “If you don’t stop your plans in Nevada, we’ll release those photos to every press outlet in the nation. We’ll also leak the information about the $50,000 payment to Ms. Ross. We’ll be sure to tie you to every politician you think you’ve bought here and in Washington, and we’ll mobilize every family values and Conservative Christian group in the nation to flood those same politicians’ offices with phone calls asking why a man breaking the law with prostitutes is getting favors from public servants. I’ve already come up with a few suggested headlines: ‘Billionaire Screws Hooker And American Public.’ Or ‘Billionaire Serviced By Prostitute And Elected Officials.’”

Connor smiled tightly. “How about this one? ‘Billionaire To Family And Ex: Go Fuck Yourselves.’”

“I’m not a prostitute!” I raged.

Miranda looked at me coolly. “By the time we’re finished with you, that’s the only thing 300 million people will know about you… whether it’s true or not.”

I really did almost throw up when she said that.

And almost clawed her eyes out.

“I’ll sue you for libel, defamation, and invasion of privacy,” Connor said. “And I’ll foot the bill for Lily to do the same.”

“And get what, a twenty million dollar judgment out of it?” Mr. Templeton chortled from the sidelines. “That’s a price I’ll gladly pay.”

Miranda tilted her head. “Not only that, but I think we can persuade the district attorney to go after you both for public indecency, lewd acts, solicitation and prostitution, and probably get you listed on the sex offender registry.”

Connor laughed. “That last one’s really inventive. For what, exactly?”

“Corruption of minors. Exposing yourselves to children.”

“There were no children there,” Connor hissed, letting his anger show through for the first time.

“I’m sure we can bribe some parent, somewhere, to say their child saw you.”

“You’re telling us all this?!” I asked, astounded. “You’re admitting that you’re going to pay people to lie?!”

“You have three witnesses on your side. I have eight.”

I looked at the bodyguards. None of them looked back at me.

“They’re paid to say what we want them to say,” Miranda said, then added with the faintest hint of a smile, “Plus I have the pictures. And they speak volumes.”

If I did throw up, I decided, I was going to projectile vomit in her smug little face, Exorcist-style.

“This is never going to hold up in court,” I snapped – though I probably sounded about 1000% more confident than I felt.

“That’s not the problem, Lily,” Connor said, his composure regained. “None of this is about the criminal charges or the lawsuits. They just want to destroy my reputation and make me poisonous to anybody trying to do the solar deal. Twenty million dollars – even a hundred million – is peanuts compared to the billions they stand to lose.”

“Plus, we get the ‘side benefit’ of seeing you destroyed,” Lenora Templeton said mockingly.

Connor looked over at his mother. “Thanks, Mom.”

“For what, dear?”

“I was feeling a little bit bad about my plans before you showed up. Now you’ve made it so much easier when I grind all of you into dust.”

“And just a few seconds ago, I thought you were looking at things logically,” Miranda clucked. “You really haven’t learned anything since last time, have you?”

Connor stared her down. “For the third time, I repeat – this is all you have?”

My insides twisted when he said it.

Miranda laughed – a sexy, throaty growl. “It’s more than enough. If you don’t care about the damage to your image and plans, then at least consider the impact it will have on Ms. Ross. I was under the impression that you cared for her more than some common streetwalker.”

“Even if that’s all she is,” Mrs. Templeton trilled.

GOD I wanted to kill both of them.

Slowly.

Painfully.

“And if I give up all my Nevada plans, then, what – you just sweep this all under the rug?” Connor smirked.

“It will never see the light of day.”

“You have our word on that,” Mr. Templeton added.

Connor shot him a look. “Yeah, I know from experience how much that’s worth.”

Mr. Templeton flushed red, but didn’t say anything else.

“You’ll just have to trust us,” Miranda said.

“Until the next time I do something contrary to your plans and you need to blackmail me again, right?”

She smiled. “Perhaps you just shouldn’t do anything contrary to our plans.”

“I love how you’ve so completely wormed your way into the family, Miranda,” Connor said, then mimicked her contemptuously: “‘Our plans.’ 

Vincent pointed an accusing finger. “That’s because she’s more a part of our family than you’ve been for years.”

“But it doesn’t have to be that way, Connor,” Mrs. Templeton said. She almost pulled off a convincing desire to see her wayward son return to the fold. “You could come back. We could put all of this ugliness behind us, if you just stop insisting upon treating us as enemies.”

“Yeah, because my best friends threaten to blackmail me all the time,” Connor sneered.

After he said that, Lenora dropped all pretenses.

“You said something to your father earlier: when you know your opponent is dirty, then you fight dirtier. Well, darling, perhaps you’re not suited to the fight at all, seeing how completely you’ve underestimated your opponents… twice.”

“You’re right,” Connor agreed. “I just thought you were rolling around in the sewers. I didn’t realize you were the sewage itself.”

Miranda sighed, as though she had better things to do and was weary of it all. 

“This bickering isn’t serving any purpose. Give us your final answer by 9PM.” She turned and walked away, adding over her shoulder, “As I said, I know you have to save face by pretending to think it over.”

“And if I say ‘no,’ I get to wake up to those pictures on all the morning shows, huh.”

Miranda got to Vincent’s side and turned around. “You won’t even have to wait that long. We’ve promised one of the lead editors at TMZ something juicy and scandalous. He’s chomping at the bit to put it all on the website tonight, even if he doesn’t know what it is. It might even make the 11 o’clock news in Los Angeles.”

“I don’t think the TMZ angle will get much play,” Connor snarked. “My last name isn’t Kardashian.”

“But it is Templeton,” Miranda reminded him. “That alone would be enough.”

“Then you’ll take a ton of collateral damage,” Connor said to his parents.

“Not if we denounce you as a depraved, sex-crazed degenerate,” Mrs. Templeton said.

“And even if we do take collateral damage… it would be worth it,” Mr. Templeton smiled coldly.

He made a gesture, and a bodyguard opened the front door. The three other goons went out to secure the hallway, and then the Templetons filed out. Vincent wouldn’t look at us. Mr. Templeton just stared coldly at his son, and his wife sneered at me like I was dirt.

Miranda was the last one to leave. “Nine o’clock, Connor. No later.”

She walked out, and the bodyguard followed behind her, shutting the door.
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It’s pretty much impossible to describe the flood of emotions that were coursing through me, but here’s the big ones:

Terror.

Rage.

Shame.

Hatred.

Hurt.

And nausea, which isn’t really an emotion, but tell that to somebody just before they puke on your shoes.

I looked at Connor. He ignored me. He just went over to the couch, picked up the iPad, and stared down at the screen emotionlessly.

I turned hesitantly towards Johnny. I had a hard time meeting his gaze, wondering if he’d seen the photos and what he thought about them – but when our eyes finally locked, I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one who was green around the gills.

He was watching me, his expression full of sympathy and pain. Then his eyes trailed over to Connor, and the worry in Johnny’s face doubled.

I looked back at Connor again.

He was flipping through the pictures, a blank look on his face.

“…Connor?” I whispered.

He didn’t answer, just kept swiping his fingers across the screen.

“Connor, talk to me,” I whispered.

Suddenly, it was like a dam broke, and all the fury and anger and hatred spilled out at once.

“GOD DAMN IT!” he screamed as he threw the iPad. 

I shrieked and covered my head, even though the tablet wasn’t aimed anywhere near me.

The iPad cracked against the wall, sending pieces of plastic flying from the broken screen before it clattered to the floor.

Johnny was in front of me in a split second, putting himself between me and Connor.

Although it was terrifying, he needn’t have bothered. Connor was off in his own private hell as he stomped away from us.

“GOD DAMN THEM – GODDAMN MOTHERFUCKING – ” he screamed, his hands tearing at his hair – 

And then he stopped, his shoulders heaving, his back turned to us.

After a few seconds he held up one hand halfway, as though hailing us from a distant mountain.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a low, composed voice. He still faced away from us. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

I pushed past Johnny. He tried to hold me back, though only half-heartedly. I batted him away.

But the closer I got to Connor, the more unsure I became.

“Connor,” I whispered.

He still wouldn’t turn around or look at me.

Instead, he bowed his head and put his face in his hands.

“So stupid… how could I be so fucking stupid…” he whispered.

I put my hand on his arm… lightly. Hesitantly.

To tell the truth, I was afraid.

But I did it anyway.

He pulled away his hands from his face and looked down at my fingers. Then he followed them up my arm to my face, until he was looking me in the eye.

He looked weary… tired… defeated.

Then… like a single ray of sunshine breaking through the clouds… the corner of his mouth turned up the slightest bit.

“So. How’d you like my family?” he deadpanned.
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I laughed – a couple of short bursts, mostly out of shock. I couldn’t help myself.

“They were… kind of assholes,” I said.

At that, he roared with laughter. Then he took my hand and gathered me to him, wrapping me in his arms.

His chin rested on the top of my head, and he sighed deeply. I could feel his chest move beside my ear.

“Well… that’s that,” he murmured.

I frowned and pulled away. “What do you mean, ‘that’s that’?”

“They won.”

I stared at him. “…what?”

He looked at me with a combination frown and smile. “I can’t let them do that to you.”

My heart felt like it would burst. “You would… you would give up… all your…”

He rubbed one hand over his face. “What other alternative do I have? Watch you get dragged through the mud?” He shook his head and looked off in the distance. “If I hadn’t been so fucking stupid…”

“It’s my fault,” I whispered.

He laughed once, short and bitter. “No, it was all me, and we both know it. I let my dick do my thinking for me, and this is what – ”

“No,” I choked out. “I mean… if you give in to them… then it’s my fault.”

This time he just frowned. There was no smile. “No, Lily. No. You can’t think that.”

But I wasn’t listening to what he was saying now.

I was hearing what he’d said to me last night.

Imagine a world where electricity costs less than a tenth of what it does now – not to mention it’s clean.

I want to be the guy who changes the world for the better. And if I can’t be him, then I want to help the guy who’s going to change the world for the better… the dreamers, the scientists – the Nikola Teslas of the world.

Something that won’t just benefit the rich, but poor people on every continent. Something that the history books will say changed the course of human civilization. That’s what I want to be part of. Something amazing. Something that changes the world.

There was no way I was going to stand in the way of that.

There was no way I could.


Not and still live with myself.

I was terrified by what I was about to say, but there was no way I could keep quiet.

I stood up straight as I could and tried to sound as brave as possible. “I don’t care what happens to me. If you really believe in everything you told me last night… then fuck them. You have to do whatever it takes.”

He stared at me. Then he shook his head ‘no.’ “Lily… you don’t understand – ”

“I understand they’re pointing a gun at your head, and I’m the gun. And I’m not going to let them use me like that.”

“No, you really don’t understand. The gun isn’t at my head – it’s at yours. Those pictures? Your mother’s going to see those. Your father. They’re going to see them on the news, in the papers, on the internet. They’re not going to be able to escape them. Are your grandparents alive? They’re going to see them, too. You have a brother, right? Is he married? Got kids? Because any nieces and nephews you have, they’re going to see them. If not on their own, then from every kid at school with a cell phone. Everybody you ever knew in high school and college – everybody you ever worked with – they’re going to see those pictures. Not only that, they’re going to be assaulted with those pictures, for days, maybe weeks on end. And not just the pictures, but all the lies and filth Miranda and my parents can pay people to spread in 24 hours. That you’re a prostitute. That you’re a whore.”

I flinched as he said it. ‘Whore’ isn’t the prettiest of words under any circumstances. It’s especially ugly when you know it’s going to be used to attack and degrade you.

“And it’s not just going to be tomorrow morning – this is going to live with you for the rest of your life. This is going on the internet, and it’s never going away. When somebody Googles your name five years from now, ten years from now, fifty years from now, they’re going to see you in those photographs. Hell, they won’t even have to Google you – it’ll probably be the second or third thing that pops up if they Google me. Your children are going to hear about this from the time they first set foot in school. Other kids – even adults – are going to rub those pictures in your children’s noses. Even if you discover the fucking cure for cancer, or win the Nobel prize for world peace, this is going to be mentioned in your obituary. Miranda and my parents are going to make sure of it. Is that something you want to live with?”

I hadn’t even thought about any of that. The more he said, the more it was like I was standing on a platform that was rising higher and higher in the air – and I was becoming dizzier and more nauseated with every word.

But I’d already started down the path of self-sacrifice, dammit. I wasn’t going to let a few internet searches keep me from being noble.

Okay, a few billion internet searches. 

But still.

“I can live with it if you can,” I protested.

Connor shook his head. “I’ve spent my entire life protecting my anonymity. I’ve spent millions keeping out of the limelight – and trust me, this is freaking me the fuck out. But in reality, it wouldn’t change much. It would derail my plans for awhile, yeah, but beyond that, I don’t give a damn what anybody else thinks about me. But you… we’re talking about your entire life here.”

“We’re talking about your entire dream here, too,” I insisted. “Or was all of that just talk last night?”

“No,” he said, riding the edge between annoyed and amused. He knew I was trying to manipulate him. “But you have no idea what Miranda and my parents are capable of. They would destroy you without a second thought.”

“And you’re going to let them get away with destroying your dreams? You’re going to let them get away with bulldozing that perfect world you want to build? You’re going to let them screw over all those billions of people you want to help?”

“Not if it means sacrificing you.”

“The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few,” I said. “Or the one.”

Star Trek II: The Wrath Of Khan.

Thank you, Mr. Spock. 

(I told you I was a geek.)

Connor held up his hands to his face, covering his nose and his mouth, and just looked at me. Then he took them away and started pacing.

“Okay… hypothetically, let’s just say we do what you’re talking about. We tell them ‘no.’ Immediately they slam the airwaves and internet with those pictures. They tie me to every one of the politicians I need to do the deal. They start running attack ads, they pay and cajole and incite hundreds of thousands of ‘concerned citizens’ to start making phone calls. There’s no way the politicians are going to stick with me. I lose them, I lose the deal anyway. That’s what I meant about Miranda plotting six moves ahead.” His voice turned bitter. “I may hate that bitch, but I have to admit she’s good at what she does.”

“I thought you said you had the politicians nailed down.”

“Not that nailed down.”

“Just fifteen minutes ago you were telling your dad you were going to fund their entire campaigns – ”

“Lily, this is going to be a tornado of a shitstorm. Miranda will make sure of that. If the politicians stick with me, they won’t be able to run from it. And above all else, politicians do whatever it takes to stay in office. Being associated with me is going to be the kiss of death. With all the media attention, they won’t do the deals – and if I don’t have the land, it’s over before it begins.” He threw up his hands. “Miranda and my family won. It’s not your fault, it’s entirely mine. I was stupid, I let my guard down. They never did, they bided their time, they took advantage – and now, either way, they’ve won. We either play their game and keep you safe and they win, or we take them on head-first and ruin your life, and they still win. Either way… they win.”

I felt horrible. This wasn’t the way this was supposed to happen. I couldn’t jeopardize Connor’s dreams – I couldn’t ruin the futures of a billion people I’d never met, just because of one brief moment that wasn’t hurting anybody – 

“Sebastian,” Johnny suddenly said.

Connor and I both looked over at him.

“…what?” Connor asked, as though he hadn’t heard him correctly.

“Sebastian. He’s coming. I called him and told him your parents were here. He’ll be here in two, two-and-a-half hours.”

Connor looked at Johnny and shrugged like, Why are you telling me this?

“Oh God,” I moaned, and put my head in my hands. “He’s going to kill me for letting this happen to you – ”

“Sebastian doesn’t like Lily that much,” Johnny said.

I looked up from my hands. “Thanks for rubbing it in.”

Connor got angry. “Is this supposed to make me feel better? Because, hint: it’s not.”

“No, no… Sebastian is totally clear-headed about this,” Johnny said excitedly. “You’re not thinking straight. And I’m not good at this stuff at all. But he is. And he can see what the best thing to do is, even if…”

Johnny paused and looked at me apologetically.

“…even if it means Lily gets hurt.”

For a second, my insides twisted, thinking that my future might be in the hands of the guy who had been urging his boss to dump me for the last five days.

Then I remembered that I had been perfectly willing to throw myself on the funeral pyre just a few minutes ago.

Even though I didn’t exactly want Sebastian to do the throwing, my heart lifted just the tiniest bit.

Connor narrowed his eyes like he was thinking it through. “You’re kind of clutching at straws, Johnny.”

“I don’t think we have much left to clutch at. Just don’t make that phone call to Miranda until you talk to Sebastian,” Johnny pleaded.

Connor thought for a second more. “How long ago did you call him?”

“Back when Lily and I were in the kitchen.”

“He’ll be here in two-and-a-half hours, you said?” Connor asked.

“Roughly. He booked a flight, then he’s got to get a cab.”

“Get him back on the phone and tell him to use the Gulfstream you and I flew in on Friday. And I want you to meet him at the airport and get him here as fast as possible.”

Johnny beamed and pulled out his phone.

I have to admit, I was starting to feel something like hope.

Connor shook his head and grumbled, “If there’s even a shot he can help, we’re going to need every last second.”
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Apparently the ‘Gulfstream’ was Connor’s private jet, which he had used Friday – the day I met him – to fly from New York to LA. By taking it instead of a commercial flight, Sebastian bumped up his departure by over an hour. The flight was typically forty minutes, though Sebastian said the pilot could push it to thirty. 

Before the plane had even taxied off the runway in LA, Johnny was walking out the door of the penthouse.

“Do NOT leave this place,” he ordered Connor angrily. “Do NOT open the fucking door.”

“Relax, they’ve already ruined me. There’s no need for them to shoot me now.”

“Connor – ”

“I promise. Jesus.”

“If you’d just followed my instructions, none of this would be happening,” Johnny scowled, then looked at me like he’d just put his foot in his mouth. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly.

“What are you saying ‘sorry’ to her for? I’m the one who fucked everything up,” Connor snapped.

“Well, don’t go fucking it up even more.”

“Go get Sebastian,” Connor said as he pushed him out of the penthouse.

Then he and I were alone.

Connor went over and sat down on the couch, elbows on his legs, back hunched over, head between his knees. He looked like a weary old man beaten down by the world.

I went over and sat down beside him. I didn’t know what to do, so I put my arm across his shoulders and leaned my head against his shoulder.

“…I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“Why are you sorry? You didn’t do anything.”

“I… I could have said ‘no.’”

I could only see one eye as he turned his head slightly to look at me. His eyebrow was cocked mischievously, and his voice was impish. “No you couldn’t have.”

I pulled back. “What, were you going to force me?”

He sat up and collapsed with his back against the sofa, which was an improvement. Now he just looked tired, not beaten down.

“No, of course not. But there was no way you could say ‘no.’”

“Oh, because you’re sooo irresistible,” I said mockingly.

His eyebrow arched higher and he grinned silently.

I started to blush. 

“Fine,” I snapped. “Okay, so you are.”

He laughed, pulled me against him, and kissed me soft and deep. 

Ohhhhhh…

That felt much better.

Until he pulled back and said, “I am pretty irresistible…”

Then he just laughed as I swatted him several times.

After I simmered down, he held me and stroked my arm. “What I meant was, when I set my mind to something, I don’t let anything stand in my way. And I was dead set on having you right away, anywhere I could get you.”

Heat rose inside me.

I wanted to touch him, to kiss him, to pull him into the bedroom – but stopped myself.

Now was a really bad time.

“So why don’t you just set your mind that you’re going to beat Miranda and your parents?”

He was silent for a few seconds. Then, finally, he said, “Because it’s conflicting with something else I want.”

“Which is… ?”

“Keeping you safe.”

I almost cried when he said that.

But then I pulled back and looked him square in the eye. “I don’t want you to worry about that. This is more important than me.”

“You say that now…”

He trailed off.

The unspoken end to that sentence frightened me, so I leaned back into him, and he encircled me with his arms.

We didn’t say much more until Johnny finally got back.
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The penthouse door opened and in burst Sebastian.

“Oh my GOD, I left LA thinking I was coming to a party, and here I walk into a funeral.”

He wasn’t what I’d been expecting. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, exactly – Stanford from Sex And The City? Jack from Will And Grace? Neil Patrick Harris without the Barney womanizer schtick?

I certainly wasn’t expecting a six-foot-five guy with an unruly mop of platinum blonde hair that looked like a salon had spent two hours making him look like he’d just rolled out of bed. He wore top-dollar blue jeans, bomb-ass suede Italian loafers, a lavender t-shirt under a sports jacket, and a beautiful silk scarf knotted casually around his neck.

I just goggled up at him. It was Sebastian’s voice coming out of a good-looking, impossibly tall beanpole… but it just didn’t fit. Very disconcerting.

Connor smiled grimly at his assistant. “Thanks for coming.”

“You see? What did I tell you? I go on vacation, it all falls apart.” Then Sebastian’s eyes trailed over to me, and he feigned excitement as he clapped his hands together. “Ohhh, yaaay, our very own little Whore of Babylon!”

“Hey,” I snapped, not in the mood – and not happy to hear the word ‘whore’ thrown around so casually, especially in reference to me.

“You’re here to make things better,” Connor warned him, “not worse.”

“Oh, excuse me, I was under the impression that that’s exactly how Miranda is planning to paint her on the news, the internet, and children’s Saturday morning TV shows. Am I wrong?”

“You know? Already?” I asked, terror rising up inside me. I imagined the news was on the radio at this very moment, that he had heard it on the drive over – 

“Johnny already briefed me on the basics,” Sebasian said.

I relaxed a little bit, knowing that Miranda hadn’t destroyed my reputation yet.

‘Yet’ being the operative word.

What scared me a little was how panicked I’d been to think it had already started.

Sebastian turned back towards the open door. “Where is Johnny? He’s got my things. And I have someone I need you to meet before we turn entirely to business. Ah, here they are.”

Someone else walked into the penthouse.

Javier, I presumed.

Again, not what I was expecting.

From Sebastian’s earlier comments – I am having Mai Tai’s by the most delightful swimming pool with the most handsome man in California – I was expecting a young Antonio Banderas. And, considering how Sebastian was, kind of flaming.

Not so much.

Javier was short – much shorter than Sebastian, probably about 5’ 5”. His skin was medium brown. He was dressed only in a formfitting black t-shirt, black dress pants, and swanky black shoes. He had an impeccably trimmed goatee, and his long hair was slicked back and pulled into a short ponytail. He had big, soft brown eyes and a friendly smile. He was carrying a heavy bag in each hand, which showed off his gym-worthy muscles. He was nice-looking in a very ordinary way – but he was definitely not the ‘most handsome man in California.’

I liked him immediately. 

And I liked Sebastian even more for liking him – especially when I saw the look in Sebastian’s eyes. He was obviously smitten.

It was so cute.

“Javier, this is my boss, whose clueless ass I came to save,” Sebastian said, gesturing to us on the couch.

Connor darted a scornful look at Sebastian as he got up off the couch and extended his arm.

Javier dropped his bags, leaned in, and shook Connor’s hand. “Very nice to meet you,” he said in a mellow voice, with just the faintest hint of a Hispanic accent.

“Same here. I’m sorry to disturb your vacation.”

Javier smiled. “It’s alright. Sebastian cares about you very much.”

“Really?” Connor grinned. “You should tell him to demonstrate it in a less insulting manner.”

“Impossible, I’m afraid,” Javier shrugged.

“Excuse me, I’m here, aren’t I?” Sebastian huffed. “That’s demonstration enough. And you,” he said, tapping Javier’s nose, “giving away all my secrets…”

Johnny came in carrying not only a giant bag in each hand, but a smaller one under each arm. “Damn, Sebastian, how much crap did you bring?”

“Oh, hush. Javier, this is Lily. She’s the cause of all our current problems.”

“Sebastian,” Connor warned.

“Oh, I forgot, it’s not Lily, it’s your dick,” Sebastian said, as though suddenly remembering. “And your inability to keep it in your pants the last few days. You’re celibate for eight months, during which time I beg you to get a little action, and now you’re just whippin’ it out in public – ”

“SEBASTIAN,” Connor snapped.

“Sorry, it’s the Mai Tai’s talking,” Sebastian said, not sorry at all.

I was grinning ear to ear as I got up from the couch. Despite Sebastian’s abrasiveness towards me, it was nice to see Connor get picked on occasionally.

And to be reminded that he hadn’t slept with anyone else besides me for eight months.

That was always nice to hear.

Javier leaned over and shook my hand. “Don’t worry, Bastian is only mean to the people he likes,” he whispered.

‘Bastian’… how cute!

“Is he mean to you?” I whispered back.

“No, because I love HIM,” Sebastian announced loudly, then put his hand to his mouth. “Oh my God, it really is the Mai Tai’s.”

Javier grinned as he winked at me. “One day he will be mean. When he gets tired of me.”

“Never happen. But… and I hate to ask you this…” Sebastian winced. “…would you mind going out for awhile? We have to discuss some fairly touchy things…”

“Not at all,” Javier smiled, and turned around to Connor and me. “It was very nice to meet you. Johnny, a pleasure.”

Johnny shook his hand, and Connor and I murmured our goodbyes.

“I’ll call you when we’re finished,” Sebastian said as he walked him to the door, then had to lean waaaay over to give him a quick peck on the lips before Javier slipped quietly out of the penthouse.

Sebastian shut the door, and suddenly he was all business.

“All right, tell me exactly what that bitch said.”
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It took about fifteen minutes, but Connor briefed Sebastian on the entire situation – land deal, solar company, politicians, blackmail, the works.

Sebastian sat on a couch opposite us, scrolling through the pictures on the iPad’s cracked screen. “Wonderful impulse control, Connor.”

“I was angry,” Connor retorted.

“I meant the photos, not the iPad. But now that you mention it, remind me not to make you angry,” Sebastian said as he tossed the tablet to the side. “Well… what do you want to do?”

“I want to hire a hitman to take out the lot of them,” Connor growled.

Sebastian shrugged. “I can make a couple of calls.”

“SEBASTIAN!” I cried out.

Connor looked up into the air. “Um, NSA, CIA, FBI? That was a joke. No hitmen are going to be called.”

“Well, I could,” Sebastian said, then sneered, “I hate that bitch.”

“You keep saying ‘bitch,’ singular, like Miranda’s the only one behind it,” I pointed out.

“While I’m sure the other bitch – excuse my language, Connor, I know how much you love and revere Lenora – went along with the plan willingly, as did your asshole father and spineless brother… this has ‘Miranda’ all over it.” He looked at Connor. “I always told you that woman was no damn good, didn’t I?”

“Yes,” Connor groaned, like he’d heard this particular ‘I told you so’ a couple of thousand times before.

“As much as I hate them, your father and mother are a bit too prim to hire someone to follow you around and get photos of incriminating nookie. And Vincent’s not smart enough to pull it off. Which raises the question – how did she know where to find you? They had to have been tailing you… unless they just stumbled across you while you were ‘doing it’ behind every dumpster in Vegas.”

“EWW,” I said pointedly.

“Don’t look at me, darling,” Sebastian said with one hand clasped to his chest. “I keep it classy – and indoors.”

I sighed. “I guess Miranda could have followed me when she came up to me at the Venetian…”

“Whoa, whoa, WHOA,” Connor said. He scooted backwards a foot and looked at me in shock.

Sebastian and Johnny stared at me like I’d grown a second head.

“…oh… I guess I forgot to mention it,” I said meekly. “She came up to me at the Venetian.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?!” Connor said angrily.

“I didn’t know who she was!” I protested. “I thought she was just some chick who liked my dress!”

“Johnny, was Miranda dressed the way she normally does?” Sebastian asked.

“Yeah.”

Sebastian looked at me from head to toe. “And you were wearing this when you saw her?”

“Yeah, so?” I asked defensively.

Sebastian held up a single finger. “So that should have been your first clue something was wrong.”

“I looked better before I got all hot and sweaty,” I snapped.

“Aah! Aah!” Sebastian said, wincing and waving me away like I’d offered to show him my lady parts. “Don’t want to hear about it.”

“Well, actually, if you must know, I thought she was hitting on me.”

“…reeeally,” Connor said, his eyes widening. His tone was a whole lot more… mellow and accommodating. 

I could almost hear the porn music playing in his head: bow chikka BOW BOW.

Now it was my turn to get angry. “Are you actually thinking about me and her together?!”

“Well…” Connor said, with the tiniest of shrugs.

“Oh God, PLEASE, make it stop,” Sebastian said as he put his head in his hand.

“That’s so – UGH!” I fumed.

Connor looked over at Johnny like, Hey, come on – RIGHT?

In silent ‘bro-speak,’ Johnny shrugged and grinned like, Yeah, that would be pretty awesome.

“That’s DISGUSTING,” I snapped, then looked hurriedly over at Sebastian. “Not because it’s two women, that’s fine, I just – ”

“No, I agree with you on this one, IT’S DISGUSTING,” Sebastian said, staring down Connor. “We have enough problems with Miranda trying to destroy you and Lily, please keep your See You Next Tuesday ex out of your private little fantasies. Because that’s just twisted.”

“Thank you,” I said to Sebastian.

“Don’t even,” Sebastian said, eyes half-closed, waving me off like I shouldn’t have to thank him for saying what was so patently obvious.

Connor threw his hands up in the air. “I’m a guy,” he protested, like that was some sort of excuse.

“Yes: a stupid straight guy. Which is why you’re in this mess,” Sebastian snapped. “So – wait. Wait, wait, wait. Lily – did she give you anything?”

I paused. “What do you mean?”

“Did she give you anything like an electronics device, or – ”

“No, she just stopped by my table and made chitchat for a minute.” As I recalled what she’d said, I closed my eyes in pain. “Oh my God, she kept asking about my boyfriend and if we were together in Vegas…”

My eyes snapped open and I looked over at Connor in panic. “Not that I – you know, I wasn’t assuming – that we’re – she was the one that said ‘boyfriend’ – ”

Sebastian snapped his fingers twice. “Lily. Focus. You can have the DTR talk later.”

“DTR?”

“‘Determine the Relationship.’ Could she have put anything on you, or inside your purse?”

“No, I don’t…”

I trailed off as I recalled where Miranda had been standing.

“…oh my God,” I murmured. “My purse. My purse was on the chair next to me… and she was standing next to it…”

“Bring it to me,” Sebastian commanded. “Now.”
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Sebastian dragged a glass coffee table over between us, and I put the purse on top of it. Johnny came out of his bedroom with a small briefcase, opened it up, and produced a metal rod that looked like something TSA agents wand you down with at the airport.

He held it over the purse, and it gave out an electronic squelch.

“What does that mean?” I asked, alarmed.

“Nothing good,” Johnny growled. “Dump it out.”

Sebastian upended the purse and spilled the contents over the coffee table. Johnny wanded the empty purse, which was now quiet, and then started examining my cell phone, my wallet, my makeup case – 

“That,” I said, my stomach turning as I pointed my finger. “I don’t… that’s not mine.”

It was a black plastic pen, the kind you might buy at Office Depot for 79 cents. Shiny clicker at the top, and a metal clip to pin it to a pile of papers.

Johnny wanded it.

SQUUEEEELLLCCCH.

My stomach dropped.

He unscrewed the plastic halves of the pen and shook them.

A small strip of metal with a miniature circuit board fell out on the glass.

“Oh shit,” I whispered.

“GPS unit,” Johnny said as he picked it up and inspected it.

“Microphone?” Connor asked.

“I don’t think so,” Johnny said, then dropped it on the floor and crushed it under his heel. “Especially not now.”

“Well, that’s one mystery solved,” Sebastian said. “Miranda probably had two photographers following you around with the tracker. As soon as they saw where you went, one stayed at ground level, and the other one broke into a nearby room when you – wait. Didn’t you say they were waiting in here for you? Your parents? With four bodyguards?”

“Yes,” Connor said, then closed his eyes in pain. “SHIT.”

Johnny and Sebastian both looked around in panic.

“What?” I asked.

“They might have bugged the room,” Connor said, standing up, his face furious. “Johnny, tear this place apart if you have to – no, forget it, there’s no telling where they put it. Just check out every piece of luggage, every article of clothing we own. Sebastian, call down and get us new rooms now.”

Sebastian and Johnny both nodded and hopped to.

I stared at Connor. “Are you serious? Isn’t that a little paranoid?”

“Lily, they just blackmailed me and threatened to ruin your life to avoid losing billions of dollars. You think they really wouldn’t bug the room?”

I sucked in my breath, then nodded. “I’ll get my stuff.”
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We wound up in a suite that wasn’t nearly as palatial as the penthouse, but your ordinary millionaire high roller would have been thrilled to stay there. I suppose for Connor it was merely adequate.

Johnny had checked out everything we owned, down to some embarrassing things in my overnight kit. Ever had a man search your emergency tampon stash? No? Not exactly fun.

But he found nothing.

We were safe to continue the discussion.

“What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell me about your plans,” Sebastian sniffed.

Connor was pacing back and forth in front of the suite’s picture window – which was considerably smaller than the penthouse’s. “You knew about the solar company. And you knew about the meetings with the politicians, too.”

“I thought that was about opening a casino – you didn’t tell me how it all fit together.”

“I wanted to play this one close to the vest.”

“You told her,” Sebastian said, sounding miffed, like a little boy whose sister had gotten more ice cream than him.

“Yeah, the night before it all clicked into place,” Connor snapped.

“And look what happened.”

“Hey,” I said, slightly wounded. “I didn’t tell anybody.”     

“It doesn’t matter,” Connor said, still pacing. “Is there a way out of it?”

“Of course,” Sebastian said, and sprawled back on the sofa. “In fact, I’m shocked you haven’t seen it yet.”

Everyone – including me – stared at him.

“Seen what?” Connor asked.

“Miranda’s plan is to make you the most famous person in America by 8 o’clock Eastern Standard Time tomorrow morning,” Sebastian said. “Correct?”

“I suppose you could say that,” Connor agreed grimly.

“Every media outlet in the country is going to want a piece of you. They’ll be begging for interviews.”

Connor’s anger faded away into complete and total shock. “Jesus, why didn’t I think of that?”

“You’re too close, that’s all,” Sebastian said with a self-satisfied smile.

I raised one hand timidly. “Wait, hold on. I guess I’m a little slow – ”

Sebastian snorted rudely.

“Hey,” I warned him.

“I’m a little lost, too, guys,” Johnny said.

I gave him a silent thank you with my eyes, and he smiled back in response.

“Once those pictures hit and it comes out that the billionaire black sheep of the Templeton family was schtupping a mystery woman in an alleyway, every talk show, every morning show, every late night show, every reporter, every writer in print and the web is going to want to get an interview with Mr. Scandalous here.”

“So?”

“So Miranda’s whole goal, supposedly, is to tar and feather Connor. Instead, she just handed him a hundred million dollars worth of free publicity,” Sebastian explained. “That is, if he takes the opportunity.”

I looked over at Connor. He was grinning like a madman.

“I mean, seriously, she couldn’t have been a better PR agent for you,” Sebastian said. “If you get out in front of this thing fast, and you sell, sell, sell.”

“Sell what?” I asked.

“Clean energy. Free power for Nevada. Cheap power for the western United States – hell, for the entire United States,” Connor said. “Benefitting every man, woman, and child in the nation – and eventually the world.”

“And you’re being framed by your evil, nasty, horrible family who want to pollute our air and water, keep down the poor, rape the planet, and give cancer to everyone and their dog,” Sebastian added. 

“Um… isn’t that laying it on a little thick?” I asked.

“NO. Not when you’re handed an opportunity like this.” Sebastian turned back to Connor. “Not to mention your ex, who’s not only an evil One Percenter bitch, but who’s insanely jealous and is trying to destroy the love of your life.”

My mouth dropped open and I looked up at Connor.

His eyes shifted towards me… and then looked away.

My heart dropped.

“Lily can’t just be ‘some girl,’ Connor,” Sebastian stressed. “For this to work, this has to be an attack on the woman you love. It has to be a fairy tale – Prince Charming protecting Cinderella. If the public buys the line about prostitution – ”

“I got it,” Connor said testily. “I can handle it.”

My heart dropped a little more.

He was uncomfortable with the whole ‘love of your life’ thing. I could feel it.

Hell, I was embarrassed to hear it out loud – but only because, deep down, it was what I wanted to hear him say to me, more than anything else.

Now that Sebastian had brought it out into the light, I realized how afraid I was that Connor didn’t feel that way.

His shifty eyes and testy manner didn’t help calm my fears.

Even worse, his enthusiasm for the plan began to fade. I could see it in his face as he shook his head ‘no.’

“I can’t.”

I got sick to my stomach.

You can’t even FAKE tell the world that you love me, even if it means saving your dream and helping billions of people?!

He looked me in the eyes. 

“I can’t do this to you,” he whispered. “They’re going to destroy you, just to get at me.”

Oh.

I immediately felt awful about everything I’d been thinking.

But I gathered up my courage again as best I knew how. 

“You have to do this. You know you have to.”

“No, Lily, this is – ”

“Johnny, will you take Connor to Javier’s and my room down the hall?” Sebastian said loudly as he produced a plastic keycard from his jacket. “Just for a few minutes. I’ll call you when you can come back in.”

Connor looked alarmed. “What? Why?”

Sebastian stared straight into my eyes. “Because I need to have a private talk with Lily.”

My heart had dropped at Connor’s words.

My stomach dropped at Sebastian’s.

What the hell?

“What? No – ” Connor began angrily.

“It wasn’t a request,” Sebastian said.

Johnny put a hand on Connor’s arm. “Come on, boss.”

“NO,” Connor snapped, pulling away from him.

“It’s okay,” I said as I forced a smile. “I think I know what he’s going to ask.”

Connor looked back and forth between me and Sebastian. “…are you sure?”

I nodded and smiled again, though I felt sick inside.

“…okay… if you’re alright with it…”

Connor finally gave in and allowed Johnny to escort him out of the room.

“Thank youuuuu,” Sebastian called out as the door closed.

The entire time, he never once looked away from me.
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Sebastian just sat there on the sofa, legs crossed primly, one thigh over the other, his hands folded in his lap. He watched me like a hawk as I fidgeted nervously.

“Do you understand what this is going to do to you if we go this route?” he finally asked.

I relaxed. Up until he spoke, I’d felt like I was in some sort of cross between Kafka and 90210, sweating it out in front of a gay high school principal who disapproved of me for some unknown reason.

“Yes,” I said. “I understand.”

“No, I don’t think you – ”

“Connor gave me the whole speech before you got here. My parents are going to see the photos, everybody’s going to see the photos, they’re going to be everywhere, they’re going to live forever on the internet, one day my kids are going to get it rubbed in their faces on the playground, it’s going in my obituary… yeah, I got it.”

He frowned a little. “And you’re still willing to go through with this?”

I swallowed. “…yes.”

He regarded me in silence for a few seconds, then said, “Are you doing this to get Connor?”

“…what do you mean?” I asked nervously, though I had a pretty good idea exactly what he meant.

“Are you doing this to lock him in. To make him love you. To make him stay with you.”

One of my favorite quotes – I’m not sure who said it – goes something like this: The most important thing of all is, you must not lie to yourself. But this is also the hardest thing, because you are by far the easiest person to lie to.

“…maybe. A little. Of course I want to stay with him… but no, that’s not why I’m doing it.”

“I hope that’s the case, because there are no promises.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean there are no promises that Connor will stay with you if you do this. He’s a very complicated man.” Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Why don’t I just come out and say it? I love him to death, but he can be a fucking idiot about women.”

I frowned harder. “What… in what way?”

“Exhibit A: Miranda. I told him from the beginning that she was a manipulative, power-obsessed bitch, and she’d bring him nothing but grief, and he refused to see it.”

“You’ve also been telling him from the beginning that he should dump me, too.”

“No.” Sebastian raised one finger like anh-anh-ANHHH. “I’ve been ragging on you for the last few days, but that’s all. With Miranda, I pulled him aside and told him point-blank, ‘That woman will end up being the bane of your existence.’ He ignored me – that time, and the other 500 times I told him to get out. Until it was too late.” Sebastian gave a theatrical sigh and looked to the heavens like an aggrieved prophet. “And was I right? You bet your damn ass I was right.”

“What happened between them? Connor and Miranda, I mean.”

Sebastian immediately shut down. “If you want to know, you’ll have to ask him.”

“Well, then, what did you mean about there aren’t any promises?”

He looked at me in silence for a long time. “Let’s just say that with Connor, there are never any guarantees of anything. If you’re doing this to lock him down, there’s no promises it will work.”

“I already told you I’m not,” I said, annoyed.

“Then will you sign a non-disclosure agreement?”

I stared at him. “…why?”

“There will be a lot of people over the next few days – and weeks – who want to talk to you. And some of them will be waving some pretty big checks.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” I snapped, angry he would even think it.

“Even if Connor dumped you tomorrow morning?” Sebastian prodded.

I stiffened, and my stomach churned. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“Probably not. But what if he did? What if he found someone else three days from now? Would you go talking to the press?”

I had to admit, if Connor did that to me… I might.

Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, right?

And that made me a little sad about who I actually am.

And frightened.

“…I’ll sign whatever you want,” I said.

Sebastian nodded, then walked over to a briefcase Johnny had carried in, rifled through it, and pulled out a document. He sat back down and slid it across the coffee table between us.

“You had one ready?” I asked in amused disbelief.

“I prepared it the moment I heard you two were shacked up,” he said without any trace of humor. “Legal drafted it specifically to cover that, but I think it will work just as well for the Miranda situation, too.”

I glared at him, then leaned over to look at the form. Despite the dense legal language, it was pretty straightforward: I agreed not to talk about anything having to do with my relationship with Connor, or about any events stemming from ever having met him.

“Just to be clear,” Sebastian said, “Connor would never ask you to sign this. In fact, he would be furious if he knew I was doing this.”

“But you’re doing it anyway,” I smiled sarcastically.

“Because I’m the only one thinking clearly. My job isn’t to make friends, Lily. It’s to protect Connor, no matter what. Despite everything I’ve said about you – and everything I’ll continue to say, I might as well warn you – you seem like a nice person. But I can’t take any chances. I’ve already seen what one woman did to him, and what she’s doing now. I don’t ever want to see that again.”

I had to admit – grudgingly – that Sebastian had some pretty damn good points.

That didn’t make me feel any kinder towards him.

“I need a pen,” I muttered.

He pulled one out of his jacket, a fancy one that probably cost a couple of hundred dollars – but didn’t hold it out to me yet. “How much do you want in return for signing this?”

I stared at him in shock – and then I got really angry. 

“How about thirty pieces of silver?”

“Don’t be a drama queen. This scandal could affect your ability to get a job in the future,” Sebastian said, his tone mild and unwavering. “No, I take that back – it most assuredly will affect your ability to get a job in the future. No one would blame you if you wanted some sort of… insurance.”

“No thanks,” I snarled.

He shrugged. “Now’s your chance to ask. It doesn’t have to go down on paper. It could just be between you and me.”

“Connor already gave me $50,000 – gave it to me, freely. I didn’t want it, I didn’t ask for it. And yet, everybody and their dog has been holding it over my head ever since. So, no thanks, I don’t want anything else. Especially from the guy insinuating I’m going to sell Connor out.”

Sebastian nodded once and handed over the pen.

As I signed the document, he asked, “Why are you doing this, then? Letting Miranda leak the photos, I mean. Connor wouldn’t hesitate to throw everything away to protect you. You could walk away, scot-free, whether he stays with you or not.”

I slid both the pen and the signed piece of paper over the coffee table. “Because he’s going to change the world.”

Sebastian looked at my signature, then folded the paper up and placed both it and the pen back inside his jacket. “…and?”

“And because if I weren’t mixed up in it, this is exactly what he should do. Follow your advice and do the whole media blitz thing.”

Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “And?”

“This is getting repetitive.”

“I don’t care. And?”

“You got what you wanted, what does it matter?”

“Because it does. And?”

“And because it’s going to help millions, if not billions, of people. I can’t stand in the way of that.”

“And?”

I didn’t answer.

“And?” Sebastian insisted.

“…because I love him,” I said quietly. “And he loves this. And I don’t want him to sacrifice it for me.”

Sebastian settled back on the sofa and was quiet. He looked oddly at peace.

He pulled out his phone and tapped the screen a couple times, then held it up to his ear. Someone answered on the first ring.

“You and Connor can come back in now,” he said as he watched me, his expression completely neutral. “Lily and I have finished our business.”
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“What did you talk about?” Connor asked suspiciously as soon as he was back in the room.

“I wanted to find out why Lily’s going through with this,” Sebastian answered.

“If we go through with it,” Connor said.

Sebastian shrugged. “If we go through with it.”

Connor swung his gaze over to me. “And what were your reasons?”

“The right ones,” Sebastian interrupted. “Now, we have to talk about a plan of attack – ”

“What were your reasons?” Connor repeated, looking at me intensely.

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” I said. “Because there are too many people who can benefit from this, and I can’t stand in the way of that.”

Connor shook his head. “That’s all very noble, but – ”

I hate comparing myself in any way, shape, or form to Miranda, but I now understood why she said This bickering isn’t serving any purpose and then just gave her ultimatum and left.

Going around in circles was exhausting. And pointless.

“Sebastian asked me to sign an NDA,” I broke in.

Connor stopped midsentence, his mouth gaping open.

Sebastian glared at me like You BITCH.

“And he basically asked me how much money I wanted to sign it,” I added.

Now Sebastian looked like he was calling me something worse inside his head.

Connor rounded on his assistant, his eyes blazing. “God DAMN it, Sebastian – ”

“I signed it, and I told him to stick his money up his ass,” I finished.

Connor looked back at me in shock. Sebastian’s eyes widened in surprise, too.

Johnny stifled a laugh over in the corner.

“I don’t need you to sign anything, Lily,” Connor said quietly.

“I know. I did it anyway.”

Connor grimaced, then turned to Sebastian and stuck out his hand. “Let me have it. I’m tearing it up.”

“Legal is with me on this one hundred percent – ”

“LET ME HAVE IT.”

Sebastian rolled his eyes and reached inside his jacket.

“If you tear it up, I’ll still sign another one,” I said, stopping them both in their tracks. “And if you tear that one up, I’ll sign another one, and I’ll keep on signing them until you stop.”

From his expression, you would have thought Sebastian was witnessing some sort of miracle.

Connor looked at me, his face troubled. “…why?”

“Because I need you to trust me beyond a shadow of a doubt. I need you to be able to do this and never, ever have to worry.”

“I DO, Lily. I do trust you – ”

“Yeah, but if we’re going to do this, I need everybody to trust me. I think Johnny does, but Sebastian doesn’t know me. And he’s only looking out for you.” I made a face. “Your parents hate me no matter what, so… Sebastian’s kind of like the ‘other parent’ I have to impress. Don’t let me make a bad impression.”

Connor gritted his teeth, then walked away, muttering to himself.

Sebastian looked at me with an odd expression – somewhere between mystified and grateful.

Thank you, he mouthed wordlessly.

I couldn’t bring myself to answer You’re welcome, but at least I nodded.
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“No,” Connor said after five more minutes of talk. He was still resisting the idea.

Sebastian gripped his fingers in his hair like he was going to pull it out by the roots. “CONNOR. Leave Lily out of this for a second.”

“But – ”

“PURELY as a thought exercise, alright? Say she’s some random floozy you picked up. Oh, wait, that’s kind of the current situation…”

“HEY!” I yelled.

“Alright, say she’s Miranda.”

“That’s even worse!”

He waved me off. “Don’t take offense, it’s a thought exercise.” He turned back to Connor. “What do you do?”

“It it’s Miranda? Knowing what I know now?”

“Of course.”

“I let her hang in the wind.”

“And you know every talk show in America is going to want you on. Oprah, Ellen, Letterman, Leno, they’re all going to want you. Every magazine, every news program, every talk show host in America.”

“$100 million in free advertising,” Connor said bitterly.

“Which I’m pretty sure I can turn into $200 million. Complete media saturation, with hundreds of millions of eyeballs glued to their TV sets, just waiting to see what you’ll say. And you can say anything you want. What do you do?” he asked, then stressed, “If Lily were out of the picture.”

Connor sighed. “I go on the offensive. I go on every show I can over 24 hours. I tout the entire package. I tell everyone that my parents and ex are trying to blackmail me.”

“And you frame it as you saving the world, versus old, evil assholes trying to keep everyone else down for a buck.”

“But Lily – ” Connor protested.

“Lily is ready to make the sacrifice to make this work… and for all the right reasons,” Sebastian said, not looking at me as he said it. I was grateful for that. “Now suck it up and show as much cojones as she is.”

I giggled.

Connor, Sebastian, and Johnny all looked over at me.

I cleared my throat. “Um… you know… me having cojones… plus, ‘cojones’ sounded funny coming out of Sebastian’s mouth.”

“There’s a really dirty joke in there somewhere – ” Johnny started.

“STOP,” Sebastian shouted, holding up his hand like one of the Supremes.

Connor was standing close to me. I took his hand and looked up at him.

“Sebastian’s right,” I said. “They just handed you a golden opportunity, and they’re going to screw you if you don’t take it. You have to do this.”

Connor stared down at me, his face conflicted.

“I would totally give this up for you,” he whispered.

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I don’t want you to.”

He was quiet for a few more seconds.

“I’ll protect you as much as I can,” he promised.

I smiled. “I know.”

Then he was quiet for almost ten more seconds.

Finally he turned to Sebastian. “Alright… what do I do?”

“You don’t do anything,” Sebastian said, happy as a clam as he pulled out his cell. “I handle it from here.”
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I had never seen a real-live version of the Tasmanian Devil – you know, the brown, whirling cyclone from the Bugs Bunny cartoons? – until I saw Sebastian go into action. He paced back and forth in the suite, one phone glued to his ear while he paged through his contact list on the other. Apparently he knew just about every television news and talk show producer in New York and LA.

“John, you are the first person I’m calling about this.”

“Ingrid, you are the first person I’m calling about this.”

“Aliya, you are the first person I’m calling about this. What, John texted you? Fuck John. John’s a liar.”

“I’m in Vegas. Do I know what time it is in New York? Yes, of course I do – it’s time to shut the fuck up and listen carefully.

“Neil, there’s a massive sex scandal that’s going to break tonight, and you’re going to want the star player on the show tomorrow. There’s a billionaire with his pants down, blackmail’s involved, and there will be lots and lots of pictures of boobies, which I know is right up your alley.”

“What? I don’t care if you already have the guests booked, you’re going to rue the day if you pass this up. My next call is to Leno’s show. Who? I don’t care if it’s the President of the United States, you bump him, because Leno’s sure as hell going to.”

“Mia, my next call is to Letterman’s show. I don’t care if it’s the President of the United States – ”

“Raoul, my next call is to Fallon’s show – ”

“Parvati, my next call is to Kimmel’s show – ”

“DeShawn, my next call is to Conan’s show – ”

“Carson Daly? For God’s sake, Abdul, I have standards.”

“Of course I want him on with Ellen – it’s Ellen.”

“Well, if Oprah hadn’t quit her show and started her own network, I would have given you my right arm. As it is, you only get the right pinky. Alright, I’ll throw in the ring finger. Ohhh, don’t push it, mister, or I’ll give you the middle finger, too.”

“Yes, I don’t care if Roger Ailes thinks Connor’s a young George Soros, he’s a billionaire, and we all know how much Fox sucks up to the rich. Plus, you’re going to be talking about the scandal anyway, I really don’t think you want Wolf Blitzer eating your lunch. Hell, put him on Shep Smith’s show, I like Shep. Yes, I’m pretty sure he’d like me, too. Hannity?! FUCK Hannity.”

“Tell Wolf there’s already a rumor that Shep Smith over at Fox is looking for the interview. If he doesn’t want Shep eating his lunch, I need your word, now.”

“I’m calling Brian Williams’s people next.”

“I’m calling Diane Sawyers’s people next.”

“I’m calling Katie Kouric’s people next.”

“What? An exclusive? Well… I can’t promise you that… but if the head of your network finds out you had this chance and blew it, you’ll be sucking up to me for a job in 48 hours. And I don’t mean the CBS show.”

“Darling, trust me. Tomorrow you can either have a bite of the biggest sex scandal in the last ten years… or you can look like a little bitch who got caught with his pants down. Your choice.”

“Book the appearance or start prepping your résumé. No, that’s not a threat, it’s a well-intentioned piece of advice.”

“When have I ever lied to you?… Well, about anything important?… Oh please, that was six months ago, that doesn’t count.”

“Jim? I’m calling in that favor you owe me.”

“Vanita? I’m calling in that favor you owe me.”

“Xiang? I’m calling in that favor you owe me. What favor? The favor you owe me for calling you about this.”
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While Sebastian worked, we ate. Johnny demanded it – and I was actually starved. I hadn’t had anything since my lunch out, and the emotional toll of the day had drained me. I was looking for some comfort food. So we got room service to deliver steaks, amazing vegetables, and an assortment of desserts. Connor, Johnny, and I ate, while Sebastian picked off his plate as he paced and barked into his phones.

After an exhausting hour – exhausting for us just to watch; Sebastian, however, looked flushed and energized – the Master of the Hard Sell put down his phones for a minute to brief Connor.

“Alright, we’re screwed as far as New York goes. If we got on the Gulfstream in an hour, we’d still have a five-hour flight back home, plus we’d lose three hours due to time zones, so it’s going to have to be LA. I figure we head back to New York tomorrow night and do clean-up with Letterman and the View on Thursday. I have you on Good Morning America first thing – they’re going to patch you in by satellite, you’ve got to be ready by 4:30 A.M. Then the same for Fox and Friends – don’t give me that look, I tried to get Shep Smith. Then we’ll do some New York affiliates, and then we’ll start with the early morning LA news and radio shows. I’ve got you on Ellen, I’m waiting to see if Oprah will patch you in via live feed. Conan said yes, I’m still waiting to see if Kimmel and Leno will bite.”

“You’re talking about booking me on competing shows in the same time slots,” Connor said, exasperated.

“Market saturation, darling. It’s all taped earlier in the day, anyway – we’ll just run you from one studio over to the next. I’ve got you doing spots on CNN, Fox, MSNBC, and I’m waiting to hear from the networks. Plus, I’ve got you a couple of sit-downs with the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the LA Times, plus you’ll be doing interviews with all of the major Nevada outlets.”

“What about ‘Sesame Street’ or ‘Blue’s Clues’?” I joked. “You’re ignoring the entire ‘under four years old’ demographic.”

“It’s a sex scandal, Lily,” Sebastian sniped. “They just finishing breastfeeding, they don’t need to see yours, too.”

“HEY!” I yelled, but laughed at the same time.

Connor checked his watch. “It’s 8:00. What do we do about Miranda?”

“The longer you can stall her, the better.”

“How?”

“Call her up and tell her you want to discuss terms. In person.”

My cheek twitched.

I didn’t care for the ‘in person’ part.

Not that I didn’t trust Connor. But I still didn’t know exactly what kind of hold she still had on him, and how deep it ran…

Connor shook his head. “She’ll know what we’re doing.”

“She might guess what we’re doing. But who cares, as long as it works. Just go in there and do what you do best: negotiate her brains out.” Sebastian looked over at me. “That wasn’t a euphemism.”

“GOOD,” I snapped.

“How long do you need?” Connor asked.

“As long as you can get me.”

“And we leave when?”

“I’ll have the Gulfstream on standby so we can fly out the second she catches on.”

My mind raced to figure out how I could prevent Connor and Miranda from being in a room alone together. “What if she came here to talk?”

Connor burst out laughing. “There’s no way that’s happening. They’ll demand I come to their turf.”

“Well, you’re definitely not going to do that,” Sebastian scoffed.

I frowned. “Why not? Not that I want you to, but – ”

“Whoever controls the home turf controls the psychological advantage,” Connor explained.

“But… aren’t you doing fake negotiations?”

“Yeah, but she’ll immediately know it’s fake if I just roll over.” Connor turned to Sebastian. “We’ll do it on neutral ground. A bar or upscale nightclub – Blush or something at the Wynn should do. See if you can reserve one of them, tell them I’ll triple the normal till from 9PM onward.”

Sebastian sighed dramatically. “I guess I can add it to my already overwhelming – ”

“Never mind.”

“NO, no, no, I’ve got it,” Sebastian said crossly. It was as though not only was he being overburdened, but Connor was taking away all the fun of playing the martyr. Then he got a dreamy look on his face. “Oh, I wish I could be there to see her expression when she finds out…”

“That might not be a bad idea. Get a room in the same hotel, as close to the bar as you can. I want you close by if things go south.”

“You think she’ll buy it?” I asked incredulously.

“Not for long, no,” Connor said. “But maybe for a couple of hours.”

“Then why are you even doing it?”

“Because the news getting out at 11PM is preferable to 8PM. And if she decides to wait until tomorrow morning, that’s even better. It won’t even make the newspapers.”

“We should have as many people as possible there,” Johnny suggested. “They’ll have four, plus the bodyguards.”

“True.” Connor looked at me. “Are you okay coming with us?”

Am I okay making sure Grace Kelly with the Lauren Bacall voice doesn’t try to use her bombshell looks on you while I’m not there?

“Yes,” I said empathically.

“It might be good to have Sebastian there, too,” Johnny pointed out. “Four against four.”

“Four against eight,” Connor contradicted him.

“Better than three against eight.”

“He’s got too much work to do,” Connor said. “But he can be the cavalry if we need it.”

“Like a big, gay, atom bomb,” I smirked. 

“I heard that,” Sebastian called from across the room. “But if you need a fourth person, I’ve got an idea.”
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All of us were dressed to the nines – me in my red Prada dress, Connor and Johnny in their very best. Javier walked behind Connor and me, shoulder-to-shoulder with Johnny. His Armani suit was exquisite, and an expensive pair of sunglasses masked his puppy dog eyes. His goatee and ponytail paired with the suit actually made him look pretty badass.

But apparently he didn’t feel that way.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said pitifully. 

“A wise man told me once to fake it till you make it,” I said.

Connor smiled but didn’t say anything.

“But I’m not an actor,” Javier whispered. “I just cut their hair.”

“Don’t say anything, and never smile or laugh,” Johnny advised him. “Just look like you’re pissed off the entire time. Go on, show me.”

Javier scowled.

With the sunglasses and the frown, he looked really badass.

“Not bad,” Johnny said. “You’re ready for your close-up.”

“Mr. DeMille,” Javier added playfully.

“Yeahhhh… don’t say that.”

“I won’t,” Javier promised, then settled back into perpetual grumpiness.

“Lily,” Connor whispered.

“Yes?”

“I plan to say some things tonight that are going to be… unpleasant to hear. And I know they’re going to say some awful stuff as well. I just want you to know that anything I say, I’m saying to make them mad. To put them off balance. I just need you to remember that.”

I looked over at him and winced. “What… kind of things?”

“Miranda and I have a past. You know that.”

I winced more. “…and?”

“It might come up. Actually, I’ll be bringing it up as a weapon, whenever I can.”

I sighed… and then leaned my head against his arm. “Do whatever you have to do.”

He smiled, put his finger under my chin, tilted my head up, and kissed me lightly on the lips.

All future unpleasantries were forgiven.

We entered the restaurant at exactly 8:59. Connor had had to go through some back-and-forth with Miranda over the phone – she rejected every single one of his suggestions – until they agreed on a compromise. Sebastian had secured an entire private room for VIPs, and now we were in business.

The restaurant was an interesting fusion of dark, masculine wood and modern, sleek design. Old Vegas meets the New Vegas. As soon as we entered the foyer, the maître d’ gave us a look of recognition, nodded once, and said, “Right this way.”

He led us down a wood-paneled hallway to a private room, open and spacious, with a forty-foot long glass window that looked out over the Strip. When you’re down on the street, all the neon and blinking lights can look gaudy – but from 300 feet overhead, it’s magical.

There was a long table set in front of the window, and a private bar off to the side. A bartender in a crisp white shirt, vest, and black bowtie fixed a mixed drink while a nervous waitress in white and black stood at attention.

My stomach turned when I saw the other people in the room. Vincent was off in a corner on his cell phone. Mr. and Mrs. Templeton stood by the window looking down on the city like a vicious king and queen, with two bodyguards flanking them on either side.

Miranda was in the middle of the room, waiting. She looked stunning in a strapless green evening gown that showed off her bare porcelain shoulders and long, graceful neck.

As soon as we walked in, she gave Connor a cold smile – and completely ignored the rest of us.

“I thought you weren’t going to make it.”

“I actually thought you might walk in late,” Connor said snidely, “and make us wait.”

“I’m not one for cheap theatrics,” she said, then let her eyes flit over the rest of us. “Unlike other people I know.”

“Really? So walking into my hotel room this afternoon with my brother wasn’t cheap theatrics?”

“No, it was a devastating tactic,” Miranda replied.

Ouch.

I looked at Connor, but the poker mask never slipped.

“We could have done this on the phone,” Miranda added.

“What, and miss the opportunity to visit with my family?” Connor smiled ironically. “I see them so seldom.”

“By choice.”

“By necessity. Otherwise I might kill them. Mother, Dad,” Connor said as he brushed past Miranda, leaving me, Johnny, and Javier with the ice queen.

She looked at me with about as much interest as she might inspect a pile of dirt. “Ms. Ross.”

Be like Sebastian – be like Sebastian – 

“I’d say my friends call me Lily, but you’re not my friend, so – hello, Ms. Lockwood.”

The barest hint of a smile. “I can see why he likes you. You’re so… simple. Uncomplicated.”

“Mm. For the life of me, I can’t see why he ever liked you.”

She smirked. “Besides the obvious?”

You mean the timeless beauty, the hourglass figure, and the come-hither voice? Not to mention the whole rich CEO thing?

“You may be very beautiful, Ms. Lockwood… but you’re one of the ugliest women I know.”

“I would say the same about you, Ms. Ross… except I’d substitute ‘cheap and tawdry’ for ‘beautiful.’”

Bitch, I thought angrily.

She gestured to the bar. “Drink? For you or your hired guns?”

At least she thought Javier was a hired gun instead of a gay hairdresser. That was a good start.

“I’m afraid you might have put poison in it,” I smiled sweetly.

“If your new beau doesn’t accede to our demands, you’ll wish there were poison in it,” she said, then turned around and floated over to Connor and his parents.

I slowly boiled inside.

“Don’t let her get to you, Lily,” Johnny whispered in my ear.

I looked back and gave him a grateful smile.

Then I strolled over to the group, followed by my ‘hired guns.’
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Mr. Templeton demanded that everyone sit down and get it over with.

“I have better things to do with my time than this,” he grumbled.

“What, better than blackmail and destroying people’s lives? Come on, Dad, this is the perfect Tuesday night for you,” Connor joked as he pulled back my chair and pushed it in for me. Then he sat down beside me with Johnny on his left. Javier was on my right, his hands folded in his lap, looking suitably grim behind his sunglasses.

Apparently it was working, because occasionally Vincent would give him a nervous glance.

Vincent sat opposite Javier, Miranda sat across from me (Oh joy), Mr. Templeton was across from Connor, and Mrs. Templeton sat beside him, across from Johnny. The four bodyguards stood in the background, menacing shapes against the glass window and the Las Vegas skyline.

“We wouldn’t have to resort to unpleasant measures if you weren’t such a beastly son,” Mrs. Templeton said haughtily.

“I learned from the best, Mother.”

“Enough,” Mr. Templeton snapped. “What do you want?”

“Guarantees,” Connor said.

“I already said you have my word.”

“I said guarantees, not Monopoly money.”

I wondered if Mr. Templeton got the jab about Monopoly.

“There are no guarantees, you’re just going to have to trust us,” Miranda said.

“Or you could sext me a couple of nude pictures,” Connor suggested impishly.

I did not enjoy hearing that.

Miranda looked at me. “I don’t think your current lady friend would appreciate it.”

I shrugged. “People get junk mail all the time.”

“Mm,” Miranda smiled – then, “No.”

“C’mon – you and Vincent could whip up some sort of a sex tape,” Connor suggested. “Although I don’t think the market really needs another sleep aid.”

“Watch it, you’re talking about my future wife,” Vincent said angrily.

For the first time ever, I saw Miranda’s mask slip, just the tiniest bit. A hint of displeasure – annoyance? Disgust? – flitted across her countenance as she looked out of the corner of her eye at Vincent.

Connor isn’t the only Templeton she’s played, I realized.

Connor didn’t see it. He was too busy staring down his brother. “First off, maybe the irony of that comment will sink in later. You’re too stupid to realize it immediately. Second of all, I wasn’t really bagging on her so much as on you.”

“Fuck you, Connor,” Vincent snarled.

“Your ‘future wife’ certainly did,” Connor shot back. “How does it feel to come in second place again, Vincent?”

Ewww.

I was really, really not enjoying this.

Neither was Vincent. He was turning a mottled red.

“Actually, I’d say he’s first place all the way,” Miranda cooed as she patted his cheek.

Not from the way you looked a second ago, lady.

Vincent looked mollified.

That was, until Connor said, “You lied to me before, and you’re doing it again, Miranda. And to Vincent, too.” Then he tsk-tsk-tsked with his tongue.

“For God’s sake, stop the brothel talk,” Mrs. Templeton snapped. 

 If I had been drinking something, I would have snorted it up my nose.

If this was brothel talk, it must be upper-class, billionaire WASP brothel talk. Mrs. Templeton had obviously never watched Jerry Springer.

Even the fact that she was using the word ‘brothel.’ I guess that’s where ‘harlots’ hang out.

“I agree,” Mr. Templeton said with obvious distaste. “Tell us what you want without the disgusting innuendoes.”

“Alright, then – I need some sort of leverage to ensure you don’t just blithely decide to nuke me later,” Connor said.

“Mutually assured destruction? I think not.”

“We’ll come back to that. Next on the agenda is, I want something for my troubles. Stock in your companies. All of your companies.”

Vincent laughed derisively. “For what?”

“For my troubles. For my sunk costs getting the Nevada deal off the ground. For so cruelly crushing my hopes and dreams,” Connor said in a mocking voice.

“You can have shares in mine,” Miranda said in a bored voice. “I’ll give you two.”

“Two million?”

“Two shares.”

“That’s funny. You know, your companies’ stocks are like you in bed, Miranda: overhyped and totally lifeless.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Mrs. Templeton hissed.

I have to admit, I kind of agreed with her.

Ewww. Ew, ew, EWWWW.

Although it was fun to hear my competition get torn down, at least.

But the thought of them together – 

EWWWWWWWWW.

Miranda smiled. “And you were like your company’s dividends, Connor: small and unimpressive.”

Vincent laughed – but I laughed louder.

“Ha!” I snorted. “You’re forgetting, somebody here knows you’re lying.”

The entire table turned to look at me.

My face turned a shade of scarlet and felt hotter than a jalapeno.

At least Connor was grinning.

Javier kind of leaned over a little and arched one eyebrow over his sunglasses as he checked out Connor.

“Discuss your sordid love life on your own time, Connor,” Mrs. Templeton spat, “and have your little slut spare us the details.”

Anger flared inside me – and then Sebastian came to my rescue once again. In spirit, that is.

“Did you hear that, Miranda? Lenora wants you to pipe down,” I said, making a motion with my fingers like a sock puppet shutting its mouth.

Miranda looked at me, and I swear to God, the marrow froze in my bones. It was the look serial killers must give their victims as they pondered them, tied up and helpless. “You certainly do have a lot to say for someone whose blurred-out breasts are going to be all over television tomorrow morning. Too bad your face won’t be obscured.”

I didn’t have a smart comeback to that. I just slowly lowered my hand puppet below the table.

“I still want the stocks,” Connor pressed. “Ten percent share in each of your companies and all subsidiaries.”

Mr. Templeton shook his head. “You’re stark raving mad. You don’t get to come in here and negotiate the terms of your surrender.”

“You mean, the terms of your blackmail and extortion?” Connor asked.

There was a subdued buzzing across from me, and Miranda looked down at something under the table. Probably her cell phone.

“What on earth did you come here for?” Mrs. Templeton attacked. “Did you really think we were going to give you anything?”

“Yeah – ten percent of all stock in each of your companies, and all subsidiaries,” Connor said, smooth as silk.

“No, Lenora, he didn’t,” Miranda said – and her voice was chilling. “He’s only stalling for time.”

It was the sound of a serial killer the second he decides to finish off the victim.

I looked over and my stomach felt like it dropped out of my body. 

Normally Miranda had a face that didn’t betray anything more than the barest of emotions, and then only through her eyes. Did you ever read Great Expectations? I did, in 8th grade. One of the few things that stuck with me (other than I thought Miss Havisham was a vampire because time froze for her, she kept away from the sun, and she got destroyed by fire) was Dickens’ description of Estella. He said at one point that Miss Havisham taught Estella never to have any facial expressions, because that way she would never have any wrinkles. Sort of like 19th century Botox without the needles.

Miranda was like that. She had a perfectly smooth face, and never gave away anything beyond the barest hint of a smile, or a cold shadow over her face and a steely glint in her eyes when she was angry.

But ohhh, she was angry now.

Her brows were knit together, and her upper lip was drawn up in a sneer. By a normal person’s standards, she didn’t look that angry – but when a marble statue suddenly glares at you, it’s frightening.

“A satellite feed at 7:30 AM on Good Morning America,” she said, staring into Connor’s eyes. “Did you really think I wasn’t going to find out?”

Despite his lapse earlier when Miranda held hands with Vincent, Connor was in fine form now. He gave her a puzzled little stare. “What?”

“No doubt you thought you’d go on the offensive. ‘Get out front of’ the controversy. Well... let me give you something to get out in front of.”

She swiped at her phone screen, then tapped her finger again.

Then she looked up at me, everything in her face dead but her eyes.

They looked like two hot points of rage boring through me.

I swear to God, I’ve never seen anything scarier in my life.

“Do you hear that, Ms. Ross?” she asked, and smiled – which was even more frightening.

There was a musical chime from the phone, and she turned it so I could read the screen:

MESSAGE SENT.

“That’s the sound of your world crumbling,” she whispered.
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I stiffened up like a corpse. Whereas my face had felt hot and enflamed just a few minutes ago, now I could literally feel the blood draining out of my cheeks.

How long do I have?

How long do I have before my parents see those pictures?

When I’d agreed to go down in a ball of flames, I hadn’t really thought it through.

I hadn’t anticipated the panic, the fear, the absolute terror that gripped me from head to foot.

Anh – 

I need to call Anh – 

And then I felt Connor’s hand, warm and alive, wrap itself around mine.

Life pulsed back into me through him.

I looked over at him, and he smiled at me.

I could see the agony in his eyes, though.

I closed my eyes… and when I opened them, I smiled.

I had to be brave.

He squeezed my hand reassuringly, and then he turned to Miranda.

And serial killer met serial killer.

“Just so you know,” he said in a low, threatening voice, “I have now made it my life’s mission to destroy you.”

“I heard this song eight months ago, and it was boring then,” Miranda sighed like a put-upon teenager.

“I never said I would destroy you back then. I just told you to get out and never cross my path again. Well… you did… and now I’m going to crush you. And I’m going to enjoy every single moment of it. Even if it takes my entire fortune and I have to wait fifty years to see it through, it is now my life’s work to make sure you die a miserable, broken, shell of a human being.”

Miranda smiled coyly. “If you want to know what one looks like, check with Ms. Ross tomorrow evening. I’m sure her suffering – because of your stupidity, I might add – will be an excellent preview.”

My stomach twisted, my blood ran cold, and I thought I might cry – until I heard a voice behind me:

A very loud, very gay voice.

“Oh my GOD, if it isn’t the Addams family – and their little dog, too!” it finished in a gleeful mimicry of the mean old lady from The Wizard Of Oz.

A chair dragged up right between me and Connor, and Sebastian stuck his face in the gap between us.

His voice dropped to a sympathetic murmur, as though he were explaining things to a child. “If you don’t understand the metaphor, Miranda, it means that you’re… the bitch.”

“Oh, it’s the pet homosexual,” Miranda sneered, though with barely a change in her expression. “I was surprised when you didn’t show up on Connor’s chain.”

“Darling, if you’re into BDSM, I’d be happy to superglue a ballgag in your mouth,” Sebastian offered. “That way we wouldn’t have to hear you, and you wouldn’t have to orally pleasure Vincent’s little cocktail wiener anymore. Win-win all around. No offense, Vincent. Besides, I’m sure she wasn’t any good at it, anyway.”

Vincent was getting mottled red again.

“Oh my GOD,” Mrs. Templeton snapped as she got up to leave. “Augustus, it’s time to leave now that Sodom and Gomorrah has arrived.”

“Oh, Lenora, I didn’t even see you over there! It really is like the Wizard of Oz! The Wicked Bitch of the East…” 

Here he gestured at Mrs. Templeton with one hand, and then at Miranda with the other.

“…and the Wicked Bitch of the West. But where’s a good house falling out of the sky when you need one?”

Miranda smiled coldly and stood up. “You should have been here earlier. You could have stalled a few minutes longer with your stupid insults.”

“No, no,” Sebastian said, waggling his finger, “the insults aren’t stupid… you are. But that’s alright, I don’t expect you to figure it all out at once.”

“Goodbye, Connor,” Miranda said. “Enjoy the last few hours of anonymity you have left. And Ms. Ross… I’d say I’m sorry… but I’m so, so not.”

She walked away from the table, not even waiting for Vincent, who scurried after her like a rodent.

The bodyguards flanked the elder Templetons and escorted them out of the restaurant.

“Bye, bitches!” Sebastian called out. “Watch out for buckets of waterrrrr!”

There was a moment of quiet as we sat there alone in the restaurant.

Sebastian looked over at Connor and winced. “…too much?”

Connor grinned. “Not enough, in my opinion.”

Sebastian looked relieved. “Good. I figured that might be my last time I ever see them face to face, so I decided to go with the nuclear option.”

“Like a big, gay, atom bomb,” I said, grinning in spite of myself.

“And don’t you forget it,” Sebastian said as he give a little kiss to Javier. “Oh, my, you look amazing.”

“He did extremely well. Thanks again, Javier,” Connor said as he stood and helped me to my unsteady feet. “What happens now?”

“The jet is waiting at the airport, ready to fly us to New York. All our things are already down in the Bentley.”

Connor looked impressed. “You have been busy.”

“Unlike your ex and your horrid family, I don’t sit around congratulating myself on how wonderful I am.”

Connor laughed as he hooked his arm through mine and escorted me out of the restaurant, with Johnny, Javier, and Sebastian close behind. “Thank God for that.”

“I heard your little speech as I arrived,” Sebastian said. “About destroying Miranda being your new life’s work.”

“And what did you think?”

“Charming. But you’re going to have some competition.”

“Who?”

“Me. Because I’m going to kill that bitch if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Get in line,” I muttered, and wondered how long I had to start making my phone calls.
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We went down to the lobby and out to the valet circle where the Bentley was waiting for us. The valet handed off the keys to Johnny, but before we could get in, Connor turned to Javier.

“You’re welcome to come with us,” he said to Javier, then added to Sebastian, “If you want him there for moral support – ”

The smaller man smiled. “Thank you, but I must be getting back. I have a shoot in two days, and I know Sebastian will be very busy, so – ”

“I’ll make it up to you when this is all over,” Sebastian promised.

“You do what you need to do and don’t worry about me.”

Connor smiled. “Thanks for the help up there.”

“It was very… interesting.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” Connor laughed darkly, then turned to Sebastian. “Did you book a flight for him?”

“Of course – first class back to LAX, leaves in an hour and a half,” Sebastian said, like he was insulted Connor would dare suggest he didn’t have things in order. 

“We’d drop you off if we could – ” Connor started, but Javier waved his hand.

“Don’t worry, Sebastian’s already got a cab waiting for me.”

“Johnny, be a darling and get his things, will you?” Sebastian asked.

While Johnny retrieved the two pieces of luggage from the trunk, Javier shook hands with Connor and gave me a hug. When he pulled back, he gave me a sympathetic smile. “I hope this works out alright for you.”

“Thank you,” I smiled back, then frowned a little. “But… why aren’t we giving you a ride to the airport?”

“He’s going to McCarran, we’re going to Henderson,” Sebastian said as Javier shook hands with Johnny. “Now shoo, shoo, all of you get in the car, I have to tell my man goodbye.”

We grinned at each other, said our last goodbyes, and got into the Bentley, then waited until Sebastian opened the door and settled in beside Connor. This wasn’t a stretch limo like the kinds with seats facing one another, so I had to look across Connor to see Sebastian’s expression.

He looked wistful. And a little bit conflicted, like he wanted to stay.

Johnny’s voice came over the intercom. “We good to go, guys?”

Connor didn’t answer. Instead, he looked at his right-hand man (literally).

“Let’s do it,” Sebastian answered. He rolled down the window and waved goodbye as Johnny pulled out. The last I saw of Javier was through the rear window: a short figure in a killer suit, waving goodbye to us before he stepped into the open door of a cab.
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I hadn’t understood when Sebastian said, He’s going to McCarran, we’re going to Henderson, but it quickly became apparent. The airport we drove to was small, with just two runways and a series of buildings in the darkness. Johnny checked in at a guard station off a side road, and then he drove the Bentley past a series of medium-sized hangars and right out onto the tarmac, about 50 feet away from a small jet plane. Like, an actual jet plane. No propellers or anything. It was all white, about 100 feet long, with eight small, circular windows set into the side. ‘G650’ appeared in blue along the tail. A door near the cockpit was folded down so that it touched the tarmac. I could see the steps molded into its interior and the glitter of the chrome handrail in the Bentley’s headlights.

“Holy crap,” I whispered as we parked. “This is what I call door-to-door service.”

“Of course,” Connor frowned, like, What were you expecting?

We got out of the car. Sebastian walked over to talk to a couple of men in dark uniforms I assumed were the pilots. Johnny started unloading our bags from the trunk.

“This is your plane?” I asked Connor wonderingly.

“One of them.”

“You have more than one private jet?!”

He looked at me like I was being unintentionally hilarious. “Yes. I do.”

I looked around. “Where’s security?”

Connor pointed at Johnny.

“No, I mean, the guys who check your luggage and stuff. TSA.”

“There is no security line or luggage check when you fly in a private jet, Lily,” he said, grinning. “That’s one of the many reasons to fly in a private jet.”

“Wow,” I said, totally blown away. It made sense, but I’d never thought about it before. Then a stab of panic hit me. “Wait – what’s going to happen to the car?”

“Sebastian handled it,” Connor assured me.

“Yeah, but what’s going to happen to it?”

“We’ll get somebody to drive it back to LA.”

I stared at him, flummoxed. “You have employees who drive quarter of a million dollar cars back and forth between LA and Vegas?”

“Johnny does it,” Connor teased.

“Yeah, ‘cause somebody sneaks off by himself all the time,” Johnny snapped, then looked at me like he was afraid he might have upset me.

Actually, I did suffer a little twist in my stomach when he said it – but not for the reason he thought.

“The Lamborghini – what about the Lamborghini?!”

“Sebastian handled that, too,” Connor soothed me as he took my arm and guided me towards the plane. “Stop worrying about my stuff, that’s not your job.”

“You just have a whole fleet of people who move empty cars around the country, don’t you,” I said reprovingly.

“I have a whole fleet of people who do what I need done. We all set?” he asked Sebastian as we approached.

“Take off’s as soon as Johnny can get the bags stowed,” Sebastian confirmed.

“Thank you,” Connor said to the pilots, who were all smiles as they shook Connor’s hand. Then he guided me up the steps into the cabin.

It was amazing.

The interior was cream-colored with dark wood paneling. The seats were all dark brown, plush leather – at least half a dozen single chairs, with a couple of doubles in loveseat style that faced one another across a wooden table. One long sofa ran flush with the side of the cabin.

There were also televisions – a 36” screen across from the sofa, and a series of smaller screens accessible from the seats. A couple of Apple laptops were fastened to some of the single seats with adjustable metal frames.

“Where do we sit?” I asked Connor.

“Anywhere you want,” he grinned. “I’ll be right back, I’m going to use the restroom.”

He disappeared into a wood-paneled alcove at the back of the plane.

“Would you care for a drink?” a woman’s voice asked behind me.

I turned around to see a woman in a crisp white shirt, navy jacket and skirt, and a scarf around her neck. She was a few years older than me, and very pretty.

“Who are you?” I asked, astounded.

She just smiled. “I’m part of the flight crew. Can I get you anything?”

I looked around the cabin. There were seats for twelve people – and it was an airplane. I guess it made sense…

“Um… water?”

She looked a little surprised. “Just water? I could get you a drink, if you like. Champagne, a variety of wines, mixed drinks – ”

“Just water, please.”

“Bottled?”

“Uh, sure.”

“Sparkling or flat?”

This is WEIRD…

“Just a regular bottle of water is fine,” I said.

She smiled and started to walk away, but as she did I called out, “Um… can I use one of these computers?

She nodded enthusiastically. “Of course. Help yourself.”

Then she disappeared down the same alcove where Connor had gone.

I looked down at the laptop, my stomach churning… then sat down and opened up the internet browser. Typed in TMZ.com.

I shouldn’t have done that.
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Beneath the website’s scarlet red header and a series of smaller pictures of celebrities was the headline, “Billionaire Bangs Back-Alley Babe For 50K.”

And then right beneath that, the top of a photograph. Only my face and the top of Connor’s head were visible until I scrolled down.

I shouldn’t have done that, either.

It was one of the shots where Connor’s face was in full profile. My mouth was open and I was making an outlandish ‘O’ face. My dress was down near my waist, and my breasts had two tiny red blocks placed strategically over the nipples.

My hands started shaking as I scrolled down further.

“The rich really ARE different – as in freaky … Connor Templeton, of the world-famous billionaire Templeton family, can be seen here getting nasty with a young woman he allegedly paid $50,000. For what? You be the judge.

“TMZ broke the story from an anonymous source … seems Connor, who usually avoids the spotlight, decided he wanted to get it ALL out in the open … on a Las Vegas condo property. It happened near the Strip – which seems very appropriate, considering how little clothing his female friend is wearing in these photos …

“The woman has been identified as Lily Ross of Los Angeles. Ms. Ross worked for a big LA consulting firm until yesterday, when she was reportedly fired. Looks like she found other employment pretty quickly …

“Our sources tell us $50,000 was paid directly into Lily’s bank account, and ever since then, she’s been accompanying Connor on a tour of Las Vegas, “Pretty Woman”-style …

“We have to say, Lily is definitely cute ... but with a series of supermodels and Hollywood A-listers in his romantic past, did Connor really get his money's worth? Seems for that price he could have had a bevy of hot women – all at once. But maybe Lily has hidden ‘talents’ that only Connor knows about … although neither of them seems too shy about showing the world …

Beneath that were a whole series of other pictures, with the text ‘Click to see more’ underneath them.

I almost threw up.

And then someone’s hand reached from behind me and slapped the screen closed.

Connor.

I turned and looked up at him scowling at the laptop. Then he looked at me, and his expression softened. “Don’t read that trash. Don’t even look at it.”

The stewardess – or whatever her title was – came back with the bottle of water and an empty glass. She looked uncertainly from Connor to me. “Um… I have your water…?”

“I… think I’ll have that drink you mentioned,” I said weakly.

“Bring her some brandy,” Connor ordered. “And bring me a bottle of Dalmore. The 1974.”

The stewardess nodded. As she was about to walk away, Sebastian’s voice stopped her: “No.”

Everyone looked over at where he stood by the door to the plane, arms crossed, face glowering. “I need you in top form in exactly seven hours, Connor.”

“And I will be,” he snapped.

Sebastian shook his head. “Not with a bellyful of scotch, you won’t.”

Connor stared down his assistant, but spoke to the stewardess. “Bring Lily a glass of brandy… and bring me the Dalmore.”

The stewardess’s eyes flitted back and forth between Connor and Sebastian… and then she quietly went to the back of the plane, walking as quickly as she could without obviously running away.
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The brandy helped steady my nerves for the phone call. I went in the back of the plane and sank down in one of the plush leather seats, the farthest away from all the hustle and bustle.

It was almost midnight in North Carolina; I didn’t want to wake up my parents. 

Hey Mom, hey Dad, did I wake you? Oh, I did? Just wanted to tell you not to watch the news tomorrow or look online at anything, EVER. Okay, goodnight!

No, I needed a comforting voice.

She answered on the second ring.

“Lily?”

“Hey Anh,” I said softly.

There was a long silence.

I realized what it meant.

“You already know,” I whispered, and closed my eyes in pain. “God, that was fast…”

“Sarah texted me and asked if it was really you… is it?”

I laughed once, bitterly. “Haven’t you seen the pictures?”

Her reply was so quiet I almost couldn’t hear it: “…yeah…”

“So then you know it’s me.”

“…it could’ve been Photoshop… right?”

I sighed, still not opening my eyes. “It wasn’t Photoshop.”

“…how did it happen…?”

I thought about a smartass reply – well, when a man and a woman love each other very much and want to make a baby outdoors… 

But I figured that wasn’t the best play, when what I really wanted was a shoulder to lean on. “It’s… it’s really fucked up. Yes, we did it, but Connor has this rich, evil ex-girlfriend who’s trying to ruin him…”

“Is she trying to ruin him because she’s jealous of you?!”

“No, it’s… it’s a big business deal thing… she was trying to blackmail him…”

“Holy shit – did you guys call the police?!”

“It doesn’t matter, she already dropped the bomb.” I looked around the seat and down the aisle. Twenty feet away, Connor was pouring himself a drink as Sebastian looked on in severe disapproval. I carried on in a whisper. “Anh, I’m so scared… and I can’t admit it, not in front of him…”

“Why not?”

“Because he gave me the choice of whether the photos got leaked or not.”

“What happened?! Did that evil ex lady double-cross you?”

I frowned, then realized Anh didn’t realize what I had done. “No… I chose to let them get out.”

“WHAT?!”

“She was going to destroy all his plans if I didn’t.”

“So you destroyed your own life instead?! AND HE LET YOU?!”

“Anh, this isn’t helping.”

A pause.

“Sorry. What… what do you want me to do? Is there anything I CAN do?”

I drew my body into a little ball on the seat, the smallest that I could get it. “Tell me it’s going to be okay.”

A longer pause.

“It’s going to be okay,” Anh said.

She didn’t sound convincing.

She sounded like somebody in a movie holding the hand of somebody else who was going to die… and both characters knew it, but were going through the motions because nobody wanted to confront the truth.

“My parents… I can’t tell them, I can’t…”

That was the real reason I hadn’t called them: because I couldn’t bear to hear the disappointment and shame in their voices.

“It’ll be okay,” Anh repeated in her robotic voice.

“I didn’t do it for the money,” I whispered.

“Pff, I know THAT.”

That was the real Anh – and she was telling me the truth.

I smiled. “As long as you don’t think too many horrible things about me, I’ll be okay.”

“Too late!”

I grinned wider.

“But now I can TOTALLY see why he paid you 50K… damn, girl, you FREAKY.”

“Anh!” I whispered hoarsely, verging on laughter.

“Just kidding. But still – DAAAAMN.”

Once I got off the phone with her a few seconds later, I was in a much better mood.
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Connor was finishing off his second glass when he called me over to the loveseat. “Come here, we’re getting ready to take off.”

I slipped in beside him, and he wrapped one arm protectively around me and pulled me closer to him. Though he still seemed fine, I could smell the scotch on his breath.

Sebastian and Johnny sat across the table from us in a double seat of their own. Sebastian looked mightily pissed off; Johnny looked like he was trying to stay out of the line of fire.

“Buckle up,” Connor ordered as he drained the rest of his scotch.

I picked up the ends of the belt from the seat and locked them together around my waist.

“Want another drink?” Connor offered.

Across the table, Sebastian glared at me like, Don’t encourage him.

“No, thanks.” As Connor reached for the bottle, I put my hand on his arm. “Maybe you should take it easy… it’s going to be a really bad day tomorrow.”

“God, not you, too,” he said darkly, and went ahead and poured himself a couple of fingers of amber liquid. “It’s been a really bad day today, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

The plane began to accelerate rapidly. Connor grabbed the bottle with one hand and held onto the glass with the other.

“You get your wish,” he said sarcastically to Sebastian. “No more drinking… for a couple of minutes.”

“Extend that to the next 24 hours and then I’ll get my wish,” Sebastian shot back.

“Not gonna happen.”

As the engines roared, I felt everything grow light beneath us, and then we were lifting. The liquid in the glass tilted back at an angle in Connor’s glass as the plane nosed into the air.

After a few minutes we leveled off, and the liquid in the glass went back to level. Connor downed it almost immediately.

“Can you stop drinking for a few fucking minutes and let’s talk about tomorrow?” Sebastian snapped.

Connor put the bottle next to him in the seat, wrapped his left arm around me, and gestured with his right hand. “Alright, consigliere, let’s hear what you have to say.”

I frowned. “Is that from The Godfather?”

“Very good,” Connor laughed, and tweaked my nose with his finger.

He was certainly in a better mood from the scotch, that was for sure.

“The consigliere was the advisor to the Don. Al Pacino had to boot Robert Duvall because he wasn’t a wartime consigliere. But luckily for us, Sebastian’s the best wartime consigliere there is. So…” Connor said, and waved his right arm expansively, like Go right ahead.

Sebastian kept glaring, and looked between Connor and the bottle, but then grudgingly began to speak. “Alright, when you go on the news tomorrow, I figure you should play it this way…”

They talked for awhile, and I kept up for a little bit, but honestly, I was so emotionally drained from the day that I started to fade. The brandy did the rest.

When I woke up, we were in Los Angeles.
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Connor nudged me awake. “We’re here, Lily.”

I lifted my head groggily from Connor’s shoulder. We were still in the airplane, but Johnny and Sebastian were on their feet and milling around.

The hum of the engines was gone, as was the vibration of the airplane in flight.

We must have landed.

Connor helped me to my feet and down the stairs to the tarmac where a stretch limo was waiting. He held the rear car door open for me and then followed me inside. The smell of scotch on his breath was pretty powerful.

“How long was I out for?” I asked, rubbing my cheek and hoping I didn’t have any drool on me. Nope. Thank God.

“Thirty minutes.”

“Wow, that was fast…” I mumbled.

Sebastian piled into the limo with Johnny, who shut the door behind them. Since it was a stretch, the limo had two sets of seats facing each other, and Sebastian and Johnny sat directly opposite us.

I felt like we were in a gangster movie. 

Or going to prom.

Sebastian looked like a very unhappy gangster/prom date.

Then a voice I didn’t recognize spoke over a speaker. “Is everyone ready?”

“We’re good,” Connor spoke aloud, and the limo began to move.

“What time is it?” I asked blearily.

“9:45. We should be back at the Dubai within 30 minutes, at which point we all need to go to sleep,” Sebastian said, staring at Connor meaningfully. “We have a big day tomorrow.”

“Did you get the penthouse?” Connor asked.

“Yes, I got the penthouse,” Sebastian snapped. “And, by the way, I’ll be staying in the penthouse to make sure you’re up in the morning.”

“No. You can bunk with Johnny across the hall.”

Johnny looked at Connor. “Say what?”

Sebastian scowled. “Absolutely not.”

“It’s not a suggestion, it’s an order,” Connor said, his voice cold as death.

Sebastian looked furious, but he clamped down on his emotions. “I’ll be bunking with Johnny, apparently. But I want a keycard so I can come rouse your drunk ass out of bed at 3:30 to make sure you get to the Good Morning America appearance. Which I sold my soul for, by the way, so show a little gratitude.”

“Is that what a soul’s going for these days?” Connor asked with a barely suppressed smile. “I didn’t know the Devil was in broadcasting.”

“She’s not. She’s blackmailing you,” Sebastian snapped.

Connor looked grim. “Touché.”

I watched the streetlights flash by outside the limo. “Hey – we’re not at LAX!”

“No, we landed in Burbank,” Sebastian confirmed.

I frowned. “But… we were going back to LA, and so was Javier… so why didn’t he just come with us?”

“It was either say goodbye to him there, or bore him to death for an hour while I worked on the plane and then say goodbye to him here,” Sebastian shrugged.

“You worked on the plane?”

Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “While some people were sleeping.”

“We spent most of the time strategizing,” Connor explained.

“Some people did,” Sebastian sniped. “Others spent it drinking.”

Connor fixed Sebastian with a steely look. “Sebastian, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me the last couple of hours – I do – but I’ve handled intensely high-pressure situations before without you holding my hand. I’m a big boy, you’re not my wet nurse, so back… the fuck… off.”

Sebastian closed his mouth and looked out the window. He was obviously hurt and angry.

“He’s just trying to help,” I reprimanded Connor. “He’s worried you’re going to – ”

Connor looked over at me, and the anger in his voice chilled me to the bone. “Do not take his side over mine, Lily. Ever.”

Then he looked out the window.

My cheeks flushed – from anger, from fear, from shame. The first two I understood; the last, I didn’t. All I know is I felt like a four-year-old getting a talking-to from Daddy.

And then the moment passed, and I was even angrier that he had made me feel like that.

I opened my mouth – 

Sebastian caught my eye and shook his head ‘no,’ an almost imperceptible movement.

I closed my mouth and stared out the opposite window.

No one spoke for the rest of the car ride.
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Well, that’s not entirely true. There was a brief burst of conversation when we saw the paparazzi. 

They were outside the front of the Dubai’s covered valet circle, twenty or thirty men with cameras and flashes. I didn’t see anybody with a microphone standing in front of a video camera, so I was guessing the legitimate news reporters hadn’t shown up yet.

“Are they here for us?” I whispered, my stomach full of dread.

“Ohhhhhhh yes,” Sebastian nodded.

Johnny clicked a button on the console between him and Sebastian. “Gerard, keep going down a few blocks and then take us around back to the private entrance.”

“Will do,” the driver acknowledged.

We passed by the group, not fifty feet away. They all turned and looked out at the street, but the windows of the limo were black, so they had no idea who was inside. The car didn’t pause in the slightest, which I guess convinced them that these weren’t the droids they were looking for. And, to be entirely fair to the slimebuckets, a limo on Sunset is a fairly regular sight, even on a Tuesday evening.

Still, all their heads swiveled and followed us, like zombies tracking the living… and then we were past. They all turned around and started waiting for their prey again… who, unbeknownst to them, had just escaped.

Connor watched the small crowd of photographers as we passed by them, then went back to staring into the darkness.



26


As soon as we stepped inside the penthouse at the Dubai, Connor fixed himself another drink from the bar. More scotch. Then he went over to the floor-to-ceiling window and stared out at the lights of the city.

I wanted to kill him, I was so angry. First talking to me and Sebastian like that in the car, now acting like an aloof asshole.

Johnny stowed our bags in the bedroom, then said goodnight and went across the hall to the bodyguard’s quarters. 

Sebastian stayed a few minutes longer, lingering at the door. He watched Connor fix his drink, but didn’t say anything. At least not directly.

He held up a keycard. “I’m coming in here at 3:30. That’s exactly five hours from now. You had better not be in the middle of any shenanigans, and you had better not be passed out drunk, or so help me God, I will let you hang in the wind.”

“I’ll be ready when you walk in,” Connor said emotionlessly, never turning away from the window.

“Mm,” Sebastian muttered, indicating he didn’t believe him.

“Oh, God, that’s early,” I moaned.

Connor looked around and frowned as though puzzled. “You’re not going.”

I stared at him in shock – which turned into anger. “Why, are you ashamed of me?”

Connor didn’t say anything, just turned back to the dark window.

Jesus he was infuriating.

“No, of course he isn’t,” Sebastian said softly. “But the paparazzi will be all over you the second you step outside, Lily. You saw them outside the hotel.”

“How’d they know we were coming?”

“I always stay here,” Connor muttered, still staring out the window and sipping his scotch. “This is the obvious choice to stake out.”

“The safest place for you right now is here,” Sebastian said soothingly. “You step out of the hotel – in fact, you step out of the penthouse – and you’re going to get mobbed.”

Connor glanced over his shoulder. “I thought I told you to post security – ”

“I did,” Sebastian snapped. “Two guards outside the elevator, 24/7. They should be there now. But she shouldn’t go down to the pool or the main lobby tomorrow, it’s just not safe.” 

I exhaled in disbelief. “So… now I’m in prison.”

Sebastian shrugged. “At least it’s a nice prison.”

I glared at Connor. “I’m not so sure about my fellow inmates.”

For the first time ever, Sebastian actually grinned. Then he glanced at Connor’s back, shook his head, and looked at me with raised eyebrows like, Good luck.


“3:30 AM,” he called out to Connor.

“I’ll be ready,” Connor answered, never turning around.

“Goodnight, Lily,” Sebastian said.

“Goodnight,” I said as he closed the door.

Connor and I were alone.

I waited about two seconds before I started in on him.
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“You’re a fucking asshole, you know that? Sebastian’s just trying to help you, and you’re getting drunk – how dare you talk to him that way – how dare you talk to me that way – ”

Connor didn’t turn around when he asked, “You mean back in the limo?”

“Yes, back in the limo,” I snapped. “You may think just because you’re a billionaire you can be a douchebag to people, but – ”

“I’m sorry,” he said as he stared out into the night.

I stopped short.

Hadn’t been expecting that.

I was still furious with him, though, and the way he’d said it wasn’t making me any less angry. “You should look at people when you fake apologize.”

He turned around to face me – no annoyance in his expression, no anger, no nothing. He just looked tired. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have talked to you like that. And it wasn’t a fake apology. I am sorry.”

I clenched my fists. I wasn’t quite sure what to do.

“You need to tell Sebastian you’re sorry, too,” I finally managed.

He gave a sharp laugh, looked away from me, then closed his eyes and nodded. “Tomorrow morning.”

“I think you should do it now – ”

“Tomorrow morning,” he said as he turned back to the window and sipped his drink.

I stood there, still angry as hell, still not knowing what to do.

He wanted to ignore me?

Fine.

Fuck you, Connor.

“Goodnight,” I spat, and turned to go.

“Do you know why I lost it in Vegas?” he asked, still staring out into the darkness.

I stopped and stared at him. “…lost what?”

He chuckled. “My shit. When I went crazy over the pictures.”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

He looked over at me, slightly amused. “I don’t know – is it?”

“You were furious that Miranda’s blackmailing you.”

“Well, yeah… but that’s not the reason I flipped out.”

“You were mad that she’s trying to wreck all your plans.”

“True… but that’s not really the reason.”

“Then… you’re mad because she got one up on you.”

“Yes, but again, that’s not the main reason.” He gave a wry grin. “But way to twist the knife, there.”

I folded my arms. It was a lot harder to say the next sentence.

“You were angry she betrayed you.”

“I wouldn’t call this betrayal so much as a brilliant, asshole move. She betrayed me before, eight months ago, and I didn’t flip out then.”

I sighed, tired of the guessing game. “So why now?”

He drank his scotch and stared into the darkness. “Because, for the first time since I walked out of my father’s study when I was nineteen years old… I was afraid.”

That didn’t seem like such a big revelation. “Okay, so you were afraid you were going to lose it all.”

“No, not even close. If I don’t go forward on this deal, I lose a few million dollars. A lot of planning, yes, a lot of time, but next to nothing in terms of money.”

“You were afraid that all your plans were going to be destroyed.”

“Pissed, yes. Afraid, no.”

I clenched my jaw. I was tired of the asshole act back in the limo, I was tired of the inscrutability now, I was tired of Twenty Questions. “So what were you afraid of?”

“For the first time ever, I had a mortal weakness. Which Miranda found and exploited.”

I frowned. “The photos?”

He turned and looked at me. “No. You.”
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I could feel the blood rushing out of my face. My legs felt unsteady.

“But I did this so you wouldn’t have to sacrifice your dreams… I said okay so that – ”

“That’s not what I meant.” He walked over to the sofa opposite the window, plopped down, and patted the cushion beside him. “Come here.”

I stayed frozen to the spot. “I think… we need to go to bed.”

“We need to talk first.”

My stomach was in knots. Double and triple knots. “I…”

“Lily… please. I need to talk to you,” he said quietly.

I stood there, afraid and unsure, for a good five seconds… and then I slowly walked over and sat next to him on the couch.

He sighed and looked down at the almost empty glass in his hands. “If it had been anybody but you, I would have just paid them off. Written them a check, big as they wanted, just to go away… said ‘Fuck you’ to Miranda and my family… and then ride out the shockwave. Try to salvage the situation.”

I sat up straight, pissed off and offended. “I don’t want your money – ”

He looked over and stared me in the eyes. “And I never offered it, because I knew you wouldn’t take it. And because I didn’t want you to take it.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand… I didn’t go away – ”

“I know.” He gave me a rueful smile. “I know.”

“So…?”

“So I’m still terrified. You’re still my Achilles heel.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I sneered.

He laughed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Then exactly how did you mean it?” I asked acidly.

He leaned back into the couch and stared out into the distance. “I never cared about anybody… not deeply. I could cut people loose like that,” he said, snapping his fingers. “People were assets for exactly as long as they were useful, and after that they were liabilities.”

“You don’t feel that way about Johnny or Sebastian,” I said, horrified – and not exactly sure if what I was saying was correct. Which horrified me more.

“No… they’re friends, and I’d take care of them if something happened. But if I’d had to sacrifice them today, I would have,” Connor said, no trace of guilt in his voice at all.

I stared at him. “Are you serious?”

“I said I’d take care of them. They’d never have to work another day in their life. But no matter how much hell they’d have to go through, I probably would have tossed them overboard. If keeping them meant that they’d disrupt my plans.”

I was shocked and repulsed to hear him say it.

But… despite my initial reaction… I realized he was also giving me an astounding, unbelievably huge compliment.

In a really fucked-up way.

“What about Miranda?” I asked quietly.

He looked at me and grinned like, Are you KIDDING me?! “I’d have gladly cut her throat. Metaphorically speaking, anyway.”

“No, not today. Before,” I whispered. “Eight… nine months ago.”

He looked at me, then looked away. Rubbed his jaw.

“No, you’re right, I probably wouldn’t have cut her loose then. But it’s hard to know. I think, more than anything, I would have kept her by me because… well… I’d put a ring on her finger. I would’ve felt obligated to make sure she was safe.”

I stared at him. “Weren’t you in love with her?”

He shrugged. “Yes… and no.”

“I don’t understand. You were going to marry her.”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you love her?”

He exhaled. “It was complicated.”

“So explain it.”

“If I went to a shrink, he’d probably say something about an Oedipal complex – ”

He paused and looked confused. It must have been the alcohol. I’d never seen him look that way before.

“…no, that’s wanting to kill your father… and we already know I’d love to do that… so whatever the hell it is when you subconsciously seek out someone like your parent of the opposite sex.”

“I think that’s everybody, actually.”

He looked at me and cocked an eyebrow. “You’re looking for a guy who’s like your father? Do I remind you of your – ”

“This is kind of a disturbing topic,” I interrupted. “Can we just stick with Miranda?”

He laughed. “Yeah, okay. Well, obviously, Miranda and my mother are very similar in a lot of respects… both focused on wealth, both insanely ambitious, both extremely intelligent… but beyond that, I think I was looking for love and affection from someone like my mother… and Miranda was definitely that. Almost exactly like her. Except she was kinder, sweeter… at first,” he said darkly. 

“She didn’t need me, which was attractive as hell. I’ve already told you this, but most women want me for my money, or my family name, or fame, or to flaunt me as a catch, or for whatever else they think I can give them. She didn’t want any of that. She had her own fortune, her own power… we were on a relatively equal footing, which was a first for me. And she was a prize to be caught. Elusive… challenging. She resisted every advance, played coy – never saying ‘no,’ but never quite saying ‘yes,’ either. I wasn’t used to that. I asked her out ten times before she agreed to have dinner with me. It just made me want her more. Women fling themselves at me all the time…”

I was wincing as he talked – especially during those last few sentences. Luckily, he was so far into his tale that I don’t think he saw my expression.

“…but not Miranda. She played hard to get at the beginning. Never stopped, really. She never gave away any more of herself than she had to. I didn’t realize it at the time, but she hooked me like a fish, and then she just reeled me in at her leisure.” Connor looked over at me. “Does it bother you to hear me talk about her like this?”

Yes.

“…no. But you loved her, right?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, she was a prize. Something to be won. To the victor, the spoils.”

“But you got her.”

“Except I didn’t. Not really. I never really won her… and I think that drove me crazy. Something I couldn’t vanquish, someone I couldn’t possess. Not fully. And I think she knew it, and she played me along, and that… that was what I felt for her, more than love, really. She was a challenge. I wanted all of her, and she never fully gave in.”

Every word, every sentence, was like a pinprick at my heart.

Actually, a lot worse than a pinprick.

She was a challenge.

So what am I? I wondered miserably.

An Achilles heel, a little voice whispered.

“What happened between you?” I asked.

Connor’s face clouded over, and hatred sparked in his eyes. 

“It’s long and boring… but the short version is, I told her about a bunch of complicated business plans I had in store. I was going to buy out a bunch of weakened technology companies and leverage them for… never mind. Anyway, I warned her ahead of time because, well, she’s the CEO of a hedge fund. She had tens of millions of her own money invested in various companies, not to mention tens of billions of her clients’ money. I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want to destroy everything she’d built.” Then he smirked. “Even if she inherited half of it from ‘Daddy.’”

I stared at him. “You gave her insider trading information?”

“She was my fiancée. What was I supposed to do, let her lose half of everything she owned? Destroy her business, her reputation?”

I raised my eyebrows. “I guess not… so what happened?”

“Weeks before the first round of buyouts, the companies I was targeting suddenly got a huge infusion of cash from anonymous investors. Every single one of them. Their stock shot up almost overnight, basically destroying all my plans, a year’s worth of preparation. I looked into it a little further, and guess who had dumped a shit-ton of money into those companies?”

“Miranda?”

“Yes, her, too… but my father.”

My hand flew to my mouth. “Your father found out about your plans?”

“He didn’t just ‘find out.’ Miranda told him.”

I stared at him. “You’re kidding me.”

“Nope.”

“Why?!”

“Because when she convinced him to go all in, the value of what she already had invested in those companies quadrupled overnight.”

I stared at him. “But… you warned her so she wouldn’t lose anything – ”

“And she fucked me over.”

“She sold you out for money?!”

“Not just that. Power.”

“What do you mean?”

“My family’s far more powerful and wealthy than I am, Lily. I’m getting closer to where they are, but until this solar power deal, I was basically a thorn in their side. A very annoying thorn, maybe, but a thorn all the same. Think of my family as the Kennedys, say, around 1955. JFK was still a senator, Bobby was tagging along, but all the power, all the real power, resided in their father and all the money and influence he had. Miranda obviously didn’t see me as JFK, she saw me as Teddy. Did a lot of good in his life, but after his fuckup at Chappaquiddick, he was never going to be President. And she decided she’d rather go with Joe Kennedy and the rest of the clan than with the black sheep, I guess.”

“You guess? Didn’t you ask her?”

“Of course. I confronted her as soon as I found out my father was behind the investments.”

“And what did she say?”

“She laughed and said, ‘Of course.’ She didn’t try to deny it at all.”

I stared at him. “But why? Did she say why she did it?”

“I think her words were something along the lines of, ‘You’re splitting the resources of your family. If you would just stop fighting with them and join forces, you could take over the entire world.’”

Okay, it’s incredibly nerdy and probably a terrible metaphor, but I thought of Darth Vader reaching out to Luke and saying, Join me… with our combined strength, we can end this destructive conflict and bring order to the galaxy.

After, of course, Vader had cut off Luke’s hand.

Huh… maybe not such a bad metaphor after all. (If you ignore the whole thing about Vader being Luke’s father, that is.)

“What did you say?”

“I told her she’d already fucked up royally, but that I hadn’t been absolutely, 100% clear, and now I was going to be: she had one last chance. She could choose me or my family. Simple as that. She told me not to be so dramatic. I think she specifically said, ‘I don’t do ultimatums.’ I told her she better do this one: choose, or get the fuck out and never cross my path again. 

“She just sneered and said, ‘Now I see… all along I thought it was some sort of immature phase, this obsession with getting back at your family. I hoped you’d get over it, but now I see you’re just a fool. It’s business. It’s all just business. It’s not personal.’ And I told her, ‘That’s where you’re wrong. It’s all personal, especially the business.’ And then I told her she’d obviously made her choice a long time ago, so get the fuck out.”

I stared at him. “What did she do?”

“Didn’t say another word. Just stared me down like I was a piece of shit… and then she took off her engagement ring, tossed it at my feet in contempt, and then she turned around and walked out. Had a couple of assistants come by the next day and collect her things.”

I sat there, my mouth open.

Before I’d met Connor, I’d thought I had a lot of drama in my life. Turns out I didn’t have any, not by comparison. From his parents to his sociopathic fiancée, I’d never met anybody with as much fucked-up-ness in their lives.

He looked over at me with a little grin. “Fun stuff, huh?”

“That’s not the word I would have used.”

He drained the last few drops from his glass, then set it down on the coffee table. “What are you thinking?”

“I can see why you didn’t sleep with anybody else for the last eight months,” I said. “In fact, I’m kind of astounded you didn’t go gay.”

He burst out laughing, his head leaning back on the sofa. When he stopped, he wiped a tear from his eye. “Ohhh… that was good… I’m sure Sebastian would have approved, but no, I love women way too much for one bad one to turn me to the other team.”

I reached out a hand and stroked his hair. “Thank God for that.”

“Yeah… well… besides not going gay, there was a lot of fallout,” he said, suddenly getting quieter. “I didn’t trust anybody for the longest time. In fact… and if you tell him this, I’ll deny it… but one of the reasons I didn’t tell Sebastian about the Nevada deal was I worried if maybe he’d worked with Miranda behind my back.”

“What?! You think he helped Miranda? He HATES Miranda!” 

“And always has.” Connor closed his eyes and shook his head. “I was being paranoid. But by the time I’d begun setting it up, I couldn’t exactly tell him, ‘Oh, by the way, I didn’t trust you three months ago, but now I’ll tell you everything.’”

I stared at him. “You don’t honestly think – ”

“I know he didn’t.”

“How? How do you know?”

“Because I had him checked out thoroughly by third parties.” Connor opened his eyes and saw my dismayed reaction. “Lily, you have to remember, I’d just gotten betrayed by the woman I was planning to spend the rest of my life with. I didn’t trust anyone.”

“But you told me last night,” I whispered.

He smiled. “Because I trust you.” Then the smile disappeared. “And that’s what’s scaring me.”

“That’s why you flipped out?” I asked, totally confused. “Because you can trust me?”

“No.” He stood up and walked over to the window, stared out into the darkness. “Because I was going to cut you loose. I was going to toss you overboard and let the chips fall where they may… but then I realized I couldn’t. That’s when I flipped out – because I couldn’t do what I needed to do. What the situation demanded I do.”

As soon his words registered in my mind, my heart seized up and the blood froze in every one of my veins.

It’s not every day that you hear, Yeah, I was going to let my psycho-bitch ex destroy your life, and then I realized, naaaah, couldn’t do it. Even though I NEEDED to.

But what Connor said next completely destroyed me.

He looked around at me still sitting on the sofa. His eyes were soft, and he smiled the tiniest bit.

“I couldn’t do it because I realized I was already in love with you.”
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I told you that what I’d felt when I saw the photographs was indescribable.

This instant was like that, but times ten.

And in the completely opposite direction.

Joy.

My heart breaking – in a good way.

I wanted to cry – in a very good way.

I felt as though happiness was swelling inside me so fast I might burst.

And terror. I was terrified – of how fast it was happening, of what it meant.

But mostly I was astonished that he’d said it, that he’d actually said it.

Overwhelmed.

Dizzy.

Desire. I wanted him, I wanted to kiss him, I wanted to make love to him – 

Caution. He was drunk, he had to be drunk, that’s why he was saying it, would he be saying it if he hadn’t had half a bottle of scotch in the last two hours?

I stared at him, my mouth open, trying to swim through the raging torrent of emotions threatening to drown me.

His smile faded slightly, and his face grew worried. “Lily…?”

I burst into a gigantic smile as tears filled my eyes.

“I love you, too,” I whispered.
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As soon as I said it, his entire face lit up. He covered the distance between us in a few giant strides, reached down and grabbed my arms, and lifted me to my feet.

And kissed me.

My God, how he kissed me.

His arms around me, encircling me, holding me close, pressing me against his body.

I had never felt safer or more loved my entire life than in that instant.

His lips found mine and pressed against my mouth, soft at first, then insistent. Not just with desire, but tenderness, and excitement, and joy.

I could taste the scotch on his breath – overpowering at first, but then it began to fade, and within a few seconds I hardly noticed it.

I kissed him back, matching him as his passionate kisses became a frenzy.

Then he pulled away, cradled one hand behind my head, and whispered in my ear:

“I love you.”

He pulled back and looked me in the eyes, a huge smile on his face.

I half laughed, half sobbed, and the tears at the corners of my eyes trailed down my cheeks.

He kissed them away, then moved back to my mouth, and I could taste the salt on his lips.

“I love you,” he whispered, his lips just barely grazing mine before he kissed me again.

And then he bent down and swept me off my feet. Literally.

One arm caught me under my knees, and the other supported my back, and suddenly I was screaming and giggling as he hoisted me into the air and carried me off towards the bedroom. I put my hands to his cheeks, laughing, and kissed him again and again.

Once we were inside the bedroom, he set me back on my feet and tugged off my shoes, pulled at the straps on my dress, fumbled with my bra, pulled my panties down to the floor. At the same time, I was trying to undo his buttons, one by maddening one.

“Rip it off,” he whispered hoarsely.

“But – ”

“Do it,” he commanded as his hands grabbed my ass and pulled me to him.

I could already feel him hard and thick beneath his pants, the shape pressing against my belly, and I wanted him now.

Fuck the buttons.

I pulled the shirt apart, ripping the buttons out of their holes, some of them popping off and falling to the ground.

I fumbled as fast as I could with his belt, pulling it off him and unzipping his pants as his hands glided over my back, my breasts, my neck, running through my hair – 

God, I was so wet.

I held the waistband of his underwear away from his body to make sure I wouldn’t hurt him when I pulled them off. I reached in and grabbed his cock, feeling it hot and thick and pulsing in my hand, then tugged the boxers down, down past his muscular thighs, all the way to the floor with his pants. I’d forgotten the shoes, though, and the pants hung up around his ankles.

“Oh GOD,” I groaned, desperate and frantic with desire, and pushed him back on the bed. He laughed, his naked body sprawled out on the covers, as I tugged at his shoes and socks and then pulled off his pants and underwear and then crawled up onto him – hell, raced up onto him – feeling the warmth of his body and the head of his cock trailing across my legs like scorching hot satin.

I leaned over him, my breasts dangling against his chest, and kissed him hard, pressing my hips hard against his thick, gorgeous cock.

He kissed me back, his tongue filling my mouth, then reached up and grabbed my hair and rolled me onto my back.

With a frantic push of his knees against mine, he separated my legs, and then I felt the swollen, soft head against my lips, and he pushed inside me, my wetness drenching him, letting him slide in so fast and so easily that I gasped with shock and pleasure.

He grabbed my hair with both hands and forced my head to stay still as he looked into my eyes and whispered, “I love you,” as his cock eased further inside me, filling me up, going deeper and deeper, making me moan in ecstasy.

“I love you,” he whispered, his eyes gazing into mine, and I felt his massive thickness recede inside me, then come surging back, filling me again to the point of bursting with pleasure.

“I love you,” I whispered, my eyes filling with tears of joy – and then I closed them and moaned as he thrust inside me again. I opened them when I felt his lips on mine, hot and feverish and frantic.

His eyes never left mine – it was like he was staring at the very depths of my soul as he thrust inside me over and over, filling me up, taking me higher and higher, bringing me closer and closer to him, pressing deep inside my body, receding, almost leaving, then returning, making love to me, being inside me, becoming one with me, and the entire time he looked into my eyes he murmured over and over, “I love you,” his face full of tenderness and longing and love.

Tears were running down my face as I smiled, unable to contain my joy, as I whispered, “I love you… I love you, too… I love you…” interrupted only by my cries of pleasure as his cock, his gorgeous, thick, amazing cock, kept pounding away inside me, then sweetly filled me, then paused, then thrust again as he kissed me on the lips and stared into my eyes and whispered, “I love you, Lily, Jesus God I love you…”

My hands clutched at his back, his arms, his amazing ass as he pounded that lovely, glorious cock inside me, over and over. Finally my hands wound up at his face, clutching his hair, holding on for dear life as he made love to me, filled me, brought me to the brink of orgasm and kept me there, hovering, my whole body quivering and writhing beneath his as he entered me over and over and filled me completely and brought me higher, inch by inch, and all the while he was staring into my eyes.

“When you come, look into my eyes, Lily,” he whispered hoarsely. “I want to tell you I love you when you come, Lily – ”

That was it.

“OH GOD,” I screamed, and I tried so hard to keep my eyes open as it rolled through me, wave after impossibly sweet wave of contractions, and all the while I was drowning in his eyes as he whispered, “I love you, I love you, I love you, I love you – ”

“I LOVE YOU TOO,” I screamed, and then I couldn’t hang on anymore. My eyes rolled back in my head and I could feel my body bucking, my hips slamming into his as every nerve in my body was dipped in sugar and sex and bliss, and then I heard his voice rise as he shouted, “OH GOD” and I clutched his head to my shoulder and whispered – actually sobbed – in his ear, “I love you, Connor,” and I felt him explode inside me, between my legs, his thick cock growing even larger, unbearably sweet and huge as he grasped at my shoulders and I held onto him, clutching at his hair, whispering “I love you” over and over and over until I felt his spasms slowly ebb away. He collapsed on me, his chest heaving, his body trembling. He kissed my ear and we lay like that, him inside me, my lips grazing his ear, whispering, “I love you… I love you…”



31


After we made love, Connor lay on his back and I nestled against his side, my head on his chest.

“So you knew you loved me when you couldn’t pay me off,” I said.

He chuckled. “I guess so.”

“That’s sooo romantic,” I said sarcastically as I poked him in the side.

He laughed, then tickled me in retribution until I shrieked. 

After I had quieted down, he said, “At least I realized it.”

“True,” I admitted.

“When did you know?”

“Earlier than that.”

“When?”

I blushed, glad that he couldn’t see it. “…on top of the ferris wheel.”

He stroked my hair. “That was an amazing day, wasn’t it?”

I nodded with my eyes closed and smiled. “The best.”

“Actually, I was probably in love with you then, too, I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.”

My eyes flew open. I lifted my head up to look at him. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “Just what I said: I probably knew earlier, I just didn’t want to call it that.”

“Why not?”

He looked intensely uncomfortable. “I don’t know.”

I kept staring at him until he gave in and started talking again. 

“I felt like it was a weakness,” he said quietly.

I was surprised how much his words stung.

“That’s just what every girl wants to hear.” 

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Come on, Lily. The last woman I’d been with had betrayed me, I wasn’t with anybody for months after that, and then the first woman I slept with, I fell in love with. Can’t you see where that might be kind of unsettling?”

I lowered my gaze. “Yeah… I guess,” I said grudgingly. 

What he said made perfect sense. 

But I had just wanted roses and butterflies, and instead I got… reality. It was a little bit of a comedown.

He reached out and stroked my arm. “I knew that I needed you… and that frightened me.”

My heart softened, and I looked up at him. I put my hand softly on his cheek.

He kissed my fingers, then shifted onto his side so that we were face to face, and began to kiss me softly.

My heart fluttered, and I cradled his face with my free hand as he brushed his lips against mine.

I felt the heaviness of his cock, soft but still massive, draped against the curve of my leg.

And then I felt it begin to thicken. I felt it slowly brush against my thigh as it got longer and harder. As Connor’s kisses began to heat up and grow more passionate, I felt his cock push against my body, as though aching to be inside me.

I reached down as I kissed him and stroked him softly, gently, feeling him strain against my hand. He groaned into my mouth as he kissed me, then moved to my neck and began to kiss me there, caressing me with his lips.

His left arm circled underneath my head, and the right hand found my breast and began to touch me, playing with my nipple, circling it, lightly pinching it, just enough to send a shiver of desire down to my thighs.

I moaned and lay there, letting him kiss me wherever he wanted, letting him do whatever he wanted. I slowly moved my hand up and down the length of his shaft, occasionally letting my fingers reach down and cup his balls, massaging them softly, squeezing them ever so lightly. He groaned, and I felt his cock convulse like a bucking horse – and then I went back to stroking it softly, gently, my fingers circling his thickness like a ring of silk, moving from his swollen head down to the base, lightly, slowly, gently.

He moved to my ear and nibbled at the earlobe, licked the outer edge, and breathed softly like a sigh. My whole body arched against his, and I felt the heat of his cock pressing feverishly into my skin.

I wanted him inside me so badly.

I thought he was going to do it when he lifted my leg at the knee, so that my foot remained on the bed and my leg made a triangle. I thought he might slide into me as we lay there sideways, facing each other – but no, he was crueler than that.

His fingers reached down and began to play lightly across my landing strip, tickling me, stoking my fire… and then his fingers drifted lower and began to lightly touch my lips, playing across them, his skin just barely connected to mine by the slick wetness of my juices. He consciously avoided my clit as he stroked the lips of my pussy, even letting the tip of his finger enter me – just a few millimeters, enough to part me and make me groan.

Meanwhile, I could feel that he was getting wet, too. I rubbed my palm over the swollen head of his cock, and I could feel his pre-cum slick against my skin. I used it to wet him down, and began to stroke him with the tiniest bit more friction. Every time I moved my hand up to the head of his cock I circled around it, swirled my wet palm exclusively over the sensitive skin of his head. Finally he gasped, “Too much… it’s too crazy. Too sensitive.”

I smiled and went back to stroking him up and down, slicking him down with his own wetness.

Maybe in retribution for what I did to him, he started in on me. His fingertip, slick and wet, caressed my clit for the first time, no more than a whisper of a touch. I whimpered as he moved down my lips… stroked me, played with me… and then moved up again, circling my clit before he edged away. He would do that over and over: touch me and caress me with the gentlest pressure, then move away, the sweetness and excitement ebbing a little… and then come back, a tiny bit more insistent, a little bit longer, sliding and pressing and caressing my clit in the most erotic way possible… then moving away again, teasing me, never letting me get too high, always building my excitement a little bit more before retreating again.

“Fuck,” I groaned at one point, my head rolling back on the bed with my eyes screwed shut in blissful frustration.

“Yes ma’am,” he whispered, a grin in his voice, and then he withdrew his hand completely. 

Before I could complain, his hand closed over my mine – which was still wrapped around his cock – and I felt him arch out his shaft at an angle and then sloooooowly push his slick, wet head over my clit. The friction made me cry out. Then he pushed his cock inside my pussy, centimeter by centimeter, inch by inch, never stopping, just slowly, slowly filling me up.

 “Oh God,” I whimpered. I took my hand away as he moved deeper and deeper inside me. I put my wet fingers on his shoulder, clutching him as he filled me up so sweetly and amazingly that I wanted to scream.

He still had his arm underneath me, and it pushed at my back, forcing me onto my side. He kissed me deeply, his tongue just as slow and thick and hot as his cock was as it kept on moving deeper and deeper inside my body.

I circled both my hands around his neck and crushed his lips against mine, moaning and crying out as his thick base filled me up completely, his cock fully inside my pussy. I was almost crying it felt so good.

As we kissed, he began to rock backwards and forwards just the slightest bit – never withdrawing more than an inch, just enough for me to feel him deep inside me, over and over, filling me, making me expand around the thick base of his shaft, letting me feel that thickest part of him between my lips, over and over.

When his body pressed against mine, I could feel his body grind against my clit, too, which sent me into flights of ecstasy – and then he would withdraw, just an inch, then fill me up with a quick, small thrust, touching me deep inside.

He broke off our kiss and pulled back just enough so that our lips were almost touching.

“Do you love me, Lily?”

“Yes,” I moaned, straining forward to kiss him – but he wouldn’t let me. He moved his head back slightly, a smile on his lips as my whole face strained with frustrated desire and brimming ecstasy.

“Do you love me?” he asked as he pulled out further, then thrust into me harder.

I gasped. “Yes – ”

“Do you love me?” he asked as he did it again, pulling out, then thrusting deep, so deep inside me.

“Oh God, yes – ”

He didn’t withdraw this time, he just pressed his cock into me as hard as he could, as deep as he could, as though he were trying to become one with me, grinding his hips against mine, his body or his pelvis or his lower abs or something pressing insistently against my clit, making it explode with pressure, his cock swirling inside me as he rotated his hips. His hand clutched my ass and forced me against him so hard, so good, so hot, so thick and strong and amazing.

“If you love me – ”

“OH GOD YES – ”

“Then come for me,” he whispered in my ear.

“FUCK, OH FUCK,” I screamed, and my fingers were raking down his back and I was biting his skin as I came, over and over, harder and harder, higher and higher, as he grinded against me, swirling his thickness inside me, the pressure mounting and increasing as I came. I clutched at his ass and his cheeks clenched against my fingers and then he was groaning, grunting, moaning, and he pressed inside me so hard as I felt him explode inside me, my orgasm setting him off, both of us coming together, moaning together, me screaming and him crying out, until his contractions began to slowly ebb away, and mine began to abate, and then we just lay like that, clinging to each other. We began to kiss again, softly and sweetly and gentle.

I don’t remember much after that. I think we talked some more, but it gradually descended into semi-coherent murmuring… and then I fell asleep in his arms.



32


I awoke to the sound of the shower. Somewhere in the muddled fog of my brain, I thought about getting up and going in to join him… but the bed was so soft… and he would be coming out soon…

…so that he could go on Good Morning America and talk about the sex scandal.

A shot of adrenaline ripped through me. I jolted up on my elbows, my heart pounding.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit…

After the magic of last night, I had forgotten all my pain and problems for a while.

HA haaaa, as the bully on The Simpsons would say. Back to the real world.

I lay back down and tried to breathe.

Everyone was going to know soon. Everywhere across America, people were waking up and seeing those photos of me and Connor on the front page of newspapers, or on the internet, or on the television…

I was going to have to call my parents today.

SHIT.

I spent another fifteen minutes in a semi-panic attack until the bathroom door opened and Connor stepped out.

He had turned off the light before he came out, so I could only see the black rectangle of the open door against a slightly less black wall. I couldn’t see him at all, but I could hear him.

“You’re awake,” he said, his voice calm and composed.

“Come here,” I whispered.

His shoes whispered along the carpet, and I felt the bed give way as he sat down on the edge next to me.

I reached over and felt for his face. It was freshly shaven, smooth, and still warm from the shower. He smelled clean, like soap and water and steam, with a hint of the cologne he was wearing the first time I had met him: musk and sandalwood, masculine and rich, with the tiniest bit of sweetness underlying it all.

I reached up and kissed him in the darkness. The smell of scotch was gone, replaced by sparkling mint.

Something was off, though.

His kiss was nice… but reserved. He pressed his lips to mine, but little more. There was no heat like usual, and the tenderness from the night before was gone.

I pulled back, puzzled.

“Turn on the light,” I whispered. “I want to see you.”

There was the sound of cloth moving as he stretched out his arm, and then the light beside the bed came on.

He was impossibly handsome, even more beautiful than the first time I’d seen him. The shadows cast by the bedside light set off his features like a Rembrandt painting. Dark, wavy hair, perfectly in place. Strong chin, granite jawline, those cheekbones… the lips, masculine but sensual… the golden brown skin, the crystal blue eyes. And his suit was perfection: charcoal grey pinstripe, crisp white shirt, shimmering blue tie that complemented his eyes. 

He looked tired, but there was a determination there, a steely resolve. The warrior’s spirit. I’d seen it in him before, when he was arguing with his family, when he was verbally sparring with Klaus, when he was talking about his plans and dreams for changing the world.

But something was different.

I touched the knot of his tie, the way women do in movies, to straighten it – but it was already impeccable. “You look hot.”

He laughed, and the ‘something different’ was gone, replaced by the old Connor. “Well, that’s good to know.”

Then he settled back into that calmness and repose. He gave me a gentle smile. “I better go.”

He started to move, but I hung onto his arm. “Wait…”

He paused and looked at me, his eyebrows slightly arched, questioning… but otherwise expressionless.

The poker player’s mask.

“…are you okay?” I whispered.

He smiled again. Reassuring, calm… but not quite authentic. “It’s going to be a stressful day. I’m nervous.”

I frowned.

Connor, nervous?

Yeah, right.

Something about the way he said it felt strange.

“Are you… sure that’s all?”

“I’m sure,” he said, and kissed me again. It was gentle and pleasant, but without sensuality. It was a kiss from a man who had been married twenty years. A man who still liked his wife, but hadn’t tried to have sex with her for the last ten months.

Or just someone under incredible strain, I chided myself. Cut him some slack.

Or better yet, give him something nice.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him, giving him all the tenderness and sweetness I wanted from him.

There was a spark there… but it didn’t feel fully reciprocated. And it didn’t burst into flame.

I broke it off first and looked in his eyes, searching for something.

I didn’t find it.

Suddenly I was very, very frightened.

I leaned forward again and hugged him as tight as I could.

For some reason I couldn’t explain, it felt like I was saying goodbye.

He hugged me back, his hands warm against my naked skin… and then he gently pulled away. “I better go before Sebastian barges in here.”

“Okay,” I whispered.

“See you soon.” He got up from the bed and strode over to the bedroom door.

“Good luck…”

He smiled back at me as he opened the door. “Thanks. Go back to sleep, get some rest.”

I waited for him to say it, silently pleading with him to say it – 

I love you.

But he didn’t.

He just walked out and shut the door silently behind him.
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I tried to go back to sleep, but there was no way in hell that was going to happen.

I lay there, tossing and turning, my mind going a million miles an hour.

Why didn’t he say it?

What was wrong?

What changed?

The little voice that likes to undermine me whispered in my ear.

Maybe he was waiting for YOU to say it.

I’d wanted to.

But something had held me back. The subtle shift in his manner, the lack of passion in his kiss.

Maybe you should have said it first.

Maybe I should have.

But I’d had a reason not to.

Because I was afraid he would repeat it woodenly back to me.

Or worse, say nothing at all.

Why didn’t he say it?

Leave it to Connor Templeton to be able to take my mind completely off my impending global shaming and the utter destruction of my personal life, all by not saying three little words.
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Sleep was impossible, so I got up, threw on one of the hotel robes, and then paced back and forth. I wasn’t quite at full-on, hand-flapping freak-out mode… but I was getting closer, minute by minute.

My slowly rising panic overrode my ordinary hesitations, and I called room service for some coffee and fruit. I paced back and forth furiously as I waited. When the guy came up with the rolling tray, I thanked him and signed for a nice tip. As he left, I peeked out after him. Down the hallway were two big, burly men in suits, one on each side of the elevator.

One of them looked over at me, his face curious.

I snapped back in the room faster than the groundhog seeing his shadow and shut the door behind me.

I fixed myself a cup of coffee with cream and way too much sugar, then turned on the giant flatscreen in the penthouse’s main room.

This is crazy, I told myself. It’s only…

I searched for a clock. There was a fancy digital one over on a shelf, all sleek glass and brushed steel.

4:17 AM.

Nothing’s on, I told myself. Nobody knows yet unless they saw it on the internet.

How wrong I was.

Yeah, it was mostly infomercials and bad movies, but I also discovered a ‘Guide’ button on the remote that brought up a listing of the various channels available. I discovered that, despite being in Los Angeles, I had access to New York channels.

Including the New York City ABC affiliate… featuring Good Morning America.

Yippee.

My hand trembled as I pressed the ‘Enter’ button on the remote.

I really, really shouldn’t have done that.

The screen exploded into a 52-inch shot of me and Connor, my back pressed against the brick wall, a black bar across my breasts as I had an orgasm for the camera.

The coffee cup slipped from my hand and shattered on the floor. I felt the hot liquid splash across my bare feet, but I barely reacted.

“…the scandal rocking the nation this morning,” a woman’s voice said over the photos, “when pictures of a billionaire’s very public encounter with a woman of… let’s say, ‘questionable occupation,’ surfaced last night on TMZ.com. That very billionaire, Connor Templeton – of the famously rich family – will be joining us via live feed in just a few minutes from Los Angeles to explain his side of the story.”

I sank weakly onto the couch and watched, my stomach churning, as more pictures of my enraptured face flashed across the screen.

Then I ran into the bathroom and threw up.
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By the time I’d collected myself and cleaned up the coffee, Connor was on TV.

A strange mixture of fear and tenderness coursed through me when I saw him.

He looked amazing. I could see the strain around his eyes, but only because I knew him. Otherwise he was picture-perfect, from his $5,000 suit, to his confident smile, to his stunning good looks. On another day, in another context, he could be running for the Senate, or maybe even the Presidency – an incredibly handsome man, powerful and assured, young and full of vigor, about to change the world. It was like JFK’s spirit had been reborn in a shell that was ten times better-looking, and without the Massachusetts accent.

He was in some sort of studio with wood paneling and potted trees in the background. He looked like he was relaxing and enjoying himself – definitely not undergoing a nationwide sex scandal.

The screen cut back to the female host, and her voice filtered into my consciousness. “…billionaire investor and philanthropist Connor Templeton is here with us now via satellite from Los Angeles. Thanks for coming on the show, Connor.”

“Thanks for having me.” He flashed that panty-dropping smile, and I imagined ten million females across America – housewives, women getting ready for work, eighty-year-old grannies – all swooning at once.

“Connor, these are some pretty… um, ‘compromising’ photos of you here.”

He laughed. “Yes, that’s putting it mildly.”

“What happened?”

“Well, I think you can see from the pictures exactly what ‘happened.’”


Nervous, titillated (yes, I used that word deliberately) laughter from the female host. “Um, yes, well… yes, I guess we can!”

Connor’s eyes suddenly focused on the camera with laser-like intensity, as though staring out at ten million souls, speaking to them each individually. I know I felt like he was staring at me, that’s for sure.

“The question is, how did these photos come out, and why? I’ll tell you – because they were an attempt by my ex-fiancée and my parents to blackmail me and try to stop me from financing a clean energy revolution that would bring inexpensive electricity to every household in America within five years – and after that, the world.”

The camera cut back to the hostess; she was clearly astounded. “That’s – um – wow, there’s quite a bit in that statement, let’s unpack that for a second. You’re alleging that your ex-fiancée and your parents tried to blackmail you?”

“They were in my Las Vegas hotel room yesterday at 4PM. That’s when I first saw the photographs, which they threatened to release to the media unless I abandoned my plans to bring inexpensive, clean energy to the nation.”

“I don’t understand – why would they try to stop you from doing that?”

“Because my father – Augustus Templeton, I’m sure you’ve heard of him,” Connor said, flashing a sarcastic smile, “has made billions of dollars from the coal and oil industries, and has spent hundreds of millions over the decades lobbying Congress to deregulate those industries, to provide his companies with federal subsidies, to make EPA standards looser – basically to pollute your air and water and make you, the American taxpayer, foot the bill, while he amassed an unbelievable fortune. My ex-fiancée, Miranda Lockwood, is a hedge fund CEO who makes hundreds of millions of dollars a year in investments in those same polluting companies. My father and Miranda stand to lose billions of dollars if the coal and oil industries are replaced by what I propose – an energy company that harnesses the sunlight in the Nevada desert and distributes it across America for PENNIES compared to traditional energy companies. I want to give back to the American people, and eventually give back to all of humanity. Miranda and my parents want to hoard their money and keep stealing more out of your pockets as you hack up your lungs on the way to the hospital.”

“Um, Mr. Templeton – ”

Again, that dazzling smile. “My father’s ‘Mr. Templeton,’ and I don’t want to be mistaken for him. Call me Connor.”

“Okay, Connor – these are some outrageous allegations.”

“I have some outrageous family members.”

“Do you think there was any sort of, I don’t know, revenge factor in this from your fiancée – ”

“EX-fiancée,” Connor stressed. “She walked out eight months ago after betraying me in a business deal – a business deal she did with my father, by the way.”

“Okay, your ex-fiancée – I mean, you ARE pictured with an attractive young woman in these photographs – ‘hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,’ and all of that – ”

“Oh, I KNOW Miranda wanted to destroy me, but she’s always been very focused on money at the expense of everything else. I think that’s why she’s doing this, why she’s effectively trying to screw the American public out of what I want to do for them – because she wants to make billions of dollars, no matter what the cost is in human lives.”

“Okay, well, let’s talk about these photos – who is this mystery woman? The reports say her name is Lily Ross – ”

Connor’s face set almost imperceptibly. “That’s correct, but I’d really appreciate it if you leave Lily alone. You can come after me as much as you want, but she’s an innocent victim in Miranda’s and my parents’ plot to try to destroy my plans to help America.”

“Well, she’s kind of made herself a public figure here – ”

Connor smiled coldly. “No, Miranda and my parents made her a public figure to try to blackmail me.”

“Yes, well, is there any truth to the allegations that you paid her $50,000?”

Connor tackled it head-on, not angry, just levelheaded and smooth as silk. “Oh, yes, that’s completely true. But I know what the insinuation is – that I paid her $50,000 for sex. That IS what you’re thinking, right?”

“Well – it does raise questions – ”

“Lily’s my girlfriend. We’re in a committed relationship.”

My heart soared. Suddenly all the strange awkwardness of an hour ago was forgotten.

“ The money I gave her was a gift, not a payment,” Connor continued. “Yes, those photos are regrettable – I lost my head, I took her there, I begged her to do it, she did it for me, to make ME happy, against her better judgment – ”

I frowned a little. What he was saying wasn’t exactly wrong, but it made me seem like a little lost sheep. I hadn’t exactly fought that hard. And any fool could see from the photos that I had enjoyed it – immensely.

“ – but she shouldn’t be punished because she cares for me. If anybody wants to come after me, that’s fine, I’m a public figure. But I’m asking people to please give Lily her privacy. She was just trying to make me happy, and now Miranda and my parents are hell-bent on destroying her just so they can continue to line their pockets with dirty, polluted money.”

Again, the nervous, titillated laughter from the host. “I’ve got to be honest, Connor, I think there are a lot of women watching this show right now who would have been HAPPY to, uh, try to make you happy.”

I felt a little surge of relief that she wasn’t judging me – and a little spike of anger: Hey, quit flirting with him!

Connor grinned. “Well, I certainly hope people can see it that way and put the blame where it belongs – on my ex-fiancée and my parents, for trying to destroy an innocent woman’s life.”

“She’s your girlfriend, you say?”

Again, that almost imperceptible setting of Connor’s expression. I wondered if I was the only one who could see it, or if it was apparent to everyone else watching the show.

“Yes. Yes, she is.”

“Soooo… you’re in love with her, I’m assuming?”

His smile became more fixed, like he had to struggle a bit to maintain it. “Yes. Yes, I am. Very much so.”

An ice-cold shadow passed over my soul.

It was the only statement he’d made the entire time that wasn’t entirely convincing.
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Connor said his goodbyes to the GMA host, then they cut to commercial.

I remembered something about Fox, and flipped through the New York channels until I found the cable news station. I didn’t have to wait long before the whole rigmarole started again.

There were the pictures, the ‘shocking scandal’ quotes, Connor’s introduction as a billionaire. There was a slightly different tone this time – the hosts were more combative, and seemed to view him with self-righteous smugness and more than a little mistrust. Especially when he brought up the solar company.

“Wait, wait – are you saying there’s something wrong with the coal and oil industries?”

“They were appropriate for their time,” Connor said, “which ended as soon as the researchers I’m funding found an easy, inexpensive way to harness solar power and distribute electricity. No pollution, and energy independence from the Middle East. Surely you’d like our country not to have to depend on the whims of OPEC and countries that don’t have our interests at heart? I mean, we’re talking about regimes that fund terrorists – I want us to get away from them IMMEDIATELY, and give Americans inexpensive, clean energy while I do it.”

“Well, I don’t disagree with you there, Connor, but coal – Kentucky, for instance, or West Virginia – Kentucky’s economy depends on coal, there are so many places in America that would be destroyed, absolutely decimated, if you do what you say you’re going to do.”

“Go ask all those Kentucky coalminers who have black lung, go ask all those families who’ve lost fathers and brothers and sons in the mines, if they wouldn’t like to have their family members back.”

“Well, that may be the case, but they still want to have a job and put food on the table.”

“My companies will be hiring for tens of thousands of jobs – we’re going to need factory workers, people to do the installations out in the desert, technicians to keep five million solar panels running, construction workers to build new plants, people to upgrade the entire electrical grid across America – and we’re going to have to train people for that, we’ll have to educate them, we’re talking about ordinary people being able to leave one industry and start in an entirely new one. Trust me, for every coalminer that loses his job, we’ll have a new job available for him if he doesn’t mind moving west.”

“Yes, but, you’re talking about destroying those local economies – ” 

“And YOU’RE talking about letting my parents and my ex-fiancée continue to make billions of dollars on the backs and the graves of those Kentucky coalminers, but you don’t seem to have a problem with THAT.”

It spiraled into a shouting match for awhile, but it eventually came back to what everyone was really interested in: the sex scandal. When the issue of our relationship came up, they went straight for the jugular – the $50,000 and the scandalous nature of the photographs.

But then, something unexpected happened. Somebody – one of the show’s producers, maybe – had watched the GMA interview just a few minutes before.

“You said in a previous interview that you love Ms. Ross.”

Connor’s face tightened the tiniest bit. “Yes. I do.”

This time, the hosts were more jovial, almost ribbing him good-naturedly. “‘I do’ – is that something we might be hearing again sometime soon, in front of a minister? ‘I do’? Maybe some wedding bells in the future for you and Ms. Ross? Or, should I say, Mrs. Templeton?”

Connor’s smile froze. His eyes looked like a trapped animal’s. “Well, we’ll just have to see what the future holds.”

I wanted to cry – and not from happiness.
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The slowly creeping nightmare continued, channel to channel, minute to minute.

The first interviews were all about the scandal, the photos, the implied prostitution. And Connor stayed right on track, repeating the same phrases over and over again, about wanting to ‘give America inexpensive, clean energy’ and how Miranda and his father were lining their pockets while practicing blackmail and screwing over the average American. It almost became funny how many times he mentioned ‘America’ and ‘American,’ as though Connor was the red-blooded patriot, and his family and Miranda were gangrene, rotting away the soul of all that was good and decent.

Which was kind of over the top – but, yeah, they absolutely were psychopathic assholes, so maybe it wasn’t so overblown.

But over the course of the morning, things began to change. Subtly at first, then with even greater speed.

Ever hear of ‘the Narrative’ in the ‘Mainstream Media’? I never heard about it until I watched Jon Stewart on the Daily Show, when he would excoriate news programs for not reporting subtle or contradictory details. He basically said that when news programs reported stories, they created ‘a Narrative’ – a frame that they put around the facts, a structure that tied everything together in a neat little bow. Basically, a way to understand things in five seconds or less. The story underneath the story – the underdog narrative, the ‘Mr. Smith Goes To Washington’ narrative, the ‘hometown kid makes good’ narrative, the ‘Congress is a bunch of idiots’ narrative. Jon Stewart’s problem was that ‘the Narrative’ became a filter, a pair of rose-colored glasses through which the news programs viewed everything, and anything that was messy or contradicted the Narrative got left out.

In this case, it wasn’t that the messy, sex scandal stuff got left out.

It was that I could see the Narrative change before my very eyes. 

It was gradual, but it was there.

The earliest shows concentrated on how shocking and scandalous the photos were, and how bad I must be – after all, Connor had paid me $50,000. I must be a prostitute, right? And as we all know, prostitutes are bad, bad, bad.

Sarcasm in that last sentence, if you didn’t catch it. No, I don’t want people to think I’m a prostitute, but, hey, ‘she works hard for the money.’

Which is what the news programs were saying about me, with a very nasty edge to their words. The Narrative was basically ‘criminal slut cavorts with playboy billionaire.’ Not that baldly stated, but you could tell that’s what they meant.

But slowly – I guess as producers began hearing about previous interviews, and as Connor began to push them in that direction – the Narrative changed to something more like Cinderella. Instead of an evil stepmother and stepsisters, there were the Templetons and Miranda. And poor little Lily Ross was Cinderella – the not-so-bright victim of evil, greedy blackmailers. And Connor was Prince Charming, who wanted to make an honest woman of me and shower free gifts on all the realm – if it weren’t for the asshole stepmother and stepsisters.

Don’t get me wrong, there was still plenty of finger-wagging and haughty disapproval… although it was veeeery interesting how it was doled out. Slut-shaming for me, but a bunch of nudge-nudge-wink-winks for Connor, especially from male anchors. The women interviewers seemed to split down the middle: half who alternately flirted with Connor and sniffed down their noses at me, and half who treated Connor as some sort of Neanderthal. Although he usually had the latter smiling (and even giggling) by the end of the interviews.

I had never really considered myself a hardcore feminist before – but seeing how Connor was almost congratulated for what he had done, and how I was portrayed as either a delicate, fallen flower or a gold-digging ho-bag, made my blood boil. The difference in how we were treated was obvious, nauseating, and infuriating.

I wanted to track down Gloria Steinem and go burn some bras.

But that urge was short-lived, because something else was scaring the hell out of me.

If Connor was Prince Charming, that meant he had to marry Cinderella.

And that’s what they kept harping on.

“Does that mean you two are thinking about tying the knot?”

“Have you set a date? What does a billionaire’s wedding registry look like?”

“Have you proposed yet?”

“Could we be hearing the pitter-patter of little billionaire feet before too long?”

And every time the question got asked, there was a little more panic in Connor’s eyes. In fact, that was the only part of the interviews where he looked ill at ease, when the reporters got to his and my relationship.

But he followed Sebastian’s advice to the letter, I’ll give him that. We were ‘soul mates.’ We were ‘meant for each other.’ I was the ‘love of his life.’

That’s probably what turned the Narrative around.

But every time he recited some romantic platitude, I could see the cornered animal inside him, the wolf with its paw bleeding in a steel trap.

And every time I saw that, the knife in my gut twisted a little bit more, and I got a little more terrified.

By 7AM Pacific time, I was in full-on hand-flapping mode.
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Something else unexpected happened, too: the villains entered the fray.

I saw Miranda by chance as I was flipping through the channels.

“…these accusations against me and his parents are slanderous, they are defamatory, and we WILL be suing him in court. Frankly, everything he’s saying is bizarre. Augustus Templeton and I would never stand in the way of progress in America. We support green energy initiatives, we support solar. This is just Connor ginning up a bunch of outrage to promote his own greedy, illegal schemes to defraud the people of Nevada and steal federal land. Which, by the way, Nevada state officials and Congressional members are helping him do solely because he’s lining their pockets with cash. The man has no shame, and anyone helping him is a criminal. I think you can see why I left him eight months ago – not just because Connor Templeton is a liar, but because of his sleazy sexual proclivities.”

“You fucking BITCH,” I screamed at the TV.

She was good, I have to give her that.

But somebody (maybe Sebastian – ohhh, I hope it was Sebastian) coached a news anchor who interviewed her thirty minutes later.

“Yes, Ms. Lockwood, but did you take those photos of – ”

“NO, I did not take those photographs.”

“Did you PAY anyone to take those photographs?”

“No I did not.”

“Did you send those photographs to TMZ.com and release them to the rest of the media?”

“No, and anyone who says I did is a liar.”

“That’s interesting, because an editor at TMZ.com is saying that he spoke directly with someone who works for your company.”

“I have no knowledge of that – ”

“You don’t know what your own employees are doing, Ms. Lockwood?”

She blustered her way out of it, but she didn’t come out looking so good. Especially when she later said Connor was a liar, and the reporter asked if she had released the pictures again.

Mr. Templeton appeared once that I saw, but he wasn’t nearly the natural that Miranda was. She was remote and composed, but absolutely gorgeous (I hate to admit it, but pangs of jealousy always accompanied the loathing I felt for her every time I saw her). Mr. Templeton was just smug and haughty, as though he couldn’t believe he had deigned to step down from Mt. Olympus to deal with this crap.

“Sir, did you in any way participate in a blackmail scheme against your son?”

“No, that’s outrageous! My son is lying to the American public. That’s what he does, he LIES – about his so-called plans for clean energy, which, by the way, Templeton Industries is a forerunner in developing for – ”

“So, you had no contact with Ms. Lockwood?”

“I know Miranda from when she dated my son. At the time I wished they had gotten married, but frankly, she’s too good for him. You can see from these filthy photos the sort of trash Connor associates with now.”

If I’d had a gun, I would have pulled an Elvis and shot the fucking TV, just so I could say I put a bullet through Augustus Templeton’s head and not have to go to jail for it.

“So, sir, did you or did you not meet up with Ms. Lockwood and your son and Ms. Ross yesterday in Las Vegas?”

“No, we did not.”

“Sir, we have eyewitnesses at a Las Vegas restaurant who say you did.”

“Well, we MET with them, but there was no blackmail or pictures – ”

“Then what did you talk about?”

“That’s none of your damn business.”

“You don’t want to tell me? You don’t want to clear up any misunderstandings?”

“We met on business. I can’t divulge what it was.”

“Don’t you think it’s a strange coincidence that you and Ms. Lockwood meet Connor and Lily Ross yesterday, and then you storm out of the restaurant, according to eyewitnesses – ”

“We didn’t STORM out of anywhere – ”

“ – and then these photos were released last night?”

“It’s a coincidence. My son is lying, he’s obviously of low moral character, as is this whore he’s associating with – ”

BANG BANG. Would’ve shot him a second time. And maybe for real, not just the TV.

All he needed now was Lenora Templeton on there to add in ‘harlot.’

“But sir, you just said that you DIDN’T meet with them, and now you’re saying – ”

“I know what I said! I was not involved in any blackmail – my son is a liar – ”

“But sir, you just lied directly to my face – how can I take ANYTHING you say as – ” 

“This interview is through!” Mr. Templeton shouted as he pulled off his tie microphone and walked out of frame.

Connor had the last laugh in an interview later that morning.

“Connor, you’ve said that your ex-fiancée betrayed you behind your back with your father. Some sort of a business deal, right?”

“Yes, that’s absolutely true.”

“Now – I’m sorry to be indelicate, but do you think there was anything else… going on there?”

“You mean, like an affair? You mean, Miranda Lockwood and my father were having a sexual relationship?”

“Well – yes.”

Connor looked directly at the camera and all but winked. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly speculate on that. But I’ll let your viewers make up their own minds.”
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Eventually I got tired – or numb, really – of the interviews. I took a shower and did my makeup, though I couldn’t quite get up the enthusiasm to wear Prada or Armani, so I just settled back into the hotel robe. I ordered breakfast (even though it was almost noon by that point), picked at it listlessly, and spent a half hour gazing out the floor-to-ceiling windows.

At some point I figured it was time to face the music. I went and got my cell phone out of my purse to call my parents…

…and realized I had 79 missed messages.

It didn’t take as long to listen to them as you would think. Over 70 were from reporters or media people: television, magazine, newspaper, talk shows, even a couple of book agents. I listened to the first couple with bemused interest, then started deleting them as soon as I heard, “Hello, Ms. Ross, this is blah-blah-blah from Action 5 news – ”

Anh had left a funny little message about how I could have been the next Kim Kardashian or Paris Hilton except I didn’t have any moving pictures. Then she turned serious and asked how I was doing, and told me to call her when I could. 

One thing she said stuck with me, partially because of the awe and wonder in her voice: “Jeez, Lily, you should SEE all the reporters and photographers camped outside the apartment building… there must be three or four DOZEN of them…”

There were a couple of other messages from college friends I hadn’t heard from in forever.

And then there was my father’s message.

“Lily, please call us immediately. It’s Dad.”

And then he hung up.

The urgency and displeasure in his voice sent ice crackling up and down my spine.

I really didn’t want to have that conversation yet, so I called their home phone instead of their cells. Both of my parents work, and neither was home, so I left a message on the machine apologizing for how they had found out and promising to call them later.

Two more messages came in while I was on the phone.

I was hoping one of them might be from Connor.

Nope. Just more reporters.

I put the phone away and, lacking anything better to do, turned on the TV for Round Two.
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Connor, Sebastian, and Johnny didn’t get back until almost 7 o’clock. Johnny was wary, jumping at shadows. 

“Damn, you would not believe how many people came rushing up, getting in Connor’s face and snapping pictures,” he said wearily. “It was a nightmare. Nobody bothered you up here, though, right?”

Sebastian was jubilant, like a conquering king – or maybe the power behind the throne after a successful campaign.

“Who is a genius?” he beamed, his arms outspread, inviting the adulation of an invisible crowd. “Who snatched victory from the jaws, not just of defeat, but utter disaster? Whose media strategy crushed that backstabbing skank and that evil old son-of-a-bitch? Moi, that’s who. Thank you. Thank you.”

Then he frowned at me in my robe. “Good God, aren’t you ever going to get dressed?”

Connor was smiling when he walked through the door, which relieved some of my tension.

He came over and immediately hugged me, pulling me close, his arms wrapped tight around me. My fear ebbed away, and I melted into his embrace.

“You watch the TV?” he murmured into my ear.

I nodded silently.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said.

I pulled back and smiled at him. “You were fantastic.”

He grinned cockily. “I was, wasn’t I?”

“I’m sorry, who was fantastic?” Sebastian asked, putting a hand to his ear.

“You’re brilliant, you’re amazing, you’re astounding,” Connor said wearily as he walked away from me and over to the bar. 

He never kissed me.

I stood there and watched him go, the fear welling back up inside me.

Sebastian’s eyes flicked from me to Connor, and he launched into another outburst – but it felt like this one was meant to distract me.

“My cunning is peerless, Lily,” he informed me. “My strategy, flawless. Only Napoleon and Genghis Khan could match me, but they’re both dead, so, ha, I win.”

“I noticed the news started to shift after awhile to being very pro-Connor and anti-Miranda,” I said with a wan smile.

“My doing,” Sebastian said, taking a little bow. “After every interview I called up the producers further down the line and started giving them savage little quotes. It worked brilliantly, if I do say so myself.”

“You do say so yourself,” Johnny sighed. “Over and over and over.”

“Shush,” Sebastian snapped. “Every artist deserves his moment of glory.”

“You’re America’s new golden boy,” I called over to Connor.

“So I hear,” Connor said as he poured himself a glass of scotch.

“I saw your dad self-destruct, too.”

“Yeah, I heard about that,” Connor chuckled before he downed half the drink.

“Did you see Ellen?” Sebastian squealed. “He absolutely killed on Ellen. I think he might be the only man on earth who has a shot at taking her away from Portia.”

“Hey,” I warned him.

“Theoretically. Besides, I would never let him do that to Portia,” Sebastian sniffed. Then he got all happy again. “We got him on Leno last minute – you’ll see it tonight, Connor was excellent. Of course, I got him on there. I also got him on Jimmy Kimmel at the last minute – you’ll have to see it, he did the whole joke about bumping Matt Damon.”

Connor finished the first drink and started pouring another.

Sebastian snapped his fingers at him. “Hey, you – yeah, you, Mr. Alcoholic – you performed fairly well on too much scotch and limited sleep – ”

“Fairly well?” Connor asked with a raised eyebrow before he took another gulp.

Sebastian just steamrolled over him and kept on going.

“ – this morning, but I do not want to risk it again for tomorrow, we have you in New York for Letterman and the View, and I do not want you self-destructing in front of Whoopi after all the hard work I’ve done, so stop going all Judy Garland on me.”

Every single person in the room squinted at Sebastian.

“I’m not gay,” Connor said, like he was explaining something to a slow child.

“I can vouch for that,” I added.

“She wasn’t gay, she just drank too much, like you,” Sebastian snapped.

“I’d prefer Dean Martin, then. Or Johnny Cash. Or at least someone with a penis.’

I couldn’t stop myself. 

“RuPaul?” I suggested impishly.

Connor glared at me. “You’re not funny.”

“I kind of am, actually,” I said with a grin.

Sebastian walked over and pulled the glass out of Connor’s hand. “RuPaul or Judy, Dean Martin or Johnny Cash, I don’t care, no more booze for you.”

Connor let him do it, but said with a shrug, “I’ll just have more on the plane.”

“We’re flying there? Tonight?” I asked, elated that I could finally get out of this very nice, very posh prison. 

Connor lived in New York – I would finally get to see his place – 

“Johnny and I are,” Connor said, averting his eyes. “You and Sebastian are staying here.”

Silence.

You could have heard half a pin drop.

Then – 

“WHAT?!” Sebastian cried, outraged and heartbroken and shocked beyond belief all at once.

I stared at Connor. I could feel tears welling up in my eyes.

He wouldn’t meet my gaze.

Sebastian was about to have a conniption fit. “But you need me there to – ”

“You’re doing everything by phone, you can handle it just as easily here.”

“But I have to be there, I need to see what’s going on, I need to have boots on the ground,” Sebastian protested angrily.

“I can handle myself on Letterman and the View, and you can see the live interviews via satellite as they’re happening.”

“But it makes no sense – our offices are in Manhattan, my apartment is in Manhattan – ” 

“I need you to take care of Lily,” Connor said.

“I don’t need anybody to ‘take care’ of me,” I snapped. “What I’m wondering is why the hell you’re running away from me like a goddamn coward.”

Sebastian looked over at me like Oh crap, did I just step in something?

Connor looked at me, too – and he was furious.

Good, I thought. You asshole.

“See?” Sebastian said, pointing at me. “Lily’s perfectly fine at taking care of herself.”

Connor leaned across the bar and stared at me. “You don’t know what it’s like out there. You weren’t at the studios, you weren’t there – ”

“Yeah, because somebody thinks I’m too fragile to live.”

“I don’t want you getting hurt – ”

“You don’t want me around. There’s a fucking difference.”

Again – silence. Or close to it, anyway. 

I could hear Johnny suck in his breath.

Sebastian muttered quietly, “Awk-waaaard…”

Connor kept staring at me – and only me – as he said, “Guys, I need to talk to Lily for a minute. Alone.”

“Okay,” Johnny agreed. He opened the door and jerked his head at Sebastian like Come ON.

Sebastian pointed at Connor as he strode across the room. “She’s obviously fine on her own, I really think you ought to reconsider taking me to – ”       

“GET OUT!” Connor roared.

Sebastian hustled out the door, and Johnny almost slammed it shut behind them.
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“What the fuck was that?” Connor asked angrily.

“Why aren’t you taking me to New York?” I demanded.

“I told you, the paparazzi, the reporters, they’d be all over you like wolves on – ”

“Stop lying to me, Connor! I saw the fucking interviews,” I shouted. “I saw them ask you a million times about marrying me, and I saw how you reacted each and every time.”

All expression faded from his face. His features became a blank mask.

A poker player to the end.

Except when he sees his ex hold his brother’s hand, a nasty little voice whispered in my ear.

I calmed down – forced myself to calm down. “Look,” I said in a much lower voice, “I understand. You’ve known me, what, six days now? And you got caught in a bad situation, and now you’re kind of stuck with me, and you have to say these things you obviously wouldn’t even be thinking about right now if it wasn’t for me.”

“That’s not it,” he said quietly. “That’s not it at all.”

I breathed out hard and tried to stifle a sob. 

“Okay, fine, that’s not it. But if that were it, I’d understand. But I don’t understand. Because last night you said you loved me…”

I had to take a deep breath to keep going.

“…and nobody asked you to. Nobody forced you to do it. You weren’t on TV. You said… you loved me… and then when I woke up this morning, it was all different. You were different. So, I want to know… and tell me the truth, not some bullshit answer… what changed?”

He was silent for a long while. He just stood there as though supporting his weight with his arms, staring at me… and then he sagged under the weight of his emotions. Lowered his head as though beaten. 

After a long moment he stood up straight, but he tilted his head down, closed his eyes, and massaged his temples with one hand.

“Last night was really… intense,” he said quietly.

I stood there, fighting to keep my tears in, waiting to hear more.

“I said some things… and I meant them… but I think I said them because everything was so intense… and maybe… I said them a little too early.”

I nodded, my lower lip trembling. I managed to keep myself from bawling, but I couldn’t keep the tears from silently running down my cheeks. I hurriedly wiped them away.

“I u-understand. It’s okay.”

He opened his eyes and looked up at me, and his face was just destroyed. He looked like he was going to break down himself.

“Hey – aw, hey, come on,” he said, walking around the bar and rushing over to me. “Stop. Please, Lily, don’t…”

He wrapped me in his arms and crushed me against him, cradling my head against his chest with one hand.

I couldn’t hang on any longer. 

Miranda, the scandal, the national media implying I was a prostitute – 

All of that was nothing compared to him saying he loved me… and then taking it back.

I broke down sobbing in his arms.

“Stop – Lily, stop,” he said, his voice agonized, and he tilted my head up and kissed me.

It was the old Connor again, the fire and the heat and the passion and the love. I drank it in like a woman dying of thirst, and kissed him back as hard and as desperately as I could.



42


After a few moments he pulled away and smiled sadly at me. His hands were still cradling my head, and he wiped away the tears from my cheeks with his thumbs. 

“Come on,” he whispered, “let’s sit down for a minute.”

He led me over to the couch and we both sank down onto the cushions. I leaned against him, my head against his chest, and he encircled me with his arms.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I just…”

“It’s okay,” I whispered.

“No, it’s not. I meant it when I said it, I just… I got a little freaked out this morning when I woke up. With everything that happened yesterday, and how much I hate my family, and you’re so good, you’re such a wonderful person… Jesus, Lily, seeing what they were going to do to you, and you were so brave, telling me to go ahead even though you knew what was going to happen… I’d never felt like that towards anyone, ever. And I meant every word.”

But it was as obvious as a neon sign that he wasn’t saying it now.

I was silent for a few seconds.

“I didn’t ask you to say it,” I finally whispered.

“I know. I know that. I said it because I wanted to.”

I pulled away from him so I could look him in the eyes, even though I was sure I looked all puffy and red and terrible. “I thought it was too early, too.”

Even though it was how I really felt.

He smiled, lopsided and apologetic. “Just a little too early, that’s all.”

My heart broke a bit more when he said that.

“You can take it back, you know,” I whispered.

Not really, no. No, you can’t.

But I wanted to see what he’d say.

His blue eyes softened, and the edges of his eyes crinkled as he smiled at me. “I don’t want to take it back.”

Those words were like a balm, and they healed some of the cracks in my broken heart. Maybe my soul even soared a little, just the tiniest bit.

But I noticed once again that he still hadn’t said it.

I wiped my eyes. “Okay… but I don’t want you to say it again… not until you really mean it.”

“But I did mean – ”

“Until you can say it and really, really mean it and not feel freaked out when you say it,” I clarified with a sniffle. “Okay?”

He grinned. “Deal.”

Deal.

Ol’ buddy, ol’ pal.

Ugh.

I sighed. I sounded forlorn and beaten down, even to me. “So, can I go with you to New York?”

He winced. “I… I really need a little time…”

Oh Christ, why didn’t he just plunge a knife in my heart and get it over with?

My eyes must have been threatening to overflow again because he hurriedly added, “Just a day – just a day to clear my head, to get some perspective. There’s been so much stress, so much going on – I just – can you do that for me? Can you give me that? One day? That’s all I ask, just one day.”

It wasn’t unreasonable.

It was sort of heartbreaking, but it wasn’t unreasonable.

I wiped my eyes and nodded, then forced a smile. “In most relationships, people do go home at some point in the first, oh, five or six days.”

I didn’t bring up the fact that I’d already gone home the last time he’d broken my heart.

He chuckled and softly wiped my tears away again. “Most relationships don’t have to contend with blackmail and psychotic exes, either.”

“Only the boring ones,” I said, and he burst out laughing. 

I couldn’t help but smile to hear him so happy.

Then he turned serious, and peered into my eyes as he cradled my face. “Are we okay?”

I didn’t trust myself to speak, but I forced a smile and nodded.

He leaned in and kissed me, and it was so sweet and lovely that it almost erased all of my doubts and hurt.

Almost.



43


From sweet and lovely, the kiss flowed naturally into something else.

Longing.

Desire.

His lips were sticky and salty from the tears on my face, and they radiated heat as they slid sensually across mine.

I didn’t want him to go.

I wanted him to stay with me.

I opened my mouth and invited him in.

He hesitated the slightest bit… but then his tongue slowly parted my lips, and the heat behind the kiss doubled.

I moaned slightly as his tongue found mine and softly caressed me, explored me, filled me.

He raised up his right hand and caressed my neck. I could feel the pulse of my heartbeat under his fingers as they pressed insistently into my skin.

Then he let his hand drift down to the open ‘V’ of my robe, pulling apart the folds of cloth. One finger traced my cleavage, slowly parting my breasts… and then he moved his fingers beneath the cloth, finding my nipple already stiff and aching. He played with it, stroking it, caressing it – and then he cupped my breast, fondling it, holding it in his palm, playing with its weight, gradually squeezing it more roughly, more intensely. And all the while he was kissing me deep and hot and slow and sensually, enough to make my head spin.

Then his hand came out of my robe and I felt a second’s sadness and loss – until I felt both his hands under my thighs, pulling me up, forcing me to stand, shifting my weight until I was straddling him. Even through my robe I could feel the stiffness in his pants, and I pressed my body against him, wanting to feel more.

He never stopped kissing me the entire time. His hands hurriedly fumbled with the knot on the robe’s belt and pulled the folds back, exposing my naked body to him.

Then he broke off the kiss and looked me in the eye. He seemed wary and contrite, like he was about to ask me something he felt bad about. “If you don’t want to – ”

My only answer was to shrug the robe completely off my arms, take his head in my hands, and pull him to my breast.

His mouth enveloped my nipple and sucked at it greedily, his tongue circling it and lapping at it and then sucking again. All I could do was arch my head back and moan. His hands moved around and pulled the robe completely off me, out from under my legs. His fingers found my ass and cupped the cheeks, grasping them, kneading them, pulling me closer into him, my pelvis grinding into his stiff cock still hidden beneath his pants.

As he switched to my other breast and sucked and swirled his tongue, I fumbled blindly with his belt, groping with his zipper. All the while my fingers ran up and down his exquisitely long, thick shaft.

After half a minute of my fumbling, he finally pulled away and allowed me to undo his pants. I had to struggle to yank them and his boxers down far enough, but when I did, his cock was fully exposed, ramrod straight against his belly, thick and pink and beautiful. Not even thinking, I put out one hand and just let my fingers drift down its length, the way I would want to touch a $30,000 fur in a store, just to see what it felt like. 

He groaned and tilted his head back, and I moved my fingers gently up to the tip, which was wet with his pre-cum. A silver strand looped from the engorged head to his washboard abs. I traced along the ridges of his muscles, feeling the slippery wetness of his juices on his tan skin. As the tips of my fingers drifted down his rock-hard stomach, my wrist pushed aside his shaft, moving it a few inches to the side – which provoked a single contraction. His cock pulsed once, growing even thicker, the head becoming even more swollen, and another clear bead of his pre-cum welled up from the tip.

I guess it was too much for him, because he seized me by the hip with one hand, angled his cock out with the other, and positioned the wet tip between my thighs, right at my swollen lips.

Ohhhhhh God that felt gooooood

I slowly lowered my body, letting myself glide down his cock, taking him all the way inside me.

I moaned as he went deeper, inch by inch, slowly filling me up. 

He was silent the entire time, though his eyes were wild and fixed on my pussy, fascinated, as he watched his entire shaft slowly disappear inside me.

I slowly, slooooowly sank down on him until he was all the way inside me, and my thighs were settled on his. And then I began to rock and grind, feeling him deep inside me, the lovely girth of the thickest part of his shaft pressing against my lips and heightening my pleasure.

He groaned, too, and pulled my upper body closer to him. One hand grasped each of my breasts, and he crushed them together and proceeded to suck and lick at one nipple, then slide his tongue wetly across my skin to the other, sucking and nibbling, then moving between them, a continuous wet streak of erotic pleasure back and forth across my chest.

I gasped and groaned. With my upper body that close to him, I couldn’t grind the way I wanted to – but I was enjoying his frenzied lust too much to stop him. I wrapped my arms around his head, keeping his mouth on my breasts, and began to move up and down on his shaft, feeling it slide out, the pleasure decreasing the tiniest bit… and then I lowered down until it was deep inside me. Raising up and then plunging down, over and over, feeling the shock of his thickness suddenly fill me. I was in total control. I began to go a little bit further up, then plunge down harder, again and again, farther and faster, until I was bouncing up and down on his cock, slapping my thighs against his, feeling him suck and nibble and lick my breasts, hearing him groan as he clutched at me like a dying man with one chance to live.

But as good as it felt, I wasn’t close to coming.

I could only get to a certain level… but no more.

It didn’t feel like before.

It wasn’t like last night.

I closed my eyes and imagined how he had looked at me when he whispered, I love you.

I remembered the tears coursing down my face – not from sadness, but joy – and how I had said it back: I love you, too… I love you…

I remembered how his eyes had never left mine as he feverishly thrust inside me, filling me up, but never breaking my gaze: I love you, Lily, Jesus God I love you…

That was all I imagined as my head tilted back and I kept fucking him on that couch: the night before when we had made love, and all I had heard was I love you.

That was enough.

I felt my pleasure build and rise. I thought about him kissing me and I went higher, my heart swelling fit to burst, as I imagined him inside me whispering I love you into my ear – 

And then I came.

Overpowering and amazing and sweet and all-consuming, because in my ears I heard I love you, Lily, I love you, I love you, mingling with my own moans of pleasure – 

And then I heard his groan and cry, and felt him swell and burst inside me.

After a few more seconds, after his cries died away, I stopped plunging down on him. Weak and exhausted, my legs trembling, I settled down on his lap, opened my eyes, and looked at him for the first time in almost a minute.

He was grinning up at me, his eyes half-closed, his head resting back on the sofa.

“Jesus, that was amazing,” he whispered hoarsely.

I smiled sadly – I wonder if he knew that it was a sad smile? – and kissed him tenderly on his lips.

I felt a little bad that I hadn’t been with him in the moment. That – for the first time ever with him – I had had to think of something else in order to come.

I’d had to think of another Connor, the one from last night.

The one who hadn’t been afraid to say that he loved me.
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I sat there on top of him, kissing him, not wanting to let him go – 

– until someone banged on the penthouse door.

Sebastian’s voice was muffled and far away. “I’m assuming from what I heard that the big finale is over. We need to get a move-on.”

“Oh my God,” I cried out, and pulled the robe up around my naked body, even though Sebastian was on the other side of the door and nobody could see us.

“Really bad timing, Sebastian!” Conner shouted over my shoulder.

“Actually, sixty seconds ago would have been far worse.”

“Give us a few minutes!” Connor snapped, then added, “And you’re still not going!”

“DAMN IT, Connor!” Sebastian yelled, exactly like a spoiled four-year-old. 

I could have sworn I heard a foot stamping on the ground.
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‘A few minutes’ turned into ten as Connor changed his clothes. I stood there in my robe, watching him in the lamplight from beside the bed, enjoying the show. 

He was teasing me, though I didn’t realize it at first. He took off all his clothes – ALL of them, even his socks – and stood there buck naked in the massive walk-in closet, the shadows etching grooves in his muscular back and arms and thighs, all under the pretext that he was looking for something to wear. Then he glanced over his shoulder, looked me up and down – and gave me a wink and a smoldering grin.

“That’s just cruel,” I said as I crept up behind him. I wrapped my arms around his waist and kissed him lightly on his back.

“You looked like you were enjoying the view,” he said as he went back to selecting a new suit.

Bastard.

Two could play at that game.

I loosened the belt of my robe, let it fall open, and rubbed my naked skin against his backside. His firm, muscular, sculpted ass pressed against my belly, and I slowly caressed my breasts against his back.

Not only that, but I put my arms around his waist and let my fingers play blindly with his large, dangling cock.

It didn’t stay dangling for long.

But it did get larger.

“Hey,” he laughed as he turned around and kissed me. I could feel his lips grinning against mine before he pulled back. “You keep that up, I’m not going to get dressed for a long while.”

I felt his cock straining against my body as it got longer and harder – but it still pointed downward, desperate to stand up straight.

I caressed it softly with my fingertips. “I wouldn’t mind.”

He laughed and stepped away. Finally freed, his shaft bounced up and quickly rose, straight and hard, with every pulse of his heartbeat.

“Yeah, well, then Sebastian actually will come barging in,” he said as he stepped into a new pair of underwear and slid them over his muscled, gorgeous legs. He had to position his erection flat against his belly as he pulled the boxers into place, and still the pink head peeked out several inches past the waistband.

I watched greedily until he turned away and slipped on a white shirt and began buttoning it.

“He works for you. Just order him to stay out,” I pouted.

“Yeah, that won’t work. He’d make a scene anyway just to spite me for not taking him to New York.”

His words stung like alcohol on an open wound – though I don’t think he recognized how they applied to me.

Shrug it off, I told myself.

“Why aren’t you taking him?” I asked. “He’s right, it makes more sense for him to be there with you.”

“Johnny has to go with me,” Connor said as he slipped on his pants.

“Well, yeah,” I said, as though it were patently obvious.

“And I don’t like leaving you here alone.”

“Then take me with you,” I whispered.

He glanced over his shoulder – a wary look, unsure what I was going to do next.

I dropped my eyes. “Never mind. Sorry.”

He shrugged on a jacket and kissed me – briefly, lightly, but not passionately – on his way over to the bed.

“It’s just one day,” he said as he sat down and pulled on the socks… though his eyes lingered on my body.

I realized I still had the robe open and was flashing him. But I wasn’t in the mood for coy little games anymore, so I folded it around me and tied the belt.

“I know,” I muttered.

He slipped on his shoes, then came over and kissed me again for real.

I kissed him back, moving my hands up to touch his chest.

But before we could really get going, he pulled away. 

“I’ll be back before you know it,” he whispered.

I hope that’s true.

But I knew that it wasn’t.

He gestured back to the main room and said with an Arnold Schwarzenegger accent, “Come along, Herr Sebastian is waiting.” 

I giggled in spite of myself, took his hand, and followed him into the main room.
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Johnny and Sebastian were waiting out in the main room. Sebastian was standing with his arms crossed, tapping his foot impatiently on the floor; Johnny caught my eye, blushed, and looked away.

I cringed inwardly, hoping he hadn’t heard any of what Sebastian apparently had.

“Here’s the itinerary, with addresses, contacts, phone numbers, and call times,” Sebastian said in a snippy voice as he held out a sheet of paper. “Don’t forget you’ve got to be at – ”

“Fine, thanks,” Connor said as he snatched the paper out of Sebastian’s hand, then folded it and put it inside his jacket.

Sebastian huffed and narrowed his eyes to slits, then turned to Johnny and produced another paper as if by magic. “I got you one, too, plus I emailed you both the itineraries, so if you’re late or you miss an interview, do not come crying to me.”

Johnny nodded uncomfortably, took the paper, and shoved it in his pocket.

“We ready?” Connor asked Johnny.

“Yeah, the car’s already loaded. You don’t have any bags, do you? I figured – ”

“No, it’s all staying here. See that my stuff gets laundered, will you?” Connor asked Sebastian.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure they get the stains out of your pants,” Sebastian said evilly, flicking his eyes over at me.

Oh my GOD.

Johnny blushed a little more.

Connor glared at Sebastian and got right up in his face. “See that you do,” he said menacingly.

Sebastian actually leaned back a bit in alarm.

Connor turned away from Sebastian, faced me – and rolled his eyes. I had to suppress a smile.

He leaned over and kissed me, then pulled back just an inch as he held my face in his hands. “Before you know it,” he whispered, echoing his words from a few minutes before. Then he kissed me again.

Say it, I implored him silently. Just whisper it in my ear, or mouth it to me, I don’t care –

But he didn’t. Instead he pulled away and went to the door with Johnny. The last thing Connor did before the door closed was look at me and smile sadly as he walked out – 

And then he was gone.
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Sebastian was quite obviously pissed off by his new role as my guardian.

At least he ignored me as he paced back and forth through the penthouse, making last-minute phone calls while I watched television with the sound down low. Nice, safe, mindless sitcoms, with nary a mention of billionaire blackmail.

It made the 11 o’clock local news, though. Unimpeded by primetime standards, they lingered heavily on the shots of me and Connor – with all the appropriate black bars over the naughty bits, of course. Wouldn’t want to corrupt the young minds of America with an errant nipple. Especially not during exhaustive sex scandal coverage.

There were multiple interview clips of Connor being Connor – handsome, witty, eloquent, and effortlessly charming. They even snuck in a shot of Miranda, the one where the reporter called her on her bullshit. 

Thank heaven for small favors.

The only shot of Mr. Templeton was him storming off the set, which was even better.

In an interesting twist I hadn’t seen coming, the anchor also reported on stocks connected with the key players.

Connor’s various companies were up an average of 7.4%. An energy company he owned – apparently the one that would implement the Nevada solar plan – was up a whopping 23%.

The Templeton family’s various companies were down an average of 4%. Templeton Energy was down the most, by 15%.

Sebastian had done his job well.

I wondered how many tens of millions of dollars – maybe even hundreds of millions – the Templetons had lost today.

Eh, they’d probably make it all back in the next week when the stocks returned to normal. This would all go away, and no one would remember it anymore – 

“And now,” the anchor’s voice intoned, “a look at the young Los Angeles woman at the center of the controversy.”

My eyes bugged out as a familiar, very horrible picture of me appeared on the screen.

My senior yearbook picture.

Li’l 18-year-old me.

With bangs.

And a zit on my cheek.

And a horrible, goofy smile that made me look half-stoned.

“AAAAAAH!” I screamed, clutching at the sofa like I was in the middle of childbirth.

Sebastian came running. “What? What happened?”

Then he saw the yearbook picture, and his hand shot to his chest. “Oh my God, they’re drawing and quartering you in public.”

The anchor kept talking, and talking, and talking, as more photos showed up – mostly from Facebook, which made me want to kick Mark Zuckerberg’s ass and go delete my profile immediately. Thankfully none of them were as ugly as the high school yearbook photo, but there was one of me at Anh’s last birthday party, drunk off my ass in a nightclub and barely hanging onto my tiny friend. They’d blurred out her face, I noticed, but – ho ho! – not mine. No, when the news programs have already showed your ta-ta’s to the world, apparently any photo of you is fair game.

There were other pictures, but they were relatively tame by comparison. For the first time in my life I uttered a silent prayer of thanks that I had been an uptight, boring stick-in-the-mud during college, and that I’d always said ‘no’ when past boyfriends wanted to take ‘special pictures.’

Although now, of course, there were enough ‘special pictures’ to keep me ‘internet famous’ for fifteen minutes after I died.

The segment ended and the anchor went on to cover the most recent battle in Congress over the national debt. Y’know… boring, insignificant stuff.

I hunched over and cradled my head in my hands.

“You’re not going to throw up, are you?” Sebastian asked, both wary and disapproving at the same time.

“No,” I muttered, though now that he’d mentioned it…

“Good, I do not need that right now.” 

Asshole.

He hesitated for the briefest of seconds, then said, “I called Javier – I’m going over there. There’s no reason to suffer more than I have to. If you need me, I left my number on the table.”

“Okay,” I mumbled, still hunched over.

“Do you need anything?”

I sat up and paused to think…

“If you do, just call room service,” Sebastian said.

I glared at him over my shoulder, but he just gave me his back as he walked over to the door.

“Don’t wait up,” was the last thing he said before he disappeared into the hall.
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I did end up calling room service – for a pint of Haagen Dazs, which I ate during a Big Bang Theory rerun.

My phone kept buzzing on the coffee table. I checked it every time it did, hoping it was Connor.

It never was. Just a bunch of phone numbers I didn’t recognize. Many different area codes, but a lot of New York and LA prefixes – 212, 310, 213.

He’s still flying, I thought. 

He can’t call from the plane, I rationalized, even though I was pretty sure you could in a private jet.

When I checked the messages, I realized Dad had left another one earlier, when Connor was still here. That’s why I hadn’t seen it.

Tomorrow, I promised silently, feeling sick to my stomach. I’ll call tomorrow.

Sure enough, Connor was on both Jimmy Kimmel and Leno – at the same time. Sebastian really was good.

I flipped back and forth between the channels, watching Connor appear in two different places seemingly at once. Ah, the magic of pre-taped shows.

Both shows had all the same things in common – the sexual innuendoes. The wink-wink-nudge-nudge jokes. The astonishment over his family’s involvement in the blackmail. Connor’s 30-second pitch on bringing clean, cheap energy to everyone in America.

And, of course, the same questions about me.

“So, you guys are in love, I understand?”

“Is this the future Mrs. Templeton, do you think?”

And the same desperation in Connor’s eyes, the same forced smile, the same rote answers.

I clicked off the TV halfway through and checked my phone one last time.

He still hadn’t called.

I went into the bedroom, turned off my phone’s ringer, and cried myself to sleep.
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I woke up early and checked my phone for messages. 

None from Connor. About fifty more from numbers I didn’t recognize, though.

I felt too sick to check them, and I couldn’t go back to sleep. The bed was too empty, and my heart was too sad to lie still and think, so I got up and took a shower.

When I walked into the main room at 8AM, Sebastian was already at work, pacing and talking into his cell phones, plural – one in each hand, alternating between them. Occasionally he would stop by his laptop on the coffee table and rattle off an email, then start dialing and pacing and threatening people again.

All he said to me was, “Well look who slept in.”

I stuck out my tongue, but he had already turned away.

I didn’t know what to do. I turned on the television, but the scandal wasn’t all over the place like it was yesterday. Which I was thankful for, don’t get me wrong… but there was a weird feeling of… incompleteness or something. Like, Oh, they moved on without me…

I know that’s messed up. I mean, all I wanted yesterday was for it to all go away. But now that it had started to wane, for the first time ever I think I got a glimpse of why certain celebrities (cough, cough, Lindsay Lohan) self-destruct in public. When everybody pays attention to you – even if you don’t want it – it’s kind of strange and unsatisfying when they don’t anymore.

Like I said – messed
UP.

I checked the onscreen menu for The View, found out it would be on at 10 AM, then ordered breakfast from room service – fruit and croissants. I could only pick at it when it came. Sebastian actually ate more of it than I did as he paced back and forth.

I considered going out to the pool on the balcony – until I noticed the black dots hovering in the skies above, like slow insects against the cloudless blue.

Helicopters.

I couldn’t hear them through the glass, but that’s definitely what they were. A couple got close enough for me to read their TV station call sign letters.

This is unreal…

“Don’t go out there,” Sebastian ordered, a cell phone plastered to his ear. Obviously he was talking to me, but it became harder to tell after that. “No, Shia, not you. That’s all they need, a photo of you in a bikini by the pool,” he said, obviously speaking to me again.

“I’m not. I’m not blind, you know.”

“No, I can’t check with him because he’s not here,” Sebastian said, apparently to Shia whoever. “I know. No, I’m babysitting,” he snarled, throwing a venomous look my way.

“The baby’s old enough not to be babysat,” I snapped.

He covered the mouthpiece of his cell and scowled. “I certainly know that – ”

“Well then, take it out on your boss, ‘cause the baby’s tired of your bitching,” I said as I walked out of the room.

I noticed he didn’t come back with a snappy reply.
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I waited for Connor to call all morning, but he never did.

Then The View came on. I guess Sebastian decided to call a truce, because he didn’t throw any nasty looks or comments my way as he sat down on the couch beside me. He didn’t stop taking phone calls, but he became much more brusque, and ended them as fast as he could.

He watched the show like a hawk, hanging on every word. Every so often he would smile proudly at one of Connor’s one-liners and say, “I told him to say that.”

I won’t go into it. It was more of the same, although the women alternately grilled him harder and swooned harder. Whoopi came to his defense over and over, making some incredibly funny jokes about the situation. If I hadn’t been so depressed, I might have laughed a couple of times. As it was, I barely smiled.

And, of course, they brought me up.

“Why haven’t we seen her?”

“Where are you hiding her?”

“When is she going to talk to the press?”

“You’ve got to have her come on here, Connor.”

And they also asked him about our relationship.

He was a little less stressed when he answered – maybe that’s what being 2500 miles away from me did for him – but only a little. The discomfort was still there.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Sebastian glancing at me worriedly whenever Connor gave his plastic answers about his ‘girlfriend’ and ‘marriage.’ Sebastian didn’t look worried that I might break my word on the NDA; instead, he looked almost… sympathetic.

So I’m not imagining it, I thought, which was cold comfort.

About five minutes after the show was over, Sebastian’s phone rang, and his eyes glowed as he answered it. 

“We just watched it – perfect, you were absolutely great!” Then the snarky Drama Queen snuck back in. “Although it would have been better if I were there.”

Connor.

My stomach twisted.

He called Sebastian before he called me.

“No, no, just follow the schedule, you’ll be fine,” Sebastian said, and rattled off a series of times, names, and addresses. “You’re good for another thirty minutes, but after that your schedule gets jam-packed, so make sure to eat something. After Letterman the jet will be waiting to bring you back to – what?”

I peered at Sebastian harder. His voice had taken on a decidedly alarmed tone of voice as he listened to whatever Connor was saying.

“…are you sure?” he asked, glancing at me quickly. “I don’t… alright, if you think that’s… yes, she’s here…”

As soon as he said that, my heart leapt a little – but my stomach immediately took a nasty dip at Sebastian’s wary tone of voice.

“…alright, hold on…”

Sebastian handed the phone over to me. He looked a little guilty when he did it.

“Hello?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“Hey.”

Connor’s deep, resonant voice filled my ear, and suddenly I felt ten times better.

“I heard you watched The View.”

“Yeah. You were great, as always.”

“Thanks. They went easy on me.” There was an uncomfortable pause. “So, how’d you sleep?”

“Fine,” I lied. I’d slept fitfully at best, waking up and tossing and turning several times during the night.

“Good. Look… I won’t be coming back to LA tonight.”

It felt like the sofa dropped out from underneath me.

“…what?”

“I need to go back to Nevada and secure the politicians. Actually, I’m flying to D.C. tonight to schmooze the Senators and Congressmen, and then I’ll fly to Carson City and meet with the governor and the major state representatives tomorrow.”

“…Carson City?”

“Yeah, last time they came to me in Vegas. Now, with the situation being what it is, I’ve got to go to them. But I think they’ll all still be on board, especially when I pull out my checkbook for their reelection campaigns.”

My head was swimming. “But you… you said…”

“I know. I’m sorry. But phone calls aren’t enough, I’m really going to have to be there in person to make sure the deal is still on.”

It was reasonable. Everything he was saying was reasonable. So I tried to find a compromise. “Okay, well… we could come meet you in New York… or Washington… or Carson City – ”

“Lily.”

I stopped talking. I could already hear it in his voice.

The panic started in earnest.

“I think it would be better if you stay there in LA.”

My eyes stung with tears. I didn’t want Sebastian to see, so I turned away from him.

“You said you just needed a day,” I whispered.

A long, painful pause.

“…I know. But I need a little more time.”

“A-are you coming home tomorrow night?”

“No… probably not.”

I closed my eyes. I could feel a tear roll down my cheek.

“…but I’ll see you on Saturday.”

“When?”

“I don’t know… but I will. I promise.”

“You said one day,” I whispered, my voice not much louder than a breath.

Silence. Then, finally…

“Saturday. I promise.”

Pause.

“I need to speak to Sebastian again.”

“Okay… good-bye…”

“I’ll see you Saturday.”

“Okay…”

I handed the phone back to Sebastian, my movements slow, my eyes glazed over. He had obviously been listening to the whole thing. His face was drained of color, and he was watching me like I was on suicide watch.

Sebastian took the phone back, stood up, and went into another room and closed the door before he said a word. He sounded angry, though I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

I hoped that he was chewing Connor out on my behalf, but it was probably something about having to babysit for an extra couple of days.

I went back into the bedroom, curled up in the bed, closed my eyes, and let the tears come.
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I came out of the bedroom close to dinnertime. Before I walked out, I splashed tons of cold water on my face to bring down the puffiness around my eyes, but I knew I wouldn’t be fooling anybody.

Sebastian was sitting on the sofa watching another interview with Connor with the sound down low. As soon as I walked in, he shut off the TV with the remote.

“It’s okay,” I mumbled.

“I am sick to death of listening to Connor,” he announced.

I laughed, though it sounded more like a hiccup. “That’s rough, considering it’s part of your job.”

Sebastian ignored my comment, and instead gestured at the blank TV screen. “The man has too high an opinion of himself already. This just feeds it like a forest fire.”

I stopped in my tracks and raised my eyebrows. “HE’S
got too high an opinion of himself?!”

“MINE is completely justified,” Sebastian said as though he were highly offended. Then he turned casual – almost warm. “What do you think about watching a movie tonight?”

I stared at him. “What about work?”

“Fuck work,” he said airily.

“What about Connor?”

“Fuck Connor.”

I laughed in disbelief. “What?!”

“Fuck Connor,” he repeated for emphasis.

“What about Javier?” I asked slyly.

“Johnny would make some sort of dreadful joke at this point, but I’m not vulgar like he is.”

“Something about ‘Fuck Javier’?”

“Apparently someone else is vulgar, too,” Sebastian said primly, “although I could have already told you that from the photographs.”

I burst out laughing in spite of myself.

It was nice to have the old Sebastian back.

Or… was it the old Sebastian?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Did Connor put you up to this?”

“No, he didn’t.”

“Really,” I said, not believing him.

“In case you haven’t noticed, Lily, Connor can be something of a jackass sometimes.”

I laughed again, once, and nodded ruefully.

“He’s in full-on jackass mode right now,” Sebastian continued. “And I don’t like him very much when he’s a jackass. So, no, he and I haven’t discussed anything besides work.”

I sighed and sank down on the sofa next to him. “But it’s Friday night. Don’t you want to go out with Javier?”

“He’s on a long shoot today. A commercial. Can’t get together. Already checked.”

“Oh.”

I wasn’t sure if Sebastian was lying or not… but if he was…

“Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do – ”

“Hush, or you’ll ruin it. I’ll order up some dinner for us, and after that some popcorn and sodas. We’ll make a night of it.”

“You can get popcorn here?” I asked, incredulous.

“Lily, the man I work for owns the hotel. I can get any damn thing I want, even if they have to drive to a movie theater to get it.”

“Oh… yeah.”

“What do you want to watch?”

“What do you want to watch?”

“You’re the one being babysat.”

I considered for a moment. “Nothing with show tunes.”

Sebastian stared me down hard. “Stereotypes? Really? Really.”

I grimaced. “Sorry.”

He shook his head and rolled his eyes, then settled back to normal. “We could watch reruns of Glee,” he suggested.

“That’s the exact same thing!” I shouted and laughed at the same time.

“No it’s not,” he said petulantly.

“Basically!”

“No, it’s not.”

“No, you’re right, it’s just people doing versions of show tunes.”

“They’re contemporary hits,” Sebastian sniffed.

“Yeah, staged as big song and dance productions.”

“Sung by cute guys.”

“…okay, I’ll give you that one. But I’m not really feelin’ it tonight.”

“But – ”

“Who’s the baby?”

Sebastian went silent and glowered at me a little.

I decided to throw him a bone. Metaphorically, that is. “Speaking of people singing contemporary hits, have you seen Pitch Perfect?”

Sebastian suddenly turned into a twelve-year-old girl.

“Oh my GOD, like seventeen times, I LOVE Anna Kendrick,” he squeed.

I grinned at him, eyes wide, totally taken aback.

Flustered, he looked away. “Well, I do. And the Indian boy is cute, too, although I have no idea why he likes that psychotic little Asian girl.”

“That’s interesting.”

“What’s interesting?”

“He’s kind of geeky. The Indian guy. I thought you would have gone for the British DJ with the six-pack.”

“Oh, he’s definitely nice… but a little too conventional for my tastes.”

First Javier… the Indian guy… and I remembered what he said about Bruce Lee…

“Ohhhh… you have a thing for dark meat, huh?”

“I am not dignifying that with a response.” Sebastian paused for a second. “We could watch something romantic… Pride And Prejudice with Kiera Knightly?”

I love that movie.

But I knew there was no way I could watch it and not think of me as Elizabeth and Connor as Mr. Darcy and keep from bawling my eyes out.

“…I kind of need to laugh tonight,” I said. “Do you mind watching Pitch Perfect for the eighteenth time?”

“Honey, I could watch that boy sing I Got The Magic In Me all night long.”

“Another missed opportunity for one of Johnny’s inappropriate jokes.”

“Hush. What do you want for dinner?”
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Dinner was a delicious Chicken Kiev with baby potatoes and grilled asparagus. Sebastian ordered the popcorn and cokes afterwards, and once they came we settled down to watch the movie on the hotel’s cable service.

He had to excuse himself ‘to go to the little boys’ room’ two-thirds of the way through, so I paused the movie. Coincidentally, it was the scene where the heroine goes to apologize to the hero for being a jerk – but he shuts her out because she keeps hurting him.

I guess it got me thinking.

When Sebastian came back and sat down, I said, “Can I ask you a question?”

“Oh God, here it comes,” he muttered.

“What?” I asked, both surprised and slightly offended.

“The therapy section of the babysitting.”

Now I was just offended. “Fine. Never mind.”

I hit ‘Play’ on the remote and started the movie.

“No, no… go ahead,” he grumbled.

“No, I’m – ”

Sebastian snatched away the remote, hit ‘Pause,’ and turned to me. “Just ask the damn question.”

I pouted for a few seconds… and then gave in to my curiosity.

“Why’s Connor shutting me out?”

He sighed in total world-weary, put-upon fashion. I almost expected him to start belting out ‘Nobody Knows The Trouble I’ve Seen But Jesus.’

“I was afraid of this,” he said.

“What, of me asking?”

“No, that I’m just annoyed by.”

“Give me the remote – ”

“Shush,” he said, holding the controller out of my reach. “Do you want to know the answer or not?”

“…yes.”

He stretched out on the couch and squinted at the ceiling. “It’s complicated.”

I waited a few seconds for more. When it didn’t come, I tilted my head forward a little. “…and?”

He flipped over on his side, facing me, and rested his head on his fist like we were gossiping at a slumber party. “First off, Connor’s afraid of commitment.”

“Yeah, well, most guys are.”

“Most guys can’t get Victoria’s Secret models.”

Ouch. “Okay, forget it,” I said glumly.

“You misunderstand.”

“No, I understand perfectly,” I said bitterly.  “He can have any woman he wants, so why settle for me?”

“Well, that’s part of it, but it’s not the main part of it. If that was it, he would have booted you after that first night. He’s obviously waaay into you. The problem is, he’s waaay into you.”

I frowned. “That makes no sense.”

“I don’t think he’s afraid of ‘no more Victoria’s Secret models’ – I think he’s afraid of how much he cares about you. He hates being weak, and you’re his weakness. I was shocked – shocked – that he didn’t ditch you once Miranda gave him her little ultimatum. He hates ultimatums, and he’s been known to cut off his nose to spite somebody else’s face.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“You know what I mean. He’ll do himself harm just to show someone else they don’t have control over him, even if it doesn’t really harm the other person in the least. Did he tell you what he did to his father when he was 19?”

I remembered the story, and realization came rushing in. “He basically told his dad ‘Fuck you.’ But it’s not like he didn’t do any harm – he lost his father’s ten million dollars – ”

“Ten million dollars was nothing to his father. But Connor intentionally burned his bridges. He could have achieved a lot more, with a lot less pain and struggle, if he hadn’t made enemies out of his family. And I’m saying that as someone who absolutely hates his family.”

“Well, maybe he had to do it, psychologically,” I suggested. “To cut the apron strings and be his own man.”

“I might agree with you – except he’s done the same thing time and again, in matters both big and small. He likes antagonizing people, especially if they threaten him or insinuate that he ‘owes’ them. Businesses, lawsuits, women, friendships – doesn’t matter. He’ll cut off his nose to spite their face.”

I thought back. The way he’d handled the buyout with Exerton… he could have just told them that he’d changed his mind, but he’d had to publicly humiliate Klaus and question the CEO’s ability to do his job.

Or the way he taunted his family when they first showed up… before he found out about the blackmail.

It’s true, Connor wasn’t one to be quiet and respectful. I had chalked it up to playfulness and fearlessness… but maybe there was a darker side to it, too.

“You think he wants to do that to me?” I asked, afraid.

“No, no, no,” Sebastian said in exasperation. “I was just demonstrating the way he can be. No, I said he actually cares for you, and that scares him. Maybe he even needs you, and that scares him even more.”

I remembered Connor’s words from the night before:

I’m still terrified. You’re still my Achilles heel.

I struggled to get past that and keep listening to Sebastian.

“Plus, he actually does owe you for what happened over the last couple of days, how selflessly you threw yourself on the sword meant for him. And he hates owing people. He hates owing his parents for all the advantages they gave him growing up. He hates being in a position of anything less than complete control, ever.”

“Are you saying he hates me, too?”

“No, no, no,” Sebastian scowled, then reconsidered. “Not hates… resents, maybe. But not even consciously. He can’t bring himself to admit that he doesn’t want to be in your debt, and so the easiest thing is to just avoid you. It makes him uncomfortable to be around you, so… he’s not around you, now is he?”

My stomach twisted and my heart sank.

Sebastian reached into the popcorn bowl. “And then there’s the whole Miranda thing.”

I looked at him in panic. “What ‘whole Miranda thing’? Does he still love her?”

Sebastian snorted. “What?! Oh God, no.”

I felt a little calmer. “What, then?”

“Honey, the last woman he fell in love with – despite all my warnings to the contrary – betrayed him. She cut out his heart and ate it for breakfast. So now that he’s in love with you – ”

He saw the hopeful look I gave him.

“Oh, please, Lily, of course he’s in love with you,” he said contemptuously. “That’s not the problem. The problem is everything else.”

My heart sank again. I tried to shake it off. “What were you saying?”

“What was I saying? – oh, yes – the last woman he fell for carved him up, so is he going to be overjoyed to be that vulnerable again? I think not.”

“So he hates needing me… and he hates being indebted to me, even though he’s not.”

“Oh please.”

“He’s not,” I insisted. “But he hates it anyway. Plus he’s upset because he thinks I’m his weakness – ”

“Knows you’re his weakness.”

“ – and he’s afraid I’ll screw him over like Miranda did. Is that it?”

“Pfff, that’s just getting started,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Then you have the whole ‘once you get what you want, the allure is gone’ thing. It’s like Christmas morning when you were five. Wanting something is always better than actually getting it.”

Sebastian stopped speaking, stared off into space, and gave a contented smile. “Usually.”

“And he’s had me,” I said bitterly.

“Truthfully, this was the first time I thought he might have actually grown up enough to find someone and be happy with her,” Sebastian mused. “To not have to have the thrill of the chase.”

“But… he got Miranda, too,” I said, confused.

“Au contraire, he never got Miranda. That’s why he was obsessed with her. I’m not even sure he really loved her, deep down. Maybe he did, who knows. But he was obsessed with her. She was something he wanted to win, but never could, not all the way. He kept grabbing for the brass ring but never could quite reach it.”

More of Connor’s words came back in a haunting echo.

She didn’t need me, which was attractive as hell… she was a prize to be caught. Elusive… challenging. She resisted every advance, played coy – never saying ‘no,’ but never quite saying ‘yes,’ either… women fling themselves at me all the time, but not Miranda. She played hard to get at the beginning… never stopped, really. She never gave away any more of herself than she had to…

“So is that what I should have done?” I asked, heartsick and broken. “Played hard to get?”

“No, you should be you. If Connor can’t appreciate you the way you are, he’s an idiot, and it’s his loss.”

I looked over at Sebastian. “That sounds very ‘After School Special.’”

He shrugged. “I suppose it does. But that doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

I paused for a long moment. Then – 

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

He was silent and wouldn’t look at me.

“…because I’m on the way out,” I realized, and my throat started to constrict with panic.

Sebastian looked at me sharply. “I didn’t say that.”

“But if what you say is true…” I began, but couldn’t continue.

He looked away guiltily. “I’m afraid I’m partly to blame, though I swear to you, I only did it because I thought it was the best thing at the time.”

I stared at him. It felt like ice-cold sludge was pouring through my body. “…what do you mean?”

“The whole ‘true love’ angle to the news stories,” he said miserably. “I knew that if he didn’t say he loved you, and that you two were boyfriend and girlfriend, the media would play up the $50,000-prostitute angle and we’d lose everything. We had to make it look like you two were star-crossed lovers… but… I’m afraid the media took it farther than even I thought they would. They just latched onto it like pit bulls and wouldn’t let go. Every other question was ‘Are you in love?’ and ‘When are you going to get married?’ and – I’m sorry, Lily. It got out of hand.”

“Oh,” I said, relief flooding through me. “That’s all you meant?”

“‘That’s all you meant’?! That’s all you have to say?!” he asked, looked at me in bewilderment.

“I thought for a second that you did something really underhanded to get rid of me.”

He looked me square in the eyes. “As much crap as I give you, I really am fond of you, Lily. Well… now. Not at the beginning.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Sebastian. I really like you, too.”

Apparently things were getting a little too touchy-feely for him, so he looked away and shook his head. “I think more than anything, the constant questions are what got to Connor. He’s never responded well to DTRs.”

That sounded familiar. “Determine…?”

“…the Relationship,” Sebastian said. “I’ve seen it dozens of times before – literally dozens of times before: Little Miss Thing starts wanting more out of him than he wants to give – emotionally, at least – and she starts pressuring him. He just looooves THAT.”

My stomach started to cramp.

“But he was usually just passing the time with them. He obviously cares about you, which is why I can’t understand why he’s acting the way he is,” Sebastian frowned. “I mean, the media wanting to ring the wedding bells is annoying, but I wouldn’t have thought they’d get this far under his skin. And I can see him having problems with the whole ‘you sacrificing yourself’ thing and him owing you big-time, but I wouldn’t have thought he’d have a problem with it this early. I thought it would be there lurking in the back of his brain, but I thought he’d stay in denial about his feelings for awhile. That’s what he usually does. For the life of me, I can’t see why it started now.”

I knew exactly when it started, though, and why.

“He told me he loved me,” I blurted out.

Sebastian looked at me askance. “That was TV, darling.”

“No, in real life – before he went on TV.”

Sebastian’s eyes widened in shock. “What?!”

I haltingly told him about the night we found out about the blackmail, when we flew back to Los Angeles and Connor got drunk.

“Oh shit,” Sebastian groaned and closed his eyes.

“Usually it’s a wonderful thing when a guy tells you he loves you,” I said bitterly.

He gave me a look like You are too dumb to be believed. 

“Honey, as someone with a great deal of experience in this department – gay or, quote unquote ‘straight,’ it doesn’t matter – believe me when I tell you this: anytime a gorgeous man with horrendous family issues gets raging drunk and tells you he loves you after only knowing you a couple of days, there will be drama with a capital ‘D.’”

“I didn’t ask him to say it,” I whispered.

Sebastian’s voice became softer, more sympathetic. “I know. But he’s got the stupid straight guy’s equivalent of buyer’s remorse. He said too much, and now he’s panicking. Which is exactly why all those reporters’ questions about weddings and white picket fences have been eating away at him.”

I half-sighed, half-sobbed. “What’s going to happen now?”

“Well… I can tell you this: the harder you cling to him, the more awkward it’s going to get. So you can hang around for weeks or possibly even months as he slowly turns into an emotional zombie, or you can end it on your terms, when you choose.” He stopped and stared at me. “Why are you smiling?”

“After we broke up the first time, I thought of myself as an emotional zombie. But one that needed a hug,” I explained in embarrassment.

“Well, Connor doesn’t need a hug, he needs a kick in the ass.”

I laughed, but it died a fast death. I looked at Sebastian imploringly. “What should I do?”

Sebastian thought for a few moments. I could see the wheels turning until he finally came to a conclusion. 

“Leave him. As soon as possible.”

I stared at him. “What?!”

“Did I stutter?” he asked snarkily.

“But why?!”

“Because it’s always better to be The One That Got Away than it is to be a doormat. Right now, he’s afraid he’s handcuffed to you – because of what he said, because of what you did for him – and it’s making him panic and be all irrational. He should be more afraid of losing you, but that’s not even on his radar right now. He can’t see the forest for the trees, because his head’s up a tree’s ass.”

“So… you’re saying I should make him afraid to lose me?”

“Exactly. You don’t keep a man by telling him you’re afraid you’re going to lose him. You keep him by making him afraid he’ll lose you.”

“And then what?”

Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe it’ll be the kick in the ass he needs to see that you’re not some ball and chain, that you’re the one he wants – and if he doesn’t step up, he’s going to lose you.”

“But you said he hates ultimatums! You said women wanted more than he was prepared to give, and he always dumped them – ”

“I said leave him, I didn’t say give him an ultimatum. Miranda left him, and he was a wreck. And that bitch was totally wrong for him. Poison in a pretty bottle. You’re…”

Here he paused, cocked his head, and looked me up and down.

“Well, you’re far from perfect, but you’re a damn sight better than any other woman I’ve seen since I’ve been here. Plus, you have potential.”

I squinted my eyes and muttered sarcastically, “Thanks for the inspiring speech.”

He shrugged. “I call it like I see it.”

“I’m just supposed to tell him goodbye?!”

“Well, don’t be stupid about it. Keep the door open when you leave. Don’t be bitchy or cold; but you’ve got to draw a line in the sand and be prepared to stick to it. Talk to him, just in case I’ve got it wrong – which I seriously doubt – but be firm. Tell him to come see you when he gets his shit straightened out, but that you won’t be waiting forever.”

“But… he’s a billionaire with limitless choices. I’m… I’m nobody.”

Sebastian looked me dead in the eyes. “That’s the way a doormat thinks, not The One That Got Away. And no, he doesn’t have limitless choices in women – at least, not ones he actually loves. But why would he want to be with a woman who goes around whining, ‘Poor little me, what can he possibly love about me?’”

I winced. “Ouch.”

He shrugged again. “I call it like I see it.”

I sat there, turning over the possibility in my mind. The thought of doing it was terrifying, soul-wrenching, agonizing… but…

“Do you think it’d work?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I figure if you do it, you might have a twenty percent chance. Maybe.”

“What about if I stay?”

“One percent at best. Besides, if it doesn’t work, well… at least you got to go out on your own terms.”

My snarky little voice whispered something in my ear, and it was evil enough that I couldn’t ignore it. “Are you just trying to get rid of me?”

“Honey, if I wanted to get rid of you, I wouldn’t have told you about how much he loves ultimatums. I would’ve advised you to march in there and demand he commit, your way or the highway. Maybe even tell him to put a ring on it. He’d have thrown you out on your ass for sure. Or I’d just tell you that it’s nothing, to just stick around forever and ride it out. I certainly wouldn’t have given you the best game plan I can think of.”

Everything he said sounded like the truth.

Even if he had barely tolerated me in the beginning, and had been intermittently bitchy throughout, Sebastian had always been honest about what he thought. Sometimes painfully so. There was no reason to doubt him now.

I shook my head sadly. “I don’t know if I’m that brave…”

“You are.” His voice was confident, decisive.

“How do you know?”

“Because you torched your entire life so Connor could do his little solar energy thing.”

“It’s not a ‘little solar energy thing,’” I protested hotly, “it’s going to help billions of people – ”

“And it’s his dream,” Sebastian added in a saccharine voice, like Ooo-oooh, Lily and Connor, sittin’ in a tree…

“…and it’s his dream,” I agreed, feeling foolish.

Sebastian pointed a finger at me. “This right here? This ‘it’s his dream and he loves it so I have to make him happy’ thing? This is why he’s such a fucking idiot.”

“What, for liking me?”

“No, dummy, for giving you up.”

My heart ached, but my mouth tugged up a little at the corner.

“I certainly wouldn’t have done what you did,” Sebastian said.

More of Connor’s words replayed in my mind:

They’re friends, and I’d take care of them if something happened. But if I’d had to sacrifice them today, I would have.

“Yeah, but that was just me giving up… whatever,” I said.

“‘Whatever’?! I think you mean your life,” Sebastian snapped. “That’s the doormat talking again.”

I didn’t want to get in an argument, so I just said, “I don’t know if I can bear to lose him.”

“Well, darling,” he said nonchalantly, “if you don’t do anything and just stay the course, you’ve lost him already. It’s only a matter of time.”

It was still Sebastian’s voice, high and slightly effeminate, but what I heard might as well have been church bells, deep and foreboding, ringing during a funeral or foretelling some impending doom.
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Sebastian turned out to be right, no matter how much I tried to deny it.

The first sign was that Connor didn’t call Friday.

But yah, hooray, my parents did.

I don’t want to linger on the conversation. Let’s just say it was unbelievably horrific. It’s never pleasant for anyone involved when a father finds out that Daddy’s Little Girl is having sex. Much less crazy, uninhibited, slightly kinky sex.

Add in ‘there are pictures of it on the evening news,’ and you’ve got about the Worst Situation Possible.

I found out that my parents had been contacted by dozens of reporters, both at home and at their workplaces. Local camera crews were camped out in front of their house at that very moment.

I think I apologized about a thousand times.

The only time I ever got angry was when my dad starting bashing Connor and calling him a scumbag. I defended him – of course I defended him! – which was precisely what I didn’t want to do. Not after my conversation with Sebastian last night. 

After the phone call with my parents, which went on for a couple of years (in reality, 32 minutes exactly), I ordered up a bottle of wine and got ragingly drunk.

Sebastian waited until 8PM, after all his calls were finished, and then joined me.
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I take it back, Connor did call on Friday. At 10:30 PM. While Sebastian and I were watching reruns of Glee. (He finally wore me down.)

Connor sounded tired. “Hey, how’s it going?”

The sound of his voice sobered me up by half. Of course, the other half was still pretty damn drunk.

“Fine,” I lied.

“Is that Connor?” Sebastian called from the bar where he was fixing something pink with maraschino cherries.

“Yes,” I shouted.

“Say hello to the jackass for me!” Sebastian snorted.

“Sebastian says ‘hello,’” I said, giving him the edited version.

“I heard him,” Connor said wryly. “Have you been drinking?”

“Yyyyup.”

He was silent for a few seconds.

“Lily – ”

“How did it go with the poli… politicians?” I slurred.

“Pretty well. Privately they all say they support me, but some of them are from pretty conservative districts where their constituents think anything solar is hippie-dippie Obama socialism. But when I bring out the checkbook, I notice they stop talking about their constituents. I’ve got most of the national guys for sure – they need a ton of money for their reelection campaigns, and even if my father doesn’t come after them, they have to worry about primary challengers. The state-level guys are pretty much in the bag, but you never know. The governor’s definitely onboard.”

“That’s great,” I said half-heartedly.

“And there’s no way I could have done this without you. Seriously, you made all of this possible.”

“Glad to help,” I said flippantly – because if I didn’t say it flippantly, it was going to come out morose.

He was silent for a few seconds more. I could hear the hesitation in his voice as he began.

“Look, I hate to go back on what I said to you, but – ”

Something savage came out in me. 

“Then DON’T.”

He sounded surprised at the tone of my voice, but he still soldiered on with his eminently logical voice. “There are still some loose ends that need to – ”

“I talked to my parents today,” I interrupted.

He went silent for about five seconds.

“…how did that go?”

“Let’s just say that I never, ever want to have that conversation again.”

“…yeah, I guess not.”

“But you and me… you and I…” In my drunken state, I couldn’t quite figure out which was correct. “We need to have a conversation.”

I could hear him sigh. “Alright, shoot.”

“No. In person.”

“Okay… I should be able to get back Sunday – ”

“NO. Tomorrow. Like you promised.”

“I told you, I still have some loose ends to – ”

“You have a funny way of showing your appreciation to somebody who ‘made it all possible,’” I snapped.

At the bar, Sebastian made an Oooh, BURN! face.

I swear to God, though, Connor just chuckled.  “So it’s like that, huh.”

“Yeah. It’s like that.”

“Calling in your outstanding debts?”

“I’m calling in about one percent of my outstanding debts,” I said harshly. “Not to mention it was a promise you made in the first place.”

Sebastian pumped his arms silently, the way a straight guy might if his favorite football team scored a touchdown.

Another long sigh from Connor. “I’ll be back tomorrow evening.”

“Thank you.” And I meant it.

“Good night, Lily. Get some rest.”

The patronizing way he said it – hey, little drunk girl, take better care of yourself – pissed me off.

“Ditto,” I said, and hung up the cell phone before he could respond.

“Ooh, girl, that was fierce,” Sebastian cackled as he plopped down on the sofa next to me with his drink.

“The Jackass says hello,” I muttered.

“You should have told him I said that. The jackass part, I mean.”

“He heard.”

“You’re going to talk to him tomorrow night?” Sebastian asked, raising one eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I confirmed half-heartedly.

“Whatever happens, I’m sure it’ll all work out,” he said, and patted my arm consolingly.

I looked over at him like What planet are YOU from?

“I’m supposed to say that by law, I think,” he slurred, then turned back to the TV. “Come on, press play, I want to watch Kurt and Blaine smooch.”
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I woke up with a hangover, but not a horrible one. It was gone by noon – which gave me another eight hours before Connor walked through the door.

I showered by 1 PM and did my makeup and hair. After that I put on a sexy blue dress, hoping that might soften him up some.

I didn’t want to call and badger him about what time he would arrive, so I had Sebastian check on when the jet would land. When I found out it wouldn’t be until after seven, I called up room service and ate an early dinner – alone. Sebastian was still working like a maniac in the midst of a tornado of telephone calls.

When Connor finally did appear after eight, he looked tired. Drained. I was actually shocked at how weary he seemed.

He smiled at me – affectionately more than passionately – and walked over and hugged me close, kissing my forehead tenderly.

Not my lips.

When he was finished, he backed up and smiled down at me. “It’s good to see you.”

I smiled tightly, then nestled against his chest… and wondered if it might be the last time.

Johnny walked in after him, looking similarly worn out.

“Hey, Johnny.”

“Hey, Lily.”

“You alright?”

Johnny glared at his boss. “He doesn’t exactly make things easy.”

“No, he doesn’t,” I agreed.

“Any problems?” Connor asked Sebastian.

Sebastian was polite but cool. “None I can’t take care of.”

“Thanks for handling the Vaskolitz situation.”

Whatever that was.

“I live to serve,” Sebastian said, with just the slightest hint of snark.

We all stood around looking at each other.

“Well, it’s been a long day,” Connor announced.

“We’re leaving,” Sebastian said. On the way to the door, he gave me a glance like Good luck.

“Good night, Lily,” Johnny said.

“Good night,” I replied, a hint of sadness in my voice as he and Sebastian walked out.

Now Connor and I were alone.
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“How was your trip?” I asked, playing the dutiful not-wife.

He sighed and settled down into the sofa. “I don’t think that’s really what you want to talk about, is it?”

No.

No, it wasn’t.

“Have you eaten yet?” I asked.

“Yes, on the plane,” Connor answered. “You?”

“I had something earlier… since I didn’t know when you would show up,” I said, trying (but failing) to keep the accusatory tone out of my voice.

We watched each other in silence. 

It reminded me of the first night we’d spent here, before we played cards and he made me crawl towards him on the floor.

But whereas that silence had been a prelude to seduction, this was just painful, with no happy ending in sight.

Pun intended.

He sighed and settled back into the sofa. “Why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you?” Then he added, with a mixture of resentment and annoyance, “Seeing as you blackmailed me into coming back early.”

I laughed once, cold and bloodless. “I blackmailed you?”

He seemed to realize he’d gone too far. “Bad choice of words.”

“Bad choice of words,” I agreed. “Maybe a bad way of feeling about it, too.”

He stared at me. “What do you want, Lily?”

I was silent for a long time.

Then I decided, Fuck it.

“I want you to tell me you love me, and mean it.”

He watched me with emotionless eyes.

Then he closed them… leaned forward… and buried his face in his hands.

A little bit of me died when he did that.

“I was afraid of this,” he murmured.

“Afraid of what? That I believed you the last time you said it?”

He hung his head – but not like he was ashamed. Like he didn’t want to go to battle, but it was required of him, and he was marshalling all his strength.

Finally he looked up at me. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

He closed his eyes, wouldn’t look at me. “I said it too early.”

“You already told me that.”

“I don’t know what else to tell you, then.”

He stood up from the sofa and walked over to the bar, got out a glass and a bottle – 

“Don’t,” I said.

He looked up. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t try to escape. Don’t use that – ” 

I pointed at the alcohol.

“ – to get out of this.”

“I’m not – ”

“And don’t lie to yourself, either. I can already see through it.”

A flash of anger played across his face, and he put down the bottle. “Fine.” Then he threw out his hands. “What do you want from me?”

“I already told you.”

“Well, I can’t give that to you right now.”

My shoulders sagged. “Why not?”

“Why not?” He started to get angry – really angry. “Because I can’t, that’s why!”

I stood there, alone and afraid.

“Sebastian says it’s because you don’t like owing people, and subconsciously you feel like you owe me.”

“Oh, does he, now?” Connor asked sarcastically.

“And because you’re afraid I’ll hurt you like Miranda did.”

“Miranda didn’t hurt me,” he said coldly.

“Now we both know you’re lying,” I answered softly.

He looked away, his jaw clenched.

“I don’t want it to be like this,” I whispered.

He looked at me, stared deep into my eyes. “What do you want it to be like, then?”

“Like before Miranda showed up. Before all of this other crap happened.”

He softened. “So do I.”

“So why can’t it?”

He looked away again. “It’s just hard, that’s all.”

“What’s so hard about it?” I pleaded. “I love you. I want you to love me. That’s all there is to it.”

He sighed like he was hurting deep inside. “I do love you. But… I don’t know. Something’s different.”

“Yeah, twenty thousand reporters are asking you if you’re going to get married.”

He smiled a little and looked at me. “That might have something to do with it.”

“Ignore them.”

“I’m trying.”

“You’re good at not giving a damn what anyone else thinks – so why is this so hard?”

He closed his eyes and shook his head again. “I already told you, I said it too early.”

“And?”

“And… maybe Sebastian’s right. Maybe I am worried about opening myself up because of Miranda. But that’s not something I can control, Lily. I need time.”

“He says you think I’m your weakness,” I whispered.

He looked up at me and half-frowned, half-smiled, like he found the statement cute but obvious. “I already told you that, too.”

“And that you only want things that are a challenge to get. And once you have them, you’re not interested anymore.”

He was silent.

I looked at him, my tears welling up. “And since you know you can have me, totally and completely… I’m not a challenge to you anymore. So you don’t really want me as much. Not like you wanted Miranda.”

He stood up straight, his face enraged. “That’s a fucking lie!”

And I knew at that exact moment that it was true.

It wasn’t the whole issue… but added to everything else, it was a toxic witch’s brew.

And I knew what I had to do.

“Which is why I think it might be good if we… spent some time apart,” I whispered.

The anger drained from his face along with all the blood. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I don’t think you’re a hundred percent in this, and… and I don’t want anything less than your hundred percent,” I said, my voice quavering. “So… until you decide that what you want is me… and only me… maybe… we just shouldn’t see each other.”

He rounded the bar, his face drawn, his mouth tight. He walked up to me and put his hands on either side of my head and lifted my face to look him in the eyes.

“You don’t mean that,” he whispered.

I smiled, even though the tears were spilling down my cheeks. “Honestly, if it were just me, I’d take ninety percent, or eighty percent, or even less than that… but I think if I did that, you’d just… float away, eventually. You’re an all or nothing kind of guy, Connor. You’re only interested in things a hundred percent, or nothing at all. And I don’t want to wait around until I’m nothing.”

His face was tortured as he cradled my face in his hands. “You’re not nothing – you could never be nothing – ”

“But if you can find excuses not to be with me, in a time like this, then… I kind of already am.”

He shook his head. “That’s not true – God DAMN Sebastian – ”

I put a finger to his lips, quieting him. “Don’t blame Sebastian. He’s just calling it like he sees it… which is why you trust him.”

“But I – ”

He hesitated… and never finished the sentence.

I smiled ruefully. “I love you, too. But the difference is, I can say it.”

“I can say it,” he insisted.

“So say it.”

“I love you.”

It sounded mechanical. Lifeless. 

Just words.

“I’d rather you not say it until you’re ready.”

“This is just a temporary setback, Lily,” he said, lapsing into business-speak. “This is just because of the stress – it’ll go away – ”

“And I’ll be waiting for you when it does. But until then… I don’t think we should see each other.”

He withdrew his hands from my face. Now he was truly angry. “This is what you do to me when things don’t go your way?”

“This is what I do to protect myself.”

“That’s what this is, ‘protecting’ yourself?”

“You’ve already broken my heart, Connor,” I whispered. “How much more of me do you want to break?”

He was quiet for a long, long time after that.

“I don’t,” he finally said.

“Then let me go. If you still want me, then come after me. And if you don’t… let me go.”

He put his hands on my shoulders and tilted his head towards me, rested his forehead against mine in anguish.

“I do want you.”

“Then a little time apart won’t make any difference.”

More silence.

Finally he caressed my cheek. “That’s it? This is how you’re going to leave?”

I stared back at the sapphire depths of his eyes. “What do you want?”

“Stay with me,” he whispered. “One more night… give me one more night before you go.”

It took me forever to answer.

All the little voices in my head, everything rational and logical, screamed, No! Leave now! Why risk getting hurt even more?

But my heart – and my body – wanted him so badly.

“…alright,” I finally agreed.
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It was the most painful time that we made love… and also the sweetest.

He kissed me so softly, his lips barely touching my own. His hands ran down my bare shoulders and arms, encircled my waist, drew me close to him.

I kissed him back softly at first, then passionately, wanting this time to last for the rest of my life if need be. 

Or at least not leave me with any regrets of holding back.

His hands caressed my bare skin as his lips kissed my ears, my neck, my chest.

My head tilted back and I moaned as he tugged down the front of my dress and kissed my breasts, caressing them, licking them, sucking at them.

He bent down and picked me up, then carried me willingly to the bedroom, where he placed me delicately on the mattress.

I reached up and fumbled with his clothes as his hands circled around me and unzipped my dress.

Our clothes were off before I knew it, and then he was beside me on the bed, his body hard and muscular, his hands warm and tender as they touched me on my belly, my thighs, between my legs.

I caressed his cock as I kissed him.

He shifted his body onto mine, and I guided him into me.

He slowly forced his way between my lips, his shaft slowly sinking into me deeper and deeper as I gasped against his mouth.

He rocked between my legs, his thickness filling me, his hands never ceasing as they glided over my breasts, my neck, my arms, my sides, my legs.

I started to cry, knowing that this could be the last time.

“Lily…” he whispered, his voice tender and full of pain.

“Don’t stop,” I whispered back, and pulled his head into the hollow of my neck.

I felt him move inside me, like he had a dozen times before, but all I could focus on was the bittersweetness of it all.

He looked at me, held my face in his hands, his lips a fraction of an inch from mine, and breathed into me, “What do you want?” as he filled me over and over, moving inside me, his hips moving against mine.

I shook my head ‘no,’ my eyes closed.

“Tell me,” he breathed, his voice no more than a whisper.

I bit my lip. I didn’t want to say.

“Tell me,” he insisted, his hands gripping and pulling the hair at the nape of my neck.

“Tell me you love me,” I whispered back.

His hips stopped moving, and I felt him pause inside me.

“Even if you don’t mean it all the way… just… tell me you love me,” I whispered, tears spilling down my cheeks.

He kissed my lips soft, so soft.

“I love you,” he whispered.

I arched my body against his, and he began to move inside me again.

“I love you,” he whispered.

He began to move more quickly, his thickness filling me up, stroking deep inside me in places no one else had ever touched.

“I love you,” he whispered, and I almost began to believe he meant it.

My nails dug into his back, raking across his skin.

“I love you,” he whispered into my ear, kissing the earlobe.

I groaned and clutched his ass, driving him deeper inside me.

“I love you,” he whispered as he sped up, thrusting harder into me, more forcefully.

“I love you too,” I moaned as I felt him possess me, fill me, devour me.

“I love you so much,” he whispered.

I looked up, the world swimming through my tears, to see him staring deep into my eyes.

I moaned and grabbed his ass, luxuriating in its tightness and power beneath my hands, how his muscles hardened and moved as he went deep inside me, thrusting, rocking, pounding.

Pleasure and pain – sadness and loss, not physical pain – mixed together, and my tears flowed freely as I felt my orgasm build.

“Oh Lily,” he gasped as he thrust into me harder and harder. “I love you, I love you, I love you – ”

And then I was coming, my fingers digging into his flesh, trying to force him deeper into me, loving every inch of him inside me, the feeling of his arms around me, his weight bearing down on me, and I felt him explode inside me, his cock swelling and bursting, and we screamed and gasped together, his lips against mine as his thrusts finally ceased… and my bliss along with them.

“I love you,” he whispered as he nestled against me and kissed me from my neck to my lips. “I love you…”

I believed him, if only for that moment… and I whispered it back to him wholeheartedly:

“I love you, too…”
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We lay there spooning, me luxuriating in the warmth of his skin against mine, the firm, hard planes of his muscles against my softer curves.

I tried to remember every single sensation in case I never got to feel it again.

He was pressed against my back, and my face was turned away, so he didn’t see the occasional tear that streaked my face or disappeared directly into the pillowcase. I blinked the tears away and tried to be there, in the present, and not let my sadness distract me from my last moments with him.

My last moments, at least, until he came around.

Until he decided he loved me and wanted to say it.

I allowed myself, just for the time being, to fool myself into believing it might not take that long.

Within minutes I heard the rhythm of his breathing slow down and ease into long, deep breaths. I continued to lie there, feeling his body, trying to store up every memory I could… and working myself up to do the thing I so didn’t want to.

Half of me wanted to fall asleep, to forget everything he’d said before we made love, to forget everything Sebastian had said, to just get up tomorrow morning and pretend like everything was fine, and just ‘ride it out.’

Maybe things would change.

Maybe they would get better.

But it was breaking my heart to know he thought I was an obligation and not a refuge. Someone to stay away from instead of someone to run to.

Even then, it took me another thirty minutes to work up the courage to do what I knew needed to be done.

I slipped out from under his arm, picked up my dress, shoes, and underwear from beside the bed, and gathered my purse and things. 

I debated for a few seconds about the wisdom of kissing him goodbye, in case I woke him. But finally I lost the argument with myself. 

I leaned over and kissed Connor’s lips with a touch lighter than air.

He didn’t stir.

At the bedroom door I paused and looked at him sleeping – gorgeous, wonderful, amazing – and then slowly closed the door behind me. 

My feet felt like they were made of lead, it was so hard to walk away.

I dressed quietly in the main room. As I stood there looking around, remembering all the amazingly sensual things I had experienced there, and all the overpowering emotions I had felt, I burst out sobbing. For a minute I almost caved and went back in the bedroom, but Sebastian’s words kept me rooted to the spot: 

You’ve got to draw a line in the sand and be prepared to stick to it.

If you don’t do anything and just stay the course, you’ve lost him already. It’s only a matter of time.

I walked over to the door and paused.

There were two bodyguards over by the elevator.

How was I going to get past them?

That was when I realized I was going to need a little help.
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They were still out there by the elevator, the two massive guys in suits. They watched me curiously as I walked across the hall to the only other door and knocked on it softly.

It took maybe three seconds before it opened.

Sebastian was standing there, eyebrows arched in a question. Johnny was a few feet behind him, his face grave and worried.

I burst into tears.

Sebastian pulled me into the room and put his arms around me. “There, there,” he murmured. “There, there.”

After about thirty seconds I pulled away. Johnny handed me a box of tissues.

I smiled shyly at him and took a couple. “Thanks.”

“So I’m guessing it didn’t go so well,” Sebastian said.

“It didn’t go badly,” I said with a half-suppressed sob. “But… it pretty much went the way I thought it would.”

“You drew the line in the sand?”

“Yes.”

He nodded approvingly. “Then that’s all you can do but wait.”

I looked over at Johnny. “Sorry to keep you up. I know you must be tired.”

He shrugged and gave me a sheepish smile. “Sebastian gave me the lowdown. We, uh… we were rooting for you.”

I smiled and almost cried again. “That’s sweet. Thank you.”

“Just so you know… I love the guy, but Connor’s a real idiot sometimes.” 

“Has he…” I started, but didn’t know exactly how to finish.

Johnny knew what the question was, though. “He’s been an uptight mess since we left. But he’ll come around. Once all of this cools down… he’ll come around,” he assured me.

I smiled again. I appreciated the comforting words, but part of me wasn’t so sure he was right.

“I, uh… I hate to bother you guys, but I need to get past the guards so I can get a taxi. I was afraid they might wake Connor up if I – ”

“I’m taking you,” Johnny said firmly.

“I know you have to stay here with – ”

“I’m taking you.”

I gave in. “Okay… thank you.”

Sebastian pulled out a business card and gave it to me. “You need anything – anything at all, whether it’s advice, or help, or a shoulder to cry on – give me a call.”

“I appreciate that, Sebastian, but – ”

“Did you take French or Spanish in high school, Lily?”

I frowned, not seeing what that had to do with anything. “French.”

“So you know what the difference is between adieu and au revoir.”

Adieu is a contraction of A Dieu, or ‘until God’ – goodbye forever, until we meet the Maker. Au revoir, on the other hand, means ‘until we see each other again.’

“Yes,” I said.

“Then you’ll know what I mean when I say this is au revoir, not adieu.”

I smiled despite my tears. “Okay.”

“I’ll be in touch,” he said, and hugged me once more. “Be The One That Got Away, alright?”

“Okay,” I whispered. “Thank you.”

“It was – and is – my pleasure.”

He smiled sadly as Johnny put his arm around my shoulder and walked me out into the hall.
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Johnny got the key from the valet, told them he was going to get the car, and then guided me down the ramp. When we got to the Bentley, I asked him, “Can I ride in front with you?”

He looked surprised, then smiled. “Sure.”

He opened the door for me, then circled around and got in.

We went out a different way than normal – a back entrance by the loading area for trucks and supplies. There were no paparazzi, no photographers waiting.

We drove in silence for the first few blocks, but I finally couldn’t bear it anymore.

“Can you tell me more about how he was acting?” I asked. “I just… I need to know that I’m not being a fool.”

“You’re not,” he assured me. “He really does like you, a lot. More than anybody I’ve ever seen, except for – ”

He caught himself and gave me a worried glance.

“More than Miranda?” I asked.

“…well… before she turned into an evil psychopath,” he relented.

I smiled. “She is that.”

“I think he might even… you know…”

He paused, obviously uncomfortable.

“…love you.”

I wanted to tell him He said that he does, but the words were like barbs across my heart.

“It’s just that this has been an incredible amount of stress on him,” Johnny continued, then added very quickly, “Not that this hasn’t been hell on you – I know it has, you’re not even used to this kind of exposure – uh… I mean…” 

He paused and looked miserable. “I’m not making this any better, am I.”

I smiled. “I appreciate the effort.”

He sighed heavily. “I was really hoping it would last. He needs a woman like you, Lily. Somebody who’s kind and good and, well, just all-around awesome.”

I smiled sadly, but I couldn’t help noticing how he said, I was really hoping it would last.

In the past tense.

Like it was over.

“I want you to know, I think it’s incredible what you did, standing up to Miranda like that. I can’t think of anybody else who would have done what you did.”

“Thanks, Johnny.”

“He’s stupid if he doesn’t come to his senses.”

I laughed. “I’ll agree with you on that one.”

Without any traffic, we reached my apartment building quickly.

“Is there a back way in?” he asked.

“Why?”

“In case there are any paparazzi waiting out front.”

Oh shit.

I’d forgotten, in the cloistered shelter of the Dubai’s penthouse, that this was my life now.

“Yeah, turn here.”

We went down a side road. Near the back of the complex was a little-used exit door. I started to get out, but Johnny said, “Hold on,” and hopped out to open my door.

“Thanks.”

“You want me to come inside with you?”

“No… I’m okay.”

“Alright…  well… I’ll see you around, Lily.”

“Thank you, Johnny. For everything,” I said, and leaned in and hugged him. “Take care.”

He returned it, a bit awkwardly, the way a tough guy might who’s not used to holding teary-eyed girls.

After we had hugged, I asked, “And will you do me a favor?”

He looked at me a bit apprehensively. “What?”

“Take care of him, too.”

He gave me a sad smile and nodded. “You got it. I’ll wait here until you’re inside, okay?”

“Okay. Bye.”

“Bye.”

I walked across the sidewalk to the door, my feet heavy as lead once more, and pulled my keys out of my purse. I inserted them in the lock, made sure it opened, and turned back and waved.

He waved once, too, then slipped inside the Bentley and guided it out into the darkness.

Within seconds, he was gone.

And just like that…

…the dream was over.
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I made it inside the front door of my apartment before I burst into tears.

Anh came out of her bedroom in her pajamas, wide-eyed, with her keyring canister of mace at the ready. “Lily?!”

“Hey, Anh,” I sniffled – and then started crying again.

She ran over and hugged me, then led me to the couch.

I told her between crying jags what had happened. She made chamomile tea for us as she tried to follow my disjointed narrative. 

Once I calmed down, she pulled back the vertical blinds on our main window and pointed to a bunch of paneled vans out in the darkness, parked along the curb. “There’s not many of them at night, but just wait until the morning.”

Try as I might, though, I couldn’t quite explain to her why I had left. At least, not to her satisfaction.

“So… he said he loved you… but then he said he said it too early… and then you said you guys should take a break…”

“He was avoiding me.”

“So he was avoiding you… because you were all like, ‘Tell me you love me – ’”

“I didn’t tell him to say that!”

“I thought you told him that in your last conversation.”

“No… I said I wanted to take a break until he could tell me he loved me and mean it.”

“Ohhhh,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Whose side are you on?” I asked, annoyed.

“I’m just trying to understand. So, he said he loved you… then he said he’d said it too early… then he was avoiding you… then you said you should take a break until he could say ‘I love you’ and mean it.”

“Yeah, basically,” I mumbled, feeling foolish when she boiled it down like that.

“So you dumped him.”

“I didn’t dump him! I said we should take a break!”

“And then you went ahead and bonked him anyway.”

“I didn’t bonk him – ”

“Banged him?”

“Cut it out!”

“Okay – made sweet, sweet love?”

I just glared at her over my cup of tea.

“One for the road, huh?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

“Way to make me look like a ho-bag.”

“I think you already did that with those photos.”

“ANH!”

She laughed, then shook her head. “I still don’t get it… why didn’t you wait it out and see if he changes his mind?”

“He wasn’t going to,” I said, though with less conviction than I’d felt a couple of hours ago.

“And you know that… how?”

“Sebastian told me.”

“And you know you can trust Sebastian… how…?”

“I just… I just felt like I could.”

“Uh-huh… because he was always so nice to you before.”

“He changed over the last few days,” I protested.

“Uh-huh…”

“Why are you trying to freak me out?!”

She sighed. “It’s just really complicated, and I don’t know any of these people, and you haven’t exactly kept me in the loop.”

“I couldn’t stay there anymore,” I said miserably. “You have no idea what it’s like – like a prison. I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything because there were people camped out in front of the hotel waiting to get a picture – ”

“Yeah, I have no idea what that’s like,” she said, looking meaningfully over at the blinds.

“Are they trying to get a picture of you?”

“No…”

“Were your boobs on national TV?”

“No…”

“Okay, then, shut up.”

“Although, technically, they blurred them out.”

“Anh – ” I warned.

“It’s kind of like that ‘if a tree falls in a forest’ thing – if you see blurred-out boobs on TV, did you really see them?”

“Anh!”

“I went online, though – nice tata’s, Lily,” she said with a thumbs-up.

“ANH!”

And then we both dissolved into a fit of giggles when she couldn’t keep a straight face anymore.

Afterwards I wiped a tear from my eye – but this one was from laughing so hard. “Oh, God, I needed that.”

“Seriously, though, why didn’t you stay?”

I sighed and closed my eyes. “I already told you.”

“Yeah, but you exchanged a prison where they feed you lobster and filet mignon for one with crappy air conditioning and Ramen noodles.”

“It’s not just that, it’s – ”

“And a prison without a hot guy. Just li’l ol’ me.” She gasped dramatically and clasped her hands next to her face in glee. “Lily, does this mean you want me? Like… lesbian want me?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what it means,” I deadpanned.

“Okay. Fitty-towsand dollah,” she said in her parody of a Vietnamese accent, sticking her palm out.

“You bitch!” I laughed.

“Speaking of bitches, tell me about the evil lady again…”

I launched into my description of Miranda and the Templetons, and for awhile, my mind stayed off my heartbreak. We ended up talking until 4 AM, when I finally fell asleep on the couch.



2


In the few furtive hours of sleep I got, I dreamt about him constantly. I couldn’t even get away from the pain in my dreams. 

I awoke feeling heartbroken and empty. Added to that, I was exhausted from lack of sleep, and uncomfortable from passing out on the couch.

But worst of all was the heartbreak.

Anh came out of her bedroom in a stupor, but she made us pancakes and we talked some more.

The day passed in a long, slow crawl. We watched some bad movies on cable, then talked some more, then ordered delivery for dinner.

Around 3 o’clock, someone knocked on our door. “Is Lily Ross in there?”

“NO, GO AWAY!” Anh yelled at the top of her lungs.

“This is Adrienne Thomas with Channel Five News – ”

“I’M CALLING THE COPS AGAIN IF YOU DON’T GO AWAY!” Anh screamed.

When she saw my astonished look, Anh shrugged. “They do that sometimes. Keep your voice down so they can’t hear you. If they know you’re in here for sure, they’ll never stop.”

I stared at her, open-eyed. “You called the cops?”

“Just once. After that they cut it out… mostly.”

“Anh, I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

“Yeaaah, you so owe me,” she said with a sideways look.
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More than anything, I wanted him to call.

He didn’t on Sunday, though.

Or Monday.

Or Tuesday.

Or Wednesday.

Day stretched into day with no way to discern between them, except that Anh left for work on Mondays through Fridays. Then it was just me, alone, imprisoned like before – but with Ramen noodles instead of filet mignon, just like Anh had said. And I didn’t even have a view, because if I opened the blinds, they would know I was here and descend like vultures.

So it was me, in a dark apartment, watching TV, eating ice cream, being depressed, bursting into tears without warning, looking at the phone every ten minutes, wondering when he would call.

He didn’t.

I played our last few times together over and over again in my head, pondering what I had done wrong, trying to figure out how I could have done it differently, wondering if I had made a terrible, terrible mistake, paranoid that I had trusted Sebastian and he had betrayed me.

It felt like I was slowly going insane.

I could go through a long litany of all the horrible boring movies I watched, all the gallons of ice cream I ate, all the staring at the wall in depression, and all the times I thought about calling and begging him to take me back.

In the end, though, I guess it was my stubborn pride that refused to let me pick up the phone.

That, and my growing certainty that I had ruined everything beyond repair.

I scoured the internet for stories about what Connor was doing now (especially if he had been seen with any other women), but there was nothing. Oh, there were news stories, alright, and plenty of them mentioned me. But mostly they focused on the solar plan in Nevada and how it was coming along. There were announcements of political protests against the politicians involved, and counter-protests, and op-ed pieces on both sides of the aisle.

But nothing on Connor’s personal life.

I kept looking.

I had a lot of time on my hands.
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Days passed, then weeks passed, and the pain dulled a bit. Not much, but enough that I was only looking at the phone every hour instead of every ten minutes.

Anh had to take care of the groceries and shopping. She even had to pick up my Nuvaring birth control prescription for me.

I’m sure the paparazzi would have loved getting pictures of that.

The vans gradually dwindled out front. I thought they might finally be gone, and I went out for a walk one morning through the backdoor where Johnny had dropped me off.

Bad idea.

Three men saw me and ran around the corner, snapping pictures and filming video. One of them thrust a mic in my face and yelled questions like, “Lily Ross, did you extort Connor Templeton for the $50,000? Is it true that you and Miranda Lockwood are lesbian lovers? Is it true that Lifetime is buying the rights to your story?”

I ran back inside the apartment building, screaming at them to leave me alone. For the next thirty minutes, people pounded on my door until I called the police. The cops came and cleared the assholes out, but after that, I was terrified to go outside.

However, over the next few days my stir-craziness overwhelmed my fear, and I began to badger Anh for help.

“I can’t take you anywhere, they’ll do that thing where they made Princess Diana’s car crash,” Anh said. 

She was actually serious when she said that.

“I’m not nearly that big a story. Especially not now. My fifteen minutes are almost up.”

“You’re going to have to wear a burka so they won’t recognize you,” she protested. “And then you’re going to look weird because you’re wearing a burka.”

I finally wore her down, and convinced her to smuggle me out on the backseat floor of her car. That actually worked; she’d been coming and going for so long that they ignored her. She took me on hikes in Runyon Canyon or Griffith Park for as long as we could stand. With my hair pulled up under a baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses on, I looked like any other LA wannabe hiking the dusty trails, trying to work off extra pounds for my next audition. No one ever noticed who I was, and I began to feel slightly human again.

But the pain never went away. It lessened, slightly, but never, ever went away.
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The good news was that I didn’t have to worry about rent and food. I gave Anh my share of the rent and utilities and groceries, and paid her back all the small loans I owed her from the previous months. 

As I watched the amount in my checkbook slowly dwindle, though, I began to think of the future. $50,000 (now $47,329) was a huge sum of money for me, but it wasn’t going to last forever. I had to think about what I was going to do.

A regular job was pretty much out of the question. I figured all my bridges in the corporate world had been burned to cinders by the photos, at least for a year or more. On the other hand, I probably could have gotten a few interviews just because people were curious and wanted to meet somebody famous (no matter how bizarre it was to think of myself as ‘famous’).

Except I really didn’t want to work for anybody who wanted to meet me because I’d been naked on national news.

Playboy offered me a photo spread in a phone message – for $100,000. Which they also leaked to the media. Anh playfully (and not at all seriously) kept urging me to take it.

“But Lily, you’ve already shown ‘em – you might as well get paid for showing ‘em. And they probably won’t even blur them out this time! And a hundred grand! Think of it like Vegas, you get to double your money! Tell them I’ll do it for ninety!”

I have to admit, I was just a little bit tempted. I mean, $100,000 is $100,000. I could live off that for years.

But after about five seconds, I came to my senses. More than anything, I never wanted Connor to see me as that woman – somebody who turned our time together into a sordid money-making proposition.

Speaking of Connor, I kept coming back to what he had said during our car trip back from the desert:

What if you ran a consulting firm where you went in and interviewed the low-level employees about what worked and what didn’t? Basically, you culled all the problems and all the suggestions from the people on the front lines? The good people. That would be half your work, separating the wheat from the chaff. But you’re excellent at grasping large-scale issues. You synthesize information rapidly. And you have six months of high-level Exec Comp experience. You basically did all the heavy lifting for an Executive VP. What if you could sell yourself as a consultant for smaller companies, with, say, more than 50 employees but fewer than 500? You go in, find out the problems… and then present the issues to management with suggestions, also pulled from the best employees. You’d basically be crowdsourcing the problems and solutions, but from the group of people who know the system inside and out.

It was an awesome idea… for somebody else. For me it was ridiculous. What did I know about running a business like that? Nothing. Who would hire me? Nobody. What connections did I have to get started? None.

But I kept returning to the idea like a loose tooth, absentmindedly poking at it, probing it, working out little issues about how I would do this or that. A fantasy to keep my mind off my pain.

And then I got the phone call.
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When the phone rang, I checked it as I always did. 

I had been disappointed five hundred other times.

But this number looked familiar.

It wasn’t Connor’s cell, though, because I had stored his name – and his name wasn’t appearing. Not only that, but it was a 212 number – New York City.

With trepidation and hope, I answered. “Hello?”

A very familiar, very gay voice crooned, “Welllll, aren’t we brave answering our phone – or have the reporters stopped calling yet? Don’t bother lying, I know they haven’t. Or are you going to surprise me with your foresight and preparedness and tell me you programmed my number into your phone?”

I smiled. Both happiness and a pang of sorrow nudged my heart. “Hi, Sebastian.”

“Which is it, brave or prepared?”

“I forgot to put your number in, but it looked vaguely familiar. So, uh – ‘brave,’ I guess.”

“Mmm, you know by ‘brave,’ I meant ‘stupid,’ right?”

“I’ll make sure to program it in so I can avoid you next time you call,” I said with mock sweetness.

“Even stupider. You should ALWAYS take MY calls, darling. Just wanted to check up on you, hadn’t heard a peep.”

“I’m fine.” 

“Good, though I don’t believe you. Johnny told me to say hello, too – he knew I’d be calling, but he’s off doing bodyguard things.”

Hope springs eternal. “Did… Connor ask you to call?”

“No, I took the initiative myself.”

“Oh…”

“Well, it’s nice to talk to YOU, too.”

I smiled. “It is nice to hear your voice.”

“I know what your next question is, spoken or not, and no, he’s not doing well.”

My eyes opened wide. “What?! What’s wrong?”

“DUH. I’ll give you one guess.”

“Really?” I asked, my voice trembling. “But – he hasn’t called – ”

“No, of course he hasn’t, he’s Connor. I’ve told him he should call you, but he prefers to remain a drunken hot mess when he’s not working himself to death.”

It’s hard to describe the combination of emotions I felt: joy that I hadn’t been forgotten, and in fact was being mooned over; sadness that Connor was hurting; irritation that he obviously still cared, but not enough to call; and schadenfreude – the German word for happiness at others’ misfortune. In this case, the fact that Connor was miserable.

I rebuked myself for the schadenfreude and came back to the present. 

“So what should I do?”

“NOT call him, that’s for certain.”

“But – if he’s never going to call me – ”

“Lily, leave the strategic planning to the professionals. Don’t worry, if an opportunity arises, you’ll be the first to hear. Don’t be grabby. Now, the more important thing at the moment is to get your shit together. Have you had enough Ben & Jerry’s and crying during sappy movies?”

“I like Haagen Dazs,” I informed him.

“Oh, excusez moi, Uptown Girl.”

“And no, I – I haven’t been doing that,” I protested lamely, then added, “…in awhile…”

“Mm. Any thought as to what you’re going to do with your life?”

“You sound like my father when I was in college.”

“Good, I’ll sound like him again: any thought as to what you’re going to do with your life?”

“No, I’ve been eating too much Haagen Dazs and crying over sappy movies,” I said sarcastically.

“I thought as much.”

I had forgotten how annoying Sebastian could be. Memory fades even over a short period of time.

“Actually,” I said, spurred on by his snarky superciliousness, “I have been thinking about something,” and I told him all about Connor’s business advice.

“Hmmm… that could actually work really well for you…”

“Yeah, well, it’s just a pipe dream. I don’t know anything about running a business.”

“For God’s sake, Lily, it would only be YOU starting out. It’s not like you’d be in charge of hundreds of people. Or even ONE other person.”

“Yeah, but I’m sure you have to have business licenses, and – I don’t know, other stuff – ”

“You’ll also need to form a corporation or an LLC in California, and you probably need to get bonded. I’ll have our legal department handle it for you.”

I started to feel the first bit of panic that, hey, maybe Sebastian was actually serious. So of course I began to backpedal and try to talk him out of it.

“What?! You can’t do that – ”

“Of course I can. They’re just sitting around on their asses suing somebody, it’ll be a nice change of pace for them.”

“No – isn’t that – like, an abuse of power or something?”

“If we were a democracy, maybe, or even a publicly held corporation. But we’re not. L’etat, c’ést Connor, and when Connor’s not around, l’état, c’est MOI.”

“This is crazy. Nobody in their right mind would ever hire me – ”

“You don’t have to tell ME that.”

“Thaaaaaanks.”

“But if you do an amazing job on the first one, you won’t have to worry about more clients.”

“‘The first one’? Who’s going to be the first one? ‘Oh, hi, you don’t know me, but maybe you’ve seen my naked pictures on the evening news – would you like to hire me as a consultant?’”

“It’s an interesting pitch, but I would advise you not to use it, you’ll attract the wrong kind of clientele. Speaking of which, you’re turning down the Playboy offer, right?”

“How do you know about that?!”

There was an exasperated sound on the other end of the line. “I watch the news, you know.”

“Oh, yeah…”

“I repeat: you’re turning down the Playboy offer, yes?”

“YES, of course!”

“Good, because I would consider that to be covered under the NDA you signed.”

My temper was beginning to boil. “Oh, I’m so glad you – ”

“I have another call I have to take,” Sebastian interrupted. “Just think of what you want as a business name – Ross and Associates comes to mind, or Ross Consulting, or Crowdsourcing Inc., but that’s just me – talk to you soon.”

And then the line went dead.

“Sebastian?” I asked, a little fearfully. “…Sebastian?!”

My heart thumped nervously in my chest.

He wasn’t actually taking this whole business thing seriously, was he?
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Turns out he was.

He called again that afternoon.

“So, did you think of a name for your consulting business?”

“Sebastian, this is really nice of you, but – ”

“No, actually it’s not, this is just what I do. Did you come up with a name yet?”

“No, not yet.”

“Apparently what YOU do is dither and procrastinate. Think of something in the next ten seconds. Go.”

“Why?” I asked, irritated. “What does it matter?”

“Legal needs the name so they can file with the state and get everything in motion. We’ll be expediting it, but it will probably still take a week or two – ”

“You’re serious,” I realized, and my heart constricted in fear.

“Of course I’m serious. Well, what’s the name?”

“Sebastian, I can’t do this – ”

“You COULD, it would just take you months to figure it all out and get the paperwork in, IF you actually stayed the course, which I doubt you would, so it makes more sense for our legal department to do it. They’re going to create an S corporation for you, so you’ll need bookkeeping and tax preparation services – don’t worry, we’ll set that up, too. Just keep track of any expenditures and receipts. We’ll get you a business bank account and credit card in the company name, which is what I need right now, soooo…”

“Why are you doing this?!”

Sebastian sighed. “Connor asked me to.”

My heart, which only a moment before had felt like it was going to be crushed by fear, expanded three sizes. “What?!”

“He told me to do whatever it takes to make sure you’re okay.”

Tears sprang to my eyes. “Did he – did he ask about me?”

“No.”

“…oh.”

But he was still looking out for me. That was something, wasn’t it?

“Tell him thank you for me, Sebastian, but… I can’t do this…”

“He also told me to say something to you when you started backing out, just like you’re doing now.”

I sucked in my breath. 

“…what?”

“Fake it till you make it.”

I smiled. Yeah, that was Connor, alright.

“You want my advice, Lily?”

“About the name?” I asked sardonically.

“No, I already GAVE you that earlier. You want him back? Get your life together first. Build something for yourself. It doesn’t have to be this – it could be painting lessons if you always wanted to be an artist, or join a non-profit to help underprivileged kids, or visit another country to learn a different language – but you should do SOMETHING. Because men like Connor tend to respect a woman who makes her way in the world, rather than sitting around, watching sappy movies, and crying into their Haagen Dazs.”

Ouch.

“Lily Ross Consulting,” I said.

“Mmmm…” he said, and I could see the Yeah, not a good idea look on his face. “Remember, when people Google ‘Lily Ross,’ they’re going to see you up against a brick wall with your – ”

“ROSS Consulting,” I snapped, then reconsidered. “No, Ross and Associates Consulting. That sounds like there’s a lot of us.”

“Ross and Associates Consulting it is. There’s a new cell phone coming to you by delivery. When the intercom buzzes, which should be in about an hour, the delivery guy will say he’s from Extremis, so you’ll know he’s not a reporter trying to sneak in. I’ll get some business cards to you tomorrow morning first thing.”

“What do I need a new cell phone for?” I asked, bewildered.

“For your business number, dummy. I got you a 310 area code and 3000 as the last four digits, you’re welcome.”

“What do I need a business number for?!”

“There’s this thing called ‘the Yellow Pages,’ not to mention the internet. Google Maps, Yelp – is any of this ringing a bell?”

“Sebastian, this is pointless. I’m a joke, a punch line, a dirty picture on the internet. Nobody’s going to hire me.”

“Really? Perhaps I should call your first client back and tell him that.”

My heart actually stopped for a second.

“…what?”

“His name is Scott Shaw, he’s the CEO of a small telecom company in Burbank, and you’ll be meeting with him at 1PM tomorrow at his offices. You’ll get all the pertinent information when they deliver the cell phone. If I were you, I’d go buy a new suit – don’t wear something from your previous life as a secretary. I could have one of our clothing consultants come over with some choices if you’re too lazy to go out and do it yourself – ”

“SEBASTIAN!” I cried out. My head was swimming.

“What?”

“What the hell are you doing?!”

“Helping you fake it till you make it, darling. Don’t disappoint me.”

“How’d you get this Shaw guy to sign up for this?!”

“I didn’t. Somebody else made a call on your behalf.”

His words hit me like a bucket of ice water.

“…and yet, he won’t call me,” I said bitterly.

“He’s still thinking of you. Almost constantly, I might add. The game’s not over, Lily – in fact, it’s barely begun – so you better start playing, girl. And the surest way to shoot yourself in the foot is to spurn his advances, no matter how roundabout they might be.”

“He’s only trying to pay off the debt he thinks he owes me.”

“No, he’s trying to pay off the debt he most CERTAINLY owes you. And you should let him obsess over it. LET him check up on you, let him find out how you’re doing, let him want you to succeed. The fact that you’re constantly on his mind is a good thing. When the enemy can’t stop thinking about you, that’s a huge advantage on your part.”

“What, he’s the enemy now?”

“Love and war, darling, love and war. Read the dossier and call me with any questions. Ciao.”
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And that was how I found myself sitting in the offices of Scott Shaw, CEO of Telenexin Inc.

The company took up most of a small office complex in Burbank, a neighborhood in the Valley just north of Los Angeles. The campus had several four-story buildings and lots of grassy spots between them, with plenty of restaurants within walking distance.

Scott was a good-looking guy, brown hair, brown eyes, easy smile, with a few days’ worth of scruffy facial hair. A pair of fashionable, black-rimmed glasses made him look even smarter than he already was. He was relaxed in a long-sleeve white shirt, a pair of expensive jeans, and beaten-up loafers. He looked more like a magazine editor or cool college professor than the CEO of a burgeoning telecom company.

Which made me question my decision to go out and spend a thousand dollars on a business suit that morning, but, oh well. At least I looked fabulous.

I’d read the papers Sebastian had sent over, so I knew quite a bit about his company.

What I didn’t know was why I was there.

“We’re having the normal growing pains of any mid-size company,” he explained with a self-deprecating smile.

“I’m not sure a company valued at one billion dollars is exactly mid-size.”

He laughed. “Considering that Google and Facebook are buying startups with twenty people for half a billion or more, yeah, I’d still consider us a mid-size company.”

“So what can I do for you?”

“Well, our overall growth has been plateauing lately. That in itself wouldn’t be so bad, but it’s way too early. I wasn’t anticipating this for another five or six years. Morale hasn’t been all that great lately, either, and I’ve been struggling to figure out how to make it better. There are other problems, but overall there’s this kind of… malaise in the company. We’ve tried to do some things, I’ve even had some other consultants in, but… eh,” he said, communicating his overall dissatisfaction. “Connor explained your business model and I thought it was intriguing.”

I hoped my face didn’t betray the pang I felt when I heard Connor’s name.

“He spoke very highly of you. In fact, he told me I would be a fool if I didn’t nab you on your way up, while you were still cheap.”

It’s funny, the $10,000 price tag Scott and I had discussed earlier didn’t seem cheap to me at all.

In fact, I was mentally preparing to return it after this was all over and I’d failed spectacularly.

And then, of course, he would tell Connor all about it.

I smiled as best I could without looking sick. “Well… that was very kind of him. So… what would you like me to do?”

He shrugged. “Whatever it is that you do. Where do you normally start?”

That was a really good question, considering I’d never done this before.

“With your lowest-ranking people,” I answered as confidently as I could. 

“Like, my lowest-level managers…?”

“Like, the mailroom guys.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Okay… how long will the interviews be?”

Another great question. “Um… typically ten minutes apiece, maybe fifteen.”

“Okay.”

“How many people are at this location?”

“About 500.”

Great.

“But a lot of those are upper level people. Lots of managers, lots of directors, lots of VPs. We have more at other sites, but this is the home office.”

“How many non-managers, would you say?”

“About 300.”

Greeeeaaaaaat.

“Okay… I doubt I’ll have to interview all of them, but I should probably get started as soon as possible.”

“How about tomorrow?”

Oh God.

“Fantastic,” I lied, my smile quivering.

“I’ll have my managers contact you and figure out when you can drop by the various departments.”

“Great,” I said, my teeth clenched together, and handed him one of the fancy business cards Sebastian had sent over that morning – complete with an incredible website and professional email address some magic elf had set up overnight.

“And when do you think I could get a report?” he asked.

I hesitated. “Um… next week?”

“Wow, okay,” he said, sounding impressed. So my timetable was either unbelievably ambitious or incredibly stupid. Or both.

“And can you do a presentation to all the heads of the departments?” he added.

Oh God oh God public speaking OH GOD

“Of course.”

“Fantastic.” He got up from his desk, shook my hand, and smiled. “Thanks, Ms. Ross.”

“Thank you,” I said, and left as quickly as I could so I could go throw up in the nearest bathroom.

I didn’t, actually. Throw up.

Even though I really, really wanted to.

But I didn’t think it would be a good idea for them to find their new $10,000 consultant puking in their bathroom stalls.
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By 5:00 PM, I’d gotten over three dozen emails from various managers talking about availability.

Eff my life.

The only good thing was that most of the managers were wary of me, and most had wanted to schedule their interviews for later in the week, probably so they could get the gossip on me. I’m sure most (if not all) of them considered me a threat. Like the advance scout for the Hatchet Man.

Anh helped me cram, just like the olden days in college when I was woefully unprepared for tests. 

“Okay, what questions are you going to ask them?”

“What’s the top three problems they see in the business on a day-to-day basis… what they would change if they could…” 

I put my forehead down on our IKEA kitchen table. I was way past the hand-flapping panic stage, and well into the ‘total collapse and defeated resignation’ phase. 

“Oh God, this is going to be a disaster…”

Anh smacked my arm with a sheaf of papers. “Stop being defeatist. Come on, you can do this.”

“No I can’t…”

“Connor set this up for you, so obviously he thinks you can. And even if he is a jerk, I have to tell you, none of my exes ever gave me a going-away present like this.”

At the mention of Connor’s name, my heart grew heavy and I felt like crawling into bed and disappearing for three days. “I can’t…”

“You have to. For ME.”

I looked up at her quizzically. “Why for you?”

“Because you’re going to hire me away for megabucks as soon as you can,” she informed me. “I want to quit Exerton, like, yesterday.”

“Really?”

“YES. I hate those buttholes. You’re my ticket out, Lily.”

“Way to take the pressure off.”

“Suck it up. Now, what questions were you going to ask before you decided to throw your little pity parade?”
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I got there early the next morning and met the managers of the two departments I would be interviewing that day: operations and customer service. Neither of the two balding, overweight, middle-aged men was particularly glad to meet me. They also kept eyeing me up and down, which I took to mean that they recognized me – but at least they were polite enough not to say anything.

Instead, they just leered at me discreetly.

They stuck me in an empty office with nothing but a desk and a couple of chairs and sent their people in to see me one at a time.

The first interview did not go well. The mailroom guy was like, “I dunno. I dunno. I dunno.”

His only suggestion was that they should let the employees keep beer in the fridge, because “sometimes you just need a cold one to take the edge off, y’know?”

I actually agreed with him, but I didn’t think I could present that to upper management.

The second interview didn’t go much better.

Nor did the third one.

Either people were a lot stupider than I thought, or I really sucked at this.

The fourth went better. I got some good ideas on cutting down waste in the mailroom, but it was penny ante stuff.

I remembered what Connor had said to me, though: that I would spend a lot of time looking for people with good ideas.

That would be half your work, separating the wheat from the chaff.

And then I remembered what Anh had said to me: 

Suck it up.

So I did. For the next seven hours, with a thirty-minute break for lunch.

My next-to-last interview of the day started off promising. Keisha was the unofficial head of a branch of customer service that dealt with fulfilling orders for telecom equipment – meaning she did a manager’s work, but only got regular pay for it. She seemed really intelligent when she walked in and we said our ‘hellos,’ and she was sharply dressed – but once we started the interview, she became guarded and closed-off, volunteering as little information as possible.

But there was something there under the surface struggling to get out, I knew it. I saw the spark in her eyes clear as day when I asked, “What are the three biggest problems you see on a day-to-day basis?” 

I knew she probably could have given me an excellent list at least two dozen items long.

She reminded me of me, back when I worked for Herr Klaus.

But the spark died away, and she gave me a politically correct answer filled with BS and business-speak. One that couldn’t come back to bite her in the ass if I really was The Enemy.

I actually ran over the normal interview time with her, trying to pin her down on something, anything… but she was too slippery and noncommittal. I finally gave up, thanked her, and sent her on her way.

And put my forehead down on the desk.

Why oh WHY did I ever leave that fucking penthouse? I asked myself.

Because you couldn’t stay with somebody who would rather avoid you than tell you he loved you, I reminded myself.

But the penthouse was looking more and more attractive by the second.

Suck it up, I told myself, and went to the door to call in the last interviewee of the day.
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The day ended, and I had accomplished a whole lot o’ nothin’.

I packed up my things, said goodbye to the managers, and walked dejectedly out to the parking deck. 

And then everything unexpectedly turned around.

Keisha was going down to employee parking the same time I was. We just happened to be the only ones in the elevator.

“Hey,” she said.

I smiled back wearily. “Hey.”

“Long day?”

“Yeah. I so need a drink.”

She laughed. “I heard that.”

We got out at the same level. I was about to tell her goodbye when she asked, almost shyly, “Could I ask you something?”

My stomach knotted up, but I couldn’t really say ‘no,’ could I?

“Sure.”

“…are you that woman in those pictures on TV?”

Crap.

I thought about saying ‘no,’ but why bother? I’d been introducing myself as Lily Ross all day, and I hadn’t gone out of my way to drastically alter my appearance. People were already whispering about me behind my back, I was sure of it.

I sighed and nodded. “Yep. That’s me.”

I expected laughter or some sort of joke, but instead she just kind of stared at me the way a kid might at a movie star.

“You dated that billionaire?”

Again, I thought about not answering – maybe giving her a curt ‘I don’t talk about my personal life’ and walking away – but it was common knowledge. And I’d already outed myself. Why stop now? 

“Yeah.”

She put a hand on my arm. “What was it like?” she whispered, as though she thought I held the Secret of Life.

Fond memories and a wave of sadness hit me all at once. “It was great… until it ended.”

She pulled her hand back and seemed to realize maybe she had overstepped. “I’m sorry. That’s personal, I shouldn’t have asked you that.”

As soon as she said that, a little voice whispered in my ear:

You can use this.

I felt bad about being manipulative, but on the other hand, there might have been a dozen reasons why she hadn’t opened up to me before. Maybe she was afraid of her boss finding out and didn’t want him to retaliate. Maybe she was afraid of losing her job if she rocked the boat. Maybe she thought I might replace her.

But if I opened up to her first…

“I don’t mind. Um… I was serious about needing that drink… you want to join me? Is there a place around here?”

I saw the spark in her eyes – the same one as I’d seen earlier in the interview, the one that had died away under office politics and a sense of self-preservation.

But this time it stayed strong and alive.

“Oh, I know just the place,” she grinned. “Go get your car and you can follow me on over.”
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Keisha was fully loosened up by the time the second margarita arrived.

“Girl, he wasn’t a dog, was he?” she asked. “‘Cause in my experience, men are dogs. And I’m bettin’ the richer they are, the bigger the dog.”

I laughed. “No, he was actually a really good guy.”

“Then what happened?”

“Did you see any of the interviews with him?”

“Did I see any of the interviews with him?” she asked rhetorically as she gave me a Have you lost your mind? look. “I watched every damn one I could, because he is FINE.”

I almost snorted margarita through my nose. “Yes, that’s true, he is fine.”

“So what happened?”

“Well, remember in the interviews when everybody kept asking him if we were going to get married?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, imagine a guy you dated for seven days, and people started asking him on the national news if he’s going to marry you.”

“Oh my GOD.” She put hand to her chest. “Oh, you poor thing. He probably ran faster than Usain Bolt, huh.”

 “Well… let’s just say he sort of faded away really quickly.”

She shook her head sadly. “I am so sorry.”

I shrugged. “Thanks.”

“So now you went back to your job?”

“Well, actually, this is my first day.”

“Get out of here!” she laughed. “Well, you’re doing pretty good, then.”

“Really?”

“For your first day? Shoot yeah.”

“Because nobody really wanted to go on record about anything. They were very… um… ‘guarded’ is the word, I guess.”

Actually, most people had been kind of clueless or disinterested, but I wasn’t really talking about most people. I was talking about Keisha.

She immediately looked uncomfortable.

“But if you don’t want to talk about it – ” I said.

“No, no, I don’t mind. It’s just… it’s a good company and all, don’t get me wrong.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“And girl, I know I’m lucky to even have a job in this economy.”

“I know what you mean. I was a secretary barely making ten dollars an hour before this.”

“Really,” she said, her eyes wide.

“Really.”

“So you know that shit rolls downhill.”

I burst out laughing. “Oh, I definitely know that.”

I launched into some of my funniest stories about Herr Klaus, and told her about how I’d ditched out that Friday night to go with Connor, and what I’d said to Klaus on the Monday when he screamed at me and I quit.

It was probably more than I should have told a stranger, but I was two margaritas deep by that point, and Keisha was laughing so hard she was crying when I finished the ‘You’re a shitty boss, but you’re a shittier human being’ line.

“Damn, I wish I could say that to a couple of people around here,” she said afterward as she wiped her eyes. “Let me tell you, they made all these changes about a year ago, and whoever made ‘em didn’t know their ass from a hole in the ground.”

“Like what?”

“Some genius upstairs thought it would be a good idea to outsource half of our customer service to the Philippines. Which might be okay, except they have these giant call centers over there, right? They actually have malls over in the Philippines, like giant shopping malls, filled with dozens and dozens of different customer service companies. That’s a fact – one of the guys I speak to all the time, Ferdinand, he’s my buddy, he told me the real deal. 

“Our company pays them crap to begin with. So, somebody in the Philippines gets an offer to make 25 cents more an hour to go work in some other place across the mall, they’re gone. Outta there. So I’m constantly having to deal with new people who just started that day who don’t know what the hell is going on. I swear, management here is so cheap, they’re bendin’ down to pick up nickels, and dollar bills are fallin’ out of their ass.”

I laughed hard at that. Partially because it was so true of my old job, too.

“Then our sales department puts in orders – and there are always errors. Lots of ‘em. Sales got their heads up their asses so far they can see out of their mouths. Not to mention they got ADHD so bad they don’t doublecheck nothin’. 

“So, anyway, Sales submits the orders to the Philippines. Problem is, the overseas guys don’t go through the whole purchase order and say, ‘Okay, there’s five errors here, you need to fix all of them.’ No, as soon as the Philippines sees one error, they kick it back without checking the rest. So if the Philippines sees the purchase order doesn’t match up on the first line, they kick it back to me. I fix the purchase order number and send it back to the Philippines. But then the Philippines notices that the shipping address is wrong, so they kick it back again. And so on and so on and so on. What used to take ten minutes to straighten out can take a whole day. And I can’t do a damn thing about it, because that’s official company policy now.”

I stared at her. “You’re kidding me.”

“No! But does upper management care? NO! ‘Cause they’re only paying these people two dollars an hour! But they expect US to ship on time, and ME to handle all the screaming customers, and don’t even get me started on how the company handles customer service. I’ve had customers say to me, ‘I left your competitor because you people said you could do this, but you LIE. You may be cheaper, but if I wasn’t locked into a contract, I would leave right now because I cannot ever count on you to keep your word.’ I don’t know how many people have told me that. And anything I can do to help them out, I basically got to break company policy to get it done.”

This was it.

This was what I had been hoping to get in the interviews.

“Look, this is awesome – this is exactly what I was looking for – but is it okay if I tell upper management about this?”

Keisha got quiet for a second. “Are you going to tell them I said it?”

“No, if you’re worried about somebody coming down on you – ”

“Girl, I got a boss makes your Herr Klaus look like Santa Claus.”

I grinned. “Then I’ll tell them five or six people all said the same thing.”

She laughed. “If you tell them fifteen people said it – that’s half the department I work in – then you can tell them any damn thing I say. Now listen to this – ”
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The rest of the evening was pure gold.

Keisha and I had dinner, then dessert. We switched to water halfway through so we’d be okay to drive, and the whole time she gave me enough material to do a doctoral dissertation on all the things wrong with Telenexin, Inc. Not only were her stories perfect cautionary tales of a corporation disconnected from its front ranks, but they were really funny, too.

“But how would you fix it?” I asked her at one point.

“Honey, get a pen and some paper,” she said. So I did.

I ended up covering twenty sheets with notes.

I picked up the bill, made a new friend, did my job, and had an awesome time doing it.

I even saved the receipt, just like Sebastian had told me to.
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Keisha’s insights were the foundation for everything else that followed. Once I knew the right questions to ask, the rest of the interviews went amazingly well.

People were so used to accepting the status quo, they just didn’t think about it until someone brought it up. But if you happened to stumble across one of their pet peeves, that was usually a match to a can of gasoline. In fact, if you knew their pet peeve, and indicated that other people hated that thing, too, they would go off on all the things that were wrong with the company.

And because of Keisha, I had a whole laundry list of potential pet peeves.

I think some writer gave a speech once that started with a joke about an old fish who meets two young fish and casually asks, “How about the water today?” and then swims on. After he’s gone, one of the young fish turns to his friend and asks, “What the hell is ‘water’?”

When you’re in it all the time, you stop seeing it – whether the ‘it’ is water, or bullshit problems at a corporation.

Sometimes it takes somebody getting you riled up for you to remember what you’re swimming in.

I kept busier than I’d ever been in my life, doing nine hours of interviews a day, then coming home and compiling the information with Anh’s help until midnight. I was exhausted – but exhilarated.

And terrified. The presentation to the CEO was in less than three days.

But I knew I had enough ammunition to blow him and everyone else away. I just wasn’t looking forward to having to speak in front of a group in order to do it.

There was one unanticipated benefit to all the work, excitement, and terror: I didn’t have time to think about Connor.

Well… that’s not true.

I just didn’t have time to think about Connor as much.

One of my biggest regrets was I’d never taken a picture of us together. I had nothing to look at besides pictures I found on the internet – and there were only a few that didn’t contain some famous starlet or model on his arm.

Or me pressed up against a brick wall with my dress half-off.

So I saved a file of photos I would return to again and again: Connor getting out of the Bentley and walking the red carpet for some charity function. Connor exiting a courthouse with a big grin on his face. Connor in some sort of sailing competition, sunglasses on, shirtless and ripped, looking grim and determined. And roughly a dozen more.

I would open that folder and stare at the pictures, and feel the sorrow and heartache and grief all over again… but also remember the passion, the excitement, the tenderness… and the love.

And then, because a mountain of work was staring at me (and because Anh kept smacking me with a rolled-up bundle of papers), I would close down the file, come back to the real world, and go on about my life without him.

I was almost so busy that I didn’t have time to think about him.

Almost.

Except when I went to bed, and dreamt of him, and cried myself to sleep.
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The big day came. I arrived early, my stomach tied up in knots, and met Scott’s assistant. She took me to a giant boardroom with a steel and glass conference table, and helped me hook up my laptop to an overhead projector. I set out eighteen stapled packets, each ten pages thick, in front of all the chairs… and then I began to pace back and forth and try not to flap my hands.

Scott came in first, still dressed in expensive jeans and a white, long-sleeve shirt. It must have been his uniform of choice, the way Steve Jobs wore black turtlenecks.

“Ready for the trial by fire?” he asked with a grin.

Fake it till you make it.

“Yes,” I said, with as much confidence as I could reasonably fake.

“Can I give you a word of advice?” he asked.

Run away, maybe? Far, far away?

“Sure.”

“Most of upper management are your standard go-getters, but we’ve got a couple of alpha males in Sales. Top one is Bryce Smith. He’s the main reason our numbers have stayed constant… but he’s not exactly a warm and fuzzy guy unless you’re planning to buy a million dollars worth of equipment from him. He hates criticism, he’s resistant to change, and he’s very outspoken. Just be prepared.”

I knew allllll about Bryce Smith. He had been around Telenexin since the beginning, and ruled his own little shadow empire through threats and intimidation. A third of the sales department loved the guy, but they tended to be the ‘let’s talk about the sales contract over a round of golf and the strip club afterwards’ crowd. A third hated his guts, but blamed all the company’s problems on every other department but their own. And the remaining third were terrified of him and wouldn’t say a damn thing for fear of losing their jobs. The rest of the company pretty much hated him, even though many grudgingly admitted he was the best salesman in the company.

“Thanks for the warning,” I said.

“You’ll do great,” he smiled, and patted me on the arm. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you came up with.”

“Thanks.”

By that time, people were filing in and taking their seats. Scott left and took his place at the head of the table, directly opposite from where I was standing in front of the screen.

Last person in was a big guy, six foot four and muscular, but with a substantial belly under his tailored suit and expensive tie. He looked like a college athlete gone to seed. He was somewhere in his late 40’s or early 50’s, rugged with thinning blond hair, a hawkish nose, and a big, booming voice – which he used the second he walked in.

“This is a waste of time, Scott,” he snapped as he walked in the door. “I’ve got five SOZ’s ready to go, I’ve got another client call lined up for – ”

“Bryce,” Scott interrupted, “we’re going to listen to this presentation, especially since the research came from our own ranks.”

Bryce glanced at me as he sat down, but then looked right back at Scott. “Great, another fucking consultant. Why don’t you just pay me the money instead, and I’ll tell you the same thing I’ve been telling you for months: fire all the lazy bums sitting on their asses, put the fear of Bryce into the rest of them, and then maybe we’d get some goddamn work done around here.”

Three fourths of the table either rolled their eyes or glowered.

“Maybe that will be in the presentation,” Scott said with a thin smile, then turned to the rest of the people present. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Lily Ross of Ross and Associates Consulting. Many of you have already met her over the course of the last week and a half. She’s conducted interviews with our staff during that time, and is here to present some solutions and insights she’s gained from our own ranks.”

“Good luck with that,” Bryce snorted, then peered at me closely for the first time. He frowned. “Hey… you look familiar.”

Shit.

Here it comes.

“A lot of people say that,” I said with a smile, then walked over to the laptop. “As Mr. Shaw said – ”

“Aren’t you that chick that banged that billionaire guy in the alleyway?” Bryce asked, obviously relishing the moment.

Half the table looked stricken. The other half – all men – hid snickers behind their hands or exchanged little glances with one another.

Scott just sat there in his chair, dispassionately watching my reaction.

Obviously I couldn’t count on any support from him. Not that I really wanted it; if he stepped in now to defend me, it would make me look weak. Unable to fight back.

This was it.

After all the work I’d put in, this was the real test. 

The asshole bully was trying to push me around and display his dominance. If I wilted here, then all the hard work I’d done was worthless, because nobody was going to take me seriously.

I don’t know how I did it, but I locked eyes with him and smiled. “You’re Bryce Smith, head of Sales, aren’t you?”

“Yes I am,” he said in a cocky And don’t you forget it voice.

I looked down at a piece of paper as though searching for a fact, though I had memorized everything. I’d been preparing for this exact situation for the last three days. “You’re the man that one of your direct reports said, quote, ‘He has his head so far up his ass that he can see through his mouth,’ unquote.’”

Of course, Keisha had said it, not one of Bryce’s employees.

And she’d said it about the entire Sales department, not Bryce in particular.

But Bryce didn’t know that.

And at least a third of his own people had probably wanted to say it.

The table exploded in a series of gasps and stifled guffaws.

I looked up at Bryce. His face had gone fire-engine red. A vein pulsed in his oversized neck, and he had murder in his eyes as he stared at me.

“I’ve found that you can’t believe what everyone says, and that we should focus instead on the facts,” I said coolly. “Like the fact that you are personally responsible for over 10% of sales in the entire company, or sixty million in total sales per year.”

The vein stopped pulsing, and his jaw unclenched. “Sixty-two million last year, and that was 10.3% of all annual sales,” he growled.

“See? That’s why it’s so important to focus on the facts,” I purred. “So let’s do that and leave the personal bullshit out of it.”

Before he could say anything else, I turned back to my laptop and launched into my presentation.

I caught a glimpse of Scott, though, as I began.

He wore the barest trace of a smile.
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It was funny watching people’s reactions to my presentation. Over and over, I would say something that would incense the head of one department – yet three or four other people would nod silently and exchange meaningful looks.

Of course, we cycled through each department head getting pissed off, with all their coworkers nodding or smirking in agreement.

Bryce, in particular, laughed the loudest and nodded the most vigorously, occasionally throwing in a “Hell yeah, you guys always drop the ball on that one,” or “Yeah, you screw that up every damn time.”

Bryce did me a favor, though, in that most people’s ire got focused on him rather than on me.

Even those who were seriously pissed off were deferential and polite, though.

Until I started bringing up the shortcomings of Sales.

“NO. WRONG,” he barked at one point, just a few minutes into the Sales part of the presentation.

“I had seventeen different people tell me that, Mr. Smith,” I responded politely.

“Bullshit. Customer service always fucks up the numbers – ”

“Customer service has to deal with the fallout from the numbers, they have no incentive to – ”

“Do you know who I am?” Bryce barked.

Here we go again.

The Bully had been fine as long as everyone else was getting pushed around… but now that it was time for a taste of his own medicine, he was going to be an asshole.

So I asked the question I had been asking myself for a week, running through possible scenes exactly like this one:

What would Sebastian do?

“Do you know who I am?” Bryce barked.

“I know who I am,” I said coldly. “I’m the person your boss hired to fix your mistakes. Which, by the way, you don’t even know you’re making.”

Another burst of gasps and suppressed chuckles.

Bryce stared at me again, face all red and vein pulsing.

“You do not want to cross me, little girl,” he snarled.

“Why not?” I cooed. “I’m out of here in thirty minutes. You’re the one who has to clean up your own mess. And there’s a lot of it.”

Bryce pointed a thick, stubby finger at me. “You listen here – ”

“Bryce,” Scott said in a commanding voice from the other side of the table.

The entire room looked back and forth between Scott and Bryce, waiting for an explosion.

Bryce struggled to regain control of his anger as he addressed his boss. “Your… consultant  is being highly unprofessional.”

“You just called me a ‘little girl,’” I said evenly. “You don’t get to lecture anybody about being unprofessional.”

He swung back around to me, his brows knit in a scowl. “I’d just like to see a little more respect.”

“And I’d like to see a little more common sense,” I retorted. “Every other single department in the company complained about Sales. You were the ONLY department to get that distinction, by the way. HR came in a distant second. In fact, 90% of my interviews had something negative to say about Sales – and of those comments, over half of the people specifically referenced you. So, unless you think you can walk on water and raise the dead, maybe – just maybe – you might want to acknowledge that there are some things here that you could listen to and benefit from hearing.”

“I’m not going to listen to some chick whose biggest claim to fame is fucking a rich guy,” he snarled.

“Said the asshole who’s fucking the entire company,” I snapped back. “Or at least their morale.”

He jolted up out of his seat, almost foaming at the mouth. “YOU LITTLE – ”

“BRYCE,” Scott shouted.

Silence.

The entire room looked at the CEO.

“You will sit down and not say another word for the rest of this presentation,” Scott ordered.

“Or what?” Bryce sneered.

Now the Bully was challenging the man in charge of running the company.

In front of the company.

Bad choice on the Bully’s part.

“Or you can have your resignation on my desk by the end of the day,” Scott said in a quiet, deadly voice.

“Let me remind you of something, kid,” Bryce sneered. “Sixty-three million dollars in sales – 10.3% of the entire company’s annual sales – ”

 “You know what? Fuck it,” Scott said. “You’re fired.”

Deathly silence.

“I’m what?” Bryce asked in both anger and disbelief.

“Fired. Collect your things and get out within ten minutes, or I’ll have security escort you out of the building.”

The disbelief was fading, and the anger was turning to rage. “You can’t do that!”

Scott shrugged. “Okay, I’ll have security escort you out now,” he said, and clicked a button on the nearest phone unit. “Amanda, could you have security come into the boardroom? I need to have Bryce Smith escorted out.”

“FUCK YOU,” Bryce roared as he slammed his chair back against the wall and stalked towards the door. “You’re going to hear from my lawyer!”

“And you’ll be hearing from all fifty-five of Telenexin’s,” Scott said with a smile.

Bryce looked at him – looked at me – sputtered – and then ripped open the door and slammed it shut behind him with a BOOM.

The silence left behind in his wake was so complete that we could hear him stomping and cursing through the hallways until his voice faded away to nothing.

Scott closed his eyes and sighed in relief, like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

Nobody was saying anything… so I figured I might as well. 

“Judging by my interviews, I would say, conservatively, that fifty percent of your problems just walked out the door.”

The entire room burst into spontaneous laughter and applause.

You wouldn’t believe how well the presentation went from there.
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Scott walked me out of the building afterwards.

“That was a pretty great presentation,” he said.

“Except for the whole thing with Bryce,” I said apologetically. “Sorry, I didn’t intend to prompt any firings.”

“Not your fault. It’s been brewing ever since I got here. I inherited him when I took over the company a few years ago. He’s a major asset, but almost as big a liability.”

“From what everybody said, I’d go with an even bigger liability. He’s toxic to morale.”

“Yeah, I know,” Scott sighed. “I should’ve handled it a lot sooner, but… I have a tendency of focusing on the smaller stuff and procrastinating on the really big items.”

“So I noticed from the interviews,” I teased him.

He looked at me, the slightest bit annoyed, and I wondered if I had overstepped my bounds. But then he broke out into a sheepish smile.

“Well, you’ve certainly given me a huge list to implement.”

I decided to abandon the teasing and just smiled this time. “Good luck.”

We stood facing each other, a little awkward in the ensuing silence.

“Well,” I said, and stuck out my hand for a ‘goodbye’ handshake. “Thank you for the opportunity, I really – ”

“Can I ask you a personal question?” he interrupted.

“Um…” 

I slowly dropped my hand. 

“…sure… I guess…”

“Would you like to have dinner with me one night?”

My mouth dropped open.

A very attractive, very smart guy – and the CEO of a company, no less – asking me out on a date? A few months ago I would have been out of my mind with joy. And I mean ‘out of mind’ quite literally. I would have had a meltdown: either babbling and making him wonder if he’d just asked out an escapee from an insane asylum, or giving him overly curt answers that made him think I wasn’t interested. And it all would have been from overwhelming nervousness.

But other than the initial surprise, what hit me more than anything was sadness.

Because Scott Shaw was a handsome man, definitely a great personality, probably rich – 

…but he wasn’t the one that I wanted.

Over the last two hours, I’d managed not to think about Connor once – a record so far.

But now his absence rushed over me like a wave of pain and longing.

In the brief second before I answered, I thought, Why not? Why NOT give myself a chance to meet someone who won’t keep me at arm’s distance after he says he loves me?

But just as quickly, I knew it wouldn’t be possible. The wound in my heart wasn’t even close to being healed. It wouldn’t be fair to Scott, and, in all likelihood, it would only make me miserable as I thought about where I wanted to be.

“Scott, I’m flattered, but I… I think it’s best if we kept it professional.”

Scott smiled wistfully, then nodded. “Connor’s a tough act to follow.”

That shocked me even more. “I… I don’t…”

“He’s a friend of mine, Lily,” Scott said, then looked to the side and raised his eyebrows. “Well, not that close of a friend, or I wouldn’t have asked you out. But… I guess I’m just trying to say, I get it. Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“You didn’t,” I lied. “Like I said, I’m flattered, it’s just… too early.”

He nodded again and smiled. “I hear you.” 

Then he stuck out his hand, and we finally got around to the long-delayed handshake.

“Excellent job, Ms. Ross,” he said. “Best $10,000 I ever spent on a consultant.”

My heart leapt. “Thank you.”

“I’ll have Accounting cut the check this afternoon, then we’ll messenger it over.”

I thought about saying, Oh, you don’t have to do that! but stopped myself. “That… would be wonderful.”

“If we need you again, I’ll definitely call.”

“I look forward to it,” I beamed, and then started towards the parking lot elevator.

“Lily – word of advice?” he said.

I turned around.

“Triple your prices,” he said. “You’re undercharging.”

Then he got in the elevator and was gone.



18


Just as Scott promised, the check came by courier service around 5 o’clock.

I about peed myself when the runner had me sign for the envelope – and after he was gone, I almost cried when I opened the envelope and saw the check.

$10,000.

I’d received five times that amount a month ago – but this time it was different.

This time I’d earned it.

Anh came home at 6 o’clock and went into a screaming fit when I showed her the check. I joined in and we jumped around like two little girls at a slumber party.

“I’m taking you out,” I announced gleefully. “And we’re getting a cab so we can get smashed. Where do you want to go?”

“Lily, you don’t have to do that,” Anh protested.

“Yes I do – I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Oh, you would have been fine without me… I really appreciate it, but – ”

“Okay,” I shrugged, doing my best to keep a deadpan expression, “we’ll order something in and drink a $5 bottle of wine.”

“No, no, I was just being modest,” Anh said cheerily as she patted me on the head. “You were supposed to say, ‘Anh, you are the best friend ever, I totally couldn’t have done it without you, and I’m going to spoil you rotten tonight.’ But you stopped a little too early.”

“Anh, you’re the best friend ever. I totally couldn’t have done it without you, and I’m going to spoil you rotten tonight.”

“That’s better,” Anh beamed.
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Dinner was amazing. We went to a swanky new place in Beverly Hills we’d been reading about for months. Anh didn’t think we could get in, but I pulled Connor’s trick with the maître d’: I pulled out $200 and mentioned that we’d meant to get reservations but forgot, and could they possibly find us a table?

It worked, although $200 in a bunch of twenties is a lot less impressive than two Benjamins.

And it made me feel sad when I thought about our evening together. But I quickly pushed those thoughts to the side.

“Lily, you shouldn’t have done that,” Anh gasped as we followed the maître d’ to our table.

“Hush,” I said. “Tonight I want to indulge and go crazy.”

And we did. $50 entrées, a $200 bottle of wine, and three different desserts that we shared.

I had her howling as I recounted what had happened with Bryce. After that we laughed and hugged and made toasts and talked about the future. 

It took me a couple of glasses of wine, but finally I got up the courage to ask her.

“Did you mean what you said about quitting Exerton and coming to work with me?”

“Hell yeah,” she said and hiccupped. Anh was kind of a lightweight when it came to alcohol.

“No, I’m serious.”

“I know. And my answer is hell yeah, I’m serious, too.”

“It’s not going to be stable like your job at Exerton.”

“I know,” she said, and grinned naughtily. “I want to go to the beach in the middle of the day sometimes when there’s nothing to do.”

“That would be awesome.”

“Hell yeah it would,” she hiccupped, and drank a little more wine.

“Um… as far as money…”

“We’ll talk about that when we’re not drunk,” she said.

“Well, I wanted to make you partner,” I said. “Fifty-fifty.”

“HELL YEAH!” she whooped, then covered her mouth daintily and looked around the restaurant in embarrassment. Once she was sure no one was going to throw us out, she said, “Lily, I really, really appreciate that, but you don’t have to do that.”

I cocked my head. “Are you just being polite again?”

“A little,” she said with a mischievous smile. But then she grew somber. “But seriously, that’s… you worked hard for this…”

“I did last week, but otherwise I got it handed to me on a silver platter. Besides, we’ll be splitting the work fifty-fifty, too.”

“Oh, well, in that case, hell yeah – partner!” she said, and clinked my wine glass with hers.

“We should wait until the next job comes in,” I cautioned her. “And that could be a long, long time.”

She shrugged. “I’ll wait to quit till it does.”

As it turned out, she only had to wait until 10AM the next morning.
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I got the call from a small tech company in San Diego at 9:15AM. The CFO had been a fraternity brother with Scott Shaw and had heard him rave about me for half an hour the previous night – which is why he wanted to book Ross and Associates consulting as soon as possible.

After a brief conversation planning everything out, I said goodbye to the CFO, called Anh at her office, and let her know I’d just booked another job – for $30,000 plus expenses.

She turned in her resignation letter 15 minutes later.

Everything after that was a blur.

I actually booked two more jobs in the next three weeks – all because of Scott Shaw’s recommendations. I called him to thank him the first time, then sent him $500 bottles of scotch for the next two.

I got a little note back: Keep this up, and I’m going to ask you out again.

I didn’t reply, but it made me smile.

Anh had originally given two week’s notice, but the volume of work was so great that she called her boss at home over the weekend, apologized, and told him she would be leaving Exerton effective immediately. Even though he was normally more civil than Herr Klaus, her boss still went on a profanity-laced tirade – whereupon Anh promptly hung up on him.

“That was the best hang-up of my life,” she announced.

“Are you sure you should have done that?” I asked nervously.

“Why shouldn’t I have? He called me a bad word. A couple of bad words.”

“What if you need his recommendation later?”

“For what?” she scoffed. “I’m a partner now.”

“Yeah, but…”

“Lily, we’re going to make this work. This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me in my career – and I am going to make it work.”

“Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. “But maybe you still shouldn’t have hung up on him.”

“I’m a powerful person now,” she said with mock self-importance, “and powerful people hang up on jackholes all the time.”

Fake it till you make it, baby.

Anh was doing it even better than me.
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Six weeks passed. We spent two weeks in San Diego, then flew to Colorado for another two, then went back to LA for the third gig. $90,000 plus all expenses paid.

I was freaking out. In a good way, of course.

The work was hard – harder than anything I’d ever done in my life. It was grueling… but it was mine. I was the one calling the shots. I was the one saying ‘yes’ and ‘no.’ I was the one people spoke to with respect. I was the one people were calling, asking if I could possibly help them out.

Of course, having Anh with me made it so much easier. Everything that happened, she was with me every step of the way. And with her experience in management and delegation, she saved my bacon a couple of times. Making her partner was the best decision I’d ever made.

Things got so busy we even hired a couple of Anh’s friends to help out. One became the fulltime receptionist, and the other became our Powerpoint/Excel/IT/computer guru.

By the sixth week, we began looking for an office.

Two more jobs came in as referrals.

By the eighth week, we signed the lease for a small space in Santa Monica. It was inside a large office building that housed much bigger companies, but it was a steal for the location, and we had big glass windows looking out over a pretty residential neighborhood full of palm trees.

Throughout all the craziness, I spoke with Sebastian at least once a week and kept him updated on my progress. 

“Maybe I should quit here and come to work for you,” he marveled at one point.

I laughed. “I think your current boss might get pretty angry with me.”

“Let him. I’ll have to come in as a partner, of course.”

“Well, aren’t you the hardnosed negotiator.”

“Let’s not forget, you couldn’t have done it without me.”

“True,” I said nervously. I owed a lot to Sebastian – but I was pretty sure working with him on a daily basis would drive me insane. Actually, working alongside him for one day might drive me over the edge. “But we’d have to discuss it.”

“And I could live with Javier instead of us dating bi-coastally – ”

“You saying you’re bi?” I joked.

“COASTAL,” he said loudly. “Of course, I’ll need you to pick up all my relocation expenses… and my hotel stay while I sell my condo in Manhattan… and I’ll need a per diem, of course…”

Nervousness became panic. “Um…”

“Lily… you DO know I’m joking, right?”

“About which part?”

“All of it. You’ve done incredibly well for yourself, and I’m very proud of you, but I’m never leaving Connor.”

“Oh. Haha,” I said weakly – partly because any mention of Connor’s name still had the power to sucker-punch me.

“Connor’s very proud of you, too.”

Mixed emotions rose up in me. Pride and gratitude, mixed with sadness and anger.

The sadness and anger won out.

“Then why doesn’t he ever call?” I asked bitterly.

“There’s some pop psychologist who says that if you break up with someone, it’s like breaking a bone – you need to give it time to heal. For a relationship, it’s about six months.”

I didn’t feel like I would ever heal. So far, only the chaos of my new job had been able to distract me from the pain… and then only during working hours. “So?”

“Every time you see or talk to the person before you’ve healed, it’s like re-breaking the bone. I think he subscribes to that theory.”

“Is he trying to heal… or does he think I need to?” I asked, seriously miffed.

Even if I did need to heal, I didn’t need him being Mr. Patronizing ‘I know what’s best for you’ about it.

Sebastian’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “He’s seriously fucked up, Lily.”

Again, mixed emotions: overwhelming sympathy, and – no, I’m not proud of it – giddy elation. That he missed me enough to be ‘fucked up’ over it.

“What do you mean?” I asked, my own voice dropping to a whisper.

“Well, for one, any time he’s not in business meetings, he’s getting plastered. I’ve never seen him drink heavier than this the entire time I’ve known him.”

“Not even… after Miranda?” I asked, allowing myself to hope.

“Please. After Miranda he was like a bull in a china shop, always in a rage, going around destroying everything in his path. Now he just goes home and sits in his penthouse and stares out the window at the city lights and drinks until he passes out.”

The elation was starting to fade, and I felt horrible for him.

Until a little voice whispered, All he has to do is pick up a phone.

“And he’s always looking at something,” Sebastian said.

“What?”

“I don’t know… something he carries around in his pocket all the time, but he always puts it away when I walk in the room. And he stares at his phone a lot.”

“Like… he’s thinking about calling me?” I asked, my eyes filling with tears.

“Maybe.”

“Then why doesn’t he?!”

“Because he’s Connor. The man may be a brilliant businessman, but he’s one of the stupidest idiots I’ve seen when it comes to knowing what makes him happy.”

“Do… do you think I make him happy?”

“Lily, PLEASE. Don’t YOU be a stupid idiot, too.”

I smiled a little through my tears. “Should I call him, then?”

“NO. ABSOLUTELY NOT.”

“Okay, Jeez,” I said, holding my phone out about a foot away from my head. “Way to rupture my eardrum, by the way.”

“Well don’t be stupid, then. I’m working on something, and if you call him, you’ll just screw it up.”

“What are you working on?”

“You’ll see,” Sebastian said coyly, then became all business. “He’s coming, got to go.”

“Sebastian – ”

“Ciao!”

Click.

I sat there at my desk, staring out through the glass windows at the palm trees in the late afternoon sun.

What did Sebastian have in mind?

Why was he being so secretive?

And how long would I have to wait to find out?

I remembered telling Anh that she should wait to quit until we got another client… and then the magic call came the next morning. 

I hoped that this would be that easy, that I would be spared the agony of waiting and uncertainty… but no. Sebastian didn’t contact me for another week.

I actually found out beforehand, but I didn’t put 2 and 2 together.

Not that it was entirely my fault; I just couldn’t have imagined Sebastian was that devious.
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The answer came on the social page of the Los Angeles Times. I didn’t read the paper regularly, but Anh did, so we got it delivered to the office. 

We were taking an afternoon break as we planned our next consulting gig. I was drinking coffee and answering emails. She was sitting across the desk and reading the paper when she suddenly looked up at me with something akin to horror.

I glanced up. “What?”

Her eyes flitted back and forth between me and the paper. “Uhhh…”

I frowned. “What?”

“Hypothetically… if I knew something that I knew you’d want to know, but it wouldn’t help you and would probably just make you upset, should I still tell you?” she asked in a miserable voice. “…hypothetically.”

Terror of the unnamed and unimaginable surged through me. I clicked through a list of things she might be talking about – my parents were in an accident, my brother was hurt, Connor – 

Connor.

The newspaper.

There was something in there about him.

Our eyes locked, and she knew I knew.

She started to move, but I was too fast for her.

I lunged over the desk, grabbed the paper, and yanked it out of her hands.

“Hey!” she shouted as I flipped it around and scanned the open pages.

Again, I clicked through a list: he died. He’s got a new girlfriend. He’s married.

None of my options were the right ones, but the headline still felt like a punch to the gut.

‘Naughty Billionaire Plans Gala At Dubai Hotel’

The ‘naughty’ part triggered horrible flashbacks to the photographs, but the real pain lay in the second half of the sentence.

Connor was coming back to LA.

There was a black-and-white picture of him accompanying the article, but at least I was spared the sight of him with some Playboy Playmate on his arm. It was actually an older shot, one of the photos I had in my secret computer folder that I opened late at night when I was having a glass of wine and nursing my pain.

I started hyperventilating as I read the article.

Billionaire Connor Templeton, fresh off a sex scandal two months ago, is making a triumphant return to Los Angeles Friday night to simultaneously host a charity event and celebrate the launch of his new business venture.

Friday night.

TONIGHT.

I would have started flapping my hands in panic if they weren’t gripping the newspaper so tight that my fingers were turning white.

The invitation-only party will benefit the H2O Now Global Clean Water Initiative, and will also promote the beginning of his new solar energy company, Templeton Solar, which has passed all the necessary regulatory hurdles and is expected to break ground in Nevada next month. When asked why the party is being held in Los Angeles, a representative of Mr. Templeton’s said that “the event is to raise awareness. All of Hollywood’s biggest stars and environmental allies will be there, as well as business luminaries and political figures from across the country.”

‘A representative of Mr. Templeton’s’?

Could that be Sebastian?

The luxurious private party will be held in the ballroom of the Dubai Hotel, which is owned by Mr. Templeton.

I thought bitterly of going and standing outside like some deluded groupie, hoping to catch a glimpse of my dream lover while he cavorted inside with supermodels.

I put down the paper on my desk and tried to contain my emotions.

Anh winced and watched me carefully. “…are you okay?”

I struggled to put on a smile, but I could feel the edges of my mouth trembling with the effort. “I’m fine.”

She winced even more. “…are you sure?”

Now my entire mouth was trembling. “Sure I’m sure. Why wouldn’t I… be… ”

Then my eyes filled up with tears. I buried my face in my hands and broke down sobbing.

“Awww, Lily…” Anh whimpered as she rushed around the desk and put her arms around me.

I fought to regain control of myself. “I’m fine, I’m fine… I don’t know why I’m upset… I mean, I knew he had to come back here at some point… and I’m not even going to see him…”

But maybe that was the problem.

He was coming back to the place where he and I had spent the most amazing weekend of my life… and he couldn’t even be bothered to call me.

No, that wasn’t even it. Why would he call me? What would he say? Hey, I know I haven’t called before now, I’m just going to be in town and I don’t want to see you, so… bye.

No. It was that this was proof, once and for all, that it was over.

Until now, we had had an entire continent between us, and I had been able to tell myself ‘he’s over there. He’s not here, he’s over there.’ The psychic distance between us was because we were separated by 2500 miles.

But now he was going to be back in Los Angeles…

…and I wasn’t going to see him.

Because it was over.

He had gone on with his life.

I broke down sobbing again.

Anh held onto me tightly, caressing my hair the way you would a crying child, and murmured in my ear, “It’s okay, it’s going to be okay…”

That was when my cell phone rang.

“Just let it go to voicemail,” Anh said.

I almost took her advice, but then I thought, Hell, if he can move on, so can I.

And… if I’m going to be honest… there was a tiny, irrational hope inside me that it was Connor who was calling.

“I’m okay.” I wiped away the tears from my eyes and looked at the caller ID on the screen.

Anh let go of me and stood up, but kept her hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure you want to talk to a client like this? Or a potential – ”

“It’s Sebastian,” I said with a frown.

Like always, mixed emotions: fear… and a tiny bit of irrational hope.

I tapped the ‘Answer’ button. “Hello?”

“What, you don’t answer the phone ‘Ross And Associates Consulting’ anymore?” Sebastian’s voice chided me.

I smiled. “Not when I know it’s you.”

“You never know – maybe I need some consulting.”

My smile tightened when I remembered that he hadn’t bothered to let me know what was going on tonight. “Then you can drop by while you’re in town this weekend.”

He didn’t sound abashed at all. “You already know – good. Where are you?”

“At my office.”

“In Santa Monica.”

“Yes – ”

“Leave right now and go home immediately.”

“What? Why?!”

“I’ll be there in about 45 minutes, and I’m working like a madman to pull this damn charity event off, so do NOT make me wait outside of some grungy little apartment.”

“What are you – ”

“Ta-ta, see you in forty-five,” he said, and then hung up, infuriating as ever.
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“You’re not actually going, are you?” Anh asked. She was running after me as I hustled out of my office and through our small reception area. Susan and Phuong – Anh’s friends, and our new receptionist and IT person – watched in alarm as we flitted by.

I bolted out of the glass doors of our second-story office and into the lobby, a giant atrium made of glass. “Why wouldn’t I go?”

“Uhhh, maybe because there’s no reason?”

“There’s got to be a reason, or he wouldn’t be coming to see me,” I pointed out as my heels clacked down the steps.

“Lily!” Anh shouted from the top of the stairs, then grew red-faced as people on the first floor stared up at her in wonder.

I stopped and turned around on the curving staircase. “What?”

“Just a second ago, you were all – um, upset,” she whispered loudly, though she was still audible to every single person in the atrium. “And now you’re going to go see – him?”

“Sebastian’s not the person I’m upset about.”

“Yeah, but he works for the person you are!”

“So?”

“So?! So it’s like going to see the devil’s number two guy!”

“He’s not the devil, Anh,” I chided her. “And why are you so worried?”

Anh pressed her lips together grimly before she answered. “Because I thought you were getting over it. I thought it had finally sunk in – and now you’re running off because – why are you running off?”

I gripped the steel railing of the staircase.

Why was I rushing off to see Sebastian?

Because, somewhere deep inside me, there was still the tiniest fragment of hope still left.

Which Anh knew… and that was what was alarming her.

Because she knew it was over.

Hell, I knew it was over.

…but I didn’t want to believe it.

“I’ve got to go,” I said, and started back down the stairs. 

“Why does he even want to see you?! And, like, right away?!”

I left the staircase and hit the ground floor running. “I don’t know – but don’t worry about me.”

“You know that’s impossible!” she yelled.

“Then don’t worry so much!” I called as I raced out the door to the parking lot.



24


I turned Anh’s last questions over in my head as I raced home.

Why does he even want to see me?

And why right away?

For the life of me, I didn’t know.

Did he have some important piece of information about Connor that he needed to tell me, away from prying ears?

Was there some new horrible fallout over the photos?

Was… was Connor going to be there at my apartment?

The thought of that made my panicked heart skip a couple of beats.

Ultimately, I had no idea what I was walking into when I parked my car in the garage and hustled up to my apartment.

I was several minutes early – which, if you know anything about getting from Santa Monica to Hollywood at 3PM on a Friday afternoon, you will recognize is a minor miracle.

I paced back and forth in my apartment, flapping my hands, trying to stay calm and failing miserably.

Then the intercom beeped.

I clicked on the button. “Yes?”

“We’re here,” Sebastian’s voice barked through the static.

We’re here.

As in, more than one person.

OH MY GOD.

“S-second apartment on the left,” I stuttered and then pressed the ‘Open’ button.

Outside in the hall, I could hear the sound of the gate buzzing and rattling open.

As my heart raced at 200 beats a minute, I glanced at myself in the bathroom mirror off the main room and smoothed down my hair and business suit. I looked pretty good – but not good enough to win back the man of my dreams. And my face looked like I was anticipating a firing squad.

There was a knock at the door. My heart stopped completely.

I steeled myself for seeing Connor.

What would I say?

I wanted to yell at him, to scream at him, to cry, to fling myself into his arms, to kiss him madly – 

I opened the door, expecting Connor and Sebastian and Johnny – and instead finding Sebastian in a tux, Javier in his customary black shirt and pants, and a woman I had never seen before in my life.

“We’re here!” Sebastian announced theatrically, his arms outspread in a grandiose ta-daaa!
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I stood there in shock, not quite computing why Connor wasn’t among them.

“Close your mouth, Lily, you look like a fish at a surprise party,” Sebastian instructed.

I closed my mouth but continued to stand there, one hand on the doorknob, still as a stone statue.

Javier gave me a shy smile. “Hi, Lily.”

“H-hi, Javier,” I managed.

“Are you going to let us in?” Sebastian asked, fists on hips. “I’m starting to sweat out here in the heat, and I do
not sweat in $5000 tuxedos.”

“Come in,” I said, still in shock, and stepped to the side. 

Sebastian brushed past me into the living room and looked around disapprovingly. “So this is how the other half lives.”

“Hey!” I snapped, back to my old self. Or close to it, anyway.

Javier walked past me, followed by the woman in a grey tank-top, ripped jeans, and combat boots. She had black hair with purple streaks, multiple piercings in each ear, a tiny diamond in her nose, and a lip ring. Both she and Javier were wheeling small luggage cases. The woman was also lugging around a bulky box that looked like a fisherman’s tackle box, and Javier was carrying a fancy black garment bag.

 “You know Javier, of course,” Sebastian said, then gestured to the woman. “This is Abby.”

“Hi,” the woman said with a What up nod of her head.

“Hi,” I answered, then looked at Sebastian. “Where’s Johnny?” I asked, when what I really meant was Where’s Connor?

“Off doing his job, of course.”

“Well… what are you doing, then?”

“I thought it was obvious.”

“No, actually, pretty far from it.”

“Prince Charming’s holding a massive gala this evening. You’re Cinderella, and you’re going to the ball.”

My heart leapt up into my throat. “What?!”

“Did I stutter?”

“No – but – ”

“Are you not familiar with the popular fairy tale where a poor girl living in a hovel – ”

“This is not a hovel!” I snapped.

“Close enough. Poor girl, living in a hovel and dressed in rags – ”

“These are not rags!” I shouted as I touched the lapel of my jacket. “I paid a lot of money for this – ”

“Not enough,” Sebastian said snootily.

“And on your advice, I might add!”

“Follow this advice, then: get something newer than last season’s cast-offs. And buy some new furniture. And a fresh coat of paint for the walls. Actually, what am I talking about, just move.”

“This place is fine!”

“Oh, yes, the tattoo parlor around the corner is delightful. Where were we?”

“Fairy tales!”

“Oh, yes – you’re not familiar with – ”

“Yes, I saw the freakin’ movie when I was five years old!”

“Well, we’re getting you ready for the ball.”

“Why?!”

“You’re going to the charity event tonight, and you’re going to win Connor back. And Javier and Abby are here to help you.”

I started trembling uncontrollably.

Javier looked alarmed. “Maybe you should sit down, Lily.”

I nodded feebly. He pulled a chair out from the kitchen table, and I almost collapsed into it.

“You didn’t tell her?” Javier asked Sebastian accusingly.

“Because I knew she would do what she’s doing now.”

“And what am I doing now?” I snapped.

“I think the kids these days call it ‘punking out.’”

“Number one, I don’t think ‘the kids these days’ call it that, and number two, I’m just freaking out, that’s all.”

“But you’re about to tell me why you can’t do it,” Sebastian said, waving his hand like C’mon, let’s hear it.

“Sebastian,” I sobbed, “he hasn’t called me in two months. He obviously doesn’t want to see me – he doesn’t even want to talk to me! I don’t care how
miserable you say he is, he doesn’t even care enough to pick up the phone to call – ”

As I talked, Sebastian started motioning his arms like he was conducting an orchestra.

The more I talked, the more he kept doing it, until it pissed me off enough to yell, “What are you doing?!”

“I’m conducting the Self-Pity Concerto by Lily Ross in the key of boo hoo hoo. Are you done?”

“I’m not being self-pity… ing – ”

“No, now you’re lying to yourself. Are you done?”

“Sebastian, we both know that – ”

“Are you done?”

I sighed and stopped talking. 

Sebastian took that as a sign to continue. “Javier is here to work his magic on that mop you call a hairstyle – ”

“HEY!”

“Abby is a makeup artist – and I stress the word ‘artist’ – who has worked on the First Lady and every major actress in Hollywood.”

I turned to Abby. “The First Lady? Really?” I asked in bewilderment – partially because I couldn’t quite picture this punk-rock chick getting within ten feet of the President’s wife.

Abby nodded. “Did her Inauguration Ball makeup.”

“So just imagine what she can do for you,” Sebastian said. “She’ll work a miracle.”

I glared at him. “That didn’t sound complimentary.”

“Well, it was to her, not necessarily to you. Now, we need to start with your hair – ”

“Sebastian,” I sighed, my voice weary and tearful.

“Oh God, here we go again,” he muttered. “Cue up the orchestra – ”

“Sebastian, seriously… he hasn’t called. He hasn’t contacted me. Nothing. And you want me to waltz in there and – what?”

“Well, you won’t have to waltz, there won’t be any real dancing, per se – ”

“Sebastian!”

“Lily, look at me,” he ordered.

I stared at him, feeling defeated and hopeless. I had thought Connor might possibly come here to sweep me off my feet. I hadn’t in a million years thought it would have to be the other way around.

“You’re going to go in there and you’re going to show him the very best side of you, and you’re going to awaken his very best side, and that’s what you’re going to do,” he said.

I closed my eyes. “Do I even have a chance?”

“There’s ALWAYS a chance…” he said in a voice like, Well, yes, you COULD win the lottery…

“SEBASTIAN.”

“What?!” he asked impatiently.

All the evidence was there: Connor hadn’t called me. He hadn’t reached out. He obviously couldn’t tell me he loved me – because he didn’t.

And why didn’t he?

Because I wasn’t pretty enough.

Because I wasn’t smart enough.

Because… because I wasn’t like all the other models and Playmates and Grace Kelly CEO’s he could get at the click of his fingers.

He’d made all of that clear when he hadn’t called.

I knew I didn’t have a chance. Why didn’t Sebastian?

“If Miranda hadn’t betrayed Connor, would they still be together?” I asked.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Just answer the question.”

“You mean if Miranda wasn’t a lying, backstabbing sociopath, would they still be together?”

I rolled my eyes. “…yeah.”

“Probably, yes.”

His words were a knife in my heart.

Because they were true.

“Why?”

“Because she wouldn’t have stabbed him in the back like the lying sociopath she is. What the hell are you going on about? We don’t have time for – ”

“Connor can get any woman he wants. He can find somebody he wants, that he loves, who’s a lot prettier than I am, who’s a lot… whatever than I am. Because if he wanted me, he would have called.”

“Ah. You’re comparing yourself with Miranda.”

Sebastian stepped back, rested his right elbow on his other arm, and put his fingers on his chin as he inspected me.

“Not just her,” I sighed. “With any woman who – ”

“Miranda is far more beautiful than you, Lily,” Sebastian said authoritatively.

AGH.

That was like a SWORD in the heart.

I stared at him.

But he didn’t stop there.

“She’s taller, she’s thinner, she has bigger boobs, a better ass, and she has no cellulite to speak of. Not to mention she’s rich, cultured, highly educated, is the owner of a company she started, and looks like she belongs on the cover of Vogue.”

I really was about ready to cry.

“Thanks,” I said savagely, tears blurring my sight.

“…and you’re ten times the woman she is, Lily,” Sebastian said quietly.

I swallowed hard and stared at him in shock.

“I hate that bitch,” Sebastian said with a fury I’d never heard from him before. “I hate what she did to Connor, I hate what she did to you, I hate everything about her. She is a horrible, thoroughly despicable human being – and you’re a complete idiot if you overlook how ugly she is on the inside just because of how she looks on the outside. I know for a fact how happy you made Connor. I know how much better he is with you – not just happier, but better. As a person. As a man. You did that. Not Miranda, not any other woman he’s ever been with – you did that.” 

Now I was crying – but for different reasons than just a moment ago. “…really?”

“Yes, really. I love Connor – ”

Here Sebastian paused and looked at his boyfriend.

“Not like that, Javier, I only love you like that.”

Javier just grinned. He was obviously used to Sebastian’s high-flying drama.

Sebastian continued. “I love Connor, but sometimes he is a complete fucking idiot. I realize circumstances were less than ideal, but he should have never let you go. And having let you go, he should have fought to get you back. But right now we’re going to do our best to make sure you get him back, because sometimes men are so stupid, they don’t know the best thing for them even when it’s staring them in the face.” 

As an aside to Javier, Sebastian added, “Not me, darling. I know that when you’ve found the right one, it’s time to stop looking.”

Javier just grinned again.

Sebastian turned back to me. “We just have to educate Connor similarly.”

I smiled sadly. “I appreciate the speech, Sebastian, I really do… but really, what chance do I have?”

“Do you remember our talk the night when I told you to leave?”

How could I forget? 

“Yes.”

“What did I say?”

I squinted, trying to remember his exact words. “You said if I stayed, I had a one percent chance of holding onto him – ”

“At best.”

“And if I left, I had a twenty percent chance of getting him back. Maybe.”

“This is your twenty percent chance, Lily,” he said, crossing his arms. “Your one in five shot. Are you going to take it or not?”

I looked at Sebastian staring at me sternly… at Javier smiling at me kindly… at Abby holding her breath, wondering what I was going to say.

I thought about what I stood to gain if I succeeded… how little I was really risking, since I didn’t have him anyway… and how failure was guaranteed if I sat here and did nothing.

“…okay,” I whispered. “I’m in.”
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The first thing we had to do was wash my hair so Javier could cut it.

He gave me two fancy plastic bottles with French written on them. “I want you to lather and rinse twice with the shampoo – really work it into your scalp. Then put the conditioner all over your hair, from your scalp to the tips. Leave it in for three minutes, then wash it out. Do you have a robe?”

I winced. “Um… it’s kind of ratty…”

“How did I guess?” Sebastian muttered.

“I didn’t know I was going to do a makeover show, jackass.”

“Just come out wrapped in a towel, I need access to your shoulders anyway,” Abby said. “But before you go in, I need to strip off your makeup first.”

“Um… is that necessary?”

“Yes. It is.”

I sighed and let her get to work with cotton balls and some sort of makeup remover. As she worked, she gave me more directions.

“I’m going to give you two bottles. Use the bigger one on your body with a washcloth, and exfoliate gently. The smaller one use on your face with just your hands, and do NOT rub hard, just lightly.”

A few minutes later I stepped into the shower. The water had been on maybe 30 seconds when Abby poked her head into the bathroom.

“HEY!” I shouted, instinctively covering up.

“Relax, I can’t see anything except a peach-colored blur.”

It was true, the sliding glass shower doors were made out of pebbled glass. I probably looked like a Picasso painting.

“Besides,” she teased, “I saw more of you on the national news.”

Ouch.

“Not cool,” I said petulantly.

She just laughed. “Remember to shave your legs in case you get laid. And anything else closer to the action, if that’s what you do – ”

“I don’t.”

“Well, if it’s been awhile – ”

“It’s fine!” I fumed.

“I don’t need to hear this!” Sebastian called from somewhere behind her.

“Neither do I!” I yelled.

Once Abby left, I grumbled about the committee hanging out just outside my bathroom, but did as I was told.

After five minutes, Sebastian was already banging on the door. “Hurry up, we don’t have all night!”

“IT’S ONLY BEEN FIVE MINUTES!” I yelled back. “And I have to shave my legs so I can get laid, remember?”

“Yeah, don’t rush her, we don’t need any nicks, especially on the lady parts,” Abby ordered.

“There aren’t going to be any nicks on the lady parts, because I’m not shaving the lady parts!” I yelled.

“Oh, God, please don’t talk anymore,” Sebastian moaned.

After ten more minutes I walked out with one towel wrapped around my body like an ultra-short tube dress, and another in a turban on my head. I was squeaky clean, exfoliated, shaved, fully conditioned – and highly paranoid that my towel was going to reveal more than I wanted it to.

Abby saw my discomfort. “What’s wrong?”

I tugged the towel down a half inch and blushed. “I don’t want to go all Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct.” 

“Relax. I see it in the mirror every day, and these guys aren’t interested in the least.”

“For the record, I am very interested in not seeing anything at all,” Sebastian announced loudly as he averted his eyes.

Javier sat me down in a chair in front of the bathroom mirror and covered my body with a sheet. He began snipping with a pair of scissors, positioning my head this way and that as he cut. After 25 minutes he ordered me back into the shower. 

“Just wash your hair to get the pieces out, that is all,” he explained.

“And leave your skin alone,” Abby ordered.

“And HURRY,” Sebastian commanded.

“Alright, ALRIGHT,” I yelled at them.

A few minutes later I returned to the chair in front of the mirror.

“Let me put this on before you finish with her, Jav,” Abby said, pronouncing it ‘Hav.’ “I want it to soak in while you’re doing your thing.”

Abby dabbed a sweet, rose-smelling oil all over my face, neck, and bare shoulders, then gently patted it in.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Rose oil.”

“Rosewater?”

“No, rose oil. The essential oil of rose petals.”

“It smells wonderful.”

“It should, at $225 an ounce.”

The only thing that kept me from standing up in a panic was my fear that the towel would fly off. 

“WHAT?!” I screeched. “I can’t afford that!”

“You could now,” Sebastian said. “You’re just cheap.”

“HEY – ”

“What you really wouldn’t want to afford are Javier and Abby,” he continued. “Javier’s four hundred an hour and Abby is five, with a minimum charge of two hours apiece.”

My mouth dropped open. I could feel the blood drain from my face.

“Relax, I’m taking care of Abby,” Sebastian said, “and Javier has donated his services gratis because of moi.”

“Sebastian, I – I can’t accept that,” I gasped. “It’s too much – ”

Sebastian snorted in amusement. “What, you thought I meant that I was personally paying for her? Ohhhh no no no no no. Let me be more specific: Connor’s taking care of it.”

I frowned. “How?”

“I’ll bury it under a mountain of other expenses.”

“He’s not going to like that.”

“He’ll never know. And if it works out, he won’t care.”

“What if it doesn’t work out?” I asked nervously.

“Why must you be so defeatist? Javier, show her what $400 an hour buys.”

Javier winked and set to work. He dried my hair as much as he could with a towel, then used a cold-air blow dryer. The whole time he was snipping stray locks and applying various sprays and creams as he brushed. Most of the time he was in front of me, blocking my view. I only got short glimpses of my transformation.

Finally he stepped aside and said, “Finished.”

I finally saw myself in the mirror for the first time.

I gasped.

“Oh my God,” I whispered.

My hair looked absolutely beautiful.

I had been getting generic haircuts from generic places all my life. You know, those national chains that you can find in virtually every big city across the nation. They were fine, and I had always been fine with the results.

But this…

I looked like I was about to go walk down the red carpet at a premiere of my own $100 million movie.

I don’t even know the right terminology to describe what Javier had done – what he had layered, or feathered, or whatnot – but it was astounding. Not only was the hair perfect, but it balanced out my face so much better than before. It made me look thinner, and accentuated my eyes more, and just overall was gorgeous.

“You like it?” Javier asked worriedly.

“I love it! It’s absolutely beautiful! Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” he grinned shyly.

“Damn, Jav, you’re good,” Abby said behind me.

Sebastian had been on the phone back in the main room, but when he peeked through the doorframe, he clasped a hand to his chest as though his breath had been taken away. “Javier, you are a god among men.”

I narrowed my eyes at him in the mirror. “He’s amazing, but I don’t know if I’d go that far.”

“I would, because he works miracles. Javier, you can turn the lowliest sow’s ear into a silk – ”

“HEY!” I yelled.

“Kidding,” Sebastian said to me. “But if Connor liked you before when you looked like Peppermint Patty, he’s going to flip over this.”

I heard ‘peppermint patty’ and frowned. “You think Connor thinks I look like chocolate-covered candy?”

“No, like the little lesbian girl in the ‘Charlie Brown Christmas Special,’” Sebastian clarified.

“HEY!” I yelled again.

“Actually, Marcy’s the lesbian. Patty’s into Charlie Brown,” Abby informed Sebastian. “She’s just butch.”

“I AM NOT BUTCH!” I hollered.

“No, Peppermint Patty’s butch,” Abby said.

“Well, he said I look like Peppermint Patty!” I snarled.

“He’s being funny,” Abby reassured me. “Or trying to.”

“No I’m not,” Sebastian said.

I spoke through clenched teeth. “Sebastian, I swear to God – ”

He suppressed his smile. “See, this is the Lily I like, the one with the steel spine instead of the mopey little girl I saw when I walked in.”

Son of a bitch. 

He was deliberately antagonizing me to break me out of weepy wallflower mode.

I straightened up and looked at him from out of the corner of my eye. “…I see what you did there.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Remember it for later.”

“…you don’t really think I look like Peppermint Patty, though, do you?”

“Well, not now.”

“SEBASTIAN – ”

“Abby, you’re up,” Sebastian announced.

“I need to know what she’s wearing first,” Abby said.

“Javier, could you bring me the dress?” Sebastian asked.

“What dress?” I asked as Javier disappeared into the main room.

“Johnny said there was a dress that Connor bought you in Vegas,” Sebastian explained.

“Which – ohhhh,” I said, knowing exactly what dress Sebastian was talking about.

Seconds later Javier returned with the red Prada gown, the one that Connor had bought for me at the Bellagio. The one I had worn to our fancy dinner, and then out to the desert.

“Daaaaamn,” Abby said.

“Indeed,” Sebastian agreed. “It’s exquisite. I’m assuming Connor picked it out, and not you.”

“I LIKED it,” I snapped. “It was just… really expensive.”

“I’ll bet,” Abby nodded.

“So he bought it over your objections?” Sebastian asked.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It means we don’t have to worry about whether he liked it or not. Are there good memories associated with this dress?”

“What… what do you mean?” I said, blushing furiously.

“The first night you wore it, what did you do?”

“W-we had a very nice dinner – ” I stuttered.

Sebastian turned to Javier and Abby and said, “Excuse me for being crude,” then turned back to me and asked, “Lily, did he fuck you while you were wearing this dress?”

“Oh my GOD,” I said and shielded my eyes as my face burned bright red.

“I need to know. Did he or did he not fuck you while you were wearing – ”

“YES, now please shut UP!” I begged.

Sebastian nodded sagely. “We’re going with the Prada.”

“Works for me,” Abby said, and started arranging her supplies.
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Abby pep-talked me the entire time she worked her magic.

“Your face is a wonderful canvas,” she said as she did about twenty-five more steps than I normally do before I walk out of my apartment in the mornings. “You have really good structure. Like Tyra Banks or Uma Thurman.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoffed.

“You only see them after they’ve had people like me working on them for an hour… or two… or three or four,” she said with a sly smile. Then she went back to being earnest. “I was really happy when Tyra started releasing pictures of herself without makeup. She did this book on beauty and makeup years and years ago, and that was the first time she ever allowed herself to be photographed without makeup – so women could see what she really looks like. And since then she’s been a lot more open about it. Don’t get me wrong, she’s still cute without it… but she could walk past you on the street and you’d never take a second look at her. And don’t get me started on Uma. Or anybody else you might care to name. Kim Kardashian, Scarlett Johansson – ”

“But they’re still beautiful,” I protested. A pep talk about world-famous beauties being ‘average’ wasn’t much of a pep talk.

“They are when you put them next to a bunch of ordinary women without makeup on. But I could take at least half of those ordinary women and use makeup to make them look five times better than Tyra or Uma without makeup.”

“Come on,” I said skeptically.

“It’s true. No woman alive can compete with the manufactured images they put out there in magazines and movies. Hell, no movie star or supermodel can compete. No one looks like they do on magazine covers or movie posters. They Photoshop the hell out of everybody. They make their waists slimmer, their boobs bigger, their noses smaller, their skin clearer… nobody can compete with that. Nobody.”

“So why do you do this?”

She smiled. “Because I like making women feel like this.”

She held up a hand mirror so I could see myself.

The reaction I’d had when I saw the haircut Javier gave me?

Multiply that times ten.

An otherworldly beauty stared out at me from the silver frame. I looked like I had just the barest amount of makeup on my cheeks and skin – except for my eyes, which were somewhere between natural and sultry. All of Abby’s work accentuated them, made them seem like jewels – especially my eyelashes, which were thicker and fuller than they’d ever been in my entire life. My lips looked full and luscious, my skin flawless and glowing. 

“Que hermosa,” Javier said, almost reverently.

Sebastian turned around from his phone conversation. “Oh my God,” he said, and almost dropped his phone.

I turned slightly so I could see myself fully in the bathroom mirror. Sebastian, Javier, and Abby all stood behind me, beaming down at me.

“Thank you… all of you…” I said, starting to cry. “I’ve never…”

Without warning, Sebastian smacked me in the back of the head, the way Mark Harmon does to Tony on NCIS.

“OW!” I yelled.

“Do not ruin all of Abby’s beautiful work, or I will personally stick you with the bill,” Sebastian snapped.

“Okay, okay,” I grumbled.

Sebastian crossed his arms and looked at me with a critical eye. He seemed satisfied. “Cinderella is ready for the ball. Well, after we put her in the Prada, that is.”

“If I’m Cinderella, does that make you my fairy godmother?” I asked mischievously.

Sebastian arched one eyebrow at my reflection in the mirror. “You did not just use the term ‘fairy’ godmother in relation to me.”

He seemed genuinely offended. 

“I didn’t mean it like… sorry,” I murmured.

He looked at me for a few seconds more… and then gazed at himself in the mirror with barely suppressed self-satisfaction.

“But yes… yes, I am.”

Then he announced loudly, “Alright, people, let’s get Cinderella in the dress, because the fairy godmother has to get back to work.”
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By the time may nails were painted and I was fully dressed (and Abby had worked some extra makeup magic emphasizing my cleavage), a limo showed up outside the apartment building.

“You got a limo?!” I gasped as I watched it roll up.

“As I said before, Connor got you a limo,” Sebastian corrected. “He just doesn’t know it yet.”

“I can’t believe you.”

“Please, I’m not going to make you look like Miss America and then send you off in a Yugo.”

The paparazzi had abandoned their vigil a month earlier, so it was safe to go outside. We all went out as a group onto the sidewalk where I hugged both Abby and Javier goodbye.

“Don’t kiss them, you’ll mess up the lipstick,” Sebastian ordered as I leaned in. “And don’t touch your face to them, you’ll smear the makeup.”

“Fine,” I snapped, then went gingerly back to the hugging. “Thank you both so much.”

Javier grinned. “Good luck, Lily.”

“You won’t need it, though – you look fantastic,” Abby smiled.

“Thanks to both of you,” I said, my eyes misting up – 

– until Sebastian smacked me again lightly on the back of the head.

“Don’t,” he warned.

“OW,” I pouted.

“Do you mind giving us a minute?” Sebastian said to his two helpers. “I need a moment alone with Cinderella.”

“We’ll be inside the apartment packing up, and then we’ll lock up when we leave,” Javier reassured me. “Goodbye, Lily.”

“Goodbye, Javier. Bye, Abby.”

“You, too,” Sebastian informed the limo driver, who was hovering nearby, waiting to spring into action and open the door for me. “I’ll see her inside, we’ll just be a minute.”

The chauffeur nodded and got back behind the wheel.

When we were finally alone, Sebastian turned to me. “You look lovely. Better than lovely; you look gorgeous.”

I was touched. “Thank you. And thank you for doing all this.”

“You’re welcome. Now – go and claim your man.”

I frowned a little. “What does that mean?”

“It means show up and say, ‘You’re mine, I’m yours, let’s cut the crap.’”

I stared at him. “You want me to say that? ‘You’re mine, I’m yours, let’s cut the – ’”

“Not in so many words,” he said, exasperated. “I want you to radiate it. Exude it.”

“But he’s not mine. He’s made that pretty clear,” I said, quickly sliding down the slope of momentary happiness into my old pit of despair.

Sebastian stamped his foot. “No! Be flirtatious! Be playful! Be whatever you were when you seduced him in the first place!”

“Actually, he seduced me.”

Sebastian breathed out loudly, an annoyed huff of air. “Jesus, Lily, what good does all this do if you’re not feeling it inside? Do you want him?”

I paused. Despite my bruised ego, despite the sadness I’d been drowning in for the last two months, there was only one answer: 

“…yes.”

“That didn’t sound very passionate.”

“Yes,” I said more forcefully.

“How much?”

I hesitated, afraid to put myself on the line only to get rejected by Connor all over again.

“…more than anything.”

Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Maybe we should just forget this whole thing if you can’t work up any more passion than that.”

Motherfucker.

I grabbed Sebastian by his lapels and dragged him down towards me. “I want him more than ANYTHING.”

Sebastian’s eyes widened in surprise. After a couple of seconds, he daintily removed my fingers. “Mind the tux, but good – good. Use that. You go in, you take your man, you make yourself irresistible – ”

The despair returned. “I don’t feel irresistible.”

“Well, you look irresistible. He could barely keep his hands off you when you looked like Peppermint Patty – ”

“HEY!”

“ – and now you look like this?” 

Sebastian looked at the apartment building for dramatic effect, as though afraid Javier might overhear, then turned back to me.

“I swear, Lily, you’re almost turning me straight. Almost. Not quite. But almost.”

I laughed out loud. “I don’t believe any woman could ever turn you straight, Sebastian.”

“You’re right, I was just saying that for effect. But you do look stunning.”

“Thank you.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

I shifted my weight on my high heels nervously. “…I’m scared.”

“Of seeing him?”

I nodded. “And… what might happen. Or not happen.”

Sebastian thought for a second, his index finger pressed against his lips. Then he took it away as he started to speak.

“I’m sure Connor told you this, because he tells it to anyone who ever asks him advice on how to succeed. What did he say to do when you don’t feel confident?”

There was one piece of advice that stood out above all. In fact, I’d been using it the last two months.

“Fake it till you make it.”

“And that’s exactly what I want you to do tonight: go out there and fake it till you make it. And do NOT hold back. Forget all the bad things that have happened in the last two months, and use all the good feelings you have for him to power you through. But be seductive about it… and classy. Don’t throw yourself at him until he throws himself at you first.”

“What if he doesn’t?”

“Looking the way you do, it won’t take long, believe me. But until he does, tease him. Remain mysterious. And always, ALWAYS leave him wanting more.”

I smiled mischievously. “Thank you, Fairy Godmother.”

Sebastian glared at me playfully, then kissed the top of my head. “You’re welcome. GO. I’ll see you there… and I’ll be watching. You’re not on the list, so when you get to the reception area, tell the head of security to call Johnny and tell him ‘a woman in a red dress is here to see you.’ Use those words exactly. If you have a problem, you have my number.”

I nodded. 

Sebastian opened the door and held it for me. “Go and claim your man.”

I smiled, got inside… and then Sebastian shut the door behind me.

The limo set off down the street.
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I was a nervous wreck on the way. It was a good thing there wasn’t room to pace because I would have been walking back and forth as fast as possible, flapping my hands.

In 7 o’clock traffic, it took more than half an hour to get from Hollywood to the Strip. Sunset was packed with cars – and it looked like a fair amount of it was headed for the Dubai. There were limos out the ying-yang, not to mention Maybachs, Lamborghinis, Aston Martins, Bentleys, and a dozen other luxury brands. BMW’s and Mercedes were the poor cousins at this shindig.

The valet staff was four times larger than when I’d stayed here, and they were still running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Chickens with exceptionally nice, pristine, white uniforms, that is.

Our limo got in line, but it was moving glacially slow, and we were probably still a tenth of a mile or more away. My stomach was all tied up in knots and I just couldn’t stand the waiting anymore, so I looked for a button to talk to the driver – like the intercom button in Connor’s Bentley. I couldn’t find one, so I finally leaned forward and rapped on the window partition.

The dark glass buzzed down and the driver looked back at me. 

“Yes ma’am?” he asked politely, which was ludicrous – he was at least ten years older than I was and calling me ‘ma’am’? Jeez.

“I can just get out here,” I said. “That way you don’t have to wait.”

“I’ll be waiting anyway, ma’am.”

“Stop calling me ma’am. Please.”

“Sorry,” he grinned, then went back to serious. “But I’m supposed to wait until you’re ready to leave.”

“But I have no idea when that’ll be, and I don’t want to make you – ”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s all taken care of.”

“Oh… well, go get some food or something. You don’t have to wait around here, I might be awhile.”

He smiled and handed me a business card through the partition. “Just call that number whenever you’re ready to leave. Doesn’t matter how late, just enjoy yourself.”

“Thanks.”

I put the card in my black clutch, along with my cell phone, driver’s license, keys, $40, and some lipstick and touch-up supplies Abby had given me.

“You sure you don’t want to wait until I drive up? There’s champagne back there if you want some.”

“No, the walk will do me good. Thank you – what’s your name?”

“Todd, ma– um, Todd.”

I smiled at his last-second catch on ‘ma’am.’

“Thanks, Todd. I’m Lily. See you later… I think.”

He smiled back. “Good luck, Lily.”

And with that, I got out of the limo in the middle of Sunset, closed the door, and started my walk towards the Dubai.
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I walked past the waiting lines of limos and wondered if this was what Academy Awards night looked like. It was crazy.

I made my way past the valets, whose heads kept swiveling so hard I thought they might get whiplash. I wasn’t sure whether it was because of my makeover or because they might have recognized me from the news. Either way they were all polite, and I entered the lobby undisturbed.

The Dubai’s lobby was just as luxurious as the first night I’d seen it. Even more so, since the opulent surroundings were filled with men in tuxes and women in evening gowns – most of them gorgeous, others daring, a few ill-advised, but all of them worth more than I used to make in a year as a secretary. There were famous faces everywhere, too: movie stars, television stars, rock stars, all of them mixed in amongst dozens of older men and women I’d never seen before, whom I figured were instantly recognizable to anybody who read Forbes Magazine.

Except for one quartet in the middle of the lobby, who were recognizable even to me.

My stomach plummeted when I saw them: Augustus and Lenora Templeton, Vincent, and Miranda Lockwood.

What the fuck are THEY doing here?!

They were surrounded by dozens of other people – some of them bodyguards, some of them businessmen, some of them reporters holding out microphones. A small film crew was recording the whole thing.

Mr. Templeton was holding court, saying something that everyone else was paying careful attention to. Mrs. Templeton hung on his arm with a smug, self-satisfied smile. Vincent and Miranda greeted people who walked up to them – mostly a lot of old, rich white men, none of whom I recognized. 

The Templetons were dressed to the nines, but Miranda was resplendent in a coldly sparkling dress that looked like someone had melted down a million diamonds and somehow poured them into a flowing cascade of cloth.

I ducked behind a boisterous group and let them be my camouflage as they made their way through the crowded lobby. I might have escaped entirely unseen, but at the last minute I got a stupid urge – probably the same urge Lot’s wife felt right before she turned into a pillar of salt. I turned back to look…

…and saw Miranda staring right at me.

Remember the Greek myth about the hero who cuts off Medusa’s head so he can kill the Kraken? (The movie will do if you haven’t read the story.) If Perseus had ever gazed directly at Medusa, I think I’ve seen the look that would have turned him to stone.

Cold, dark hatred blazed out of Miranda’s eyes. I felt like she was invading my brain, turning everything inside my skull to icy slush. It was a look straight out of a horror movie, the moment where the serial killer and his prey see each other across an empty field.

I turned away and fled.

Safe once again amongst the crowd, I let them sweep me along like a river. After a few minutes we came to a massive set of doors manned by a dozen hulking men in suits with gun holsters peeping out from under their jackets. 

The guns immediately made me twice as nervous.

People were checking in with a guy holding an iPad. Most of the guests were getting their hands scanned on a piece of equipment set up on a table by the door.

I waited my turn in line until I reached Mr. iPad. He was a massive dude, shaved head, very intimidating, never mind the thousand dollar suit.

“Name?” he asked politely.

“Lily Ross, but I don’t think I’m on the list.”

All the conversation within earshot immediately shut down. At first I thought I had committed some major faux pas by admitting I wasn’t on the list, but when the whispers started, I immediately figured out why:

They recognized my name.

After all, it had been all over the national news just a couple of months ago.

The guy raised his eyebrows but said nothing as he checked his iPad. Then he shook his head. “No, you’re not on here.”

“I’m supposed to have you contact Johnny… um…”

Crap, I’d forgotten his last name.

“Connor’s bodyguard. You’re supposed to tell him that a woman in a red dress is here to see him.”

The man’s eyes dropped briefly to my gown, then whipped back up as he spoke into a walkie-talkie. “Mr. Inaba, there’s a woman here in a red dress to see you.”

There was a brief moment of silence, during which my heart threatened to pound out of my chest.

Then Johnny’s voice came over the radio. “Roger, I’ll be right there.”

Clearly surprised, Mr. iPad smiled at me and gestured off to the side. “He’ll be right here. If you wouldn’t mind, could you step off to the side to wait for him?”

“Sure,” I said, eternally grateful I wasn’t being kicked out. I walked over to the corner and watched as famous people I’d seen in US Magazine stared at me openly, like I was an exotic animal on display. 

One of them, some blonde lady on some Real Housewives program, looked like she was on the verge of breaking out of line and coming over to talk to me.

Please don’t, please don’t I silently begged her as I averted my eyes. 

No good, here she came – 

And then the door behind me opened and Johnny burst through in a killer suit and tie.

As soon as he saw me, his eyes bugged out.

“Whoa – Lily?!”

“Hey, Johnny,” I laughed.

“You look amazing!” he said as he took me by the arm and guided me through the door, nodding briefly to Mr. iPad.

“Thanks,” I blushed. “It’s good to see you.”

“Awesome to see you, too!”

“I, uh…”

The cat got my tongue, though, as we entered another world.



31


A magnificent ballroom with thirty-foot ceilings stretched all around us. It had the basic color design of the rest of the Dubai – black and white marble, with modest gold trimming – but it was done up in some sort of 1400’s Venice meets the richest of the Middle East kind of motif. It was jaw-dropping.

Even more spectacular were all the famous faces standing around, holding glasses of champagne, chatting and laughing. The limo line and the lobby had just been a freaking warm-up. I swear I saw every star of every major blockbuster from the last three years, all within shouting distance of one another.

And Johnny was leading me through them, winding our way through a lineup of men I’d had crushes on since I was a teenager. I tried to keep my cool – but it was a little hard when most of them were obviously checking me out.

Half of the women were checking me out, too, I noticed. The other half were glaring at me like they hope I died a painful death.

I just kept my head down and followed Johnny through the crush of bodies.

This was so WEIRD.

And not just because of the Who’s Who checking out my ass. Being back with Johnny like this was freaking me out.

How much did he know? Was he privy to Sebastian’s whole plan? He had to have been in on some of it, at least – after all, he’d been expecting me. Or at least known to show up when security called about a woman in a red dress.

But I didn’t know exactly how to broach the whole Yeah, I’m here to try to seduce your boss thing.

So I tried to make small talk instead.

“Do you know the Templetons and Miranda are here?” I asked.

He grimaced. “Yeah. I wanted to have them thrown out, but that’s what Connor says they want: a scene. So we’re not letting them in – they can hang out in the lobby all night – but we’re not booting them out, either.”

There were a couple of seconds of uncomfortable silence, so I tried again.

“This is kind of an embarrassing question, but… what’s your last name?” I asked as he led me through a dense thicket of businessmen I didn’t recognize.

“Inaba.”

That’s what the bald guard with the iPad had said, and that’s what Connor’s father had called him back in Las Vegas – but being here in the Dubai triggered another, older memory…

“When we first met, didn’t you say your last name was something like ‘Shoot’?”

“Shuto. Good memory. It’s a joke – it’s Japanese for ‘knife.’ Connor calls me that… like ‘Mac the Knife.’ Johnny Shuto.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “That’s cool…”

He grinned at me. “You’re pretty nervous, aren’t you?”

I breathed out heavily. “Y-yeah.”

“It’s going to go great.”

“Soooo… you do know all about this, then?”

He shot me a Come ON look. “Lily, I was the one who suggested the dress. Good choice on my part,” he said with a wink and a friendly smile.

I blushed.

“It’s going to be fine,” he said soothingly.

“He hasn’t called me in two months, Johnny.”

“And he’s been fucking miserable the entire time.”

Everybody kept saying that. But – 

“Then why didn’t he call?”

“Connor doesn’t get dumped by a woman and then go chase her.”

I came abruptly to a stop. Johnny’s hand slipped off my arm, and he looked back in surprise.

“I didn’t dump him!” I protested.

Johnny shrugged. “Well, he’s sure acting like you did.”

“I didn’t! I left because he said ‘I love you’ and then he got all freaked out and weird about it!”

Johnny looked uncomfortable. “That’s probably a little bit more than I should know.”

“Too bad. Does he say I dumped him?”

“He doesn’t talk about it at all. He just drinks… and stares at his phone… and basically is insufferable to be around, that’s all.”

My heart was hammering even harder. It had never occurred to me that Connor thought I dumped him. After all, he’d been the one who wanted space… the one who had been avoiding me… the one who couldn’t tell me ‘I love you’ after he’d already said it…

“Lily, I’ve got to get back to him,” Johnny urged me. “I left him with the other security guys, but…”

“Yeah, okay…” I said, my face blank.

Johnny pointed in the direction we’d been heading. “He’s just past that group. There’s sort of a receiving line. Just… walk up to him.”

“Is he… does he know I’m here?”

Johnny shook his head. “No.”

God, I wanted to pace and flap my hands.

Johnny touched my arm and gave me a warm smile. “It’s going to be okay.”

I nodded. “…thanks.”

“Knock ‘im dead,” Johnny said, and took off – then turned as he walked away and pointed at me in mock seriousness. “Not literally dead, mind you.”

I gave him a smile, and watched him disappear into the crowd.

And then I was utterly and completely alone in a sea of a thousand famous faces.
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I stood there trying to psyche myself up.

This was the reason I was here. This was the reason I’d gotten all dolled up. This was what I had told Sebastian I wanted more than anything else in the world.

And I was terrified.

A thousand terrible ‘what-ifs’ floated through my mind. What if he got angry? What if he cold-shouldered me? What if he was mean? What if he laughed at me?

What if he didn’t even care?

I told myself that was bullshit. Sebastian and Johnny had both told me he had been miserable for the last month; only an idiot would think it had nothing to do with me. He had cared enough to make Sebastian call Scott Shaw and get him to give me a shot.

He just didn’t care enough to call YOU, the evil little voice in my head reminded me.

But then the good angel whispered, So what?

So what if he hadn’t called? Maybe he thought I should have called him. Seeing as I’d never bothered to call to thank him for the job advice and referral, maybe he thought I was the one being cold and aloof. Maybe he was waiting for me to accept him for everything he was, without preconditions, even if he couldn’t tell me he loved me… yet.

I struggled to remember everything Sebastian had told me earlier.

Go and claim your man.

You’re mine, I’m yours, let’s cut the crap.

Radiate it. Exude it.

Be flirtatious! Be playful! Be whatever you were when you seduced him in the first place!

You go in, you take your man, you MAKE yourself irresistible.

Do NOT hold back. Forget all the bad things that have happened in the last two months, and use all the good feelings you have for him to power you through. 

My feet were lead. My legs were stone. And I felt like I might throw up at any second.

And yet… the thrill of being able to see him again… the knowledge that I could reach out and touch him for the first time in months… and the possibility that maybe, just maybe, something amazing could come out of this…

…those were the things that made me take that first step.

Fake it till you make it, I thought, and broke through the crowd to the rear of the ballroom.
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My first sight of him took my breath away.

He had haunted my dreams and most of my waking moments over the last two months, so to see him in the flesh again kind of threw me for a loop.

He was tall and good-looking as ever. He was wearing a tuxedo, a simple black affair that was beautifully tailored to show off his broad shoulders, muscular arms, and powerful chest. He wore it better than Daniel Craig or even Sean Connery at his peak – and both of those Bonds can rock a tuxedo.

But he looked drained. Tired. Even though he was still stunningly handsome, there were circles under his eyes, as though he hadn’t slept well in quite a while. What remained of his tan might have fooled others, but I could see his skin lacked its usual vibrancy and color. The slight crinkles around his mouth and eyes were still there, but they were devoid of the laughter and mischief that usually animated them. His eyes were flat and listless, and his smile seemed forced. In fact, he would smile at someone and then almost immediately drop it, as though it took too much effort for him to sustain. He looked like a man who was trying valiantly, but who wanted to be anywhere other than here.

He was talking to an older man, someone famous I couldn’t quite place. British or Australian accent. There was a line of people behind the old guy – faces I knew from the Oscars, faces I didn’t who were probably each worth the GDP of a small country.

Burly men in suits stood in the background, all of them watching the crowd, relentlessly scanning, occasionally putting a finger up to an earpiece or speaking into a hidden microphone.

Right beside Connor was Johnny. As soon as he saw me he winked, then went back to scanning the crowd.

I wanted to run away… but I forced one foot in front of the other and made my way across the ballroom.

Connor saw me out of the corner of his eye. Rather, he probably saw movement out of the corner of his eye – a flash of red – and turned to it as a distraction from the conversation. His eyes glanced over my body first, then traveled up to my face – 

But they were blank.

There was no sign he knew who I was.

At least, any sign was hidden beneath his poker face.

Shit – shit, Shit, SHIT – 

I wanted to stop, turn around, and run off into the crowd, to disappear.

But I forced myself to keep walking. Forced myself to smile at him. Forced myself to keep going.

And then something happened.

I had mistaken the blankness of his eyes for cool detachment, for feigned indifference.

It wasn’t. He just literally didn’t recognize me at first.

Because as I got closer to him, his eyebrows raised, and for the first time, I saw a light spark in his eyes.

The closer I got, the more that spark turned into a flame.

Color surged back into his face, and his lips parted in shock.

He looked like a man dying of thirst in a desert who had just seen a cold mountain stream.

“…Lily?!” he said, his voice hoarse and amazed.

That was all I needed to hear.

Joy filled every inch of me.

“Hello, Connor,” I beamed.

The Australian billionaire looked back and forth between us in amazement. Connor was acting like the old guy wasn’t even there.

“I… my God… you look amazing…” Connor said, and a smile trembled at the corners of his mouth.

There was no poker mask; he wasn’t even trying to conceal how he felt.

“And you look incredibly handsome, as always,” I smiled, my eyes misting up a little.

We just stood there, our eyes locked, and everything around us ceased to exist. All the noise faded away, all the laughter and whispers and chatter. We were connected in that one golden moment, just the two of us in a spotlight, and the rest of the stage was dark.

And then he spoke, and everything faded back up – the noise, the people, the world.

“I… how have you… how have you been?” he asked, his voice faltering – but his eyes never strayed from mine.

“Busy. I wanted to thank you for everything you did, that call to Scott Shaw.”

A part of me stood off to the side and marveled how smoothly I was handling this, and how less-than-slick Connor was – as though he was overwhelmed. I had never, ever heard him be as tentative as he was now, like an overcome teenage boy. I silently thanked Javier and Abby for weaving their magic.

“I… yeah… Sebastian’s kept me updated… it was nothing, it was the least…”

“It wasn’t nothing,” I said sincerely. “It was a lot. It meant a lot to me.”

He paused, then smiled. “I’m proud of you, Lily. He says you’re doing amazingly well.”

“I am. Thanks to you.”

Connor just stood there, staring at me, as though he were afraid to take his eyes off me for fear I might disappear in a puff of smoke.

And then the damn old man ruined it.

“Is this a bad time?” he asked in his gruff Australian accent, as though he were offended.

Connor glanced over at him as though broken out of a spell – then looked back at me. “Uh… no… it’s just…”

The Connor I knew would have told the old guy to shove it. But apparently there was something going on I wasn’t aware of.

Like maybe I was just an ex he’d seen unexpectedly… and nothing more.

“I should let you get back to business,” I said with a sad smile. “Maybe we can talk later – ”

“NO, don’t go,” he said forcefully, in the old commanding voice I knew so well – and with a hint of desperation, too, that warmed my heart.

He looked back at the old guy, indecision in his face, and then looked back at me. “It’s just… all these people came here to see me… I’d leave if I could – ”

“So leave!” a sprightly, very gay voice erupted.

We all turned to see Sebastian bounding over, all six foot five and platinum blond mop of hair atop his crisp white shirt and exquisitely tailored tux. He horned his way in between Connor and the old guy. “Go on, I’ll hold down the fort.”

Connor looked at him in disbelief. “But you said last night that – ”

“I know what I said, but what’s the good of being a billionaire if you can’t be eccentric once in awhile?” Sebastian said, and shooed him away with his hands. “Go on, go on, I’ll keep Rupert company. Hellooooo, Rupert!” he said to the now supremely shocked old guy. “Now, about Fox News – ”

Connor looked like a man on death row who had just been given a reprieve. He put his arm around my bare shoulders – his touch filled me with a rush of knee-weakening warmth, affection, and desire – and pulled me away from the receiving line as quickly as he could.
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Connor guided me over to an isolated corner and turned his back to the crowd. I had his complete and uninterrupted attention.

I lowered my eyes demurely as he stared at me. His gaze was overpowering: longing, tender, absolutely ravenous – but he wasn’t saying anything. Just staring at me, drinking me in.

“I – ” he finally started, just as I spoke, too.

“I didn’t mean – ”

We both stopped, then smiled awkwardly.

“You look… astounding.” He looked like a little boy on Christmas morning seeing his presents for the first time.

He was also having a hard time keeping his eyes off my chest, I noticed. My bra – and Abby’s makeup – were having the desired effect.

That alone gave me the boldness to say what came next.

“Thank you. You remember the dress?” I asked, my eyebrow lifting as I smiled seductively. “I wore it for you.”

His mouth dropped open. His lips tried to form words, but never quite got there.

I just stared deeply into his eyes.

His gaze actually grew a little disconcerting – it was so overpowering, so longing – that I eventually had to look away. I thought about saying something, anything to break the sexual tension. I considered bringing up his parents’ presence in the hotel, but I knew that would kill the mood. Plus, I would have to bring up Miranda, too, and, well – fuck that.

“Lily,” he finally said, his voice husky.

I looked up at him, waiting for him to continue.

“…I’m sorry,” he finally finished, his voice in pain.

I felt about a dozen different emotions.

You should be! part of me wanted to shout.

Why couldn’t you call?! another part wanted to wail.

I’m sorry, too, the sympathetic part of me thought, about a half-step away from crumpling into his arms.

But then the voice of my Fairy Godmother echoed in my head:

Be seductive about it… and classy. Don’t throw yourself at him until he throws himself at you first.

Connor wasn’t exactly throwing himself at me yet.

So instead, I reached up my hand and every so lightly caressed his smooth, freshly shaved cheek.

“I’m just so happy to see you,” I whispered – and it was true.

The effect on him was astounding. As soon as I touched him, his eyes closed and a look of relief and rapture spread across his face, like a man with a scorching fever touching his forehead against cool metal. He reached up, took my hand, and pressed my skin against his cheek, then his lips. He kissed my palm, then my fingers, never once opening his eyes.

It was so fervent, so erotic, so intimate, so longing, that it made me dizzy with desire – and peace. For the first time in two months, I felt like the ragged wound across my heart had closed, and a healing balm had soothed the pain.

“Oh Connor,” I whispered.

He opened his eyes. They were completely feverish – possessed, almost. He stared at me – mesmerizing, powerful – and then he moved in, pressing his body against mine. His right hand cupped the side of my face, and he lifted my head to his as he leaned over and kissed me.

His lips barely touched mine at first, but an electric current of desire flowed between us. The caress was enough to send shivers through my entire body – but then his lips pressed more firmly against mine. His hand brushed against my jaw, then down my neck and shoulders, and finally he put both hands around my waist as he pulled me against him and kissed me sweetly, passionately, longingly.

My knees were reduced to jelly. I grasped him with my hands and opened my lips to him, letting him inside me.

His tongue met mine, and he kissed me so deeply that it took my breath away. Only his strong arms around me kept me from falling. Warmth and wetness and desire rushed through me. I had never wanted him more than before that moment.

His tongue pulled away from mine, but he kissed my lips over and over, the gentlest of touches, as his hands roved against my bare back and down to my ass, cupping me, pulling me hard against his hips.

I moaned into his mouth, and he pressed me even tighter against him, letting me feel him getting thicker and harder against my body.

I was so wet.

God, I wanted him so badly.

But at that moment he chose to break away.

I gasped, my breasts heaving under my dress. His gaze took me in greedily, and then he stared deep into my eyes.

I was afraid he was going to say something about having to leave, so I spoke first.

“Is there someplace… more private we can go?” I whispered.

The flames in his eyes became a bonfire.

“Yes,” he said with a smile, then draped an arm around me and pulled me out of the ballroom through a hidden exit in the back.
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We entered a service hallway of some sort, long and white and lit by fluorescent lights. Waiters and waitresses in black vests and crisp white shirts shuttled back and forth to the ballroom carrying silver platters of drinks and hors-d’oeuvres. They watched in shock as we walked by them, their heads turning as we passed.

Not every day you see a walking sex scandal, I guess.

There was a loud clack behind us and the tap tap of running shoes. We turned back to see Johnny entering the hallway through the same door we’d used. At first he looked panicked – until he spotted us thirty feet away. He gave Connor an admonishing schoolmarm look, then followed along discretely at a distance.

“I can’t ever get rid of that guy,” Connor joked.

“And you shouldn’t,” I scolded him.

“I was afraid he was going to pull me back to the party.”

My step faltered the tiniest bit. “Do you… want to go back?”

“Oh hell no,” he grinned, and let his hand trace down to the curve of my ass. 

Then his expression froze and slowly faded. The hand moved a couple of inches up to my waist.

“Unless… that’s not what you had in mind,” he said, his voice neutral.

“No, that’s exactly what I had in mind.”

The relief on his face was immense and immediate. “Thank God.”

I had to stifle a laugh.

He grinned and gave me a tiny, fleeting kiss, then guided me to another doorway. 

We exited into a recessed alcove, and suddenly we were back in the lobby of the hotel. But this time we were far away from the crowd and closer to another part I remembered: the private elevator for the penthouse. 

The nearest people in the lobby were over a hundred feet away, and hadn’t noticed us at all.

“It’s like a spy movie with all your secret passageways,” I whispered.

“That’s me: international master of catering halls,” he said drily, and hit the button for the penthouse elevator.

The door in the alcove opened, and Johnny strode into the hallway just as the elevator door opened.

Connor saluted his bodyguard jauntily and pulled me inside the elevator, then immediately hit the ‘Close Door’ button.

“You don’t want him coming with us?” I teased as the doors slid closed.

“No, I don’t,” Connor said, and leaned down and kissed me again.

He was even more passionate this time, his hands roving over my body, caressing my skin, pulling my hair to force my head back and expose my neck, which he kissed up and down in a frenzy. I just closed my eyes and let him do whatever he wanted – though my hand found its way down below his belt, where my fingers softly traced the thick, straining outline of his cock.

He grunted as my fingers cupped him through the cloth. “Lily,” he whispered in my ear, and I felt myself grow even wetter when I felt the desire in his voice and the tickle of air across my skin.

The elevator slowed down, the bell dinged, and he swept me up into his arms, the same way he had carried me into the hotel in Vegas. Taken by surprise, I gave a delighted little shriek – but then I just enjoyed the feeling of his strong arms supporting my body and cradling me against his chest.

That, and the slow, lingering kiss he was giving me at the same time.

He carried me to the doorway and paused our kiss to tap in the code. The light turned green, the door opened, and Connor carried me inside.
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The penthouse was just how I remembered it, with the long glass wall and the fairy lights of the Hollywood Hills beyond.

Connor flicked a switch, and soft lighting faded up in a few key spots through the massive room. He kissed me again, then gently set me down on my feet.

He looked into my eyes… and hesitated.

I saw it, clear as day: fear.

Then he smiled, broke away from me, and went over to the bar. “Do you want anything to drink?”

“No,” I said.

My elation was dying down, only to be replaced by growing worry.

He nodded, but set out a glass for himself and poured a shot of bourbon from an expensive-looking bottle. Then he looked down into its depths, taking a second before he lifted his eyes back to me.

“We should talk,” he said quietly.

It wasn’t a good ‘we should talk.’

“No… I’m pretty sure you should take me to the bedroom,” I whispered as seductively as I could.

He grinned involuntarily, but then something in his expression hitched, as though he had experienced a twinge of discomfort. He looked back down at the glass of alcohol… took a deep breath… and pushed it aside. Then he walked back over to me, his eyes soft and pained.

“We need to talk,” he said again.

I shook my head. “No… actually, we don’t.”

He took my clutch away from me and tossed it on the nearest couch, then took both of my hands in his. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you.”

I shook my head again. “It’s okay.”

“There was a reason.”

My stomach knotted up like a pretzel.

Because I’ve met someone else, I imagined him saying.

Because I’ve fallen in love with another woman.

And – in the grimmest nightmare scenario I could imagine – I’m back with Miranda.

“W… what?” I asked, my voice no louder than a breath.

“I… I still can’t tell you what you want me to say,” he whispered.

If he’d said it out of nowhere five minutes ago, it would have hurt.

But after a parade of the worst things I could imagine, it was almost funny.

I gave a short, relieved laugh. “It’s okay.”

He stared at me, his brows knit. “I don’t understand.”

“Don’t understand what?”

“That was a big deal to you.”

I reached up and looped my arms around his neck. “I found out that losing you was much, much worse.”

I strained upwards to kiss him, and he bent down and pressed his lips to mine. But after a few seconds, he broke it off and pulled back. “I don’t want to lie to you – ”

“Then don’t,” I whispered, reaching for his lips again.

“I don’t want to take advantage of you, either.”

“You’re not,” I whispered, and brushed my fingers against his face.

“But I hurt you…”

I looked deep into his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

He took my hands in his. “I don’t want to rush into something… you might regret.”

“I won’t.”

He shook his head. “This is something I might do with someone I… didn’t care about. One last time for the road. And I don’t want it to be like that.”

That stung – but I forced myself to dwell on the words, I don’t want it to be like that.

“It doesn’t have to be,” I reassured him.

I could see the struggle in his eyes. “But I can’t give you want you want – ”

“What I want is you. Right now.”

He searched my eyes, trying to see if I was telling a lie.

But I wasn’t. Right now, all I wanted was him inside me, his naked body pressed against mine.

I traced my fingers along his jacket, let them trail down the front of his pants.

He closed his eyes in strained pleasure, then opened them. “We shouldn’t,” he whispered.

Claim your man.

I reached up, grabbed the back of his head, forced him down against my lips, and kissed him passionately, strongly, deeply. He resisted for just a second – and then he matched me in intensity and power.

But I broke it off this time.

His eyes fluttered open, confused.

“You want to make it up to me?” I whispered.

He looked back and forth between my eyes, sensing a trap. “…yes…”

“Then give me what I want.”

“…what?”

“One more night with you.”

He grinned in spite of himself… but then his smile faded. “I can’t promise you anything beyond that.”

I ignored the hurt his words inflicted, and instead remembered something else Sebastian had said:

Seduce him.

I pulled his head down to my lips so I could whisper in his ear, no louder than a sigh:

“Then fuck me so good it’ll last me the rest of my life.”

I pulled away to see his reaction.

It was halfway between pain and sexual ecstasy.

He stared at me like he couldn’t quite believe who I was.

I bit my lip, which I knew would drive him wild.

It did. His breathing quickened, and I could feel his cock strain against my body as he stared at my lips.

“Connor…” I whispered.

That was all he could take.
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He swept me into the bedroom, my hands pulling at his tuxedo jacket buttons as I stumbled backwards, his hands supporting me so I wouldn’t fall. The entire time he kissed me fervently, relentlessly. I sighed and moaned as his hands edged beneath my dress, caressing my breasts, and then he smothered my moans with more kisses.

He pulled the thin straps of my dress off my shoulders, and I felt the cloth slide down across my body and cascade at my feet. His arms reached around and unsnapped my strapless bra, and then he was kissing my bare breasts and licking my nipples. He knelt in front of me, kissing my stomach as he went, then hooked his fingers through my underwear and pulled them down to my ankles. 

I ran my fingers through his hair and closed my eyes in ecstasy as he kissed my thighs, then between them, his lips brushing lightly over the down of hair between my legs. His tongue gently touched my clit, circled it twice, stoking my fires, teasing me – and then he pressed his face against  me and licked deeply, his tongue running across my lips, drenching me in wetness. I moaned and felt the tip of his tongue part me, enter me… and then withdraw.

He stood up in front of me, fully clothed, and me naked except for my high heels. He proceeded to devour me, his arms encircling me, his mouth crashing against mine, ravishing my bare shoulders, his hands pulling at the nape of my hair to bend back my head and expose my neck to his kisses. 

The imbalance of power was intoxicating – this handsome, powerful man, fully clothed, seducing me, naked and vulnerable and completely at his mercy.

Except that, even with the imbalance, I felt more powerful with him than I ever had before. I couldn’t get enough of his kisses – and I could not stop my hands from roaming down to his pants and massaging him, both hands cupping his magnificent shaft beneath the cloth. I got the buttons of his tuxedo jacket loose, fumbled open his fly, and after a few seconds – with a little help from him – I freed his cock from his pants.

Oh my GOD it was gorgeous. He was swollen so thick and so huge in my hands that the desire to please him was overwhelming. Actually, it wasn’t even a desire to please him that I felt; it was a burning need to use him for my own pleasure. I wanted him in my mouth; I wanted to taste him; I wanted to feel his hot, feverish skin on my tongue.

I sank onto my knees, my hands trailing down his thighs, and I cradled his glorious cock in both hands and kissed it softly. It contracted and pulsed, and he groaned as I stroked it, kissing it up and down, just using my lips at first, caressing it with little kisses… and then I opened my mouth as far as I could and enveloped his head – but I didn’t touch his skin to mine. I kept my mouth a millimeter away from the head of his cock, letting him feel my hot breath on his skin, making him anticipate my plunging down on him, wet and willing… but I waited there, and let my eyes move up to his face.

He looked like he was about to go crazy. He put his hand on the back of my head to force me down on him, but I broke away, taking my mouth completely away from his cock. I shook my head and wagged one finger at the same time: No no no no no. Then I took his hands and reached around his body, my cheek brushing against his shaft as I did it. I heard him moan in blissful agony, but I ignored it as I placed his hands behind his back. 

The message was clear: no touching.

I’m going to do to you what I want to do.

He looked like he might begin groaning in pain, but he dutifully kept his hands behind his back.

I smiled seductively – Good boy –
and as a reward, I cupped his balls with my palm and played with and tickled them with my fingers. They moved and pulled tight against his body, and he made a sound like he couldn’t take anymore – but he still left his hands where I’d put them.

Then I put my lips at the base of his long, thick shaft – but not touching the skin, just letting him feel my breath – and I moved upward, breathing against his velvety softness. Maybe halfway up his considerable length I let my tongue touch him, and slowly, wetly, softly glided it along the underside of his cock. He groaned again, and his cock stood up straight and rock-hard as another tiny convulsion made it swell.

Then I got back to the head, where I had originally started. I put my mouth around him again – but not touching him, just breathing on him, teasing him. There was a huge bead of pre-cum on the slit of the swollen crown. I touched the tip of my tongue to it and tasted salty, warm, liquid sex – and then pulled away. He watched me, his eyes wild, as the bead of his wetness pulled away and became a shimmering thread connecting his cock to my lower, pouting lip.

Then I rubbed my lips together, and his juices slid slippery across my skin, wetting them down.

All the while I looked up at him with huge doe eyes, like, Please, oh PLEASE let me suck your cock.

Then I leaned back in and ran the full length of my tongue along the ridge of skin below his swollen crown. As he gasped, I took the head in my mouth completely, sucking softly. I slowly bobbed once… twice… three times, until he filled my mouth.

Then I pulled away, a single strand of his wetness and my saliva intermixed, connecting us. I teased him again, running my tongue up and down the length of his shaft from his tip to his balls… tickling them… and then slowly returning.

“Jesus, Lily, you’re torturing me,” he gasped.

I looked up at him and winked. “I know,” I cooed.

Then I stood up and lifted my head to his. He leaned down and kissed me hungrily. I enjoyed knowing that he was tasting himself on my lips.

As we kissed, I ran my hands up and down his cock. It was slick and wet and scalding in my hands, and I caressed him, letting my skin glide like wet silk over his throbbing, pulsing shaft.

He groaned even louder as I invaded his mouth with my tongue – all the while slowly stroking up and down his full length, my fingers in a ring around his thickness.

I pulled away. “You’re wearing way too many clothes,” I whispered.

“I can fix that,” he said hoarsely.

I helped pull off his jacket and was struck by an odd sensation; it felt heavier than I expected – much heavier, like it was made of something besides wool or cotton or whatever designer tuxes are made of. But I forgot about it as it dropped to the floor, and I turned my attention to the rest of his outfit.

I got a few of the buttons undone on his shirt, but I was helpless when it came to the black bowtie and the collar. That was fine – he handled it while I ran my hands up and down his sculpted abs and chest, feeling the light curls of his chest hair tickle my skin… and then, just for the fun of it, I bent over and took his cock in my mouth again, fast and wet and as much as I could fit. Then I removed my mouth with a wet pop! and stood back up so I could see his reaction.

His mouth was hanging open and his brows were knit. He looked like a caricature of someone about to say, How dare you!, but I knew his true feelings were more along the lines of Oh God PLEASE don’t stop.

“Now the pants,” I ordered.

He kicked off his shoes, peeled off his socks, and unbuttoned the top button above the open fly. Just like he had done to me, I knelt in front of him and hooked my fingers through his underwear and pants and pulled down. Of course, there was something very large and pointing up at a 45 degree angle, so we had to work to get it back through the fly and the underwear down over it – but then I enjoyed pulling his pants down his sculpted thighs, past his knees and massive calves, and into a pile at his ankles and feet.

Again, just for fun, I reached up and licked his balls, letting the full, wet surface of my tongue caress him down there. At the same time I reached around and cupped his astoundingly hot ass in my hands, feeling the muscular cheeks beneath my palms.

All of a sudden, I felt his hands hook under my arms and pull me up. I struggled to my feet and looked at him.

“You must think you’re pretty clever,” he whispered.

“Uh huh,” I whispered back, challenging him.

“You are soooo in for it, Lily.”

“Goooood,” I murmured, a seductive smile on my lips.

He kissed me again, hard, and I felt his hot, wet cock slide across my belly as his arms encircled me and pressed me against him.

Then he pushed me backwards, slowly and gently but forcefully, down onto the bed. I fell onto my ass and collapsed on my back – and he kneeled down in front of me and hooked my legs over his shoulders, one at a time.

“Do you want me to take off my shoes?” I whispered, my voice quivering.

“Naah… leave ‘em on,” he grinned, his smoldering eyes fixed on mine… and then he bent down to the ‘V’ of my legs, keeping eye contact with me the entire way, and kissed me.

It was soft and gentle, a lover’s kiss, from his mouth to my pussy, his warm lips against my wet ones. He used just his lips to stroke me at first, soft and gentle… and then his tongue began to slide out, lapping at my folds, then sloooowly entering me. I gasped and let my head fall back against the mattress. I ran my fingers through his hair and gripped it tight as I felt his tongue go in, and out, and in, and out… and then run wetly up to my clit, where he circled around and around… and sucked at it gently, running his tongue softly over the surface. My hips bucked and I ground my pelvis against his face as I half-screamed, half-moaned – and then he was sliding up my body, his muscular chest hard against my softer curves.

He stopped at my breasts for a good twenty seconds and sucked greedily at one nipple with his mouth while he stroked and kneaded my other breast with his right hand. I arched my back, pressing my chest into his face and palm, wanting to heighten the sensation. He switched mouth and hands, and sucked on my left nipple while he used the tip of his finger on the other, swirling around it wetly, making it harder, heightening the direct line of desire that ran straight from my breasts down to my clit. Then he took both of his hands and pressed my breasts together, forcing the nipples just an inch away from each other – and his tongue slid wetly from one to the other, furiously licking and sucking and stroking as I moaned and tried (futilely) to crush his hips in the vise of my aching, throbbing legs.

Then he moved up further, his skin gliding over my skin, his muscular thighs pressing against mine, and I felt the tip of his cock position itself against the wetness between my legs and slooooowly press inside me.

OH JESUS.

Before the first night we met, I didn’t know how good sex could be. 

I didn’t know how good fucking could be. 

And until the night when he whispered ‘I love you’ to me, tenderly, sweetly, I never knew how mind-blowing making love could be.

But in the two months since we had been together, I had gone through wrenching withdrawal. I had yearned for his body, I had craved his touch, I had imagined his kisses, I had ached for the feel of his cock filling me up, I had literally wept with frustration some nights as I cried myself to sleep.

And to have it back again – his body against mine, the smell of his cologne and his skin filling my nose, his kisses on my neck and my chin and my lips, the taste of him filling my mouth, and to have that gorgeous, mouthwatering cock sliding inside me again, inch by inch – 

I came immediately.

I cried out – hell, I screamed with joy and abandon and release – as his cock slowly pulsed inside me, deeper and deeper, pressing against me, parting me, touching and caressing and filling up my deepest parts. The waves rolled over me, the months of pent-up sexual frustration culminating in a massive orgasm that rocked my core and sent heat-filled shivers up my spine and into my shoulders and rushing down my legs to my toes. I locked my legs around his and rode the wave, feeling him still slowly, slowly entering me, and dug my fingernails across his back.

When I came back to myself maybe ten seconds later, as the spasms receded and the bliss slowly ebbed, I was flushed and slightly damp. He was grinning down at me, his fingers toying with my hair.

“My, somebody’s sexually responsive,” he whispered as he kissed me.

“Somebody’s been sexually deprived,” I said, and bit his lip gently, playfully.

“Can somebody go on?” he asked.

“Somebody’s going to beat your ass if we don’t.”

He laughed out loud, and suddenly it was like we had never left the bed that first weekend in the Dubai.
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He started slowly again, rocking inside me, letting me feel the pressure of his cock filling me up. I moaned and sighed, and he kissed me softly, romantically as I trailed my fingers lightly through his hair, down along his shoulders, and across his muscular back.

“Lily,” he whispered in my hear.

“What,” I whispered back, my eyes closed, my body lost in a dream of pleasure.

“I want you to tell me when you start getting close again. Not right up on the edge of coming – earlier, when you start getting close.”

I opened my eyes and looked at him as he moved in and out of me. “I think you’ll be able to tell,” I teased him.

“Just tell me when it starts to build,” he ordered, his voice husky and low.

I frowned and smiled all at the same time. “What are going to do?”

“I’m going to sexually enslave you,” he grinned, and licked and nibbled my lips and tongue.

“You’ve already done that,” I whispered.

“Mmm… you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

Whoa.

My mind boggled at the thought.

“In the meantime… I’m going to have a little fun,” he said, a sly smile spreading across his face.

“What – ” I started, then gasped as he pulled out to the last couple inches of his cock and pounded in me deep and fast, hard and thick.

He paused… pulled out so very, very slowly, a quarter of an inch per second… and then, after quite a few seconds… suddenly plunged deep inside me again, but arranging the angle of his cock so that it slid against my G-spot in one gorgeous, slippery thrust.

“Oh fuck,” I moaned as he buried himself in me all the way, our hips grinding together.

Then he slowly, slowly, slowly withdrew… and plunged in only a couple of inches. Then out – then in again, but a little farther inside me – then out and in, shallow thrusts now, rubbing my G-spot, making me hunger for him to go deeper – and then he did, our bodies smacking together as his muscled abs slapped against my belly and the enormous girth of his base sent me into flights of ecstasy.

“Just… so you know…” I gasped and moaned as he thrust inside me, rocked back and forth, plunged in all the way, and stroked me deep inside, “…this is fun for me, too…”

He kissed me hungrily as his strokes intensified. Our lips slid wetly, madly over each other, our tongues caressing tongues, lips, skin in our madness to be totally inside each other, one flesh, for him to possess me and me him, too wild and uncontrolled to be contained.

I could feel the first telltale signs, that mounting tension of another orgasm building to a slow boil, when he whispered in my ear, “Are you getting close?”

I’d totally forgotten.

“Kind of…”

“On a scale of one to ten, ten is coming, where are you?”

“Uhhh… an eight, maybe?”

“Good,” he whispered, and then he slid out of me, quick as you please. Not even a wham, bam – just the goodbye, ma’am. 

The eight immediately dropped to a five as I felt that luscious pressure leave my pussy.

Now he was sliding down my body, his mouth stopping to suck on my nipples for a brief second, and then he was going lower.

“Awww, Connor, what are you do– ” I started to complain, until I felt his mouth.

Oh FUCK.

He was licking me again, his tongue filling me up, like he was making out with me – but down below my waist. In and out, swirling around, tickling and teasing and stroking inside me soft as satin. Then he pulled away. His mouth opened over my drenched lips, and his tongue slid across my clit, circling it, sucking it, pressing it with a soft but growing pressure. Two of his fingers slowly entered me, giving me a sense of rapturous fullness as his tongue kept licking and swirling and sliding over my clit.

I quickly felt the five become a six, then a seven, then an eight, then a nine, and I was getting pretty damn close to a ten – 

And then he just stopped. 

Quit. 

Backed off.

The 9.8 crashed back down to a seven.

I opened my eyes and looked at him in shock. He was perched above me on all fours, grinning impishly.

I groaned in agony, my pussy throbbing in unresolved frustration. “You have got to be kidding me!”

“Nope,” he chuckled, and then he forced apart my legs again – and his cock entered me, the swollen head parting my lips, quickly sinking deep inside me, and I gasped as he filled me as deep as he could go.

OHHHH FUCK.

His mouth found mine, and I could taste myself, salty and familiar, as his tongue invaded my lips with the same urgency as his cock thrusting deep between my legs.

Jesus, Jesus, Jesus – 

Every pounding thrust brought me closer and closer to orgasm, and I whimpered and moaned as my body tensed, waiting for the massive release – 

And then he slid out of me again.

I was about to scream at him, except he didn’t waste any time this go-round, he just plunged his tongue back into my pussy and sucked lovingly at my clit.

My entire body arched and tensed, and my muscles felt like they were made out of steel and piano wire as I felt the wave building, building, building – 

And then his lips were gone, the wave collapsed and I was almost crying in frustration –

And then his cock, thick and huge and gorgeous, entered me again and again and again.

Every time he broke off, it was like the bar kept getting set higher for me to get back to orgasm – and every time he started again, he nudged me right up next to the line and left me hanging, only to return again with soft wet licks of his tongue or sensual, powerful thrusts deep inside me.

“Please, please, oh God, please don’t stop, please don’t stop fucking me, please don’t stop, give me your cock, please fuck me, please GOD Connor fuck me,” I begged him the final time, my eyes closed, my body writhing around his cock, tears of frustration actually seeping from my closed eyelids as I balanced right there, right there, just on the edge of orgasm, afraid he would withdraw again and leave me hanging – 

But this time he didn’t. He roared like a bull, an animal unbound, gripped my shoulders with his massive hands, and plunged deep inside me, hard and fast and thick and huge and I felt the orgasm finally crest and rip through me like a wave of fire, every muscle in my body tensing as he pounded inside me, my thighs, my calves, my ass, my back, my arms, my jaw all clenched as ecstasy and hormones and power and love and sex all slammed into me from my toes to the tip of my head and I screamed, and I heard him yell, too, his voice choked and anguished as his cock spasmed even thicker and fuller inside me, and I felt a flood of warmth deep inside me as the orgasm raged longer and more powerful and higher and more intense than any he’d ever given me before.

I was still twitching and shuddering with ecstasy, my pussy and clit and body still contracting with light and pleasure and heat when his orgasm was over. He buried his face in the hollow of my neck and nuzzled me as the aftershocks kept coming, then slowly, slowly abated, still powerful but dying out now, and I put my arms around his head and neck and felt like weeping and laughing all at the same time.

He lifted his head wearily and smiled groggily at me, and we kissed soft, and slow, and delicately, our lips swollen and bruised from our earlier passion.

Finally he collapsed against me, his sweat-dappled skin sliding against mine. I could still feel the pulse of his cock inside me, an echo of the earthshaking pleasure from just a few moments before.

“Oh… my… GOD,” I breathed out. “If you wanted to sexually enslave me… mission accomplished.”

He chuckled into my outspread hair and kissed my earlobe. “Good.”

I stroked his skin, ran my fingers through his hair, and felt the afterglow of the orgasm fill me with warmth and peace.

He was still inside me… and still hard.

I whispered in his ear, “…can we do it again?”

He picked up his head and looked at me in surprise.

I ground my hips against his and felt his cock move in me, slick and wet.

“Softer, this time,” I whispered. “And slower.”

“Hell yes,” he whispered back hoarsely, and as he kissed me gently, he began to move inside me again.
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The second time was like I was hypnotized. Everything was almost dreamlike as we stared into each other’s eyes. At the beginning he just rocked inside me slowly as we made out, our tongues caressing, his hands cradling my face. Then he began to circle his hips, swirling and pivoting his cock inside me, pressing inside and against me in all sorts of deliriously sensual ways. At one point he withdrew more than halfway, put all his weight in his hips, and angled his cock upwards so that the head brushed against my g-spot, first soft, then firmer, tiny little movements he did over and over and over, the velvety, swollen tip of his cock pushing me to delicious new heights as he kissed my breasts and sucked on my nipples while caressing my neck and ears and face with his hands.

At one point I rolled him over onto his back with his cock still inside me. Actually, it was more like I pushed on one of his shoulders, and he complied by rolling over. I straddled his body and rode him, my breasts dangling in his face, him sucking on my nipples, his hands grasping my ass firmly, then softly caressing it, squeezing the cheeks, playing with the edges of my lips where they swallowed up his hard, thick shaft. Occasionally he would move his thumb around to the front and stroke my clit, circling it, pressing firmly against it, matching my downward strokes with the most amazing pressure from his hands until I came.

I think I’d already had my third orgasm – and was on the verge of exhaustion – when he couldn’t stand it anymore. He’d shown amazing control so far, but my last bout of enraptured cries must have pushed him over the edge, because he gripped my waist with both his hands and began forcing me down on his cock, plunging me down, his pelvis slapping against my thighs, filling me up with his massive girth as he bucked his hips into me. His face was tormented, his eyes staring at my pussy as he slammed into me over and over, and I couldn’t help screaming from the intensity and pleasure of it all. Finally he cried out, too, and I felt him expand inside me, over and over again, tiny bolts of lightning made flesh, and the relief and ecstasy that filled his face pushed me over the edge for the final time. 

I collapsed on his chest, my thighs quivering, my legs completely spent. If I’d tried to walk, I would have fallen down like a newborn deer. 

Connor put his arms around me and caressed my back, looping ticklish figure eights across my skin. I rested my head on his chest, which moved up and down with his breathing. I lay there in peaceful bliss, feeling his hands drifting across my skin and listening to his heartbeat pounding, slower and slower, until it finally returned to normal.

“Stay here,” he whispered.

I picked up my head and looked at him, my hair dangling onto his chest.

He smiled at the surprise in my eyes. “I’ve got to go back down… but you can stay here.”

I wanted to, badly.

But my Fairy Godmother’s advice had been pretty damn good so far, and there was one piece of advice that still whispered in my head:

Always, ALWAYS leave him wanting more.

“…noooo,” I said playfully with a little shake of my head. I answered as though he’d asked me out to brunch, and though I had seriously considered it, I had a lot of shopping to do instead.

His eyes opened a fraction wider in surprise. “What?”

I leaned over, kissed him lightly on the lips, and then rolled off him onto the bed. “Call me when you’re done.”

He lunged and caught my hand before I was completely standing, and pulled me back down onto the bed. I giggled and fought him a little, but gave in as he gave me a long, deep, sensual kiss.

“I’m not kidding,” he said after he pulled away. “Stay.”

“I’m not kidding, either,” I whispered, and kissed the tip of his nose. “Call me after you’re done.”

He watched in shock as I got up from the bed. Sometime during the second bout of lovemaking, I had finally gotten tired of my high heels and had plucked them off. Now I searched the floor for them, my panties, and my bra.

“Are you messing with me?” he asked in wonder.

If only you knew how much I want to stay.

But I was afraid if I did, he might start dreading coming back up to the bedroom.

After all, he’d done something similar before.

I looked back at him, smiled, and shook my head with a little toss of my hair. “Nope.”

He watched me as I walked into the bathroom and left the door half-closed so he couldn’t see me as I cleaned up – but I could still talk to him.

“Come on… you owe me.”

I poked my head around the door. “Really.”

He grinned. “Yeah. That first recommendation to Scott Shaw? Come onnnn. Don’t you want to show your appreciation?”

“I think I did, actually. A couple of times.”

I checked myself in the mirror. My makeup was smudged beyond repair; I looked like a hot mess. 

No way I was going back down to the party. I’d just call my limo driver and slip out the back of the hotel.

“Come on… stay,” Connor said, and for the first time he sounded really serious.

I strutted out of the bathroom in my high heels. I’d waited until I was at least halfway dressed so my bra would push everything nicely into place, and my lacey panties could put on a show as I sashayed my hips.

As predicted, he couldn’t decide where he wanted to keep his eyes – on my chest or my ass.

“If you still feel the same after your party… give me a call,” I cooed as I stepped into my dress and pulled it on as seductively as I could.

Must have been seductive enough, because he watched me like his life depended on it.

“Could you help me?” I asked coyly, even though I could have done it myself.

He got out of bed, and now it was my turn to be transfixed by his body. His muscular chest, his broad shoulders, his abs… and his cock, gorgeous and thick even when limp, swaying and dangling tantalizingly between his thighs.

I had to force myself to look up at his face.

He was smirking at me as he circled around, moved my hair, and fastened the catch on the back of my dress. “I know what you’re doing.”

“Oh, you do, do you?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m getting dressed.”

His powerful arms circled me from behind, and I felt his body press against mine, heard his voice murmuring into my ear. “That’s not all you’re doing.”

I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, wanting him to hold me like that forever. “Mmmm… what else am I doing?” I asked playfully.

“Let’s cut out the middle part where you leave and I call you, and just stay,” he whispered in my ear.

I turned and looked at him, my hair brushing his face until our eyes locked.

“…call me,” I purred.

He sighed, then stepped over to pick up his boxers. “So you’re going to play hard to get, huh?”

I grinned. “No, I’m going to enjoy the show.”

He turned and realized what I meant – and I swear to God, I think he blushed a little as he pulled his boxers over his legs, and his thick, lovely cock was lifted up by the waistband and then disappeared to settle heavily behind the cloth.

“Well, I’m glad you are. Enjoying the show, I mean.”

I lay down on the corner of the bed, propped my head up on one hand, and looked at him from head to toe. “Go on.”

He grinned and shook his head like I don’t believe you, then pulled on his pants, shrugged his way into his shirt, and buttoned it up.

As he was tying his bowtie in the mirror, I drifted up behind him and put my hands on his ass, then moved them around his front and began to play with his cock through his pants.

“Careful,” he growled, “or you really will end up staying here for the night.”

I laughed and picked up his jacket – noting again how heavy and bulky it seemed – then handed it to him. “Turn around and let me look at you.”

He pulled on the jacket and turned around.

Damn he was handsome. He was definitely more disheveled than when we’d left the party, but he also looked alive. Vital. Back in the game.

“Stay,” he whispered, and kissed me tenderly.

I closed my eyes and luxuriated in the kiss… and then pulled away.

“Call me afterwards.”

He sighed and offered his arm. I accepted, and he walked me out of the bedroom, through the penthouse, and out to the elevator.
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He worked on me in the elevator, too, alternating kisses (and well-placed caresses) with requests.

“Come on.”

“No,” I giggled as he nibbled my ear.

“Are you coming back to the party?”

I pushed him away at arm’s length and gave him an Are you serious?! look. “With my makeup like this? Hell no.”

He grinned with self-satisfaction. “What? You just look like a beautiful woman who’s had the time of her life.”

“Ohhhh, aren’t we self-congratulatory!” I said, and tapped the tip of his nose with my finger.

“Well, I figured it was classier than saying ‘had her brains fucked out.’”

“Yes, although the second part’s true, too,” I said, stood up on tiptoe, and bit his lower lip softly.

He grunted… and then leaned over and hit the STOP button on the control panel.

The elevator rapidly slowed and came to a halt.

“Connor?” I asked, slightly alarmed.

“We need to talk for a second,” he said.

There wasn’t the annoying, clanging alarm that you normally hear in an elevator when someone stops it. I didn’t realize its absence, though, until a voice came over the speaker.

“Is everything alright, sir?” the voice asked.

“It’s fine,” Connor said. “I just need a minute.”

“Understood. Call if you need maintenance.”

“Thank you,” Connor said, then turned down to see my look of alarm. He grinned and shrugged. “We did a study and found out people like to have sex in elevators, so we incorporated that when we built the penthouse.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that what this is?”

“No, this is just a simple discussion.” He looked at me in silence for a couple of seconds. When he finally started, his voice was incredibly serious. “Lily…”

I put a finger up to his mouth to stop him. “Later.”

“I need you to know… I don’t feel like I did two months ago.”

My stomach plummeted – and I don’t think I hid it well, because he quickly scrambled to clarify.

“I mean… I don’t feel the same as when you left. When I was being… distant. I made a mistake. A bad one. I want you back in my life.”

I smiled, nodded ‘yes,’ and stood up on my tiptoes with my lips in the air. He bent down and kissed me, long, slowly, softly.

When he finally pulled away, he looked into my eyes. “So… you’ll stay?”

I leaned over and hit the ‘STOP’ button so that the elevator started moving again. “No. But you can call me.”

He sighed in exasperation. “Seriously?”

I grinned. “Seriously.”

“Is this because I didn’t call you for two months?”

YES.

“I just don’t think you should get everything you want right away,” I teased him, making a real effort to sound light and seductive.

He put his arms around me and leaned in close. “Do I get it if I call?”

I pulled my head back a half an inch – and, as he leaned in to kiss me, I pulled back another half inch – then did it again as he leaned in closer, keeping myself the tiniest fraction of an inch beyond his lips.

“…maybe,” I whispered with a smile.

“Arrggghh!” he groaned, and darted in and kissed me as I shrieked happily, struggling in his arms – and then gave in. 

The elevator doors dinged! open, and we broke off the kiss and stepped outside into the hallway.

The hallway was still largely deserted, except for Johnny a few feet away from the elevator. A server in a white Dubai uniform was walking down the hall, coming towards us from the opposite direction, an empty silver platter balanced on his arm.

“Jeez, you guys sure took your time,” Johnny said sullenly.

“Hey, not everybody can wrap up in four minutes like you,” Connor joked.

“Connor!” I rebuked him, and smacked him on the arm.

“Thank you, Lily. And it’s four hours,” Johnny said, pointing his finger at him like I got my eye on you, asshole. “And that’s if I’m rushing it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Connor smirked, and Johnny moved down the hall, back towards the secret passageway into the ballroom.

Connor looked down at me. “Sure you don’t want to come?”

“Oh, I want to come,” I whispered in his ear. “Later.”

He laughed. “I meant go to the party.”

“Yeah, I know what you meant – and no, thanks.”

“You’d be the talk of the town,” he grinned.

“I’ve had enough of that for a lifetime.”

He dropped the jokey façade and looked at me tenderly. “Stay.”

I smiled and brushed my hand against his face. I was standing with my back to the elevator; Connor’s back was towards the hall.

That’s why I saw it and he didn’t.

There was a glint of light from the silver platter. My eyes darted over automatically, and I saw the servant twelve feet away. The platter was already falling to the floor, and his arm was coming up.

There was something black clutched in his hand, with a small, metallic cylinder attached to the end.

“GUN!” I screamed. That was all I had time to get out.

Connor saw where I was looking, and in the brief second when I glanced back at him, our eyes locked.

All I felt was panic – but the thing I remember about his eyes was the steeliness in them, the complete and utter resolve.

That moment felt like an eternity, though it couldn’t have lasted for more than a split second, because Connor stepped to the side – between me and the gunman – and wrapped his arms around me, his body completely shielding me, cocooning me, enveloping me, so that even my head was wrapped in darkness from his chest pressing against my face.

The gunshots sounded small and distant. I don’t know if that was because of Connor’s body protecting me, or if the cylinder on the gun was some kind of silencer, but there were two sharp noises – 

POP POP!

– and I felt Connor’s body jerk against me.

Then he collapsed, his weight dragging down my body with him. Even though he was falling, he still kept me safe as he stumbled to his knees, surrounding me the entire time as we slumped to the floor and he fell on top of me.

I barely heard the roar of the third gunshot, the one without a silencer, because by then I was screaming.
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In the overwhelming chaos, I didn’t know what was happening. All I knew was that Connor had slumped against me and we had fallen to the floor. He was lying on top of me, unconscious.

At least, I prayed that’s all it was. 

Or I would have been praying if I hadn’t been screaming frantically.

Suddenly Connor rolled to the side, and I thanked God that he was alright – 

Except his eyes were closed and he sagged like a rag doll, no reaction on his face.

“CONNOR!” I screamed, clutching at his limp body. “CONNOR – ”

And then Johnny was there above me, just a foot away, ten times more panicked than I had ever seen him. He looked like a man who had just lost his entire family in some horrible, sudden tragedy, right before his very eyes.

“Lily, are you hit?!” he yelled.

“Connor – ”

“LILY, ARE YOU SHOT?!”

“No, no, I’m okay,” I babbled, and immediately burst into tears.

I needed to tell him – I needed to tell him how Connor had sensed the danger, and had wrapped his arms around me, shielding me from any harm – 

Johnny looked partially relieved and turned back to Connor’s limp body, flipping up his jacket for some reason, looking at his back. 

I expected it to be soaked with blood, but the shirt was inexplicably crisp and white.

Johnny yelled into his radio, “GET THE FUCKING EMT GUYS HERE NOW!”

I stumbled onto my elbows and rolled towards Connor, put my hands on his slack face. “Connor – Connor, can you hear me?! CONNOR!”

There was the sound of footsteps running somewhere behind me. Johnny put his arms around me and pulled me forcibly away. “Lily, get back, they need to get to him – ”

“Connor – is he alright?! Connor – oh my God!”

It wasn’t anything about Connor that caused that last statement.

It was the bright red spray of blood along the corridor walls, fifteen feet away.

As Johnny pulled me back and two men in EMT uniforms descended on Connor, I saw a body lying on the hallway floor. I couldn’t see more than his feet and legs, but I knew instantly it was the server, the man with the gun and the silver tray I had seen just seconds before.

He was dead. Even without seeing the upper half of his body, there was no other explanation for how still he lay, or how his legs had fallen in such an unnatural, contorted position.

“Don’t look,” Johnny whispered in my ear, his voice anguished. “Don’t look.”

“What happened to Connor?” I cried. “What happened to – ”

“Shhh,” Johnny whispered. “He’s going to be okay, he’s going to be okay.”

One of the EMTs glanced back at Johnny. “Where’s he hit? I don’t see anything.”

“Lower to mid back, left of the spine,” Johnny snapped.

“There’s no blood – ”

“He had on a bulletproof vest.”

A bulletproof vest?!

I had no idea exactly what one looked like, but I sure as hell hadn’t seen anything that would remotely qualify.

“Get him on,” the EMT ordered to his partner. “Moving him on one, two, three – ”

They rolled and hoisted him onto the stretcher they had brought.

Meanwhile, a crowd had gathered. Twenty feet away, men in suits and earpieces had blocked off the corridor and were holding back other people, one of whom was struggling to get through.

“Let go of me!” Sebastian cried out in anguish. “Johnny?! Lily?!”

“Let him through, let him through!” Johnny called out.

Sebastian burst through the line of security men, and as his eyes fell on Connor, his face went ashen grey. “Oh my God,” he choked out.

“Sebastian – Sebastian!” Johnny yelled, jerking Sebastian back to reality. “Help me get Lily up on her feet!”

Sebastian raced over and grabbed one of my arms, and he and Johnny hoisted me to my feet as I continued to stare at Connor. He looked so silent and still on the stretcher, his face completely blank, his eyes closed like he was sleeping.

“He saved me,” I said quietly, still in shock – and then I broke down sobbing. “He saved me, he saved my life – ”

“You saved him, too,” Johnny said. “If you hadn’t yelled when you saw the gun, we would’ve all been dead.”

The EMTs were bracing Connor’s neck, and then they were lifting his stretcher into the air. They started down the hallway, away from the crowd.

“Take Lily, I’ve got to go with him,” Johnny ordered as he handed me off to Sebastian.

“I want to go,” I sobbed. “Johnny, please – ”

“There’s no room, I’ve got to go with him in case – ”

Johnny paused, and looked stricken.

“ – in case they try again.”

“GO!” Sebastian yelled at him. “We’ll meet you at – where, Westside General?”

“Yeah,” Johnny nodded, and then tore off after the medics.

In less than ten seconds they burst through a pair of double doors and disappeared.

I turned my head against Sebastian’s chest and sobbed.

“We have to go,” he said, his voice feeble and weak. “We have to go now…”

“What about the police?” one of the security men called out. “They’re going to be here any – ”

“Tell them we’ll be at the hospital,” Sebastian barked, suddenly back in control. “You two, come with me and get us outside!”

With two of the security men acting as shields, Sebastian led me out of the hallway, out towards the lobby and into the crowds of people standing around jabbering and straining to see what had happened.
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By the time Sebastian and I were through the lobby, my head had cleared somewhat.

Connor had been shot, but I hadn’t seen any blood anywhere on him – which had to be good.

But he was unconscious, which was bad. How bad, I didn’t know.

The gunman was dead, apparently killed by Johnny.

And now we were on our way to the closest hospital – and one of the most respected ones in all of Los Angeles.

“God, my car’s down in valet,” Sebastian muttered as we stumbled through the lobby, his arm around me. I hadn’t seen him cry back in the hallway, but his eyes were red and his cheeks were streaked with tears. I immediately wanted to hug him and tell him that it was going to be okay…

…but I didn’t know that myself.

“We’re never going to be able to get out of here, not with the cops showing up – damn it – ”

“Todd,” I said, remembering the name like a detail out of a dream.

“Todd?”

“My limo driver… the one you hired,” I said, and pulled the business card out of my clutch purse. “I told him to go get food… he might be out on Sunset somewhere.”

“Thank God,” Sebastian said as he pulled out his cell and dialed the number on the card. “Todd? You drove Lily Ross earlier – where are you? Good, excellent. Meet us at the corner of Sunset and – I don’t know, a couple of streets west of the Dubai, stay on the phone and tell me where you are, we’ll come find you.”

Sebastian and I stumbled out of the Dubai into the darkness just as the cop cars came roaring up in front of the hotel, sirens blasting. The limos and Lamborghinis and Bentleys were still so thick in the valet area that a couple of the police cruisers drove up on the sidewalk.

Sebastian and I escaped through the crowds and hobbled up Sunset until we saw a black limo waiting on a side street, with Todd standing by the rear door. 

When he saw our faces, he knew something was horribly wrong. “What happened?”

“Never mind! Do you know where Westside General Hospital is?”

“Yes.”

“Get us there ASAP – go!”
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The limo tore down La Cienega Boulevard, barely stopping for red lights.

“What happened?” Sebastian asked as we sat in the back facing each other.

I told him about the elevator ride down and Johnny greeting us. How, as Connor stood with his back to the hallway, I had seen the gun and screamed – 

“It’s my fault,” I said, breaking down into tears again.

“How can it possibly be your fault?” Sebastian asked.

“I-if we h-hadn’t been on the elevator… if I h-hadn’t made him take me up to the p-penthouse – ”

“Then he’d probably be dead,” Sebastian said matter-of-factly.

I looked up at him in horror.

“I saw the shooter’s body,” Sebastian said, now calm and in control of himself. “And I saw the gun. There was a silencer on it. He was in a Dubai uniform. Somehow he managed to get past security, which means he had everything planned out ahead of time, or there’s someone on the inside who got him in. Not only that, he knew exactly when to target Connor. He wasn’t in that hallway by accident, not at that precise moment. Lily, this was a professional hit. He was there to kill Connor, and he would have taken the best opportunity that presented itself. If it hadn’t been in the hallway, it would have been somewhere else, sometime this evening. You might have saved Connor’s life just by being there tonight. You never know.”

I just shook my head miserably. I appreciated him saying it, but I felt such overwhelming guilt. If I hadn’t lured him away from the crowd… if I hadn’t put him in such a vulnerable position…

“How did the ambulance guys get to him so fast?”

“We always have an ambulance stand by at events like this. Just in case.”

Just in case somebody gets shot? I almost asked, but I didn’t want to speak the words aloud.

Then I remembered that it hadn’t looked like Connor had been shot at all. “Why wasn’t there any blood on him?”

Sebastian leaned back and rubbed his face with one hand. “Thank God for that, at least. Two months ago, after you… um, left, Johnny kept after him over and over to wear a bulletproof jacket out in public. He’d always resisted it up until then, but he was so morose and out of it that he agreed to whatever just to get Johnny off his back. Johnny called around and got some sort of new prototype that could be sewn into other clothes. We got Armani to outfit a new batch of suits with the prototype incorporated into the jackets and vests… and they did the tux, too, thank God.”

Suddenly I remembered when I had handled Connor’s jacket – both when I had pulled it off him, and later picked it up off the floor. How strangely heavy it had seemed. Now it made sense.

“So he’s okay?!” I asked, joy and dread wrestling inside me – because I had seen him unconscious. He obviously hadn’t been okay.

“I don’t know,” Sebastian said, struggling to remain calm. “It was a prototype… and Johnny told me it’s not like in the movies, that people don’t just take a bullet and walk away. The jacket probably stopped it from entering his body, but he might have had internal damage… I just don’t know. We have to wait and see at the hospital. But if he hadn’t had that jacket on…”

I trembled in my limo seat.

If he hadn’t put it on…

If he had instead walked out of the penthouse with it casually slung over his arm…

Things were bad enough now; the possibility of what might have happened was too terrible to contemplate.

“Why did he do it?”

“Who, Connor?”

“No, the guy with the gun. …why?”

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed grimly. “He was paid, that’s why.”

“What, for a suicide mission?!”

“No. He made a mistake in shooting Connor first. You saw the gun, that’s what screwed him. My guess is, once you yelled, he was just a little bit slower on the draw than Johnny. If he’d gone for Johnny first, though – ”

Sebastian didn’t finish.

My stomach turned at the thought of how things might have gone differently.

“But who hired him? Do you think it was that guy who came up to me at the pool, that first weekend at the Dubai?”

“I doubt it.”

“So who?”

“I’ll give you one guess.”

“…his parents?!”

“No, although that’s a good second choice.”

“Miranda?! You think Miranda did this?”

“That’s where I’m putting my bet.” 

“That’s insane!”

“To think she would do it, or for her to actually do it?”

I struggled with that. Miranda Lockwood had tried to ruin my life. She’d publicly humiliated me on national television. She’d blackmailed Connor, using me as a bargaining chip. She’d also lied about it all to the press. And indirectly, she’d almost destroyed my relationship with him.

But murder?

No matter how much of a sociopathic bitch I thought she was, I found it hard to believe a woman worth hundreds of millions of dollars, who had everything that Miranda did, would even consider something so… evil as a murder-for-hire of her ex-fiancé.

Then I remembered the look she had given me in the lobby of the Dubai, and I shivered.

“Although you can be sure of one thing,” Sebastian continued. “If Miranda is behind it, we’ll never find one shred of evidence implicating her.”
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Todd the limo driver was pretty damn good. Even without a siren and flashing lights, he got to the hospital just as the EMTs were unloading Connor’s stretcher outside the Emergency Room.

The limo screeched to a halt and Sebastian and I jumped out. Johnny was already on the sidewalk as the EMTs released the legs and turned the stretcher into an instant gurney.

“Johnny, is he okay?!” I cried out as Sebastian and I ran across the sidewalk.

And then I heard the most beautiful sound ever:

Connor’s voice, even though it was more like a croak.

“…Lily…?”

I rushed up beside him and burst into tears. He looked blearily up at me and grasped for my hand. I grabbed it and ran beside him as the EMTs rushed him inside.

“…are you okay?...”

“Yes, yes,” I sobbed.

“…are you sure?...”

“You’re the one who got shot!”

“…I got shot?”

“Just a little bit,” Sebastian said drily.

Connor looked up at Johnny. “…don’t I pay you so that doesn’t happen?...”

I glanced over at Johnny and saw the guilt on his face.

Connor saw it, too. “…kidding, kidding… Jesus, lighten up…”

“Not funny,” I scolded him.

“…I thought it was,” he said, then turned back to Johnny. “…you got him, though, right?”

“Yes,” Johnny said grimly.

“…dead?”

“Yes.”

Connor pointed at him playfully. “…see, that’s what I pay you for…”

“How can you joke?! You almost got killed!” I sobbed.

“…naaah, I just got my girlfriend back… it’d take a whole lot more than one asshole with a popgun to take me out of the game now…”

I stared down at him, my lower lip trembling.

I just got my girlfriend back.

I clasped his hand tightly in mine.

He just smiled at me and winked.

Then one of the wheels hit some sort of a bump in the floor, jarring the gurney.

Connor immediately winced hard, like somebody had punched him. “OW… guys, careful…”

“Sorry,” one of the EMTs said, then looked at me. “Ma’am, you need to step back, we’re going to hand him over to the doctors now.”

I looked up. Sure enough, two men and a woman in scrubs were racing out of a pair of sliding glass doors. Immediately they started yelling, and the EMTs began reciting jargon right out of the TV show E.R.

“Male, 29, gunshot, lumbar region, bulletproof vest non-penetrating, non-critical, probable concussion, possible internal bleeding – ”

“Trauma two – stand back, ma’am, you can’t come back in here – ”

“BP’s 95 over 60 – ” 

“Pulse ox 99, stable – ”

“I need to go in,” Johnny protested.

“Absolutely not.”

“There was an assassination attempt on his life,” Johnny snapped. “They could come back for a second try. And I think you want me to be there if they do.”

The doctor paused and seemed to think that over. “Alright, but you stay out of the way. And the rest of you, stay out here,” the doctor ordered.

Then he, Johnny, the nurses, and the EMTs wheeled the gurney beyond the sliding doors.

The last thing I saw was Connor’s hand held up in the air, weakly waving goodbye.

Sebastian and I stood there and watched him disappear, afraid it might be the last time we ever saw him alive.



5


It was the longest two hours of my life.

Sebastian talked to somebody. Once it was clear who their mystery patient was, they had us wait in a private lounge on the second floor. We drank bad coffee out of a vending machine, ate candy bars, and listened to police sirens go by in the night.

We didn’t talk continuously – we were too worried for that – but occasionally Sebastian or I would start a little fragment of a conversation.

“Did the plan work?” he asked at one point.

I looked over at him, jarred out of an anxiety-ridden daydream. “What?”

“Did the plan work?” he repeated. He looked at me, then made a rolling motion with his hand like Keep up, Lily. “The makeup, the hair, the seduction – ”

“Oh. Yeah… he… he was going to…”

I tried to keep it together, but as I remembered our last moment together at the elevator, I broke down into tears.

Sebastian let me cry for a minute and get myself back together before spoke again.

“I heard what he said before they took him into the ER.”

I looked at him blankly.

“The part about him getting his girlfriend back,” he said in a tone of voice that let me know he was annoyed with my being so slow.

“Oh. Yeah.” For the first time in an hour, a smile bloomed on my face.

Sebastian stretched out his 6-foot-5 frame in his hospital lounge chair, put his hands behind his head, and beamed a self-satisfied smile. “I’m so very, very good.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “Connor just got shot… he’s possibly being operated on… and you’re congratulating yourself on the execution of your plan?”

Sebastian waved me off with one hand and a Pfft expression. “He’ll be fine. Besides, you could say that I gave him something to live for.”

“You gave him something to live for?!”

“Well, you played a small part, but…” He looked over at me, then rolled his eyes. “It’s called comic relief, Lily. Laugh so you don’t cry.”

“Oh…” I said, somewhat mollified.

He paused for effect.

“Although, you have to admit… I’m good.”

“I’ll admit that you’re an ass sometimes.”

“Well… that, too. Part of the job description.”

We exchanged a brief smile, then went back to sitting in silence, drinking the vending machine coffee, and waiting our way through the never-ending seconds as they clicked by, one by one.
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At last a doctor walked through the lounge door. He was a Middle-Eastern-looking man dressed in pale blue doctor’s scrubs and glasses.

“Hello, my name is Dr. Sarpara,” he said with an incongruously flat, Midwestern accent. “Are you the people who came in with Mr. Connor Templeton?” 

Sebastian and I both leapt up from our seats at the same time.

“Yes – is he okay?” I asked tearfully.

“How is he?” Sebastian asked at the same time.

“He’s fine,” Dr. Sarpara said. “He was shot twice in the lower left region of his back, but the bulletproof vest stopped the projectiles. However, it’s not like in the movies where the hero just rips off the vest and walks away. Even though the vest blunted the impact and helped distribute the force, it was basically like he got hit with a sledgehammer. We did x-rays, and he has fractures in the left floating ribs – those are the lowest two ribs, the ones that are only attached to the spinal column – plus a fracture in the left 10th rib, which is the bottommost rib in the ribcage. We were initially worried about internal bleeding or a ruptured spleen, but so far there’s no indication of that. We did a CAT scan, but we didn’t find anything alarming. There doesn’t seem to be anything other than a large hematoma – basically, a bruise – in the underlying tissues. He apparently struck his head in the fall, which caused him to lose unconsciousnees and gave him a mild concussion. We’re going to be monitoring him the next couple of days for possible damage to the kidney, and we’ll continue to watch for internal bleeding, but so far he looks good.”

“Thank God,” I whispered and started crying out of relief.

Sebastian put an arm around me, and I hugged him back.

“Is he going to be alright?” Sebastian asked. “Any long-term problems?”

“He’s in a great deal of pain – after all, the fractured ribs move any time he breathes – but we’ve got him on heavy pain medication. It’ll take about six to eight weeks for him to heal fully. Barring any complications with the kidney and nerve tissues, he should be back to normal after two months.”

“Can we see him?” I asked.

“Are you family?”

Sebastian spoke first. “I’m Mr. Templeton’s personal assistant. I help run his business empire.”

“I’m sorry, but he’s still in the trauma ward. No one but family is allowed while he’s in there.”

When the doctor said that, my stomach dropped. There was no way I could see him.

“But I’m one of his closest friends,” Sebastian protested.

“I’m sorry, it’s California law.”

“John Inaba got to go with your colleagues – ”

“If you’re referring to the gentleman with the gun, he insisted there was an assassination attempt and that he was guarding against a second attempt on Mr. Templeton’s life, is that correct?”

“Yes,” Sebastian said grudgingly.

“He had proper identification as a licensed bodyguard, and that’s why the doctor on duty allowed him to accompany them, but even then, he’s stationed outside the trauma room.” Dr. Sarpara turned to me. “What is your relation to the patient?”

As he asked, I could see him peering closely at my face. He’d probably seen my pictures on television. 

Great.

I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything – 

“His wife,” Sebastian interrupted.

I stared up at him in shock.

The doctor frowned and consulted his clipboard. “We were told he was single.”

“It was a secret ceremony, which is why neither she nor Connor are wearing rings. In light of the sex scandal – I’m sure you heard about that – no one’s supposed to know about the wedding, so I hope we can count on your discretion,” Sebastian said with a great deal of solemnity.

The doctor’s eyes widened. “Of course, of course. Well, um… Mrs. Templeton, if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to him. He’s unconscious right now because of the pain medication, but you can sit with him for a short while.”

“Can you give us a minute?” I asked, gesturing to Sebastian.

“Just a minute. I need to get back.”

“It’ll just take a second, thanks,” I smiled.

As soon as the doctor was outside the lounge doors, I turned on Sebastian. 

“His wife?! Really?!” I hissed.

“They won’t let you in otherwise,” Sebastian whispered back.

“What happens when they find out we’re not married?!”

“By then he’ll be in a regular room. Go – I want somebody with him, now go.”

“You get to explain this to Connor when he wakes up,” I whispered harshly.

“Fine!” Sebastian hissed as I walked out the door and found the doctor.
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When we got to the trauma room, Johnny was standing outside, his face pale. As soon as he saw me, he beamed – and then, just as quickly, his expression grew bewildered.

“Lily, what are you doing here? They told me nobody but family could in.”

I went over and hugged him – mostly so the doctor couldn’t see my face, only a couple of inches away from Johnny’s. I widened my eyes and grimaced like Dude, play along!


“It’s okay, the doctor knows about the secret wedding,” I said calmly. “He promised not to tell anybody that Connor and I got married in secret.”

Johnny looked at me, blank-faced… and then the light went off in his eyes. He looked over at the doctor. “You can’t tell anybody, sir,” he said sternly.

Attaboy, Johnny!

“Don’t worry, I won’t,” Dr. Sarpara assured him.

“Okay,” Johnny said, then gave me a brief smile.

“Just a couple of minutes,” Dr. Sarpara said as he held the door open and I slipped inside.
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I almost started crying again as soon as I entered the dimly lit room.

Connor was lying in a hospital bed, dressed in a flimsy hospital gown and his eyes closed. He was hooked up to a ton of machines, and the gentle beep… beep of an EKG machine filled the silence. There was an IV with clear fluid taped to his arm.

He looked peaceful. For that, I was grateful.

I sat down next to him in a chair and held his hand with both of mine.

“Connor, can you hear me?” I whispered.

There was no sound but the beeping of the heart monitor.

There were so many things I wanted to say to him… and now that he couldn’t hear me, couldn’t talk back… now was the only time I had the courage to say them.

“I just wanted to tell you… I love you,” I said, wiping tears off my cheek. “You don’t have to say it. You don’t ever have to say it. I just want you to know that I love you. I’ve always loved you, and I never stopped loving you. I’m sorry I walked out two months ago… I just… please… please get well… please… even if you and I don’t…”

I paused, not wanting to continue down that path.

“I love you, I’ll always love you, and I want you. I need you. Please be okay. Please be okay. And thank you… thank you for saving my life.”

I got up, leaned over the bed, and kissed him on the lips. They were soft and warm, but didn’t move to meet mine.

One of my tears fell from my cheek onto his face. I wiped it away, then kissed him again on the lips, then the cheek, then the forehead.

“I love you,” I whispered into his ear.

There was a light knock.

I looked over. The door opened halfway, and Dr. Sarpara gestured to me. “He needs to rest.”

I nodded silently, kissed Connor again on the lips, and quietly walked out of the room.
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Once I was out in the hall, I asked, “Can I stay up here with Johnny?” 

“Yes, that will be fine,” Dr. Sarpara agreed, “but if you go in there without permission – ”

“I won’t,” I promised.

“Alright. We’re clearing out a room upstairs for him, he’ll probably be moved within the hour.”

“Thank you.”

The doctor nodded and walked down the hall, then disappeared into another room.

“So… congratulations,” Johnny grinned.

“On what?” I asked, bewildered.

“The wedding.”

“…oh.” I started laughing, then shook my head. “Sebastian told them that, not me. They wouldn’t have let either one of us up here otherwise.”

“Why wasn’t I invited?” Johnny teased.

“You were – you were there, don’t you remember? You were the best man. Sebastian got one of those licenses off the internet and officiated the wedding.”

“Ohhhhh, yeah,” Johnny grinned. “Now it’s coming back. I must’ve had too much to drink.”

“Yeah, you got pretty sloshed.” Then I shook my head. “If Connor freaked out before about saying ‘I love you,’ he’s going to love that we’re married now.”

“Well, if the alternative was being married to Sebastian, I think he’ll actually be pretty happy about it.”

We both laughed. It felt good. I needed a release from the worry and the fear and the darkness.

Johnny grew more somber. “Does he look okay?”

“Yeah. He’s sleeping, but he looks good.”

He breathed out heavily and stared at the floor. “Lily… I want to apologize. I’m so sorry.”

“For what?”

“For almost getting you killed.”

I frowned at him in alarm. Did he know something I didn’t? 

“What are you talking about?”

“There was one other fucking guy in the hallway. Just one, just one fucking guy… and I stupidly assumed because he had on a uniform… if I’d just been watching him – ”

“Stop it,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder. “You saved our lives.”

“Yeah, after I let Connor get shot,” Johnny said savagely.

“Hey – hey,” I whispered, and hugged him. “It’s not your fault.”

Johnny hugged me back with one arm, but he still stared blankly into the distance. “I’m his bodyguard. I’m his head of security. I’m not supposed to assume – ”

“Who nagged him until he agreed to wear the vest?” I interrupted.

“Yeah, but – ”

“Every day I was with you, and I’ll bet a dozen times a day after I left, until he gave in? Who did that?”

“He could have been shot in the head – ”

“But he wasn’t.”

“But he could have been – ”

“But he wasn’t. He’s alive, and I’m alive, and we wouldn’t be if you hadn’t been there.”

For the first time since the conversation began, Johnny looked down at me by his side, his eyes misted up. “Thank God you saw the gun, Lily. Thank God you screamed, or I don’t know what would have happened.”

“If I hadn’t been there,” I said, my voice cracking with guilt, “Connor wouldn’t have been there in the hall in the first place, and he wouldn’t have been in danger, and he wouldn’t have gotten shot.”

Now it was Johnny’s turn to frown. “What are you talking about?”

“If I hadn’t pulled him up to the penthouse – if I hadn’t shown up – ”

Johnny hugged me tight. “Then the guy would’ve done it later, maybe in the ballroom, and maybe killed somebody else. And he might have gotten away in the chaos, just dropped the gun and run away with everybody else after the first shots were fired. We would’ve never gotten him. You saved Connor’s life tonight by being there.”

“Sebastian said the same thing,” I sobbed.

“Well, you should listen to him. He knows everything,” Johnny said with affectionate mockery.

I laughed and sniffled into a tissue. “Maybe we both ought to stop beating ourselves up, huh?”

He smiled. “I will if you will.”

He stuck out his hand like Put ‘er there, and I took hold and shook. “Deal.”

We stood together in quiet peacefulness, waiting for a nurse or doctor to come and start the move to a different room.

Neither of us expected what happened next.
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First Sebastian showed up.

We were just standing there when Johnny suddenly got a text on his cell. He frowned and read it, then tapped out a response.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It was Sebastian. He was asking what room Connor’s in.”

“Why? He can’t come up here.”

“You can’t, either, and yet here you are,” Johnny pointed out.

“You did drink too much at the fake reception – now you’re even forgetting conversations about the fake wedding.”

“Maybe he really is planning to use the gay marriage excuse.”

I looked back at the closed door to Connor’s room. “You two-timing bigamist,” I joked.

“No – a bi… gamist,” Johnny offered, pronouncing it ‘bye’ instead of ‘bih.’

“Oh God, that was bad,” I groaned.

Johnny didn’t get a chance to respond, because Sebastian suddenly appeared around the corner, only twenty feet away. His face was strained, and he kept looking around like he was afraid of being busted for a crime.

“What are you doing here?” I whispered as he approached.

“I came to warn you – ” he began breathlessly, before he was cut off by an older woman’s voice.

A very aristocratic voice, tinged with money, power, and privilege.

“What the hell is she doing here?”

My blood almost froze in my veins.

Johnny and I turned to see Lenora Templeton stalking through the hospital hallway. Augustus Templeton was right behind her, although he looked significantly less pissed-off than his wife. Vincent brought up the rear, followed by a cringing bald man in a suit.

“Too late,” Sebastian moaned.

“Oh shit,” Johnny muttered.

“What the hell is she DOING here?!” Mrs. Templeton yelled, her eyes boring into me with blistering hatred. In her fury, she completely ignored Sebastian and Johnny.

“Lenora,” Mr. Templeton rebuked her, though it didn’t have any effect. “Please, control yourself.”

“I – we – the hospital wouldn’t have allowed anyone but family up here,” the bald man stuttered. I guessed he was some kind of administrator.

“She’s not family, she’s a gold-digging whore!” Lenora snarled.

Well, at least we’d moved out of the 18th century.

“You bit– ” Sebastian started, but I put a hand on his arm to quiet him. He shot me a quizzical look, then closed his mouth.

I had decided to cut the woman some slack. After all, her son had just been shot (although potentially at the behest of her other son’s girlfriend).

Not to mention that I really didn’t want a scene. Not with Connor on the other side of the door.

“I want her removed immediately,” Mrs. Templeton spat at the bald guy. “With all the money my foundation gives this hospital, you would think I would be afforded some courtesy around here!”

Apparently the administrator was on a very short leash, the end of which was currently in Lenora Templeton’s hand.

But even dogs on leashes have some dignity.

Not this guy.

“Of course, Mrs. Templeton,” he said, all but lying down and kissing her feet. “If I had even known you didn’t want her here, I would have never allowed her on hospital grounds.”

“You can’t do that,” I protested in shock.

He wheeled on me, his face contorted in anger. “Oh yes I can! Just watch!”

Suddenly it became crystal clear to me: this guy was another Herr Klaus, just in a different line of business. And with less hair.

“Stop talking and do it!” Mrs. Templeton raged at him. “NOW!”

“Lenora,” Mr. Templeton sighed. “Stop it.”

A group of nurses and doctors had begun to gather in the hall. Dr. Sarpara came around a corner and approached our group.

“Mr. Burke,” he said, greeting the bald man in alarm. “Is there a problem?”

“Yes, there’s a problem – my son has been shot, and you brought up the conniving slut who nearly ruined him!” Mrs. Templeton yelled.

Okay, screw being nice.

“Speaking of people who tried to ruin him, nice to see they let you in, Lenora,” I said icily.

“Good one,” Sebastian whispered in my ear.

I’d used her first name on purpose, figuring it would drive her insane to have a social inferior speak to her with such lack of respect.

It worked.

“You,” Mrs. Templeton hissed, jabbing one jagged finger just inches away from my face. “You shut your vile little mouth!”

“Dr. Sarpara, did you let her up here?” bald-man Burke asked. He used a nasty tone that contrasted mightily with the craven, obsequious voice with which he’d addressed Mrs. Templeton just a moment before.

Dr. Sarpara looked at me in irritation. “She said she was the patient’s wife. She said they married in a secret ceremony.”

Oh crap.

Sebastian drew himself up huffily and crossed his arms in disapproval. “So much for discretion,” he snapped at the doctor.

“And what are you doing here?” Dr. Sarpara asked, his attention shifting to Sebastian.

Sebastian lifted one finger and wagged it back and forth like Oh no you did NOT. “That is not the issue right now – ”

“His wife?” Mr. Templeton asked, aghast.

“Yeah, I call bullshit on that one,” Vincent smirked, until Daddy glanced over and cowed him with a look.

“His wife?!” Lenora screeched, then gave a single, cackling laugh. “May God strike me dead should I ever live to see that day!”

“If God can guarantee that, I’ll go find the chaplain right now,’” Sebastian offered.

Mr. Burke glared at me. “Are you his wife, or not?”

“Um… in my defense, I didn’t actually say I was his wife… somebody else did that,” I said feebly.

“Snitch,” Sebastian whispered in my ear.

“You’ve broken the law,” Mr. Burke said officiously. “This is a very serious – ”

Apparently, when Sebastian was in trouble, he figured a good offense was the best defense. “I think it’s more serious that your doctor has violated HIPAA and revealed extremely personal patient information – ”

“Are you really married?” Mr. Templeton asked me – not angrily, but in shock.

“Of course they’re not, she’s lying through her teeth! Have her arrested!” Mrs. Templeton yelled at groveling Mr. Burke. “Have them both arrested, NOW!”

“Lenora,” Mr. Templeton seethed quietly.

But there was no stopping Mrs. Templeton’s tirade. “We had to leave behind his actual ex-fiancée in the lobby, and this little tramp has the audacity to lie and worm her way up here – ”

“Miranda’s here?” I asked, incredulous.

Vincent looked especially unhappy when his mother brought up the ‘ex-fiancée card.’ 

Not that Lenora cared. “Yes, and she had to stay behind while you lied and – ”

I stared at her in complete and total disbelief – and then started yelling. “You brought her into this hospital?! She HIRED the man who tried to kill your son!”

“Lily,” Sebastian said, his voice panicked, and put a hand on my shoulder to stop me.

Too late. The words were already out.

Both Mr. Templeton and Vincent turned pale as soon as I said it. 

It was like I had figuratively reached out and slugged them in the gut.

As it turned out, Lenora literally slapped me in the face.

One second I was looking at the men, and then a second later I felt a sharp, stinging blow across my cheek. My head jerked to the side as sparks of light flashed in my field of vision.

The entire hallway gasped – doctors, nurses, bald Mr. Burke, even Mr. Templeton and Vincent.

Sebastian actually shrieked a little. “Oh my GOD!”

I touched my hand to my cheek and looked in shock at Mrs. Templeton. Her face was mottled red and twisted into a harpy’s ugly sneer.

“You slanderous little bitch – how dare you say such vicious things about her! You, who dragged my son’s good name through the press with your wretched, whorish – ”

As she spoke, she made the slightest move towards me – but her outburst was cut short when Johnny stepped between us.

“You touch her again,” Johnny said in a low, dangerous voice, “and so help me God, I will break your fucking arm, Mrs. Templeton.”

Lenora goggled at him in amazement, then turned back to her husband, son, and Mr. Burke. 

“Did you hear what he said to me?!” she crowed in triumph. “He threatened me! Get security up here and arrest the lot of them!”

“Did you forget the part where you just committed assault and battery, you senile old bitch?” Sebastian snapped (safely behind both me and Johnny, I might add). “Please, let’s get security up here now and see who gets hauled off in chains.”

She stood there trembling with rage, her face twisted into the ugliest mask of hatred I’d ever seen, and stumbled to find words loathsome enough to convey her outrage yet ‘proper’ enough for mixed company. “You – you queer – ”

Mr. Templeton reached out and put an arm around his wife, pulling her away. His face had gone from pale to ghostly white, and he looked around at all the people in the hallway as though calculating the damage this might do to his reputation. “Lenora, stop, for God’s sake, you’re making a scene – ”

“…yes… Mother… you’re making a scene,” rumbled a voice from my left.

I looked over to see Connor in the open doorway, a murderous look on his face.
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The hallway exploded.

“Connor!” I gasped.

“Connor!” his mother cried out.

“Mr. Templeton, get back in bed!” Dr. Sarpara ordered.

Somewhere down the hall, somebody yelled into a phone, “Security!”

“Come on, man, don’t,” Johnny pleaded, and tried to gingerly push him back into the room – 

But Connor stood his ground. He gripped the door with one hand to steady himself, and with the other hand pointed at his family like some sort of specter of death. 

“…get… these fucking people… OUT of here.”

“Even now?!” his mother howled. “Even now, you attack us – ”

“After you tried to ruin me?!” he yelled, his face wracked with pain from his broken ribs. “After you tried to destroy the woman I love?!”

My heart swelled with so much emotion when he said that, I almost burst out crying.

“You don’t love her,” Lenora Templeton scoffed, her voice filled with acid.

“After you tried to have both of us killed?!” Connor shouted.

“What?! Don’t listen to her!” Lenora screamed as she pointed at me. “Why are you listening to her?! She’s insane – ”

His face the embodiment of wrath, Connor turned and stared directly at Burke. “I have excellent reason to believe that these… people conspired to have me killed tonight… just like they conspired to blackmail me – ”

“This is ridiculous,” Mr. Templeton sputtered.

“Connor, for the love of God!” Mrs. Templeton shrieked.

“ – TO BLACKMAIL ME and destroy my business!” Connor shouted over them. “Remove them from the hospital, or I swear to God, I will have my bodyguard do it for you!”

He glanced at Johnny, who gave a curt nod.

Burke looked in panic from Johnny to Connor to Mr. and Mrs. Templeton, totally unsure of where he should place his chips on the betting table. No matter which way he turned, the gods were conspiring to crush him.

“Mr. Templeton,” Mr. Burke said to Connor in the most servile voice he could manage, “please, your family has always been very good to this hospital – ”

“Didn’t you HEAR me?! They triecd to kill me tonight!” Connor yelled, then clutched his side in pain.

“Don’t listen to him, he’s a raving madman!” Mr. Templeton shouted. “The drugs are making him say these things – ”

“He’s insane, that whore has turned him against us!” Mrs. Templeton shrieked.

“DON’T YOU FUCKING CALL HER THAT!” Connor roared.

“Mr. Templeton, you must get back in bed – ” Dr. Sarpara pleaded.

“JOHNNY – ”

Before he could give the order, though, I was by his side.

“Connor,” I said softly as I pressed myself against him.

He looked down at me, his face twisted in rage at his parents.

“Don’t,” I whispered, and put my hand up to his face.

At my touch, he softened.

“Please…” I whispered. “Please don’t.”

All the anger drained out of him as he stared into my eyes.

“Go back to bed,” I pleaded with him. “Please… go back to bed.”

He looked up at his parents, his eyes flashing – and then he looked back down at me and nodded.

“…for you,” he said grimly. Then he turned to Johnny. “…get them… out of here.”

He shut the door on the circus outside, and let me help him hobble to the bed.

Outside, the voices continued to shout, but it sounded like someone was corralling them down the hall – and then they faded away.
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Two things struck me immediately.

The first one was he was wearing a loosely tied hospital gown, so his naked backside was on full display.

I was about to make a joke about how much I liked seeing his ass when the second thing made me gasp.

I saw the bruising on his side, black and dark red and vicious. It was like something out of a horror movie.

He looked back and saw me staring, tears forming in my eyes.

“Oh… is it that bad…?” he asked with amused interest.

I closed my mouth, gulped, and forced myself to shake my head. “No.”

“Liar,” he grinned, and hobbled over to the bed. “…and don’t make any jokes… about the hospital gown…”

To cheer him up, I let my right hand drift down and cup his bare ass cheek as I helped him to the bed. “No complaints from me.”

“Ooooh,” he chuckled. “Do that again.”

“Maybe once you lie down,” I said, and helped him settle back gingerly in the bed.

As I did, I noticed with a degree of shock that the front of his cloth robe was slowly rising up like a tent.

“Are you getting a hard-on?!” I whispered, my face blushing furiously.

“…hey… a beautiful woman just grabbed my ass,” he grinned, then winced as he settled back into the bed.

“Oh my God,” I muttered, and hurriedly arranged the bed sheet over his lap. When the tent kept rising despite the extra weight, I reached underneath, grabbed it, and repositioned it flat against his belly.

“…you’re not exactly defusing the situation,” he teased.

“Shush,” I ordered him as I placed the sheet back over his lap, which seemed to adequately camouflage things.

“…do that again…”

“No,” I whispered, my face fire-engine red. “You behave.”

“…say it… like Austin Powers…”

“Shut up,” I hissed as the door opened and Dr. Sarpara and Mr. Burke came in the room.

“Mr. and Mrs. Templeton are gone,” Mr. Burke said, in a tone of voice that suggested Connor was a terrible, terrible person for putting him in that position.

“Did you throw out… my brother, too?” Connor scowled.

“Yes.”

“Good,” he replied, and finally laid back his head and relaxed.

“Your personal assistant, or whatever he is – the tall one – ”

“Vice President of Operations.” 

“Sebastian’s the ‘Vice President of Operations’?” I asked, stunned.

Connor smiled and rolled his eyes. “…he insisted on a better title than assistant.”

“We had to remove him as well,” Mr. Burke said in a prim, don’t mess with me and eat your vegetables kind of voice.

“He’s going to loooove you for that,” Connor said sarcastically. “Be sure to watch your back.”

Mr. Burke brought himself up as tall as he could. “Was that a threat?”

Connor flopped his head over and looked at him like, Dude. PLEASE. “No, it was a joke.” Then he turned and looked at me and whispered, “Kind of.”

“The bodyguard can stay outside in the hall, but she has to go,” Mr. Burke said as he pointed at me.

I nodded meekly. “Okay – ”

“NO.”

Connor was back to looking like he had when he was yelling at his mother – except this time it was directed at the pretentious bald administrator.

“California law dictates – ”

“FUCK California law.”

“Mr. Templeton – ”

Connor raised himself to a seated position and stared darkly at Mr. Burke, who stopped speaking and actually took a step backwards. Even sitting in a hospital bed, buck naked under a flimsy gown, he was pretty damn imposing. Especially when he looked like that.

“Connor, lie back down,” I pleaded with him, to no avail.

“If you try to remove her from this room, I’m going to make two phone calls tomorrow morning,” Connor said in a dangerous voice. “The first phone call is going to be to whatever company owns this hospital, and I’m going to buy it from them. Since you were kissing my mother’s ass so thoroughly out there, I’m pretty sure you know who I am, which means you know that I can do it. Easily. The second phone call is going to be to you, whereupon I will fire your sorry ass.”

“But California state law – ” Burke whimpered.

“Maybe you didn’t hear me: FUCK CALIFORNIA STATE LAW.”

Burke just stood there in abject terror, unsure of what to do.

Dr. Sarpara came in like Solomon and gave the perfect compromise. “Perhaps we could just move Mr. Templeton out of the trauma center and into a regular room – immediately – in which case anyone can visit with him.”

Burke was such an asshole that he wasn’t even grateful for the save. “Get him into a room upstairs STAT,” he barked at Sarpara. Then he looked at Connor fearfully before he slipped out of the room.

Douchebag.

Dr. Sarpara looked grumpily back at Connor. “Don’t get out of bed again.”

Connor settled back against his pillow and winced. “If you let her stay, I won’t get out of bed.”

The doctor sighed. “She can stay. Don’t get out of bed.”

Then he left the room and closed the door behind him.

“You really have a way with people,” I said.

“I also have a way of getting what I want,” he grinned. “Give me your hand.”

“Why?”

“I want to hold it.”

I smiled. I reached out and folded my tiny hand into his larger one as he lay there in the bed, clearly exhausted from his outbursts.

After a second of lying there, he grinned mischievously, though he kept his eyes closed.

“You know, you could hold something else, if you wanted to.”

“Oh – YOU,” I snapped, and smacked him lightly on the arm.
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They moved him shortly thereafter. A couple of orderlies came and clicked up all the kickstops on the bed, then wheeled him out into the hall and into the elevator. We picked up Johnny on the way, and he accompanied us to the 8th floor where they put Connor in some kind of fancy-shmancy VIP room. At least, it looked almost twice as large as the other rooms we passed on the way, and had a beautiful view of Los Angeles’s nighttime lights.

Whatever painkillers they’d given Connor wore off, and he began gritting his teeth and perspiring – though he didn’t complain. Johnny rang the nurse, and they gave him an extra dose of morphine in his IV. Soon after that he drifted off.

I checked my cell phone and found I could only get one bar of reception.

“I need to go call my roommate,” I told Johnny. “Can you hold the fort?”

“Yeah. I don’t think Lenora and company will try again tonight. Hey, call Sebastian while you’re down there and tell him what room, will you?”

“Sure,” I agreed, and made my way out into the hall.

Down near the elevators was a lounge made of glass. The room was deserted and the lights were off, which made the grid of streetlights and buildings that much prettier, so I just left everything dark as I walked inside.

My phone got three bars right by the window. I knew I should call Sebastian, but I felt guiltier about Anh, so I dialed her first.

She was freaking out as soon as she picked up.

“Oh my GOD, Lily, have you been listening to the news?!”

My stomach clenched. I was expecting some horrible new development, like maybe a bomb had gone off at the Dubai.

“No, what?”

“Oh… uh… I don’t know how to tell you this… but…”

“Just tell me!”

“Connor got shot.”

I stared out into the darkness, my mind blank for the first several seconds. I kind of wondered if she was pranking me.

But she wasn’t. She was on the verge of tears. “He was at a fundraiser at that fancy hotel, and somebody shot him – ”

“Anh,” I said matter-of-factly. “I know.”

“You… you know?! How?!”

“I was there.”

“WHAT?!”

I realized I had never called her after I left work. As far as she knew, I had just met Sebastian briefly back at the apartment, not gotten a full Cinderella makeover. I explained everything as quickly as I could.

“HOW COULD YOU NOT TELL ME?!” she yelled into the phone.

“I’m sorry,” I winced. “I was just… it was crazy, I was so worried he was going to cold-shoulder me – I’m sorry, I should have called.”

“Yeah, you SHOULD have!”

“I’m sorry.”

“Fine,” she said grumpily, then switched back to worried. “Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. He was wearing a bulletproof vest, he just cracked some ribs.”

“Are YOU okay?”

“I’m fine, Johnny shot the guy before he could get to me.”

“OH MY GOD, LILY!”

Yeah, I guess when I phrased it like that, it was kind of dramatic.

“I’m fine, I promise,” I said.

We talked a bit more. I told her that I was going to spend the night at the hospital and not to worry about me. After a bit more grumping about my not calling her about the ball – and then teasing me about how well Sebastian’s plan had gone – Anh made me promise to say ‘hi’ and ‘get well’ to Connor.

As soon as I hung up with Anh, I called Sebastian. I got his voicemail – apparently he was someplace where reception sucked, too – and left a message. To be doubly sure, I texted him the room number and told him to come on up.

I put my cell back in my clutch and was about to turn around when I sensed that I wasn’t alone in the dark room anymore.
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I didn’t have to turn around, though, to tell who it was. I could see his towering height and imposing outline reflected in the glass, his body silhouetted against the white glow of the hallway.

“How is he?” Mr. Templeton asked in a weary voice.

I looked over my shoulder at him. Truthfully, I was a little scared.

Make that a lot scared.

“He’s doing fine,” I said in a quiet voice, trying to mask my nervousness.

“Is he in much pain?”

How can he even ASK that? I wondered – and then realized that the only image he had of his son was of him yelling at Mrs. Templeton from the hospital doorway.

I wasn’t sure I should tell him – I was pretty sure Connor would be angry with me – but hell, he was a father asking about his son.

“He’s in a lot of pain, but they’ve got him on pain killers. He’s sleeping right now.”

“Good,” Mr. Templeton said, and he sounded like he meant it. Like he was relieved.

He slowly walked over to the glass and stood by me, though he never looked at me once. He just gazed out at the city lights.

I was getting pretty freaked out by all the silence and close proximity, and was about to excuse myself when he began to speak.

“When he came and got me in Mexico… I never told him this, I never could… has he ever talked to you about his and my relationship?”

“He has,” I said softly.

He nodded gravely, like he was expecting that answer. “It’s been strained for years. Many years. It’s both our fault, yes… but in a moment like tonight, I can’t help but feeling… I should have been the bigger man. I should have stopped this stupid, pointless bickering long ago…”

He lapsed into silence. For a second I thought he might be embarrassed at having said too much, but then he continued.

“When he came and got me in Mexico, I couldn’t show him… because of our history… but I wanted to hug him. I wanted to thank him, because I knew… I knew he’d done something Vincent would have never done. I knew he had risked his life to save mine. But, being a foolish and cantankerous old man, I didn’t tell him that. I was, I suppose, something of an ass about the whole thing.

“But I swore that one day, I would make it up to him… that when he needed it most, I would be there for him. I would find some way to show him how much it meant to me, that he had risked so much for me.

“And yet, tonight, I am… terrified… that I might have actually brought the devil himself into my house, and let her…”

He stopped mid-sentence and stared out the window. 

At first I thought the lights were playing tricks and reflecting off his cheek. Then I realized that Augustus Templeton was crying. Not much – a tear, maybe two – but still, he was crying silently.

“You have to believe me,” he whispered. “You have to make sure he knows that I never would have done anything like this. His mother, his brother – none of us knew what lengths she might go to…”

What lengths she might go to.

It felt like the Grim Reaper himself was sliding one icy finger from my neck all the way down my back.

Mr. Templeton put his hands to his face and bowed his head in weary despair. He stood like that for a long moment, and then he rubbed his face and pulled away his hands. When they were gone, the tear tracks were, too, wiped away as though they had never existed.

He turned to face me, and while his voice was kinder, the icy reserve and the aristocratic bearing were back. The momentary weakness – the brief glimpse of humanity – was gone.

“Please, tell my son… I’m sorry this happened to him. Tell him none of us had anything to do with it. And tell him…”

The corner of his mouth turned up just the slightest in a bit of bittersweet nostalgia.

“…tell him I remember what he did for me in Mexico. And tell him that I will be thinking of him… and that I wish him well.”

 I stared up into his eyes – half in wonder, half in fright – and nodded mutely.

Mr. Templeton bowed his head the tiniest bit to acknowledge my response, and then he walked out of the darkened room and disappeared around the corner.

I stood there alone, not quite sure if it had all been a dream… but then I collected myself, and returned to Connor’s room.
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When I got back to the room, Connor was still asleep. But Sebastian was there – and so were the police: two detectives with bushy mustaches and rumpled suits.

They’d already spoken to Johnny while I was gone. They took me out of the room to get my statement, but there wasn’t much to tell. They made me repeat the story about the shooting several times and asked a lot of questions, but that was all.

“I just spoke to Connor’s father in the lounge,” I told them, and recounted the strange conversation – especially the part about ‘what lengths she might go to.’

One of the detectives took everything down in a notebook.

“Are you going to arrest her?” I asked.

“If we get anything linking her to the crime,” one of the men said. “But until then, everything’s just hearsay.”

“But you’re going to focus on her, right?”

“We’re looking at everyone, Ms. Ross.”

“What about the guy who shot Connor?”

“What about him?”

“Who was he?”

The detectives looked embarrassed. “We don’t know yet.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“He didn’t have any I.D. on him, and the serial number on the gun was filed off. We’re running fingerprints, but there’s nothing so far.”

I remembered what Sebastian had said: If Miranda IS behind it, we’ll never find one shred of evidence implicating her.

The detectives gave me their cards, thanked me, and left, with the promise that they would be back to talk to Connor tomorrow.
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Once I got back to the room, we had a little argument about who was going to stay the night. There was no question that Johnny was in for the long haul, but both he and Sebastian kept telling me I ought to go home and get some sleep.

“Like hell I am,” I shot back, then told Sebastian, “You go get some sleep.”

Finally they gave up, but decided that if we were going to stay, we needed some food. The problem was, it was after midnight and the cafeteria had closed at 10 PM. Raiding the vending machines wasn’t going to cut it, so Sebastian searched Google on his phone until he found a nearby deli that was open 24 hours. They didn’t do delivery, but when Sebastian promised them a two hundred dollar delivery fee, they somehow magically found a busboy who didn’t mind driving over.

Sebastian told him to go to the main entrance so as not to piss off the ER attendants or the ambulance drivers. I volunteered to go down and get the food. I needed a little walk to stretch my legs, and besides, Connor was still out like a light.

Sebastian handed over $250, and I walked down the hall and rode the elevator to the ground level. Rather than try to thread my way through the hospital’s labyrinth of hallways, I decided just to walk the perimeter until I came to the main entrance.

In retrospect, maybe not the best idea.

The night air was cool as I exited the ER. The entire world was still and quiet, with only the occasional car driving down the street outside the hospital. I walked along, enjoying the relative silence and giving thanks that the day’s events hadn’t been worse.

Then they got worse.

“I was wondering when I might catch you alone,” said a low, throaty, Lauren Bacall voice.

I almost messed my underwear right there on the street.

I looked over my shoulder and saw her in a little courtyard by the walls of the hospital. Her blonde hair caught the dim glow of a nearby streetlamp, but the rest of her was in silhouette. She was smoking a cigarette – something I’d never even considered she might do, though it helped explain the sexy, dangerous voice. The orange tip glowed as she inhaled, then dimmed as she pulled it away to breathe out.

My heart was thudding in my chest. I was acutely aware of how vulnerable I was out here in the darkness with no one around. 

No one, that is, except for the woman who might have arranged the assassination attempt on Connor’s life.

I thought about running, but I was wearing heels – not the best for sprinting. Plus, if she wanted me dead, she probably had a sniper somewhere. It would be over before I got ten feet.

But maybe I could call for backup.

I still had my back to her, so I reached in my clutch, which I’d brought to hold my phone and the money. I found the phone by touch, glanced down, and hit the ‘Send/Call’ button on the screen, which meant it would call whomever I had talked to last… which was Sebastian, when I told him about the room number. At first I prayed he would hear what was going on and send Johnny rushing down to kick her ass – but then I remembered he might not get good enough reception up there to get the call. So it might just go to voicemail.

Shit.

Then I realized, maybe I could get her on tape saying something incriminating.

That settled it. My heart was slowing down, and I realized she probably wasn’t going to do anything to me. She wasn’t stupid enough to show up in person for that.

Plus, I wanted to nail the bitch for what she did to Connor more than I was afraid of what she might do to me.

Make it count, I told myself as I gave the phone a few more seconds to go to voicemail.

“Why would you possibly want to catch me alone?” I asked, trying to sound braver than I felt. “Can’t take any incriminating pictures of that.”

“Well, I could, but I’d need you to undress.”

“No thanks.”

She shrugged and said flippantly, “It didn’t work last time with someone far more interesting in the picture with you, doing something far more salacious… so I doubt it would work this time, either.”

“So you’ve moved onto other things,” I sneered. Or tried to sneer. I don’t think the quaver in my voice helped, though.

She walked slowly out of the shadows as she took another puff. Her heels tapped on the concrete click, click, click as she entered the light, and I saw she was wearing the same glittering gown as back in the Dubai. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’ll figure it out,” I said, and gave her a smile that was sugar-coated arsenic. “What do you want, Miranda?”

“A little bird tells me that you’re spreading lies about me.”

“What, that you’re a nice person?”

She smiled condescendingly. “No. That I have something to do with this evening’s tragic events.”

“See? You figured it out. I knew you would.”

“Hm,” she murmured, acknowledging my sarcasm but not replying to it. “I would never, ever hurt Connor. You should know that.”

“Actually, everything I’ve ever seen leads me to believe you would absolutely hurt Connor.”

“With stock shares and sex scandals, yes. With bullets and assassins, no.”

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

“You should believe me.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s in your best interest to do so.”

Ice water trickled through my veins and chilled me to my core. 

But I remembered that I was getting this on Sebastian’s voicemail.

“How so?” I asked.

“You should do your best to stay in my good graces.”

“Or what, Miranda? You’ll hire somebody to shoot me, too?”

For a second, I thought I might have provoked her enough to say something – or maybe do something (which scared the hell out of me). There was a brief flare-up of the hatred I had seen in her eyes at the Dubai – but then it passed, and was replaced with cool disdain.

“For the record… in case those detectives you were talking to earlier put some kind of a wire on you… I would never, ever harm Connor, or pay anyone else to do anything of the sort.”

My stomach turned. “How did you know I was talking to two detectives?”

“I told you. A little bird,” she said, and took a puff on her cigarette.

At the beginning of the conversation I had assumed Miranda had heard about what I had said to Mrs. Templeton: You brought her into this hospital?!
She hired the man who tried to kill your son!

But now I realized what she really meant, and I was far more frightened by that. 

If she had sources in the police department… what couldn’t she get away with?

“Did a little bird tell you I came out for a walk, too?” I asked.

“Maybe. Or maybe I was just waiting, having a smoke.”

“Because billionaire hedge fund investors always hang around outside hospitals at one o’clock in the morning, right?”

“Multi-millionaire hedge fund investor. Connor’s media blitzkrieg cost me dearly.”

“Is that why you had him shot?”

I could hear the smirk in her voice. “You’re growing tiresome.”

“You’re already there. Besides, I wouldn’t say Connor did you in. I’d say it was because your assholery backfired on you.”

“Is that even a word? ‘Assholery’?”

“It fits you perfectly, but if you want something more highbrow, how about the expression ‘hoist on your own petard’?”

“Much better. I always enjoy hearing Hamlet from the mouths of gutter trash.”

“But this little piece of gutter trash beat you, didn’t she?” I whispered. “Is that why you’re here? Because you can’t stand being beaten, especially by someone so… ‘inferior’?”

She smiled, in perfect control of herself. “I’m here because I wanted to tell you something.”

“…which is?”

“Stop telling lies about me.”

“I haven’t told a lie yet, Miranda.”

“You have, and you should stop.”

“Or what?”

She didn’t answer with words; instead, she dropped the cigarette on the sidewalk and stepped on the glowing ember with the heel of her shoe… then slowly ground it out.

The message was crystal clear: I was the cigarette. Or would be.

“Take care, Lily,” she said with a faint smile.

The way she said it, you could interpret it as a cold ‘goodbye’… or as ‘watch your back.’

I knew which way she meant it.

She turned and walked away, her heels going click, click, click.

As though on cue, a Rolls Royce glided up to the curb, silent as a cat. She got in the back and closed the door without another look at me. The car sped away and left me standing on the sidewalk, my heart hammering in my chest.

I reached in my clutch and found the phone was still going. I hung up the call and was just about to run inside the hospital when a beat-up Honda Civic roared around the corner. A young guy in a backwards baseball cap rolled down the window with a hand crank. 

“Hey, you the chick who ordered the deli?”

As soon as I paid him and got the food, I went inside the hospital’s main entrance. It took me an extra ten minutes to wind through the hospital corridors and find my way back to Connor’s room… but it was worth it. 
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“Jesus,” Sebastian muttered.

The three of us – me, Sebastian, and Johnny – were all standing in the hallway outside Connor’s room. Sebastian had just finished playing the voicemail back on his phone. Johnny refused to leave Connor, so we’d had to move from spot to spot like we were using a divining wand until we finally enough reception to play back the message. It was muffled and staticky in places, but most of the conversation came through.

Johnny frowned at me after it was over. “Why did you go outside?”

“You know I went to go get the food!”

“You could have walked through the hospital.”

“I would have if I thought that psychotic bitch was going to be waiting for me.”

“Yeah, well… don’t go outside unprotected again.”

“You were going to send me home,” I pointed out. “She could have just as easily gotten me when I walked out to catch the cab, or when I got to my apartment. Besides, she didn’t do anything – and she’s not going to do anything, not when there’s this much heat on her from the – ”

“Alright, alright,” Johnny gave in. “Just… be careful.”

“Believe me, I will. But what do we do now?”

“About what?”

“About the recording!”

“She didn’t say anything the police would care about,” Sebastian pointed out.

“She clearly threatened me!”

“Unfortunately, no.”

“She ground out the cigarette, which she obviously meant to be me!”

“But you can’t tell that on the recording. All she says is ‘take care.’”

“Yeah, the way a guy in The Godfather would!”

Johnny sighed. “I know everything you’re saying is right, Lily, but the fact is, she never said anything that incriminated her.”

“And I’m not even sure the recording would be admissible in court,” Sebastian added. “In fact, you might even get in trouble if we brought it to the police.”

“Why?!”

“Wiretapping laws. If you record a conversation in California, all parties have to have knowledge and agree to it. If you do it secretly, you could get jail time.”

“You have got to be kidding me. She can do whatever the fuck she wants – ”

“No one said it was fair,” Johnny interrupted. “You just have to remember that she never fights fair – and unfortunately, in this case, the law would be on her side. Not to mention she never said anything that would incriminate her.”

“Damn it,” I sulked, even though I knew he was right. ‘Technically’ right, anyway. “We’re going to let Connor hear it though, right?”

“He’s asleep.”

“Well, not now, but when he wakes up – ”

“Maybe in a few days,” Johnny cautioned. “I don’t want to upset him. Not now.”

“Okay,” I agreed. That was entirely reasonable. Then I turned to Sebastian. “But you’ll save the voicemail, right?”

“Of course,” Sebastian nodded. “And I’ll have legal go over it. If they think we can use it against her, believe me, we will. As long as you don’t have to go to prison and be all Orange Is The New Black.”

“I love that show!”

“So do I… but watching it. I don’t want you living it.”

“Okay, okay,” I muttered.

“Now that that’s settled, where’s my pastrami on rye?” Johnny asked as he reached for the paper sack I’d gotten from the delivery guy.
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There were already two lounge chairs in the hospital room that folded out into makeshift beds. Orderlies dragged in a third, and Sebastian, Johnny and I all said goodnight and turned out the lights. 

I curled up with a blanket and slept fitfully, waking every time the nurse came in to check on Connor – who never once woke up. Apparently the painkillers they were giving him were really something.

After 6AM, I couldn’t fall asleep again. The hospital was already alive with increased foot traffic and chatter out in the corridor. 

Connor was still unconscious. Johnny was already sitting up in his re-transformed lounge chair, ever the dutiful sentry. Sebastian was nowhere to be seen.

“He’s out in the lounge, making calls,” Johnny said when he saw me looking around.

“Oh,” I mumbled, and wiped my bleary eyes.

“The cafeteria’s open. You going down to eat soon?” 

“I guess. You want anything?”

“If you don’t mind, some bacon and eggs would be great,” he said as he handed me a couple of twenties. “And maybe ask Sebastian, see if he wants anything.”

“You got it.”

Before I left, I went in the bathroom and checked out my appearance.

Oh my God, I really need to get home, shower, and change…

I stopped by the 8th floor lounge. In the bright morning light, it looked nothing like the spooky room where Mr. Templeton had made his midnight confession. Sebastian was pacing back and forth, talking relentlessly into the phone. He was still wearing his tux, too, and it was rumpled and now bowtie-less, but he didn’t look nearly as out of place as I did.

When he saw me, he said “Hold on,” and put his hand to the phone. “Is Connor okay?”

“Yeah… he’s not awake yet, so I’m going down to the cafeteria. You want anything?”

“Yes, that would be wonderful – a scone if they have it, a bran muffin if they don’t, with raisins if possible, and a venti vanilla iced soy milk with whipped cream.”

My half-awake brain couldn’t handle that. “W– what?”

He huffed in exasperation. “A venti vanilla iced soy – never mind, I’ll write it down.”

“This is a hospital, not a Starbucks.”

“You’d be surprised.” He wrote down his order on the back of a business card. “Do you have money?”

“Yeah, Johnny gave me some.”

“Good. Thanks.”

“No problem.”

I took the card and turned to go.

“Oh, and Lily?”

I looked back to see what other incredibly complex item he wanted to add to his order. “What?”

“Try not to run into Miranda or any more Templetons on the way there.”

I flipped him the bird and walked out of the lounge.
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I checked the lounge on the way back, but Sebastian wasn’t there. When I got back to the room, I saw why: Connor was awake.

“Oh my God, are you okay?” I asked as soon as I walked in and saw him sitting up.

“Did you not go home?” he asked, confused.

“No, I stayed here.”

“Wow… you must really like me, huh?”

“Eh, you’re alright.”

“It’s the hospital robe, right? Couldn’t get enough of my groping my bare ass.”

“You groped his ass?” Sebastian asked, and both his and Johnny’s eyebrows raised. “Last night?”

I just blushed furiously.

“Yeah, you don’t get none ‘o that,” Connor said to Sebastian.

“Oh please,” he said, rolling his eyes, “I’ve seen far better asses.”

“No you haven’t,” I said, shaking my head.

“I’m fairly sure I have.”

“No. Trust me. You haven’t.”

“Quit telling him that,” Connor said. “Now he’s going to try to get a piece ‘o that.”

“Instead of the rampant homophobia, how about thanking me for staying the night, too?” Sebastian said petulantly.

“You stayed the night?”

“YES.”

“Man, you are all dumber than I thought.”

Sebastian crossed his arms and scowled.

Connor relented and tilted his head to the side. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“Not enough,” Sebastian harrumphed.

“And you, too,” Connor said to Johnny. “Thanks.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I know you’re not as sensitive as Sebastian, but I figured I better cover all my bases.”

“Well… I’m just trying to make up for letting you get shot,” Johnny said somberly.

“Yeah, about that – ”

“Connor,” I warned him.

Connor shook his head. “You people can not take a joke, do you know that?”

“Oh, and you can,” Sebastian said sarcastically.

“Yeah. It’s getting shot. Puts everything into perspective. You should try it sometime.”

“I think I’ll pass.”

“You sure are in a good mood,” I marveled.

“If you were on his drugs, you’d be in a good mood, too,” Sebastian scoffed.

“Maybe that’s it…” Connor said, as though a secret had just been revealed to him.

“I’ll go get the doctor,” Sebastian said. “Or a nurse, or something.”

Connor leaned over to me and said in a loud stage whisper, “Once he’s out of the room, you can grope my ass all you want.”

“Oh God,” I sighed and closed my eyes. “You’re really feeling a lot better, aren’t you.”

“Damn straight. Now, what did you bring me to eat?” he asked, eyeing the styrofoam container and plastic bag I had brought back from the cafeteria.
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After we shared our breakfasts with Connor, Dr. Sarpara came in. He wasn’t pleased to see the three of us, and he was dubious as to whether the patient had actually stayed in bed all night, but he gave a good report on Connor’s progress.

“Now that you know I’m not going to die, you can go home and get some rest,” Connor advised me once the doctor was gone.

“No. I’m staying with you.”

“Well, at least a shower, then.”

“…that might be a good idea,” I conceded.

“You look like we had wild sex last night.”

“Okay, now I’m definitely going home.”

“Hey, I don’t mind – I like people knowing we had wild sex last night.”

I had to cover his mouth with my hand to get him to shut the hell up. 

After he eventually promised to behave, I took my hand away. We chatted for a little while, then I kissed him goodbye and took off.

Once I got home, Anh demanded a complete debriefing. I took a shower first (which was heavenly), then gave her the rundown of what had happened in the last 16 hours.

“Are you okay?” she asked, wide-eyed, after I had finished my tale.

“I’m fine, but…”

“But what?”

“I’d like to stay with him as much as I can, but… we’ve got the new client interviews starting Tuesday, and we need to prep,” I said worriedly.

“I can handle it,” Anh said.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m a partner in the firm. I can handle it.”

“Okay,” I laughed, which gradually transformed into a yawn.

“Maybe you should take a nap before you go back.”

“It did kind of suck, with the nurses coming in and out all night,” I conceded.

“So grab a nap.”

“But – ”

“Lily.”

“Yes, Mom.”

As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out.

I slept a good three hours, woke up at noon, and hustled out the door with minimal makeup.

When I got back, Sebastian was in casual clothes and Johnny was wearing a new suit without a tie. Turns out that Sebastian copied me: he went back to the Dubai, showered, and changed. He brought back new clothes for Johnny, who just changed in the hospital room’s bathroom and was back out within 60 seconds.

“You can take a shower in there, you know,” Connor told him.

“Not necessary.”

“I don’t think anybody’s going to rush in and kill me during the three minutes you’re washing your hair.”

“Let’s not find out.”

“You’re going to be able to knock them out with your smell, you know that, right?”

“Good,” Johnny said, and stayed exactly where he was.



21


The cops came by shortly thereafter to question Connor. I watched them suspiciously the entire time, wondering which one might be getting paid off by Miranda. 

Connor knew about as much as I did – which is to say, not much more than he’d been shot. He repeated the story several times, but nothing interesting surfaced until one of the cops asked, “Did you recognize the shooter?”

“No. Do you have any information on him?”

The cops looked at each other. “Not yet.”

“‘Not yet’? It’s not like he got away – you’ve got his goddamn corpse.”

“His prints aren’t in the FBI database, the federal prison system, or any of the state prison systems.”

“Of course not, somebody either hacked the system and wiped his record, or he’s from out of the country,” Connor snapped. “Have you tried Interpol yet?”

The cops looked at each other again. “Uh… that’s our next step. All that about somebody hacking the system or him being a foreigner – why did you say that?”

“Because the person behind this isn’t going to take any chances that he might get traced back to her. She probably used six or seven intermediaries just to hire and pay him.”

My heart skipped a beat. I wondered if I should mention my little run-in with Miranda last night – but Johnny gave me a look that convinced me not to.

“‘She’?” the cop asked. “You think a woman hired him to kill you?”

“Yes. My ex-fiancée, Miranda Lockwood.”

“What, as a crime of passion?”

“No, as a crime of business.”

The cops looked at each other. “Do you have any proof of that?”

Connor launched into a diatribe about the blackmail attempt from two months ago. He also talked about their previous relationship, although I didn’t hear anything he hadn’t already told me.

After five minutes, the cops finally interrupted. “But do you have any proof of her involvement in your shooting?”

Connor glared at them. He could see where this was going.

“Not yet,” he said in a sarcastic voice.

“‘Not yet’? What do you mean, ‘not – ’”

And then they realized he was just mimicking what they’d told him earlier.

One of the detectives grimaced. “Do you believe you’re going to get some kind of proof?”

“I’ll let you know when I do. If you don’t mind, I’m kind of tired.”

“Mr. Templeton, we still need you to – ”

Connor yawned theatrically, laid his head on his pillow, and closed his eyes.

When he didn’t answer any more of their questions, the two detectives started getting pissed.

“Come back tomorrow, I need to rest,” he said, his eyes still closed. “Johnny, will you show them out?”

Johnny was as polite but firm as he showed them the door.
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As soon as the cops were gone, though, Connor’s eyes snapped open. “Where are we on the shooter?” he asked Sebastian.

“We already hit up our sources at Interpol,” Sebastian said. “They have no record of him, so we’re checking the EU criminal system and military databases.”

I stared at them. “You’ve been doing your own investigation?!”

“Of course, we’re not going to rely solely on the LAPD,” Sebastian scoffed.

Knowing what Miranda had said about her ‘little birds,’ that was probably a smart decision.

But I still didn’t understand exactly what was going on. “Who’s helping you?”

“A team of investigators we’ve used before. I called them last night and they got on it immediately,” Sebastian explained.

“They’re better than the cops?”

“They’re among the best in the world,” Sebastian said. “Former FBI, former Interpol, former military investigators – ”

“Plus, they don’t need warrants,” Johnny added.

“And they have a little more incentive than the cops,” Connor said. “Two million dollars if they can prove Miranda was behind it.”

My eyes bugged open wide. “Two million dollars?!”

“That’s just the bonus. They still get paid even if they can’t nail her down… which is probably going to be almost impossible to do, if I know her.”

Again, Sebastian’s words from last night haunted me: If Miranda IS behind it, we’ll never find one shred of evidence implicating her.

Sebastian went back to briefing Connor. “I’ve got forensic accountants searching for any shell corporations we can tie to Miranda, but we won’t be able to do much until we can positively ID the shooter.”

“He’s probably a ghost, hired specifically because he’s not on anybody’s records,” Connor fumed. “But keep trying. What about the inside man?”

“How do you know there was an inside man?” I asked.

“Because there’s no way in hell the shooter just stumbled across us in the hallway,” Connor said. “Either he hacked into the hotel’s security cameras, or – more likely – somebody tipped him off.”

“But he was already walking down the hallway,” I protested. “He couldn’t have known when we were going to be in the hallway unless he knew we were in the elevator.”

“So how did he know we were in the elevator?” Connor tested me.

“He couldn’t have. Not even Johnny knew we were coming out, and you said there were no cameras because…”

I hesitated and glanced at Johnny and Sebastian, who both kept a neutral expression.

“…um, because people like to have sex in there,” I mumbled. “And nobody knew we stopped the elevator – to talk,” I emphasized, for the benefit of Johnny and Sebastian. “Nobody except the… oh my God…” 

My hand flew to my mouth.

Connor nodded. “The guy who spoke over the intercom.”

I remembered the voice clear as day:

Is everything alright, sir?… Understood. Call if you need maintenance.

“He’s part of it?!” I asked, astounded.

“I don’t know. Is he?” Connor asked Sebastian.

“Well, if he isn’t, he’s incredibly unlucky. Chad Harris, security systems supervisor last night, got off work at 2AM – two hours later than usual because of the shooting. I sent someone over to his apartment early this morning to talk to him, and they found him with a bullet through his head.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered.

This isn’t happening.

Although apparently it was.

“Did they get all his information?” Connor asked Sebastian.

“Everything. Computer, bank registers, bills, every scrap of paper in the apartment. Whoever killed him took it all.”

“Damn it,” Connor muttered. “Cell phone?”

“Gone. We bought his phone records off one of those websites, and the team is combing through them, but if he used a cell to contact the shooter – ”

“It was probably a cheap, prepaid disposable,” Connor said glumly.

“Exactly. And he could have ditched that anywhere between the Dubai and his apartment.”

Connor’s grim visage suddenly brightened “The shooter must have had one, though – and he
couldn’t have gotten rid of his.”

“We’re trying to find out, but LAPD won’t tell us what they logged into evidence.”

“I’ll bet Miranda knows,” Connor smirked.

My eyes bugged out.

Crap – Miranda has sources in the police department – 

But how does Connor know that?

I looked at Sebastian and Johnny. “Do you tell him about – ”

Sebastian cut me off. “Obviously she knows they had cell phones if she hired them,” he said with a subtly raised eyebrow.

But Connor was smarter than that. “Tell me about what?” he asked as he glanced around at us.

Neither Johnny nor Sebastian looked very happy with me.

“Tell me about what?” Connor repeated.

I winced at Johnny and Sebastian. “Sorry…”

With their grudging permission, I started off with what Mr. Templeton had said in the lounge. I stressed the part where neither he nor Vincent nor Connor’s mother had known anything about the plot – and I tried to repeat his final words as closely as I could remember them.

Connor sat there listening with an expression halfway between thoughtful and cynical. “I’d like to believe that,” he said simply.

Then I told him about Miranda, and we played Sebastian’s voicemail for him. 

The more Connor heard, the angrier he got.

“Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” he demanded.

“Hellooooo, stoned out of your mind,” Sebastian said.

“Not for the last three hours, I wasn’t! And you told me everything else – ”

“We didn’t want you to get upset,” I said, trying to soothe him.

“Like you’re getting now,” Sebastian pointed out.

“I’m not upset,” Connor snapped.

“Riiiiight,” Sebastian muttered.

“But this means she’s got people on the inside of the LAPD!”

“Which is another reason why we have our own team,” Sebastian reminded him.

“You should have told me! She could have done something to Lily – ”

“Nothing happened,” I protested.

“But it could have.”

“But it didn’t,” I whispered, and rubbed his hand. “Why are you so freaked out?”

He looked at me, and suddenly his anger turned to helplessness. “I just… I feel like I failed… I couldn’t protect you…”

“From Miranda? Nothing happened.”

“No… in the hallway. When I…”

He trailed off into miserable silence.

I stared at him. “Connor, you saved my life.”

“But you could have been killed – ”

“You stepped between me and the gun!” I said, my voice rising. “You literally took a bullet for me – two of them!”

“I don’t think you can say I took a bullet for you when they were obviously meant for me,” he joked.

“It’s not funny!” I said, my voice cracking. “You saved my life! Stop acting like you didn’t do enough, because I sure as hell couldn’t save you!”

Then I broke down into tears.

His eyes grew wide in surprise. Then he leaned over, sat me down next to him on the bed, cradled my head against his shoulder, and caressed my hair. 

“Shh,” he whispered into my ear. “Shh…”

“Stop acting like you didn’t do enough,” I said, wiping away my tears. “You saved my life.”

“And you saved mine,” he whispered. “Thank you.”

I just nestled against him closer and let him hold me.

“Did you hold anything else back from me?” he asked Sebastian.

“No.”

“Sebastian – ”

“NO.”

“Johnny?”

Johnny shook his head. “That was the last of what we know.”

Connor was silent for a moment, though he continued to stroke my hair.

“Double the reward,” he said darkly. “She’s never touching Lily again.”

“Connor – ” I protested, but he put his finger against my lips to quiet me.

“She’s never touching you again,” he whispered as he pulled me closer.
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Despite the darkness surrounding that one conversation, the next two days passed pleasantly – almost like I was on one long, continuous, low-key date. Yes, we were in a hospital. Yes, Connor was confined to a bed. Yes, there was always a bodyguard ten feet away, and no, there wasn’t much more than a stolen kiss here and there. Connor was in too much pain for more than that, and Johnny was too paranoid to let him out of his sight.

But what we did have were hours upon hours together, trying to fill the time. We played a lot of cards – a lot of cards. Gin Rummy and Go Fish, mostly. After half a game, I forbade him to play Spit. Even though he was in a hospital bed with cracked ribs, he was so ultra-competitive that he wouldn’t stop slapping cards down as fast as he could – and he was too much of a macho idiot to admit he was in pain. I didn’t catch on until he started wincing, but as soon as I realized it, I put the kibosh on any card games relying on speed.

Mostly it was our talks that I remember. I laughed out loud at his stories about crazy shenanigans – like starting a bachelor party for one of his good friends in New York City, then waking up in Rome with only a hazy recollection of how he got there. (I’m sure there were women involved, but he judiciously edited that part out.) I almost cried about some of the things he’d seen on trips to Africa and India on behalf of the charities he helped. And I sat transfixed as he told me more about his childhood, from all the amazing experiences he’d had, to the thoughtless cruelties of his parents (cruelties he still, amazingly, regarded as ‘normal’).

I told him stories about me growing up – stories about my parents and my brother, stories about camping a week every year in the Smokey Mountains (and HATING it), stories about prom and bad boyfriends and all the stupid little things you might tell a man you were dating. Except that, instead of occurring over the course of months, it was all compressed into a couple of days. There was no physical intimacy, but the emotional intimacy between us grew by leaps and bounds. At the end of Sunday night, I felt like I knew him ten times better – and loved him twice as much.

The one thing we never talked about was our breakup two months before. He never mentioned it, and it was so painful – and I was enjoying our time together so much – that I never brought it up, either.

At some point Saturday evening, Sebastian – who was always on the phone – upbraided Connor about maybe doing a little work.

“I got shot,” Connor protested. “Best excuse for a vacation ever.”

“This is your idea of a vacation?” I asked. “You really need to rethink your leisure time.”

“That’s a good idea. Maybe you and I should go down to the Caribbean somewhere… lie on a deserted beach, and just drink lots of mojitos.” Then he added with a devilish grin, “…and have a lot of hot sex.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really.”

“Or go to a little village in Tuscany, way off the beaten path. Drink a lot of wine, eat a lot of amazing food… and have a lot of hot sex.”

“I’m sensing a pattern here.”

“Yeah… alcohol is a common thread in a lot of our interactions,” he nodded somberly, as though it troubled him.

“Which leads to the all the hot sex you keep mentioning, right?”

“Lily, I’ve hesitated to mention it, but… you kind of seem obsessed with sex.”

I looked up from my cards and glared at him.

“Maybe you should get some professional help,” he continued with a straight face. “I’m sure they have an addiction specialist here – ”

I threw my cards at him.

“Don’t you mean an a-dick-tion specialist?” Johnny piped up with a grin.

I blushed and pointed a finger at Johnny. “YOU – do NOT encourage him.”

Connor tried to keep from laughing, but was failing badly. “I’d really like to know that you value me for something more than my body, Lily. I’m not just a piece of meat, you know – ”

At which point I threw the entire deck at him.

“Lily,” he said, barely able to contain his laughter, “sometimes I just need to cuddle – ”

At which point I started smacking him on the arm.

“Ow, ow – injured man here, injured man!” he roared with laughter.
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After my impromptu round of 52 Pickup, I had to shuffle the cards all over again. As I dealt, he asked, “Remember our date in Santa Monica?”

“And all the hot sex?”

“I’m serious.”

I looked at him askance, and decided he was.

“Of course,” I smiled. “That was one of the best days of my life.”

“Mine, too,” he agreed as he arranged his cards. “What did you enjoy about it the most?”

I settled back in my chair and considered. “I think… that you got such a kick out of it. The fact that you got to be ‘normal.’ It was like seeing a little kid try ice cream or go to the circus for the first time. I loved that.”

A look of peace and contentment filled his face… and then he looked at me quizzically. “Is this what normal people do?”

“What?”

“Play cards and just… talk.”

“When they get shot as part of an assassination plot? I guess.”

He gave me a wry look. “You know what I mean.”

“Don’t you ever play cards with anybody?”

“Well, yeah, but usually it’s poker at $10,000 a hand.”

That took a second to process.

“No. Normal people don’t do that.”

“Hey… speaking of poker… remember that first night we met?” he grinned.

My face flushed red, and I glanced over at Johnny. He was reading a magazine and pretending not to listen to us. Once bitten, twice shy.

I looked back at Connor and scowled. “Hush, or you can just play with yourself.”

I didn’t realize what I’d said until he started laughing – and then going ‘Ow, ow’ between guffaws.

“Play by yourself, play by yourself!” I shouted.

Even Johnny could barely stifle his chuckling. I kept hearing him snort behind us.

“I meant play by yourself, not WITH yourself – ”

“Stop, stop, please, it hurts,” Connor howled – both in hilarity and pain – as he held his ribs.

“Good, you deserve it,” I muttered. “Now draw.”
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I spent Saturday night in the room, but Connor was adamant that I go home Sunday night.

“You need your sleep,” he lectured me.

“But I have to go into work on Monday – ”

“Even better reason for you to get a good night’s sleep.”

“But – ”

“I’m not going anywhere, Lily. Just come by the hospital in the morning before you go to work, and then come by afterwards.”

I grudgingly agreed, kissed him goodbye, and left around 11 PM to go home.

Monday morning, I told Anh I was going to drive to work separately so I could visit Connor beforehand. She told me to say ‘hi.’

I got to the front desk of the hospital about 9AM.

“May I get a visitor pass? I’m here to see Connor Templeton.”

“Who?” the woman asked. She must have been a weekday person; I didn’t recognize her from over the weekend.

“Connor Templeton, Room 817. I’ve been visiting with him since he was admitted on Friday night.”

The woman checked the monitor and shook her head. “He checked out this morning at 7AM.”

I stared at her. “What?”

“That’s all it says – he discharged himself against his doctor’s orders.”

I stood there at the counter in stunned silence.

“Is there anything else I can help you with?” she asked.

“Um… no. Thank you,” I said, and moved away.

Son of a bitch.

He knew he was leaving early – he had to have known.

So why didn’t he tell me?

And why did he try so hard to keep me from spending the night?

I pulled out my phone.

No messages.

I dialed his number.

It went to voicemail.

“If you have this number, then you know who this is. Leave a message,” his familiar, sexy voice rumbled over the line.

“Connor,” I said, trying to choke back my fear and disappointment and anger. “Hi. I just asked at the front desk and they said you checked out two hours ago? Um… why? Call me.”

I hung up and thought for a second… then called Sebastian.

“This is Sebastian Berg of Extremis Incorporated. Please leave a message, or if this is an emergency, contact the 24-hour company hotline at  –  ”

I ignored the number and started talking as soon as the phone beeped. “Sebastian, it’s Monday morning at 9 AM, and I just found out you guys checked out two hours ago. Now I can’t reach Connor. Call me and let me know where you are, okay? I just want to make sure everything’s okay.”

I hung up… considered the pros and cons against it… decided I didn’t care how desperate it made me look, and dialed Johnny.

“This is Johnny Inaba of Extremis Incorporated. Leave a message.”

“Johnny – the hospital says Connor checked out two hours ago, and I can’t get any of you on the phone – where are you guys?! Call me, okay? Please.”

I hung up and stared out the hospital lobby window for a long time, hoping one of them would call me back.

None of them did.
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As I fought my way through Monday morning traffic, I was basically on autopilot. My brain was otherwise engaged in figuring out why the hell nobody was calling me back.

I wanted to believe that it was an honest mistake, but that was bullshit. We’d all just spent two and a half days together. Never mind Connor, who I felt more in love with than ever; I’d bonded with Johnny and Sebastian during our shared fear and stress. I was closer to the two of them than anybody else in my life except for Connor and Anh.

And none of them had bothered to tell me they were leaving.

There were only a couple of options, as far as I saw it:

They were on an airplane or somewhere they couldn’t physically contact me – which meant they had skipped town without telling me. If that was the case, it was a betrayal that cut to the bone.

Or they had been kidnapped – or worse – by Miranda’s thugs, and that’s why they weren’t answering.

That was horrific, but unlikely.

The most likely scenario of all: Connor had had a change of heart.

He’d booted me out of the hospital room last night so there wouldn’t have to be any awkward goodbyes this morning. No tears, no fuss, no muss, no ‘thanks for staying with me and all, babe, but don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out.’

And he’d forbidden the other two to answer my calls.

Asshole.

Asshole, asshole, ASSHOLE.

It was like I was falling down a deep, black hole of self-pity and anger, and there was nothing to grab on to and slow myself down. It was just an unending spiral into a bottomless pit.

At one point, honking startled me out of a teary daydream. I was sitting at a traffic light, unaware that it had turned. It probably hadn’t been green long; Los Angeles drivers are not known for their patience.

I wiped my eyes, moved on through the intersection, and vowed to put all thoughts of him out of my mind until I was safely at work. I wasn’t going to get killed because of that ASSHOLE.

It worked for about two intersections, whereupon I started obsessing and crying again.

But I did make it to work in one piece.
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I swept open the glass door of our office and cried, “Anh, you are not going to believe what that asshole did to…”

I stopped in my tracks.

Nobody was in.

Even though the door was unlocked, nobody was inside.

“Hello? Anybody here?” I called out as I checked all the smaller rooms.

Nobody. Not Anh, not Susan, not Phuong – nobody.

I was beginning to get scared.

I whipped out my cell phone and dialed.

Anh’s chirpy little voice said, “Hi, this is Anh Nguyen of Ross and Associates. Leave me a message and I’ll return it as soon as possible. Have a great day!”

“Anh, this is Lily,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper as I paced up and down the main room. “Where are you? Nobody’s here, but the door to the office was open – call me as soon as you get this, okay?”

I hung up and collapsed in an office chair, then swiveled around to stare out the floor-to-ceiling window at the trees.

What the hell was going on?

Was it Miranda?

Was she targeting not only Connor, Johnny, and Sebastian, but my best friend, too – and anybody her thugs happened to find here when they walked in?

Should I call the police?

I had the detectives’ numbers – I should call them – 

Just as I was searching my purse for their business card, a voice spoke behind me.

“Hello.”
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I shrieked and swung around in the chair, expecting some guy in a ski mask and a shotgun – 

But it was Connor, dressed in a suit.

“What the FUCK, Connor?!” I screamed at him. “Where have you BEEN?!”

Connor took a step back and stared at me like I was clearly insane. “Um… are you okay?”

I buried my head in my hands and leaned over. When I straightened back up, I took a couple of deep breaths and opened my eyes.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I said. “Sorry.”

Connor tilted his head to the side. “What’s wrong?”

“What, besides the fact that you weren’t at the hospital when you said you’d be, and you didn’t call me back, and Johnny didn’t call me back, and Sebastian didn’t call me back, and then I get in here and my roommate and business partner’s gone, and so are her friends and our employees, so I started to wonder if maybe Miranda had kidnapped and murdered all of you? You mean besides that?”

Connor’s eyes widened even more. “Wow… I am going to return all of your calls from now on, as soon as you make them.”

I burst out laughing – then stopped, shut my eyes, and complained, “It’s not funny.”

“Actually, I’m not even going to let them go to voicemail – I’m going to get you your own Bat Phone. Maybe I’ll even have a direct line surgically implanted in my ear.”

“Okay, ha ha, it was a little crazy, yes, I got it, okay,” I conceded. “I was just worried, that’s all.”

“About us all getting kidnapped and murdered.”

I closed my eyes and put my hand to my forehead. “Yeah, okay, I admit, I overreacted. Sorry, it’s just been a tough couple of – ”

“Are you sure you weren’t worried about something else?”

I opened my eyes and stared at him.

His face was kind as he looked at me, the tiniest hint of a smile on his face. You never would have known he’d been in the hospital for two days; he looked absolutely dazzling in his suit, with a gorgeous blue tie matching his eyes.

“I thought… maybe you didn’t… want to say goodbye,” I whispered. “So you just left.”

“No.” He gave me a wry little sideways look. “You should know me better than that.”

I wanted to say, Well, you kind of avoided me for days because you said ‘I love you,’ and then I thought I was never going to see you again, so how was I supposed to know?

But I held my tongue. I didn’t want to get into all that. Not now.

“Why’d you check out of the hospital so early?” I demanded.

“I had some things I needed to take care of.”

“Well, why didn’t you call back?”

“Because I didn’t think you would immediately jump to the conclusion that we were the victims of a mass murder plot.”

He was making fun of me.

Asshole!

“It’s not entirely crazy, you know, considering you got shot Friday night,” I said belligerently. 

“It’s a little crazy,” he said, holding his finger and thumb about an inch away from each other as he tried to stifle a smile.

I was getting seriously pissed off.

“Well where’s Anh, then?” I demanded as I swung my arm around the empty office. “Where’s Susan and – ”

“I asked them if they wouldn’t mind going out for a bit. So you and I could talk.”

My stomach dropped about three inches – and not in a good way. “Talk?”

“Yeah. There are some things I need to say that are a bit overdue.”

“Oh.”

I sat there in the office chair, silent and afraid.
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He looked down at the floor. He wouldn’t – or couldn’t – look at me as he started.

“Everything that happened two months ago… I handled that really badly.”

I swallowed, hard. “Well… I could have handled it better, too… I guess…”

He straightened up and looked me in the eye. “No, you handled it fine. You drew a line in the sand and you refused to take less than you deserved. I admired you for that.”

I wondered if he knew where my advice had come from, but I decided now wasn’t the time to ask.

What I did ask was what I’d been dying to know all that time:

“Why didn’t you call me?”

He looked away and began to pace slowly, methodically. I saw him wince, and realized his broken ribs must still be hurting him.

“I asked myself that a lot, too,” he said. “I guess I’m just not very good with relationships. My father, my mother… we weren’t the kind of family that…”

His words petered out, the idea left hanging in the air. He stopped walking and looked me straight in the eye.

“No, that’s bullshit.” He took a deep breath. “The reason I didn’t call was because I was afraid.”

After a few seconds, I nodded slowly, sympathetically. “Because you told one woman you loved her, and… she turned out to be a psychopathic bitch?”

He burst out laughing. “Yes. Well, no – I mean, you’re totally right about her, but that wasn’t the case. I mean…”

He struggled to find the words.

“Yes, I was afraid of being hurt again. And I was afraid of being wrong again. With her, I’d known, deep down in my core, that something wasn’t right. But you and me… it felt right, through and through. And I knew I wanted you. But I was afraid of that. Of being… powerless when it came to you. Not to mention there was a whole bunch of ego wrapped up in it – I mean, it hurt, bad, REALLY bad, when you walked out on me. Part of me was like, ‘Whoa – do you know who I am?! You don’t do that to me!’ But that was just me being an asshole, I know that. These competitive, egotistical parts of me? Pretty good for business, but not so good when it comes to being in love with you.”

I gasped at his words:

When it comes to being in love with you.

He realized what he’d said, but instead of being panicked, he smiled – warmly, sweetly. “Because I do. I love you, Lily. Totally and completely. It just took me awhile to admit it… when I was sober.”

I smiled and hiccupped and laughed and wiped away the tears that were coursing down my cheeks. I expected him to come over and lift me out of my seat and kiss me – but he wasn’t done.

“Do you know when I realized it? When I knew it for sure?”

I shook my head ‘no.’

“When we got out of the elevator and you screamed, and I knew he was going to shoot. At that second, I knew there was nothing more important than you. And I swore that if I made it out alive, I was never, ever going to forget that again.”

Now I was bawling.

He smiled and walked over to the chair and pulled me up by my hands, wincing every so slightly as he did it. I put my hands on his face and he kissed me, softly, sweetly, tenderly. But after a moment he broke off and backed away.

“There’s something else I have to tell you, though,” he said.

I stared at him, and my stomach lurched as I thought of all the worst-case scenarios I could imagine him saying:

I got married to Miranda in a secret ceremony and we’re still hitched.

I have 15 love children scattered across six continents.

I’m gay. (Although I didn't see how that one was possible.)

Then I figured I was just overreacting again, and I let him go on.

He looked down almost shyly at the carpet again. “I asked you if you remembered that day in Santa Monica in the hospital.”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“I never told you, but I made Johnny take pictures of us while you weren’t looking.” He took his cell phone out of his pocket, tapped the screen, and held it out. “Then he sent them to me afterwards.”

I took the phone in wonder and looked at the picture. It was of me and him in a store, laughing at some secret joke.

“There’s more,” he prodded.

I swiped the screen, and there was another picture, me feeding him a piece of cotton candy off my fingers.

There must have been twenty photos, from us on the jungle gym rings on the beach, to us walking the pier at Santa Monica, to us kissing with the sun behind us.

None of the pictures were posed; all of them were just stolen moments of time.

I had never seen myself look so happy in my entire life.

Or in love.

And Connor… he was obviously happy. Beaming in every photo, except the ones where he was telling me some joke that made me crack up, or when we were kissing, lost in our own passionate world.

“I looked at those obsessively when… two months ago… up until Friday night,” he said. “It was all I had of you. I must have looked at them a dozen times a day.”

“I’m jealous,” I said with a smile. “There was one horrible regret I had… that I never took any pictures of us.”

“There was something else, too.”

I looked up at him. He reached in his suit pocket and brought something out, cradling it in his palm so I couldn’t see it.

“You remember the toy store?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“They had all these gumball machines up at the front… do you remember that?”

“Definitely.”

“Well, one of the machines had all these plastic bubbles in them with little rings, and I saw this one that was absolutely beautiful – I mean, for a ring that costs 25 cents – but I thought, ‘Damn, I want to give her that.’ So while you and I were in the back of the store, I made Johnny change out $20 in quarters and go through the entire machine before he finally got it out.”

I put my hands to my mouth and laughed.

Connor grinned. “You should have heard him afterwards. He was so mad: ‘I’m a freakin’ bodyguard, not a bubblegum machine attendant.’”

He held out his hand to me. In his palm was a tiny ring, meant for a child, and obviously cheap: a plastic diamond surrounded by two smaller blue stones that were supposed to be sapphires. The ring band was gold-colored metal. It wasn’t even one continuous circle; instead, there were overlapping prongs, so it could be bent to fit the finger of a three-year-old or a preteen girl.

But it was beautiful. I would have given my right arm to have a ring like that when I was five years old. Even now, it was lovely in its innocent beauty.

I looked up at him and smiled. Another tear escaped down my cheek. “Why didn’t you give it to me then?”

“Because…”

He winced – not from his ribs, but because he was uncomfortable stating the truth.

“…because I was being an idiot. I was worried about how you might take it, if you might think there was more there than I meant… even though, really, there was more there. Basically, I freaked out. You remember what I said that night in your bedroom. I was afraid. I wanted more, but I was afraid of more, so I tried to keep my options open. To protect my freedom, or whatever the hell I thought I was protecting. That’s why I made an ass of myself that night. And I was freaked out about what a ring might mean to you, so I didn’t give it to you. And then, once you were gone, I held it in my hand every day and wished I had given it to you… but I was glad I still had it, because it reminded me of you, and how happy we were. Does that make sense?”

“In a weird sort of way, yes,” I said, and put it on my finger – though I very consciously put it on my right ring finger, not my left.

“Do you like it okay?” he asked hesitantly.

“I love it.”

He looked oddly relieved. “You do?”

“Yes,” I beamed. “It’s beautiful.”

He exhaled. “I’m glad to hear you say that… since I got a real one made.”

I stared at him.

I didn’t quite understand, even when he pulled out the jewelry box. 

Small and black, it fit perfectly in the palm of his hand.

My brain was still frozen until he opened it up.

There on crushed velvet was the real-life version of the child’s plaything: a platinum band with a gorgeous diamond, with two tiny sparkling sapphires set on either side.

I looked up at Connor – and burst into tears. “Are you… is this…”

He grinned.

I started flapping my hands in the air.

I don’t think I had ever freaked out as much as I did at that moment.

The only thing that stopped me was the pained look on his face as he lowered himself down on one knee.

“Stop!” I cried out.

He paused halfway, a panicked look on his face. “…you don’t want me to?”

“No, I do, I do – but are you sure you want to?” I asked, filled with both terror and joyous hope.

“A very wise man told me, ‘Once you’ve found the right one, stop looking.’ I’ve found the right one.”

Sebastian.

I broke down in tears again as Connor started to lower himself to the floor. “You don’t have to kneel – it’s hurting you, I can see it in your face – ”

He laughed as he eased down on one knee. “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right.”

I stood there, bawling, my hands covering my mouth, tears streaming down my cheeks.

He pulled out the ring, set the case aside, and held up the diamond as he gazed into my eyes. “Lily… the day I let you leave was the worst day of my life. I love you, and I want to spend the rest of our lives together. Will you marry me… and never leave my side again?”

I stood there, overcome, weeping, so much joy filling me that I couldn’t handle it.

Connor got a slightly worried look on his face. “…Lily?”

He couldn’t see it because of my hands in front of my mouth, but I was smiling bigger than I ever had in my life, almost laughing through my tears.

I nodded ‘yes’ silently through my tears and took my hands away so he could see my smile.

“IS THAT A YES OR WHAT?” a very gay, very muffled voice called out.

I looked up and saw Sebastian, Johnny, and Anh standing thirty feet away at the glass doors of the office, all of them beaming. Anh was almost jumping up and down she was so excited, and tears were rushing down her cheeks, too.

“Yes!” I cried out to them, laughing as I said it.

Connor reached out and took my hand and slipped the ring onto my finger. I sobbed with joy, and he slowly rose up and kissed me, taking me in his arms. 

Johnny, Sebastian and Anh raced into the room, cheering, hugging us. I felt showered with love from the people I cared for more than anything.

“I love you,” Connor whispered in my ear amidst the tears and laughter. “And I promise you, I’ll never let you go again.”

I just pulled him to me and kissed him madly.
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We moved in together almost immediately, and split our time between Connor’s Manhattan penthouse and an apartment we rented in Santa Monica. 

Ross and Associates became bicoastal, with Anh taking over West Coast operations and me handling the East. I spend almost all my time with her whenever I’m in Los Angeles, and we Skype at least an hour every day for business, so it’s not as though I don’t see her… but I miss her. That’s the one slightly melancholy note to everything else wonderful happening in my life.

Connor asked if I wanted to give up the business, but it gives me something to do – something of my own. Something I can feel proud of building.

The shooter was finally identified as one Johann Wurtzel, a former special forces operative in the German military. Apparently he went to the dark side after he got out; the investigative team turned up numerous mercenary jobs he had done. They also found a week-old $100,000 deposit in a Swiss bank account. It came from a small company headquartered in the Cayman Islands, which was a shell corporation owned by another company in Singapore, which was another shell company owned by a subsidiary in Luxembourg, and so on. The trail stopped in Moscow when the shell corporations ran out, and the lawyer who had set up the paperwork had mysteriously disappeared.

Another $100,000 had been deposited into a Swiss bank account owned by Chad Harris, the Dubai employee who had been found dead in his apartment. A couple of the same shell corporations were in the money chain to both Harris and Wurtzel… but not a shred of evidence was ever found linking either one of them to Miranda.

As a result, Connor became super-paranoid. He has a new security detail of five men now – because he insisted that Johnny guard me 24/7.

“Because you’re more important to me than my own life, and Johnny’s the best there is,” Connor said when I protested.

Sebastian’s still where he was when I met him, making Connor’s life easier – in some ways. Now, besides endlessly reminding everyone of how essential he is, he loves to gloat about how he got us back together.

I have to admit, though, he makes a damn good wedding planner.

We haven’t set the date yet. I struggled for a long time with whether I wanted a giant wedding – what little girl doesn’t dream of marrying her prince in a fairytale cathedral? I mean, the story took a very ‘Cinderella’ turn at one point – why not see it through?

But, in a most un-Cinderella way, I’m reminded that if we have a giant ceremony, the media will invariably splash my Vegas photos right next to the wedding pictures. So I’m currently leaning towards smaller – nay, anonymous.

All that matters is I get to marry Connor.

Anh will be my bridesmaid, Johnny will be the best man, and Sebastian will officiate. What started out as a joke between me and Johnny in the corridor of the hospital became the best possible plan of all.

Javier’s coming, of course, and Abby’s invited, too. Actually, she’s doing my bridal makeup.

My family will be there, but I couldn’t convince Connor to reconcile with his. He still won’t forgive them for what they did to me. I’m working on getting him to let bygones be bygones – not because I want them in our daily lives (I so do NOT), but I don’t want the absence of them to poison it, either.

All I can think of is his father staring out that window, and the lights reflected in his tears.

They’ve done enough damage. I figure it’s time to start healing it.

When that will be, only God knows.

The only person who won’t be invited is Miranda, for obvious reasons. Hopefully she’ll be behind bars before the big day. That’s the best possible wedding gift I could get.

We also don’t know where we’re getting married yet. With the possibility of something smaller comes a tiny ceremony on a beach in the Caribbean… or maybe a vineyard in Tuscany… but no matter what we decide, I’m sure there will be hot sex during the honeymoon. Lots and lots of it. (Connor keeps threatening to put that in the vows.)

But wherever it happens, whenever it happens… I know my wedding day will be with the man of my dreams.

…and you’re all invited.


The End



Thank you so much for reading the Billionaire’s Seduction series!

As you probably guessed, I’m leaving open the possibility of another adventure with Lily, Connor, Sebastian, and Johnny (and, of course, Miranda and the Templetons). I just couldn’t bear to say goodbye to them forever.

I don’t have a plot yet – heck, I haven’t even 100% decided to do it. If I do end up writing The Billionaire’s Wedding, it probably won’t be for another year or more. If you want to be notified when I publish new books, sign up for my email list at www.OliviaThorneBooks.com.

In the meantime, here’s an excerpt from my newest series, ROCK ME HARD (The Rock Star’s Seduction Part 1), now available!



ROCK ME HARD



The Rock Star’s Seduction
 Part 1






1


I once heard a question that both unnerved me and made things startlingly clear: is it more important to love someone with all your heart… 

…or to be loved by someone with all of theirs?

We all want to fall head-over-heels in love, and we all want the other person to love us back exactly the same. But that’s not usually the way it turns out.

In fact, I think that’s rarely the way it turns out. Both people may be in love, but it always seems one person is more in love than the other.

So… if you had to choose, which would it be?

Love someone else passionately and completely, even if they don’t feel as powerfully as you?

Or be loved passionately and completely, even if you don’t feel exactly the same towards them?

I thought I knew the answer when I heard the question.

Then I found out years later that no… I didn’t know the answer at all.



Present Day


I sat across from the Rolling Stone editor in his office overlooking midtown Manhattan.

I’d arrived 15 minutes early for my meeting. I thought I was there to interview for some lowly staff position. Layout grunt… gofer… toilet scrubber.

Actually, I hoped and dreamed it was a staff position. As desperate as I was, I would have taken an unpaid internship.

I mean, come on. It was Rolling
Stone.

Glen the editor sat across the desk from me, hands folded, serene. He was bald on top with curly hair around the sides, and he wore black, plastic-frame hipster glasses. His personal sense of style was somewhere between 70’s Rocker and College Professor.

“Kaitlyn Reynolds. Finally we meet. Good to put a face with the voice over the phone.”

“Same here. Nice to meet you, too.”

“Journalism degree from Syracuse, right?”

“Yes.”

“When did you graduate?”

“A year ago.” I put on a polite smile. “Almost to the day.”

“I read the pieces you emailed me. Not bad. Not great… but not bad.”

Not great… but not bad.

My temper spiked a little bit. I’m a bit of a hothead sometimes.

But I calmed myself down by thinking, When an editor at Rolling Stone says your stuff isn’t bad, ignore the ‘not great’ part.

“Well, I’m still working on building up my portfolio – ”

Glen interrupted me, ignoring what I was saying. “There was something I especially liked, a short story you wrote for the Syracuse literary magazine.”

I frowned. “I… didn’t include that in the email.”

“I know. I went and tracked it down on the internet. I liked it. Had a distinctive voice I don’t really see in your articles.”

My jaw set a little. “Um… thank you?”

Glen smiled. “I’m just saying I think you’ve got it in you to be a very good writer. It hasn’t come out yet, but you have a lot of potential. But you’re going to need to bring it out quick if this is going to work.”

My heart raced.

This sounded like it might be something better than a toilet-scrubbing position.

I swallowed. “Are you… are you offering me a job?”

“Not a ‘job,’ per se. But we want to give you a shot at a feature article. Shanna didn’t tell you?”

Shanna was my college roommate from freshman year at the University of Georgia. We lost touch when I went to Syracuse, but we stayed Facebook friends – which basically means I just read what she posted on her wall. She moved to New York City a couple of years before I did. When I announced on Facebook I was moving, too, she told me to look her up. That’s how we rekindled the friendship. We occasionally had dinner when I had the extra money (which wasn’t often) and when she wasn’t seeing three different guys at once (which was practically all the time).

I was starting to get dizzy. A shot at a feature article. “No, she was pretty vague about the whole thing.”

Glen grimaced. “Yeah… she said you might not be that happy with the assignment.”

Two minutes ago, I would have scrubbed toilets for free.

Now he was talking ‘feature article.’

‘Might not be happy with the assignment’?

HA.

I was fighting to get pieces published in crappy independent newspapers. You know, the kind mostly devoted to club ads listing what bands were playing, with dubious ‘massage’ ads in the back.

As for my online endeavors, the Huffington Post had turned me down three times in the last month.

I couldn’t even give my writing away.

And now I was talking with an editor at Rolling Stone about a feature article.

There was nothing I wouldn’t do for a break like this. Undercover hooker? ‘Day in the life of a sewage worker’? Pro bono proctology exams? I was there.

“I’m sure it won’t be a problem,” I laughed, a little too giddily. “I mean – what exactly do you want me to do?”

He settled back in his seat.

“Shanna told me you once dated Derek Kane.”

My face froze. I could feel every individual muscle straining to keep my smile in place.

Shit.

Please God, not this.

Anything but this.
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Derek Kane was currently the hottest thing going in rock. And not just because his band had three singles currently in the top 20, with ‘If There’s A Next Time’ poised to hit number one in the next week or two.

No. He was also the most gorgeous guy to front a rock band since Jim Morrison.

Six feet tall… black hair… chiseled face… cheekbones to die for. 

Most rockers outside of Death Metal are scrawny little dudes with pasty bird chests and no muscles. Not Derek. He looked more like an underwear model, with a muscled chest, incredibly strong arms, and abs you could scrub laundry on. Broad shoulders, muscular legs, and an ass that made you want to tear off his pants. Some women at his concerts occasionally did.

He also had the most intense, gorgeous green eyes you’ve ever seen. Like emerald ocean water warmed by the sun.

Of course, not many people knew that, because he never let himself be photographed without sunglasses on. Never performed without them. Every candid shot in every gossip rag always had him with his trademark Maui Jims wrapped around his face, his beautiful eyes hidden from the world.

I only knew what they looked like because I had met him four years ago. Back before he was a Rock God.

I had known him for exactly two weeks.

The last time I saw him, we’d spent the night together. I’d told him I loved him… and then I got in my car and drove away, tears streaming down my face.

I never saw or heard from him again.

But it’s not what you think. 

However, walking away from him that day was probably the single worst mistake of my life.

Now I was afraid I was going to make an even bigger one.
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I stared at the editor. My smile was still in place, but it was more like a waxworks expression, it was so fake. 

“Um… what is it that you want, exactly? Because I’m not doing some kiss-and-tell piece.”

Glen waved his hands as though to ward off bad mojo. “Oh, no no no no no. Nothing like that.”

“…what, then?”

“Well, as you know, Kane is notoriously averse to the press.”

Actually, I did know that. Just because I hadn’t talked to him since our final day together didn’t mean I hadn’t been keeping tabs on him.

‘Notoriously averse to the press’ was kind of like saying ‘The Pope isn’t tremendously fond of gay marriage.’

Derek hated the press. Hated them. With a vengeance bordering on lunacy. He’d go on shows to perform, no problem – Letterman, Conan, Jimmy Fallon, Jimmy Kimmel. He’d go on Ellen and banter with her.

But what he would not do was talk to the press. Not Rolling Stone, not Spin, not The New York Times, not the Anytown USA Herald. He hadn’t for years.

Which had the curious effect of making them slobber over him all the more. Like semi-popular girls spurned by the Prom Queen, they gossiped and backstabbed and gushed over him – sometimes in the same article – hoping that they, maybe, just maybe, might get to be BFFs with him in his first print interview in two years. 

It really was like high school, in the most shallow and disgusting of ways. 

Omigawd, did you see what he’s WEARING?! He’s SO over. Totes. Omigawd, did you hear, he just had another hit! It’s the worst song E-VER. Do you think he’d come to my party?

“…and what does that have to do with me?” I asked. I wasn’t trying to be bitchy, but I have to admit, my stress over the situation was beginning to leak out around the edges.

“We think he’ll talk to you.”

There it was. My stomach knotted up seventeen times over.

“I don’t think he will,” I said with a forced smile.

“Actually, we know he will.”

My forced smile faded. “How do you know that?”

“We’ve been trying to get him to talk to us for the last six months. Actually, we’ve been trying for longer than that, but it didn’t become a priority until they started charting in a big way. We must have tried thirty times. At first we just did general inquiries through their manager – ‘could we talk to you while you’re playing Madison Square?’ ‘Let me check with Derek.’ And then he’d email back, ‘No.’ We started throwing out names – our best guys. People who have interviewed everybody – Madonna, Springsteen, Obama, for God’s sake. ‘No.’ We lined up authors who agreed to do a one-off for us – Bret Easton Ellis, David Mamet, people it would be a fucking honor for Kane to even be in the same room with. ‘No.’ Same damn thing every time – ‘No, no, no, no, no.’ And then I meet Shanna at a party, and in passing I mention I can’t get Derek Kane to give us a fucking interview… and she tells me about you. 

“On a complete whim – in fact, and I’m not proud to admit this, but I was pissed off and a little bit drunk when I sent the email – I gave the manager your name.”

He let the silence build up the suspense.

I was about to puke – not because I didn’t know what was coming, but because I did.

“‘Yes.’ No preconditions, no rules, no bullshit… just one word: yes.” Glen threw his hands up in the air. “So you’re it, kid. This is the Call. You’re moving up to the big leagues. Congratulations.”

My hands shook as I clenched them in my lap. “Thank you, but… no.”



Four Years Ago


It was the spring of my Freshman year in college, two weeks away from finals. I was in my dorm room at the University of Georgia, reading up for a test the next morning in my English Lit class, trying to ignore the phone call from three days earlier that was still playing in an endless loop in my head.

“Are you seeing anybody?”

“No, Kevin, I’m not. You know I’m not.”

“You’re not attracted to anybody, are you? If you are, I wish you’d just come out and tell me right now and be honest about it.”

“God, how many times do I have to say it?”

“Don’t curse at me, Kaitlyn.”

“I wasn’t – fine. Sorry.”

“Well – are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Attracted to anybody else?”

“NO! GOD, how many times do I have to – ”

“I told you, don’t curse – ”

“I wasn’t fucking cursing, Kevin! NOW I’m fucking cursing!”

“I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.”

“You don’t even hear me when I DO talk to you!”

“Well, maybe we shouldn’t talk for awhile, then.”

“…Kevin…”

“Maybe we should take a break.”

“Kevin, come on – there’s only two weeks left, and then we’ll both be back home – ”

“I don’t know who you are sometimes. You’re becoming more and more like your roommate – ”

“I’M NOT SHANNA, Kevin! I’m with YOU! I’m in love with YOU!”

“You don’t act like it sometimes.”

“Jesus CHRIST, I might as well go ahead and cheat on you since you PUNISH me like I have anyway!”

Silence.

“…I can’t believe you just said that.”

“Kevin… I’m sorry… I didn’t mean it, it’s just you make me so MAD when you – ”

“Go ahead. Sleep with whoever you want.”

“KEVIN – ”

Click.



Unfortunately, that wasn’t the first time we’d had that conversation, almost word for word. In fact, we were approaching double digits.

Kevin was my high school boyfriend in Savannah, Georgia. We’d been dating since 10th grade. He was so nervous when he asked me out the first time that he almost gave up halfway through. But he finally got all the way through it, and I said ‘yes.’ I liked him from the beginning; I grew to love him. He was a shy, sweet guy, very intelligent. We shared the same dreams of being world-class journalists someday. That’s how we met, working on the school newspaper. 

We dated five months before he finally kissed me. I lost my virginity to him in 11th grade, more than a year after we started dating. Sex was good with him. I never wanted to tear his clothes off in a half-insane state of passion… but he was attentive and considerate.

But he was also incredibly insecure.

He was that way from the start, but it got worse as time went on. I was a late bloomer – like, a late bloomer. I didn’t get my period until I was 14, and I remained skinny and gangly until I was 16. But all of a sudden in 11th grade, BAM, I kind of came into my own. Curves everywhere. My skin cleared up and I finally got a fashion sense. Boys started noticing me seemingly overnight. I got a lot of attention where I hadn’t before – like, ‘captain of the football team’ attention. I think one of the reasons Kevin finally got the nerve to ask me to have sex was because he was afraid he was going to lose me to somebody more aggressive. He thought that if we ‘sealed the deal,’ I’d stay with him.

It was never about that for me. He was my first love, and I would have stayed with him no matter what. I definitely wouldn’t have cheated on him, ever. When I was twelve, my mom cheated on my dad with a business colleague of hers. Even though my parents ended up staying together, it destroyed my father. My brothers and I got front-row seats to the carnage. I hated my mom for a long time because of it. I eventually forgave her for what she did to my father and our family, but I swore to myself that I would never, ever put anybody through that.

But things got worse when I went to college. I stayed in-state at UGA, while Kevin went to Syracuse University. Syracuse was both of our first choices, but only he got in. I planned to try to transfer for my Sophomore year, but in the meantime, he was in New York, and I was stuck in Athens, Georgia.

The distance made him extremely paranoid. It was partly my fault; early on, I told him about some of the raunchier, alcohol-fueled shenanigans of my roommate, a crazy chick named Shanna Williams from California. About how she went to clubs and parties every night, and usually slept with a new guy every week. About how I would wake up at 2AM hearing the creaking springs in Shanna’s bed, and her whispering drunkenly, “Shhhh, you’ll wake up my roommate.” About the weirdness the morning after, when I had some naked stranger in my room.

“It was sooo awkward – and I didn’t even sleep with him!” I laughed when I told Kevin.

Hoo boy. Wrooooong thing to say.

After the second time, I learned to keep my mouth shut about Shanna’s sexcapades.

It wasn’t like he never saw me. We called or Skyped all the time. We saw each other every four or five weeks. Either he would drive the 15-hour trip down, or occasionally I would go up to stay with him, or we’d rendezvous in the middle at some crappy little hotel in the middle when he couldn’t stand being away from me any longer. Or, if truth be told, when I couldn’t stand the whininess anymore. 

And then the break-ups started. 

All of them were initiated by him.

I was distraught over the first one. Wrecked. I cried for two days straight. It lasted a week, and then he called and begged me to take him back, said that he couldn’t live without me. I was elated.

Four weeks later we broke up again, then got back together over Christmas break. I wasn’t so elated this time.

Especially when it happened again in February.

Why didn’t I break up with him completely?

Because I was young and stupid.

Because I loved him. Or, if it wasn’t really love, because I still cared for him. A lot. 

Because I’d lost my virginity to him. 

Because he was the only boy I’d ever been with. 

Because in March my application to transfer to Syracuse was accepted. I figured if I’d made it that far, I could hold out for another couple of months.

But every month and a half, another damn breakup. And when we weren’t broken up, it was the endless, whining, insecure phone calls…

It got so bad that every time his ringtone played – ‘Goin’ To The Chapel,’ by the way; he put it on there, NOT me – my whole body would tighten up, and I would think about not answering it.

But I always did.

It’ll get better, I told myself. When we’re together at Syracuse, it’ll be so much better.

There were only two weeks left, and then we would spend all of college together. 

During World War II, soldiers had to go off to war and leave their girlfriends and wives behind for years, I reasoned. This is just a test of our love, that’s all.

On the other hand, those girlfriends and wives never had to deal with freaked-out phone calls and Skype sessions obsessing over whether they were cheating or not.

Truth was, I envied my roommate Shanna. She didn’t have a clingy boyfriend. Hell, she didn’t have a boyfriend at all. She slept with whomever she wanted, and she didn’t give a damn what anybody else thought.

Well, actually, she learned to give a damn what I thought. After the fourth late-night hookup, I pitched a fit. So we worked out a compromise: no more overnight stays. One night a week she could bring somebody over, and I would go crash in a sofa chair in the community study room till they were through. But the rest of the time, she had to go to his place or screw him in the bushes or an alley or something. No exceptions.

She kept to her end of the deal. In fact, as I was sitting there trying to concentrate on my boring-ass homework, I realized that she hadn’t brought anybody home in a couple of weeks.

Speak of the Devil, and she shall appear.
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I heard the key fumble and scrape noisily across the lock. It was the sound I called ‘the Drunk Doorbell’ – a sure sign that Shanna was blasted.

It was usually accompanied by ‘the Drunk Disclaimer.’

“Shhhh,” she giggled out in the hallway. “We gotta be quiet cuz I got a roommate…”

Ah, there it was.

“I’m awake,” I called out. “You don’t have to be quiet.”

The lock clicked and the door crashed open, and Shanna stumbled into the room. “Oh, thas’ good…”

I turned around from my desk to look at her. She was cute – not gorgeous, but she had a great smile and knew how to work a push-up bra. And she was very outgoing. I’d had a lot of practice in fending off guys – most of them assholes, some of them charming – but I never, ever flirted with anybody. Shanna didn’t just flirt, she manhandled.

“I didn’t wake you up, did I?”

“No.”

“It’s okay, right?” she asked, her eyes defocused, her body weaving slightly. “I haven’t had a Shanna Night in… awhile… right?”

That’s what we called the ‘one night a week’ arrangements: Shanna Nights.

“No,” I sighed.

“Good,” she giggled, then whispered in a loud voice that the guy would have heard if he were standing at the opposite end of a football field: “Cuz he’s really HOT.”

She looked over her shoulder and giggled at somebody standing outside in the hallway, just beyond my field of vision.

“Come on in an’ meet my roommate!”

Great. I was wearing a t-shirt and sweats, no bra, no makeup. Just how I wanted to look when I met some drunk douchebag.

Actually, I guess it didn’t matter what I looked like when I met a drunk douchebag, since I didn’t give a damn about what he thought.

I checked my cell phone. 11PM. 

Huh – early night for her. 

“I can go in the study lounge. How about an hour?” I asked.

Judging by how drunk she was, I figured she’d pass out in half that time – but I might as well err on the side of caution.

“I usually make it last longer… but that should be enough,” a deep, male voice suddenly spoke up.

The voice was the first thing that got me: sexy. Masculine. Golden brown with a tinge of smokiness around the edges.

Something inside my stomach fluttered, which was not a reaction I normally had to men’s voices.

Actually, it was not a reaction I ever had to men’s voices.

I looked up and saw the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life.

He was tall, about six feet. He had black hair, gorgeous and rumpled and falling just short of his eyebrows. He had a strong jaw, a slight dimple in his chin, and cheekbones to die for. Flawless olive skin and a day or two’s worth of unshaven scruffiness. He had a grey t-shirt with ‘Led Zeppelin’ on the front in faded black letters, like it had been washed a thousand times and given up the fight to stay legible. The shirt was tight over his broad chest, his powerful shoulders, and his bulging biceps. He looked like the kind of guy who had built up muscles by good genes and manual labor rather than sweating it out in a gym. 

He had tattoos as well, which I don’t normally like – but they added to the bad boy image in a way that was irresistible. He wore a leather band around one wrist and a couple of rings on his fingers – rings that looked like he’d bought them from a street vendor who made her own stuff. One was pounded silver, with hammer marks all over the metal. Another was a really cool twining pattern of copper strands. Neither was on his left ring finger.

The rings made me look at his hands… and his hands made me think of a master artist carving them from a block of rare wood. They were large and masculine, and looked very… capable. Of anything and everything. Especially naughty things.

His tattered jeans were baggy enough below the knees to be cool, and tight enough over his thighs to make my mouth water. He had on clunky black work boots, scuffed and worn on the toes. A metal wallet chain hung from his battered leather belt and disappeared into his pocket.

The clothes didn’t really do it for me, other than the fact that they showed off his beautiful body to perfection. The rest of him really did it for me… especially his eyes. They were the single most arresting thing about him. Beautiful green, a few shades lighter than emeralds. I had never seen anybody with eyes that gorgeous. I wondered if he had contacts, then decided Probably not. The rest of him suggested ‘not much money,’ so I didn’t see him spending hundreds of dollars on something like colored contacts.

His eyelids stayed partly shut all the time, giving him a perpetual kind of sleepy, sexy, seductive look. Coupled with his dark, brooding eyebrows, he seemed to be thinking, Come over here and kiss me – and the slightly upturned corner of his full, sensual lips made him look amused that I hadn’t given in yet.

As we stared at each other, I felt something pass between us – like an invisible current that flowed through the air. A spark that jumped from him to me and back again. Unseen, unspoken, but definitely real. A connection.

I also felt something else I’d never experienced before with a stranger.

Desire.

Heat building in my cheeks – and elsewhere.

There were probably only about four seconds of silence… but it felt like an eternity as we stared at each other.

I felt it. I’m pretty damn sure he felt it, too.

And then he took it a step further.

“Derek Kane,” he said, stepping forward and offering me that large, masculine hand.

“Kaitlyn Reynolds,” I said, and put my hand in his. His skin was warm, his fingers strong and slightly calloused.

Whatever electricity had been buzzing in the air between us almost exploded when we touched.

He was gentle as he held my hand – but firm. Firm and powerful and strong.

I briefly imagined what his arms around me might feel like, and then guiltily pushed that out of my mind as quickly as I could.

He held onto my hand for a couple of seconds longer than he should have. Only when it was obvious that he was hanging on too long did he finally let go.

There was definitely some serious chemistry going on between us.

Shanna felt it, because she looked back and forth between us like a spectator at Wimbledon.

“Uhhhh, Kaitlyn…?” she whined with a worried look on her face.

“Sorry,” I said, snapping out of my daze and turning around to get my literature book. “I’ll get out of your hair.”

Derek leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. His very powerful, very muscular arms. “No… we shouldn’t run you off.”

Shanna looked over at him, incredulous. “That wasn’t what you were saying before we walked in here.”

“Oh?” I asked, amused. “What were you saying before you walked in here, exactly?”

Shanna giggled. “That if you didn’t leave, we’d have to fuck right here in front of you.”

POW.

The words went right to my gut – a one/two punch.

One, I immediately thought, Player. A slight wave of disappointment and disgust rose up inside me.

Two, I imagined seeing him naked, standing just a few feet away from my bed… and my disgust quickly disappeared, to be replaced by more… pleasant feelings.

Kevin’s plaintive voice suddenly drifted out of my subconscious:

You’re not attracted to anybody, are you?

I winced.

Now I really had to get out of the room.

“Not necessary,” I said, in as deadpan a voice as I could muster. “I’ll leave.”

Interestingly enough, Derek didn’t smirk or chortle out a ‘bro laugh’ or any other reaction I would have expected. Instead, he threw Shanna an icy look before returning his gaze to me. “I was just joking around. We’re not going to run you out of your room.”

Shanna’s mouth dropped open like a gaffed fish.

I sat there, unsure what to do.

I knew I shouldn’t stay; I would totally be cock-blocking Shanna.

Plus, I was already having trouble fighting off bad, bad thoughts. Thoughts that would have given my long-distance boyfriend a heart attack.

But something inside me really wanted to stay around this sexy, mysterious stranger, if just for a few minutes longer.

However, I could already feel annoyance radiating from Shanna.

So could Derek. 

He handled it like a pro.

“We can’t make her leave,” he said, turning to Shanna. “It’s, like, close to finals, isn’t it? What if she fails her exams because of us? You don’t want that on your conscience.” 

He said it with the perfect mix of mocking (Awwww, poor little nerdling) and concern (We really can’t do that to her. Not cool).

“She’s not gonna fail her exams,” Shanna snapped.

Derek shrugged, not a care in the world. “We’ll have plenty of time. Don’t piss off your roommate.”

When he said ‘We’ll have plenty of time,’ Shanna both brightened and relaxed the slightest bit. 

But she still muttered, “She’s not gonna fail her exams” petulantly under her breath. 

He’d said something revealing: It’s, like, close to finals, right? Which meant he either wasn’t a student, or he was a frat boy awakening from a twelve-week bender.

And he didn’t look like a frat boy.

“You don’t go here?” I asked him.

“Nope.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m in a band.”

Of course you are.

Athens was famous for having been the birthplace of the B-52’s (who later fled to New York) and of R.E.M. (who stayed). Every half-assed musician who couldn’t afford a bus ticket to Los Angeles or NYC wanted to make their name completing the hat trick.

Despite his physical gorgeousness, my attraction started to wane. “Oh. That’s nice.”

Derek grinned wryly, and my heart skipped a beat. 

Damn he had a sexy smile.

“I know, I know. Throw a stick in Athens, you’ll hit three musicians, right? Ten if it’s a Saturday night.”

Okay… so at least he’s a self-aware, self-deprecating, HUMBLE half-assed musician.

I tried to play it off. “I’m not really a music person, that’s all.”

“And what kind of a person are you, then?”

“UNH,” Shanna groaned. “Why are you asking about HER?”

“I thought I’d get to know your friend. Aren’t you guys good friends?”

Shanna bounded over to me and threw her arms around my neck. “The best,” she giggled, then whispered way too loudly, “Which is why you’re gonna leave, right? Shanna night, remember?”

I turned my head and looked at her only two inches away from my face. She smelled like a brewery – and a cheap one, at that. “You are so drunk.”

“Shitfaced.” The bad stage whisper started up again: “Pleeeaasssse? He’s soooo hot!”

He was, but it was dumb to announce it like that. The guy’s ego was probably already massive; now it had to be Godzilla-sized.

I looked over at Derek. I thought he would have been grinning himself silly seeing Shanna throw herself at him – but no.

He was staring at me. Not in a creepy way, but in a curious What are you going to do? kind of way.

I pictured him lying on Shanna’s bed, naked, with only a tiny bit of lamplight falling across his muscular, naked body…

I shivered.

Then I got a hold of myself.

I patted Shanna’s arm. “I’ll go.”

“Yaaaay!” Shanna squee-ed, releasing her beer-soaked hold on my neck.

“No,” Derek insisted, in a voice that would brook no dissent. “We’re not interrupting your studying. Studying’s important.”

Now it was embarrassingly obvious.

Derek wasn’t interested in sleeping with Shanna anymore.

He was interested in me.

Which alternately thrilled me and terrified me. 

Maybe it terrified me because it thrilled me.
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But I played it as cool as I could, and gave him a You are SO full of shit smirk. “Studying’s important? Really.”

He matched me grin for grin. “It obviously is to you.”

Shanna was getting pissed that Derek was ignoring her. So she played her trump card.

“Kaitlyn has a boyfriend,” she announced loudly.

As soon as she said it, my stomach twisted with guilt – and anger.

“No I don’t. We broke up three days ago, remember?” I snapped.

“You always break up and get back together,” she said petulantly, then turned to Derek. “They’re high school sweethearts. They’ll be back together by tomorrow night, just watch.”

In addition to my anger and guilt, I also felt a tiny bit of fear – that Derek would lose interest in me.

I reprimanded myself. I was bad to feel that way. Shanna was right, I’d probably be back with Kevin in another couple of days.

And if I kept talking to Derek, it would just confirm all of Kevin’s worst accusations.

It’s better if he loses interest now, I told myself dejectedly.

But he didn’t.

He just looked at me with no change in expression whatsoever, like I’d told him I had a swing set when I was kid, or that I liked eating celery. “Cool. He go here?”

My stomach churned a little more. “Uh… no. He’s at Syracuse.”

“Upstate New York?”

“Yeah.”

Derek nodded briefly. “I hear it’s pretty up there. So, what’s this test you’re studying for?”

And just like that, the topic of my (ex)boyfriend was past, a billboard receding in the car mirror on the conversation highway.

Judging by her expression, Shanna knew it was over. Her big play had failed. She looked like a kid who’d just found out there was no Santa Claus – and I was the Grinch who stole Christmas. She alternated sad puppy-dog looks at him and teeth-clenching glares at me.

I should have felt awful.

I knew I should have felt awful.

…but damn he was gorgeous.

And if he wanted to sleep with her, he would have waved goodbye to me and kicked the door shut as I walked out.

But he obviously didn’t want that.

Plus, she’d kind of been a punk using Kevin against me like that.

And how many times had she brought back drunk guys to have sex in our dorm room? How many times had she totally disrupted my life? 

So one out of twenty slipped through her fingers. Boo hoo.

And that’s how I justified being a bitch to her.

To clarify, I did feel bad about it.

Just not bad enough to leave.

“What are you studying?” Derek prodded me again.

“English Lit. We’re doing Chaucer.”

“The Canterbury Tales?”

“Yeah.”

“Which one?”

“You know the Canterbury Tales,” I said in amused disbelief.

Mr. Rock Jock, Biceps-To-Drool-For, Out-Of-This-World-Body spends his spare time reading medieval literature. Riiiiight.

My attitude came through a little too strongly.

“Well, aren’t we snobbish,” he teased me.

“That’s not what I meant,” I said, flustered – though, yeah, that was actually exactly what I had meant. I tried to recover. “Did they teach it at your high school?”

“No. There’s a Procol Harum song where they mention the Miller’s Tale – ”

A memory sparked in my mind. “I know that one – ”

And we both said “Whiter Shade Of Pale” at the same instant.

“Jinx,” Shanna sneered angrily as she flopped down on her narrow single bed.

I ignored her and focused on him. “That’s a good song.”

“Hell yeah it is. So, anyway, I read the Miller’s Tale and a few others. You’re not reading the Miller’s Tale, are you?”

“No.”

“Good.”

I gave him a quizzical little frown. “Why ‘good’?”

“It’s fucked up. It’s a little too… naughty for a nice girl like you,” he said, nodding in mock solemnity.

The way he said ‘naughty’ made parts of me want to get naughty.

“Ohhh, is it,” I nodded back, turning up the ‘doe-eyed and innocent’ to 11.

“Yeah. People sleeping around… having sex… kinky sex… it’s not for impressionable young minds like yours.”

Unhhhhhhh…

The way he said ‘kinky sex,’ in that rumbling, deep voice… hoo boy.

“Well then, I’m safe,” I assured him, still playing along. “I’m reading the Wife of Bath’s tale.”

His eyes opened a bit wider. “Ohhh, the horny chick.”

I smiled tightly. “Yes. That was Chaucer’s original title for it. ‘The Horny Chick’s Tale.’”

He arched one eyebrow. “Am I wrong?”

Actually, no, he wasn’t. The Wife of Bath brags that she’s been married five times, all to guys with great chests and large, um… packages. At one point she speculates on how much her hoo-ha would get at auction. Hint: she thought it would break records.

I didn’t want to get into those details, though, so I just gave a noncommittal “Mmmm…”

He didn’t pursue it, thank God. 

“That’s the one with the knight who has to figure out what women want, right?”

I cocked my head and stared at him. “I’m impressed.”

“What, just because I’m incredibly hot, you think I don’t have a brain?”

He said it in a way that was supposed to be self-mocking… but it was pretty apparent that he knew he was hot. Which was annoying.

“I think you meant, ‘just because I’m incredibly in love with myself,’” I said with a prim smile. “And as for the brain thing, no, it’s the tattoos and rings. I would’ve figured you more for knowing the complete works of Whitesnake.”

He laughed – and oh my God it was sexy.

Apparently he wasn’t insulted, because he said, “I know those, too, but obviously you don’t, because you missed the obvious hint that I’m not a huge fan.”

“Which is?”

“No head-bangin’ hair.”

It was true. No poofed-out mullet or cascading locks. His hair was just long and tousled enough to make him look disreputable… and damn sexy.

“Ah. You have to have the hair to be in the Whitesnake fan club, is that it?”

“Yes you do.” He grinned, crossed his arms, and locked his gaze with mine. “So… what do women want?”

“I know what I want,” Shanna said grumpily as she stretched out on her bed. “And I’m not gettin’ it.”

“I have my own Wife of Bath as a roommate,” I joked.

Derek frowned, mildly confused.

“Um… horny chick,” I explained, blushing a little.

“HELL YEAH,” Shanna shouted.

Derek grinned. “Gotcha. So… what do women want?”

“I haven’t finished the story.”

“I’m not talking about the story.”

“Then why are you asking?”

His smile was ohhhh so seductive. “It’s an interest of mine.”

He was too cocky for his own good. I couldn’t let him get away with it.

“One you do a lot of field research in, huh?” I asked, nodding.

He shrugged, gave me a half-smile. “A little.”

“I’m sure.”

“…so?”

“So, what?”

“So what do women want?”

His green eyes felt like they were undressing me.

I forced myself to keep staring into them, and not let my eyes drop down to what I really wanted. “Why are you asking me?”

“You’re a woman. I’m a man. I want to know.”
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The answer sent thrills through my belly.

It was obvious that he was flirting with me… and brazenly, at that.

But I struggled to keep the upper hand. 

“It’s the wrong question,” I said.

“Oh? What’s the right question?”

“What does an individual woman want? Women aren’t all the same. They don’t want the same things.”

“Well… what do you want?”

Oh my God.

His voice…

I was melting at the sound of it.

And then my roommate spoke up.

“I know what Shanna wants,” Shanna slurred from her bed. “Shanna wants to get laid.”

Then it hit me how much of a bitch I was being. She’d gotten this guy; she’d brought him back; and here I was, stealing him away from her. 

Me, with a boyfriend.

Well, an ex-boyfriend… who would probably be my boyfriend again within 24 hours.

Time to bail.

“I should leave you two,” I said, and moved to go.

Derek put out his hand. “No – stay. We’re having a very interesting conversation here.”

“About the Wife of Bath,” I gently mocked him, totally not believing him.

“And the Wife of Bath’s tale. And the deeper meaning.”

I arched an eyebrow. “About what women want.”

“About what one woman in particular wants. So?”

I paused and looked him square in the eyes. I had to be careful – I could have gotten lost in those beautiful green depths so easily…

“Why do you care?”

He shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I?”

“I don’t go around asking random people I meet what they want.”

“Well, people aren’t all the same,” he said with a sly smile. “They don’t all want the same things.”

Okay… using my words against me like that? Pretty clever.

I grinned. “Touché. But before I tell you… what do you want?”

“Right now, I want to find out more about you.”

It was so obvious he was flirting with me. 

And any casual observer would think I was flirting with him.

Maybe I was.

My stomach twisted a little, and I got a little afraid.

Afraid that I was flirting…

…afraid that I liked it…

…and maybe, just maybe, a little afraid that if I opened up too much, I might get hurt.

“So… what do you want?” he continued. “Specifically, what do you want out of life?”

I brushed my hair behind one ear, looked down at the floor, and gave my standard answer. “I want to be a journalist.”

“That’s cool,” he said in a positive but laidback voice.

I looked at him out of the corner of my eyes. “Is it?”

“I think so. What kind of a journalist? I mean, do you want to run off into warzones, or write for a city paper, or – ”

“No, I want to write for magazines. I want to do a whole lot of different things, go different places… live life to its fullest. And I figure it would be great to get paid to do it.”

“That’s cool.”

“Yeah?” I asked, a little shyly.

Why the hell did I care what this guy thought about my life’s dream?

I don’t know… but for some reason, I did.

“Yeah,” he nodded, completely sincere.

“Huh…”

He frowned the tiniest bit. “What?”

“I wouldn’t have thought you would think that was cool.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t see you thinking journalism would be that interesting.”

“Hunter S. Thompson was one of the coolest people ever. He was a journalist. A great journalist.”

“A gonzo journalist,” I added, pretty much throwing in the only thing I knew about Hunter S. Thompson, except that he wrote Fear And Loathing In Las Vegas.

“Yup,” he agreed. “For the greatest music criticism magazine in the world.”

“But, you have to admit,” I said, “he is arguably one of the coolest people who ever lived.”

“True.”

“I don’t think I’m quite going to live up to that,” I joked.

“Don’t give up so soon.”

I laughed. “Yeah… okay…”

“What’s so funny?”

“I didn’t think I was going to get a pep talk on ‘journalism is cool’ from Mr. Rock ‘n Roll.”

“Just because I’m Mr. Rock ‘n Roll doesn’t mean I can’t think other people’s dreams are cool.”

He said it in a friendly tone, but also with the tiniest bit of rebuke… like I was only judging him by his appearance, and being an ass about it.

And he was absolutely correct.

“You’re right,” I agreed grudgingly. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” he grinned. “Nothin’ to be sorry for.”

I looked at him for the longest time… and yes, I got lost in his eyes. They were mesmerizing.

Probably ten seconds went by before I realized I was staring. I broke it off and tried to be all jaunty and witty. “So… what do you want? Other than to get into drunk girls’ pants?”

“Do you see me getting into drunk girls’ pants?” he asked.

“NO,” Shanna shouted from her bed. 

I’d totally forgotten about her. She was lying on her back, eyes closed, otherwise dead to the world.

“No,” I admitted and then laughed, mostly at Shanna’s unexpected reappearance in the conversation.

He grinned, too. “Okay, then.”

“…so what do you want? Out of life.”

He looked at me for a long moment before he answered – like he was gauging me. Like maybe he was wondering how much he should open up to me.

Then he started talking.
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“The first time I ever knew what I wanted was when I was four years old and I heard the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ ‘Under The Bridge’ for the first time on the radio. You know that song?”

“Of course.”

“I remember being hypnotized by the guitar at the beginning. The way John Frusciante’s fingers just dance over the strings. And then Anthony Kiedis comes in, and it’s so sad… him singing about the hills, and about how Los Angeles loves him… and then he goes into the chorus, about how he doesn’t want to ever feel bad again… and then, later in the song, the backup singers come crashing in, and it goes from being this sweet, plaintive love song, to this dark, disturbed, lost, painful, wail about him betraying that love… God. I didn’t know it at the time – I mean, I was four years old, I couldn’t have explained it – but that song took me on a trip. It made me feel something I’d never felt before.”

I watched his face as he told it. He meant every single word. He was absolutely transported as he told it…

…and, I have to admit, I was moved by how passionate he was about it.

He smiled and continued. “My dad was a musician – that’s where I think I got my love of music from. Anyway, he was sitting there watching me the entire time, and after it was over, he asked me if I liked it. And all I said was, ‘Again!’”

I had to laugh. He said it exactly the way a four-year-old would say it – full of exuberance and innocence and ‘Right NOW!’ impatience.

“So my dad picked up his electric guitar and he played the song, and we both sang it together. He taught me the words, and I made him sing it over and over and over.” Derek smiled, a little ironically. “Other kids have Goodnight, Moon. I had ‘Under The Bridge.’”

His eyes trailed off into the distance, and his voice took on an edge of melancholy. 

“It’s one of the best memories I have of my father. Things got pretty shitty between us later on, but I know – I know that he loved me, because he kept playing that damn song over and over and over again. Never said ‘no, let’s stop’… he just kept playing it.

“But it’s also a great memory because it was like a lightning bolt hit me. It was the first time I ever realized, Hey, my dad DOES this. He plays guitar and sings. That’s what he DOES. That means I can do this, too.


“Not only that, but… the song just made me feel. In the space of three minutes, I went from hypnotized and happy, to in love, to feeling pain and loss, and every fucking second was beautiful. And from that moment forward, I knew what I wanted to do in life: I wanted to be like my dad. I wanted to make music and sing. And I wanted to make other people feel, the way that song had made me feel. Feel everything.”

He stopped talking and looked back at me – a little shy, a little hesitant, a little embarrassed.

It’s hard to explain my emotions.

His words had the same effect on me that “Under The Bridge” had on his four-year-old self: I’d felt, totally and completely.

I could see the passion and the realness in him. It was unmistakable.

And after that story, I was so totally into this guy.

If he’d walked over right then and kissed me, there was no way I could have resisted.

Thank God he didn’t.

Although… looking back… I really wish he had.
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Derek was still watching me hesitantly, like he was afraid I might be judging him.

That was the exact same way I’d felt before, when he’d asked me what I wanted out of life. 

Afraid of judgment. Afraid of being made fun of.

Only difference was, he’d opened up to me, totally and completely.

“That was really beautiful,” I said softly.

He relaxed. “Thanks,” he said, and flashed that sexy, charming grin.

I think it was the grin that broke the spell.

I went from seeing the magic and wonder of a child entranced by music, to seeing the incredibly good-looking guy who knew all the girls were into him.

I mean, I still felt like everything he’d said to me was real… but for the first time, I considered the possibility that it had also been a performance.

I gave him an impish little smile. “And you’ve never told that story to any other girl, have you.”

“No. Never,” he said solemnly, though he nodded his head ‘yes’ as he said it.

I laughed – at least he was honest (or semi-honest) about his bullshit.

Except… it wasn’t bullshit. And I knew it.

“I think you really meant it, though.”

He nodded, and he was serious. “I did.”

Suddenly, a giant, blatting noise split the air.

“SNNKKKZZ,” Shanna snored from where she lay on the bed.

“Wow, is she always that loud?” he asked incredulously.

“Only when she’s plastered. Too bad she missed your speech.”

“She wouldn’t have appreciated it.”

I looked at him, my head tilted slightly to the side. “No, she wouldn’t have,” I agreed softly.

We kept staring at each other in silence – until Shanna’s snoring started up again.

“Jesus, it’s amazing how something that loud can come out of somebody so small,” he marveled.

I laughed. “Yeah, maybe we should go outside in the hall.”

He looked at me. “Yeah?”

My heart suddenly thumped hard in my chest. 

I had just spontaneously said it without thinking. 

Not, Well, it was nice meeting you, or, Well, I’ve got to study.

No.

Maybe we should go outside in the hall.

Because I didn’t want him to leave.
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Derek and I ended up talking for hours, about everything and nothing. We went out in the hallway and sat out there on the floor and drank Cokes and ate Little Debbie snack cakes and laughed as drunk club-goers and late-night partiers came stumbling back to their dorm rooms.

Finally I thought to check my phone.

It was 3:10 in the morning.

“Oh my God,” I gasped. “It’s after 3 – I’ve got a test in the morning – ”

“The Wife of Bath, right?” he asked, sprawled out lazily on the floor. Just totally relaxed, completely confident in his own skin.

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to look too long at his sleek, muscular body. “And I need to finish the story, so – ”

“Tell me what you’ve read so far.”

I looked him in his emerald eyes.

I really, really didn’t have time for this.

But…

…damn he was hot.

“Okay. So, there was this knight in King Arthur’s court who was really bad, and he basically raped a woman.”

“Fucking asshole,” Derek said.

“Total fucking asshole,” I agreed. “And King Arthur was going to have him killed, but Queen Guinevere gave him a second chance. If he could find out what women want most, she’d spare his life. So the knight goes out riding, and he asks every woman he meets, but they all give him different answers. Some want a rich man, some want a handsome man, some want somebody who’s dependable, some want somebody who’s quiet and won’t give them any problems… it’s all over the place. 

“His time is running out when he meets an ugly old woman who says she’ll tell him if the knight will grant her any wish she wants. He’s kind of over a barrel, so he agrees… and they go back to Guinevere… and that’s where I stopped.”

“Do you want to know the ending?” he asked in a very self-satisfied voice.

A little too self-satisfied for my tastes.

“You know the ending,” I said, totally unconvinced.

“I told you I read some of the stories after I heard ‘Whiter Shade of Pale.’ This was one of them.”

I looked at him from the corner of my eyes.

Was he trying to impress me with his obscure knowledge of Chaucer?

Or was he just bluffing (and still trying to impress me)?

Hell… what did I have to lose?

“Seeing as I need to sleep, and the test is at 9AM… sure.”

“The old woman gives him the right answer,” Derek said serenely.

“Which is?”

“Women want power over their husbands.”

I gave him a look like You gotta be kidding me. “That’s stupid.”

“You don’t agree?” he asked with a lazy smile.

“Well, I don’t know what’s in the Chaucer story, but… yeah, I don’t really think that’s what women want.”

“Well, Chaucer says you’re wrong.”

“Does he now.”

“Yup. So do the queen and all the women of the court. They agree with the knight, so they spare his life. But the ugly old chick – ”

“You’re such a feminist,” I taunted him.

“Shut up, I’m helping you get an ‘A,’” he grinned. “Anyway, the ugly old chick tells the queen about the knight’s promise, and she says she wants to marry the knight. The queen says, ‘Done deal. You’re married. BOOM.’ The knight is NOT happy, but he has no choice, so he marries her.”

“Sucks to be him.”

“Just wait,” Derek cautioned me. “So, they go up to sleep together, but she can tell he thinks she’s fug-lyyyyy. And she’s mad about it, so she says, ‘At least you know I won’t cheat on you. Which would you rather have, an ugly old wife who doesn’t cheat, or a beautiful young wife who sleeps around?’ And he says…”

He paused for dramatic emphasis.

“Care to take a guess?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

“A hot chick.”

I mean, that’s the obvious choice. That’s what all guys want, right?

Derek grinned. “No. He was smart. He said… ‘You decide.’”

“Ahhhhh.”

Okay, maybe Chaucer was onto something.

Derek continued, “And the old lady is happy because the knight gave her power over him, so she tells him he can have both – a hot chick who’s loyal to him. She tells him to kiss her – and when he does, she turns into a hot chick, and they live happily ever after.”

“Now I see why you didn’t sleep with my roommate,” I teased him.

Interestingly enough, Derek looked a little alarmed when I said it. “Why?”

“You probably go around kissing ugly old chicks, hoping they’ll turn into hot ones.”

It was a totally stupid nonsense line, borne of a sleep-deprived brain at 3AM. Of course he didn’t go around doing that.

But his response knocked the breath out of me.

He stared me right in the eyes and said, “No… it’s because when I find a beautiful girl I like, that’s the one I stay with.”

Holy shit.

I could feel my cheeks burning. And that wasn’t the only part of me getting warm.

I stared at him, speechless.

He just watched me with those sexy, half-lidded, emerald-green eyes.

Then he leaned in to kiss me – 

And I jumped up from the floor like somebody had shocked me with electric wires.

“I have to go to bed,” I babbled. “It was really nice meeting you.”

He stumbled to his feet, too. His face was grim, like he was a little bit pissed off.

“You too,” he said.

“I’ll, uh… I’ll see you around,” I said, and waved goofily.

“Definitely.”

I darted inside my room and closed the door, but the entire time I was looking at him.

The last thing I saw was his emerald-green eyes peering straight into mine.

I turned the lock and stood there in the darkness, my heart thudding in my chest, listening for the sound of him walking away.

It took forever, but finally I heard his feet pad down the hall and the stairwell doors open and close.

I felt the strangest mix of emotions.

Relief – that I’d stayed faithful to Kevin.

Sadness – that I’d missed out on something I desperately wanted, deep down in my very core.

And anger… whether at myself or my absent ex-boyfriend, I couldn’t have told you.

But the strongest feeling was one of loss.
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Present Day


Glen stared at me like I’d just turned down a million dollars for doing nothing more than writing a book report.

“What?” he asked, stunned.

“No,” I croaked, fully aware I was throwing away the best opportunity of my career thus far. Maybe even the best opportunity of my entire career, even if it lasted four decades. “Sorry.”

“You do understand what I’m offering you, right?”

“To write an article on Derek Kane.”

“And the band,” Glen stressed, as though that might be the piece of information I had overlooked.

“Yeah. No thank you.”

“Not just a half-page fluff piece – I’m talking a full-on, six-page spread. I mean, if you turn in a good enough story, we’re potentially talking the cover.”

“Yeah. Thank you, but no.”

The longer he stared at me, the more his disbelief turned to anger. “You do realize that is a one in a million offer, right? You don’t just get handed the cover of Rolling Stone – not when you’re some unknown writer a year out of college. I mean, you realize that, right?”

“Yes, and I’m really sorry, but I can’t do it.”

He sat there, his mouth hanging open. “Can I ask why?”

“There’s just… too much history there. Too many… raw wounds.”

He shook his head. “Most kids in your position would sell their fucking soul for this chance.”

“Yeah, well…” I said, my voice trailing off. “Are there any other positions open I could interview for?”

“No,” he snapped. “This is it.”

“Oh… well, thank you for your time, anyway,” I said, and gathered my things and stood.

He stood up at the same time. His anger was quickly turning into the beginning stages of panic. “Wait – don’t you want to think about it? Give it some time to marinate – ”

“No,” I said, and forced a smile. “Thank you, though.”

“Just think about it!” he urged me.

“If I change my mind, I’ll call you,” I said as I opened the glass door to his office and backed out. “Thanks again. Sorry.”

Then I ran down the hallway as fast as I could, and dashed into the stairwell rather than wait for the elevator.

I was afraid he might come running after me.

I was even more afraid he might talk me into it.
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I stumbled out of the Rolling Stone building and onto the street.

I was furious.

At Glen… 

At myself… 

At Rolling Stone… 

At Fate…

…but mostly at a certain former college roommate.

I whipped out my phone and dialed.

“Hey, Kaitlyn, what up?” Shanna answered.

“What the fuck?!” I yelled at her, loud enough that the jaded New Yorkers on the street gave me a wide berth as they hustled by.

“Ohhhhhhh,” she said in that apologetic voice she used back in freshman year when she brought two guys home in the same week. “You talked to Glen, huh.”

“YEAH, I talked to Glen,” I barked. “What the fuck, Shanna?!”

“Look, I was just looking out for you – ”

“What, by pimping me out to magazine editors?”

“Oh, God, don’t be so melodramatic,” she sighed.

“How did the two of you meet, exactly?”

“At a party.”

“Did you sleep with him?”

She cackled on the other end. “Oh my God, NO. I DO have standards, you know.”

This was the first I’d heard of them.

Actually, that’s not fair. Most of Shanna’s conquests tended to be fairly good-looking. They just usually lacked employment, intelligence, and any sort of future.

“Look, I know you’re pissed, but… meet me at the Forum for a drink and let me explain.”

“Explain what?” I seethed. “Selling my memories to guys you’re not even sleeping with?”

“No, trying to help jumpstart your career – which, by the sound of it, YOU’RE not even willing to do.”     

Ouch.

“Fuck you.”

“Come on… what do you say? The Forum, 8 o’clock? Let me buy you a drink.”

I grumbled and mumbled, then said, “You can buy me two.”

She laughed. “And to think, this is the thanks I get for hooking you up with Rolling Stone. What are you going to do if I get you a gig at Newsweek?”

“Probably kill you,” I conceded, my fury lessening a little.

“Probably. The Forum, 8 o’clock, okay?”

“You’re buying.”

“First round only. After that, we’ll see,” she laughed.

“…okay,” I mumbled, then hung up.

It was a little bit ridiculous to be angry at somebody who had just gotten me an interview with Rolling Stone.

For a cover article, no less.

But I was bound and determined to hang onto my anger for as long as I could.

No matter how illogical it was.
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Four Years Ago


Shanna was cold as ice to me the next morning – and it wasn’t just her hangover. She gave me the glare of death the entire time I was getting ready, though she didn’t say anything.

Finally I turned around and blurted out, “I didn’t sleep with him.”

“What a coincidence,” she sneered. “Neither did I.”

I hustled out of there as fast as possible and went to my English class.

I know Shanna was pissed, and she had every right to be – but it’s not like I’d wangled a hot new boyfriend out of the deal.

In fact, I was absolutely sure I would never see him again. 

Not like ‘see’ as in ‘go out on a date with,’ either.

‘See’ as in ‘run into around town.’

I had resigned myself to that fact for many reasons.

He was an incredibly good-looking guy (incredibly good-looking), in a band, cool, charismatic, funny, surprisingly smart – and he was used to picking up women and sleeping with them the same night. 

He’d had a brief interruption the previous night, that was all. For whatever reason, he had abandoned a sure thing to hang out with me. (If Shanna’s drunk, she’s about as close to a sure thing as a guy can get.) 

Then, when I’d ducked away from his kiss… that was it, I was sure of it. Never going to see him again.

I didn’t go to shows at the clubs, I didn’t try to sneak into bars, and I didn’t hang out where we’d ever run into each other. At best, I might see him walking down Main Street with some tattooed chick all over him. Our eyes might meet… a brief second of confusion on his part, followed by an amused look of Oh yeah, aren’t you that girl who turned me down?... and then he’d probably drag his breathless date into a hallway and commence making out with her, just to show me what I’d missed out on.
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I have to admit, I was a little curious about what I’d passed up… so I asked around. I had a friend in my Sociology class who was known for crushing exclusively on guys in local bands.

“Hey, Lindsey… have you ever heard of a guy named Derek Kane?”

Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she looked like she’d just had a spontaneous orgasm. “Oh my GOD he is SO HOT.”

I took that for a ‘yes.’

“Does he… you know… sleep around a lot?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why? Did you sleep with him?”

“NO,” I said quickly. “No, but, he, uh… he made a pass at my roommate.”

“That figures,” she snorted. “He’s the biggest man-slut ever.”

Ew.

“‘Made a pass’?” Lindsey continued with a frown. “She didn’t sleep with him?”

“No, she, uh… passed out before they did anything.”

Technically that was the truth.

Lindsey smirked. “Your roommate missed out big time.”

I got a very naughty feeling when she said that.

“Did you sleep with him?” I whispered.

She blushed a light pink. “…um… yeah.”

“Oh.” 

I knew I shouldn’t ask, I knew I shouldn’t ask –  

“…was he any good?”

Lindsey’s eyes rolled back in her head again, and she looked like she was having a second orgasm. “Oh my GOD, he’s incredible.”

When she said that, I felt like somebody had stabbed me in the stomach.

“…did you guys… date?” I asked feebly.

Now she was back to blushing slightly. “…um… I don’t know if I’d say that, exactly… we were kind of… seeing each other.”

“Did you go out for awhile?”

“…um… three or four times.” She paused. “…not all in a row.”

“Ah.”

Things were becoming a lot clearer now.

She shifted nervously from foot to foot. “You know how it is… we’ll see each other at a show… or at a bar… and we’ll hook up again.”

“Does he call you afterwards?”

She suddenly frosted over. “No. Why are you so interested?”

“I, uh… I told my roommate he seemed like bad news, and that she should stay away from him.”

“Well, that’s probably wise,” she said as she walked off – and then turned around with an exuberant smile. “But if you see him again, tell him I said hi! And give him my number, okay? In case he lost it.”

Ew.
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I asked another girl – a hot chick, one who lived in my dorm – if she knew of him. She did. She hadn’t slept with him, but she knew a friend who had.

I asked about her friend’s experience.

“Well, she pretty much raved it was the best sex she’d ever had… but he never called her back again.”

So he was talented in the sack… and a total scumbag.

Gross.

“Would your friend sleep with him again if he hit on her?”

“She’d probably say she wouldn’t, but… I know her. She’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

Lovely.

Although, I can’t deny, even though I was disgusted by him… phrases like ‘your roommate missed out big time’ and ‘the best sex she’d ever had’ kept echoing in my ears.

Not that it mattered in the slightest.

I was never, ever going to see him again, I was sure of it.

So, of course, he came back two days later.
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I was folding laundry at 4 PM when somebody knocked. Shanna wasn’t home, so I called out, “Yeah?”

“It’s Derek,” a deep, incredibly sexy voice rumbled.

My heart did two backflips, and it was hard to breathe for a second. 

I started to race for the door – caught myself – and walked over calmly to open it.

I tried to ignore the fact that I was in sweatpants again.

He was standing there in essentially the same get-up as last night, except he’d changed out the Led Zeppelin shirt for – of all things – a faded Whitesnake tour shirt.

He pointed to it with a mock gangsta expression like, Yeeeaaaah, boy, REPRESENTIN’!

I burst out laughing. 

“Ohhhhh… very nice. You joined the fan club, I see.”

“Just for you,” he said, and grinned as he leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed across his chest. “I had to go to three Goodwills to find this puppy.”

God, he had great arms…

“Is that so? Orrrr were you secretly a member all along, and you’re just coming out of the closet?” I teased.

“You got me.” He put his hands on his hips defiantly. “Now I’m out and proud, baby.”

“Are we talking the Whitesnake closet, or is there something else you want to tell me?”

“Why?” he asked mischievously. “If I thought I might be gay, and I was all depressed because society hates me, would you try to help me… figure things out?”

Unnnnnhhh.

Despite the whole ‘I might be gay’ part, which normally would be a libido killer (but here was obviously just a joke), it was the idea of how I could help him ‘figure things out’ that got me.

I had to fight to keep down the fluttering in my belly.

Remember: man-slut, the little angel on my right shoulder whispered.

Best sex of her LIFE, the little devil on the left smirked.

Kevin – remember Kevin, the angel urged.

Your EX-boyfriend, the little devil shouted.

“No, but Shanna would be up for that,” I finally said.

“Shanna doesn’t need that excuse to take a guy to bed.”

I laughed. “True. But haven’t you heard? Society doesn’t hate gay people anymore.”

“Haven’t you heard?” he shot back. “We’re in Georgia.”

I laughed again. “Well, the Baptist Student Union is right down the street. I’m pretty sure they’ll help you ‘pray the gay away.’”

“Great, I’ll just go down there and – oh, you know what?” 

He pulled out his shirt collar and looked down at his chest as though he were inspecting something. 

I sooooo wished I could see what he was looking at right then.

He let go of his collar and looked back up at me. “We’re good. I just realized I’m 100% into women.”

And he gave me a look from my head to my toes that basically said, I want to rip off your clothes and lick you up and down like an ice cream cone.

My knees went weak.

This… this was not good.

I turned away to regain my composure and went back into my room. “How nice for you. Shanna’s not here to take you up on it, though.”

“That’s even better, since I came to see you.”

Oh crap.

This was soooo not good.

Remember Kevin, remember Kevin, remember Kevin! the little angel cried.

Your EX-boyfriend, your EX-boyfriend, your EX-boyfriend! the little devil hollered.

I turned around and tried to sound surprised. “You came to see me?”

“Yeah.”

I thought about mockingly asking him Why?, but I was afraid he might tell me exactly why.

Instead I just stared into his beautiful green eyes for a few seconds… 

…and then he grinned at me, like the whole thing had been in good fun. 

As soon as he did that, I broke out grinning, too – I couldn’t help it! – and then I looked away, shy and embarrassed.

Thank God there was a pile of laundry right in front of me: something to do. I started folding.

“Um… well… hi,” I said as I folded a cotton shirt.

He kept leaning against the doorframe, just watching me. “So, how’d the Chaucer test go?”

Oh yeah!

Something neutral to talk about.

“Really well, I think – the essay was to write about what the knight learned from the old woman, how he used it, and what it implied in the battle of the sexes.”

“Battle of the sexes, huh?”

“That was the essay question.”

“You know, in the battle of the sexes, I’m more of lover than a fighter,” he said with a playful smirk, trying to gauge my reaction.

Best sex she’d ever had.

Your roommate missed out BIG time.

I chose to ignore the comment. 

“I think I might have gotten an A or a B, if I didn’t screw up any too much on the grammar or spelling.”

“See?” he said, immensely pleased with himself. “I saved your bacon.”

I made a face at him. “Yeah, after distracting me for hours on end.”

“Aaaaah, you enjoyed it.”

I did, but I wasn’t about to admit it.

“You can’t claim to save me when you’re the one who put me in danger.”

“Danger?!” he exclaimed in mock offense. “I’m not dangerous, I’m good luck. You should always follow my advice.”

“Yeah, I can imagine what that advice would be.”

“Can you now?” he said with a seductive smile.

I’m pretty sure it would include clothes flying off and naked bodies writhing around.

Then I imaged his naked body – muscular, gorgeous, absolutely perfect – 

STOP it.

“Yeah,” I said, and tried to sound as disapproving as possible. “Somehow, I think following your advice would be a recipe for disaster.”

He looked thoughtful as soon as I said it. “That’s good… I should write a song called ‘Recipe For Disaster.’”

“You should name your band ‘Recipe For Disaster.’”

“How complimentary of you!” he said mockingly.

“I try.”

“But we’ve already got a name.”

“Which is…?”

“Inward Spiral.”

Okay, that was the best possible answer he could have given me.

It’s a lot easier to ignore a gorgeous, buff, Greek god’s advances when he starts talking about his pretentiously named garage band.

I tried to be polite, though. “Um… okay, that’s very…”

I must have made a face, because he became ever-so defensive. “Very what?”

I paused.

“Don’t all spirals go inwards?” I asked.

“Well, they normally go down,” he said in his deep, smoky voice.

Now I was thinking of him going down on me… those sensual lips kissing me beneath my waist…

STOP IT.

I forced myself to grimace. “What a clever double entendre.”

“I have no idea what you mean,” he said with faux innocence.

I gave him a tight little smile and squinted like, Suuuuure you don’t.

“Are you one of those chicks?” he asked.

Again, best possible answer he could have given. I can deal with double entendres, but he was being sleazily brazen. I imagined him as one of those guys who unzipped his pants and expected girls to service them, and it offended me.

Unfortunately, the idea of unzipping his pants also excited me, too.

“One of those chicks who go down?” I asked angrily – a little too angrily. I must have sounded like the uptight prude from hell.

He grinned. “I wasn’t going there, but, sure, if you want to volunteer that information – ”

“I don’t.”

“Don’t do it, or don’t – ”

“Don’t volunteer that information,” I snapped.

“Okay, then, I was talking about super-literal, anal retentive chicks who talk about spirals going inward.”

“NO.”

He could tell he was getting on my nerves.

He could also probably tell I had been getting a little hot and bothered.

He seemed to be getting off on both of those things… but he played it smart and backed off. “I agree… it’s not the greatest name ever. If you think of a better one, let me know.”

“Recipe For Disaster,” I deadpanned.

He laughed. “It’s a little too home ec for a band name. But I’ll consider writing a song.”

“Oh, you’ll deign to consider it, huh? Thanks,” I scoffed.

“Has anybody ever told you you can be a little bit prickly?” 

He didn’t say it in a pissed-off way. More like he was talking to a hilarious three-year-old throwing a temper tantrum.

“Has anybody ever told you you can be really inappropriate?” I retorted.

He grinned. “You’re the first, actually.”

“Okay, then, let’s make it official: you’re being really inappropriate.”

“Right now?”

“No, not right now,” I said in exasperation.

“Then when? What did I say?”

I glared at him and went back to folding my laundry in silence.

No way I was going to bring up anything about anybody going down on anybody else.

“I’ll watch what I say from now on, I promise,” he said, amused. 

“Thank you,” I snapped.

We continued like that, me folding laundry, him just watching in silence, for another ten seconds. That doesn’t sound like much time, but when you’re experiencing enormous attraction towards someone and know you shouldn’t, and they’re obviously flirting with you, and both of you are fully aware of what the other person is thinking – ten seconds is hella long.

The entire time, I could feel the sexual tension building – both in the air, and in my own body. Which made me even crankier, since I knew one of the two wasn’t going to get released any time soon.

“So,” I said, “what exactly are you here for, if you’re not here for my roommate?”

“I told you. I’m here for you.”

Oh God. Remember Kevin remember Kevin remember Kevin – 

“Well, here I am,” I said in an exasperated voice, crossing my arms and turning to look at him, challenging him. “What do you want?”

He dropped his eyes shyly to the ground, then looked back up at me in an innocent, unbelievably sexy way, his eyes low and beseeching me from under his eyebrows. 

“Would you go to a movie with me?” he asked earnestly, no trace of arrogance or game-playing in his voice.

That took the wind out of my sails.

I thought he was going to launch into another series of sexual innuendoes, and I was all ready to get furious and kick his ass out of there.

But instead, he was asking me out.

And really nicely, at that.

“I… I have a boyfriend,” I said, my voice a little shaky.

“I thought he was an ex-boyfriend.”

Oh yeah.

“He… we’re getting back together.”

“Are you back together yet?”

“N-no, but… we will be.”

“That a definite thing?”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

“Okay… so you’ve got a ‘boyfriend,’” he said, putting ‘air quotes’ around the word with his fingers. He shrugged and smiled. “The invitation’s still open. It’s just a movie.”

Yeah, right.

I hedged for a second.

Tell him ‘no,’ tell him ‘no,’ that’s the only safe thing to do, tell him ‘NO’ – 

“…what movie?” I asked tentatively.

“You know who David Cronenberg is?”

Do I know who David Cronenberg is.

Do I have two horror-movie-obsessed brothers? 

Yeah, I know who David Cronenberg is.

“I’m not going to see The Fly with you,” I said. “Or Videodrome.  Or Crash. Or whatever other fucked-up movies he did.”

He laughed. “Did you see A History Of Violence?”

My resistance faltered a little. “No, but I heard it was really good.”

“It was awesome. I think it was nominated for an Oscar or something. And the one he did after that is playing at the student center – Eastern Promises.”

Ohhhhhh… I had heard about that one.

“Is that the one where Viggo Mortensen gets naked in the shower?” I blurted.

Derek burst out laughing. “Seriously? All I had to do to sell you on the movie was say, ‘Viggo Mortensen gets naked in the shower?’”

I started giggling – and was immediately horrified to hear it. I clapped a hand to my mouth and only removed it long enough to say, “No, it’s not like that – ”

“You probably already looked up that scene on the internet, didn’t you?” he asked indignantly. 

“NO – ”

“You’ve probably got, like, Viggo Mortensen ass porn all over your computer, don’t you?”

“NOOOO!” I howled and laughed at the same time.

“So, you wanna go with me and watch Viggo Mortensen get naked in the shower?”

“Oh, you want to go see Viggo Mortensen naked, too?” I taunted him. “Maybe you should rethink that ‘100% into women’ thing.”

“No, I want you to go to a fuckin’ movie with me, but apparently that’s only happening if Viggo Mortensen gets naked in the shower,” he grinned.

I laughed so hard I thought I was going to cry. 

When I finally came down, I choked out, “…okay… when’s the next showtime?”

“Thirty minutes from now.”

“Okay… let me get dressed.”

I didn’t realize until later that, after he made me laugh, I hadn’t once considered saying ‘no.’



18


I threw him out of the room and hurriedly switched into a pair of jeans, a nice blouse, and a pair of suede boots, and then walked with him down to the student center.

It was a gorgeous spring day – warm but not hot, and blissfully free of humidity. The dogwoods were in bloom, and everything else was green and bursting with life. People were out biking, jogging, lounging on the grass, basically doing anything to soak up the great weather. 

The entire way to the student center I walked beside him, talking and laughing, but I couldn’t stop from watching the way he moved. Even though he was a rocker wannabe, he moved like an athlete – long, powerful strides, confident, relaxed. 

I also saw his ass in motion for the first time.

Daaaaaaaaamn.

Let’s just say his jeans were packed in all the right ways, and were tight in exactly the right places.

Added to that, I caught his scent for the first time. Well, the first pleasant scent. Not the dank beer and cigarette smell when he and Shanna came back from the 40 Watt the night before. He’d obviously showered, and he smelled clean. Soap and shampoo, with a hint of some kind of masculine deodorant, slightly spicy and musky.

I had never been so turned on by everyday bath products in my life.

The student center movie theater is a pretty nice one, though they play an odd assortment of films. Foreign movies, independent movies, artsy movies, gay and lesbian movies, old movies – if you’ve never seen it, the UGA student union movie theater has probably shown it. They occasionally show crowd-pleasers, and apparently Eastern Promises was one of them… although it fit comfortably into the ‘independent’ category, as well.

It was awesome. Dark and brutal and sad in places, but romantic and awesome overall.

Viggo Mortenson’s ass wasn’t half bad, either.

Although it paled in comparison to Derek Kane’s… which I hadn’t even seen naked yet.

And I’m never, ever GOING to, I told myself firmly as I walked out of the movie theater, trying to keep my eyes off his rear end.

“You hungry?” he asked me as we walked out into the purple-skied dusk.

I was, but I was going to say ‘no.’ We’d gone to see a movie; that was halfway innocent. But dinner and a movie was a bridge too far.

Only problem was, I didn’t speak up fast enough.

“I thought we could grab a bite to eat and talk about it,” he said. “I always like doing that with friends – going to see movies and talking about them afterward.”

Oh.

Well… if he did that all the time with friends…

I had a stray thought that maybe those ‘friends’ were girls he never called back again, but I pushed it out of my head.

“I could eat something,” I said, and felt horribly guilty as soon as the words came out of my mouth.
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We went to a gyro place on Main Street, directly across from the college. The place is the rattiest restaurant ever, with decades’ worth of greasy smoke layering the walls. The tables are rickety and never clean, and the place has a scary-ass health rating.

But their gyro’s are awesome, with giant shanks of mouthwatering lamb roasting near the door as you walk in. And the feta cheese sauce they put on the pitas is to die for. And the prices are reasonable, so of course it’s insanely popular with college students.

We waited in line and then ordered. What was interesting was that all the guys working behind the counter knew who Derek was, and shouted out as soon as they saw him walk in. 

“What up, bro!”

“Hey man, how’s it hangin’?”

“Yo, D!”

 They were all alternative-looking guys, most with scruffy goatees and shaggy hair (which might have factored into the low health score posted in the window). I have no doubt in my mind that they were either in bands, or liked going out to see them.

The only girl working was a waitress, and she looked at Derek, too – but with love-smitten puppy-dog eyes.

I reminded myself not to look like her, ever.

We ordered at the register, but before I could get out my purse, Derek paid.

“I can get my own,” I protested.

“You paid for the movie tickets.”

“Yeah, because I get the student discount. And they were only four bucks apiece.”

“That’s still eight bucks. I got this.”

My guilt was beginning to get the better of me.

Southern guys always pay on dates. If they don’t pay, it’s not a date; it’s a clear ‘we’re only friends, and I’m not looking for more’ message. Or it was a massive faux pas, because it meant the guy was cheap.

Or, I supposed, the guy could just be flat broke… but in that case, it was better to hang out and watch a DVD instead of embarrass yourself.

Even though Derek didn’t have the slightest hint of a Southern accent, he was paying. And if he paid, this was so not just ‘talking about the movie over a gyro’ anymore.

“I really should pay for mine,” I insisted.

He gave me a knowing grin. “Ohhhh, you’re a feminist, huh?”

“What?” I said, taken aback. “Yeah, kind of – so?”

“You can get the tip,” he said, waving me off.

“That’s only 15 percent!”

“Tip more, then,” said the shaggy dude behind the register.

“Yeah, tip more, then,” Derek grinned. He gave his buddy a Laters head nod and then walked towards the seating area.

“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath as I followed behind him, trying so hard not to look at that perfect ass in front of me.

“Look, I need to pay you,” I said as I caught up to him.

He gave me a look like I was quite clearly insane. “I got it covered.”

“I know that, but I need to pay for my food.”

“Why?” he asked, exasperated.

“Because if you pay, it’s a date. And I can’t go out on a date with you, because I have a boyfriend. And that’s why I need to pay for my food.”

He looked down at me with those sleepy, half-lidded eyes… and I got lost in their green depths again, waiting to hear what he would say.

Like, for instance, Your EX-boyfriend, Kaitlyn. Which means you can do anything you damn well please.

I KNEW that was what he was going to say.

Or, You can tell yourself anything you want, Kaitlyn, but we both know what this is.

Or, Maybe I want it to be a date.

Or, You really think that paying for your food is going to change anything that’s going on here?

Or –

“Okay,” he shrugged.

Oh.

Hadn’t expected that.

“…yeah?” I asked, a little stunned.

“Sure. I understand,” he said, and gave me a friendly smile.

“Oh… okay… cool,” I said, not quite understanding why I felt so deflated. 

I reached into my purse, pulled out a five, and held it out to him.

“Yours was about eight bucks,” he said calmly. “With the fries and drink.”

I paused – and then, slightly annoyed, I pulled another three dollars out.

“Plus tax,” he added. “So… another fifty cents should do it.”

I stared at him openly now, even more irritated. 

“Fine,” I muttered, and reached back into my purse – 

“Jeez, I’m kidding,” he laughed, and pulled the five out of my hand, leaving behind the ones.

Now I really was flustered.

“Hey, I owe you this!” I said, holding out the dollar bills.

“You paid for the movie.”

“So?”

“So you better keep it, or you’d have to tell your boyfriend you took me out on a date,” he said with that insufferable (oh so sexy) grin of his.

Damn you, Derek – 

“You’re taking the three dollars,” I said.

“Then you’re going to have to put them in my pocket yourself,” he smirked, and turned and walked off to grab a table.

Gritting my teeth, I stuffed the dollars back in my purse.

And tried really, really hard not to watch his ass as he walked away. 

I tried even harder not to imagine myself stuffing the dollar bills into his back pocket… and what it would feel like with my hand in his pants, my palm cupped against his firm ass…

I failed miserably.
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As advertised, though, we did just talk about the movie.

At first.

“What’d you think?” he asked as our food came and we started to chow down.

“It was awesome.”

“Hell yeah it was.”

“What was your favorite part?”

“Well, we know what your favorite part was,” he teased.

I giggled, then caught myself.

I have REALLY got to stop doing that.

But giggling around him was almost second nature now… though I hated it.

“No… actually, it wasn’t as hot as I thought it would be.”

I didn’t add what I was thinking: 

I’ve seen hotter butts.

One in particular. 

“Oh, naked guy in the showers almost getting killed by a couple of gangsters wasn’t sexy enough for you?” he laughed.

“It was a little disturbing.”

“That was kind of my point. But, hey, you still got to see his ass.”

“Can we please stop talking about Viggo Mortensen’s ass?”

“Whose ass do you want to talk about, then?” he grinned.

“Nobody’s.”

“What about… Michaelangelo’s David?” he asked. “That’s a pretty great ass, right?”

I walked into the trap before I realized it had been set.

“That’s not the part I’m used to looking at,” I said – and then blushed furiously as he burst into laughter.

“Oh my God, the truth comes out!” he howled.

“Shut up!” I snapped.

“Want to go back to talking about asses?” he asked as he wiped a tear from the corner of his eye.

I decided to go on the offensive.

“What’s your fascination with men’s asses?” I asked with an evil leer.

He grinned and shrugged. “I’m completely secure in my ass-omeness.”

“Your what?”

“Like awesomeness, but with an ass. Ass-omeness.”

“Oh… my… GOD,” I said as I rolled my eyes.

“Hey, I’ve got a great ass,” he said nonchalantly. “Or so I’ve been told.”

DO NOT comment on that, Kaitlyn. Do NOT comment on that – 

“What was your favorite part – or was it Viggo Mortensen’s ass, too?”

“No,” he laughed, then settled down into a thoughtful mode. “I liked how it ended.”

“That was the only part I hated,” I said with a frown.

“But it was still beautiful,” he argued. “He had a job to do, and he didn’t want to endanger her. He loved her so much that he let her go.”

“He could have let his job go.”

“It was what he was born to do.”

“Whatever. I still think it sucks.”

“Yeah, well… that was only one of my favorite parts.”

“What else?”

“I liked the tattoo scene, where he’s being interviewed by the gangsters, and his life story is in his tattoos.”

In the movie, Viggo Mortensen is covered in elaborate tattoos, and each one holds a piece of information: where he had been in prison, how long, what he had served time for, what his various roles in the mob had been. The gangsters who are considering making him a ‘made man’ knew the symbolism and could tell everything about his life just by looking at those tattoos.

“That was cool,” I agreed, then added as an afterthought, “I don’t even like tattoos, but that was cool.”

He stared at me like I’d just said I hated puppies. “You don’t like tattoos?”

I realized who I was talking to – and how many he had visible on his arms.

My mind wandered to other places he might have them, too… but I had to immediately stop that train of thought in its tracks.

“I’m just… not a huge fan in general.”

“Away from me, woman,” he said grandiloquently, swatting at the air with his hand.

I grinned. “Well, it would be different if you had cool ones like Viggo’s.”

“Oh, you’d rather I spent three years in a Russian prison,” he said, slowly nodding his head like I seeeee.

“No,” I laughed. “I mean, it would be cool if you had your life story in tattoos.”

“I do.”

I gave him a Bullshit look.

“No, really,” he said. “I mean, not exactly like the movie, but – basically, everything I love. Look.”

He pointed to the inside of his forearm, where there were four tattoos in a line. The first was a cursive word that looked like ‘Zoso,’ whatever that meant. The second was three ovals arranged in a triangle with a circle through them. Another had three overlapping circles, and the final one was a circle with what looked like a feather inside.

“Led Zeppelin IV,” he said, quite seriously. “Greatest rock album of all time.”

“What about the Beatles?”

“Got them here, too,” and he pulled up his t-shirt sleeve and pointed to a tattoo of the band’s name in the world-famous font that everybody knew.

It was on his bicep.

It was a very large, very nice bicep.

“But – the rock album – Sgt. Something – ”

“Sgt. Something?” he asked indignantly. “You mean Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band?”

“Yeah, that.”

“‘Yeah, that,’” he said, mocking me good-naturedly. Then he grew serious. “Fantastic album. But…” 

He hesitated. 

“The Beatles are probably the greatest pop musicians of the 20th Century, I’ll give them that. I love ‘em, especially the White Album. But except on a few songs like ‘Revolution’ and ‘Helter Skelter,’ they don’t really rock. Not hard. They’re light and happy even when they’re trying to sound like they want to fuck you up. Even their darker stuff like ‘A Day In The Life’ or ‘Strawberry Fields’ or ‘I Am The Walrus’ is… ethereal.”

“Ethereal,” I said, nodding my head and raising my eyebrows mockingly.

“Is that too big a word for a rock musician to use, Ms. Journalism Snob?” he teased me.

“Just show me your other tattoos, Rock Boy.”

He had a lot of them. I had to admit, the presentation was pretty cool. They were linked in a beautiful, twisting frame composed of sinuous shapes, like those centuries-old Japanese paintings of ocean waves, or a beautiful depiction of twisting vines. And amidst the twisting shapes were individual symbols that appeared like paintings hung in a gallery.

A red hot chili pepper for… you guessed it. A dollar bill on a hook for Nirvana. The Rolling Stones’ famous lips. A Union Jack for The Who. An elaborate Celtic Cross with flowers and revolvers for… yes… Guns ‘n Roses. A black-inked portrait of Jim Morrison – the famous shot of him that everybody knows – that was done startlingly well, in minute artistic detail. And all over, woven into the fabric of the design, were quotes from some of the most famous rock ‘n roll songs of all time.

Did I mention that he had to take off his shirt to show me most of the tattoos? The majority were on his back and chest.

Sweet baby Jesus.

I think I ovulated right there on the spot.

His entire back rippled with muscles. When people talk about guys’ arms and call them ‘guns’? Yeah, they were talking about Derek’s. And his skin was perfect… not a blemish at all, just lovely, smooth olive skin. His chest… oh my God, I almost had to sit on my hands to stop myself from touching his pecs. His abs were like nothing I’d ever seen outside of a Dolce & Gabbana underwear ad.

Every girl in the place was staring at him – and most of them were salivating. All the guys with them were glaring.

Well, not all the guys. A few of them were salivating, too.

Derek didn’t care. Didn’t even register. He just kept turning this way and that, pointing to different ones and telling me the stories behind them.

The funny thing was, he was so into his tattoos – like an enthusiastic little boy showing off his Matchbox car collection – that he didn’t notice the effect he was having on me.

At least, I don’t think he noticed the effect he was having on me.

Or maybe he did know, and it was all part of a calculated effect.

Bastard.

Either way, he was passionate about his tattoos, and kept on talking as he pulled his shirt over his head and back into place.

I felt very, very sad as that gorgeous body disappeared from view… but also a little relieved. My lady parts were about to spontaneously combust if the show went on much longer.

“I’m going to add a new one, a special design, for every album I do,” he said excitedly.

“Yeah?” I asked, my voice a little unsteady at first. “Have you added the first one yet?”

He shook his head. “Haven’t recorded an album yet.”

“Do you know what the title’s going to be?” I asked, then took a sip of Coke through my straw.

“Yeah. Spirals Go Inward, According to Kaitlyn.”

I laughed and snorted soda up my nose.

After I had finished coughing – and he had finished patting me on the back (unnnhhh) – I said, “Just call it According to Kaitlyn.”

He paused. “That’s actually a pretty good title…”

“Didn’t Adam Levine do something like that? Like, Songs For Jane? No – Songs ABOUT Jane – ”

“Oh my GOD, you did not just compare me to Maroon 5.”

“What? I like Maroon 5.”

“You just like the lead singer.”

“He’s hot.”

“I’m hot. You like me?” he asked roguishly.

I squinted at him. “You’re conceited.”

“That’s true. “

“I’d think you wouldn’t mind getting compared to a rock group that’s sold millions of albums.”

“Savage Garden sold millions of albums, and I don’t want to get compared to them.” He leaned back in his chair and pointed at me. “I know what you like about Maroon 5.”

“What.”

“That song where he talks about the girl’s so hard to satisfy, and he keeps making her come every night.”

My face immediately turned beet red.

I knew exactly which song he was talking about. One of their first hits, “This Love.”

I actually really liked that song.

And I secretly liked that one line about her coming. It turned me on a little whenever I heard it on the radio.

It turned me on even more when Derek said it.

Unfortunately for me, I was already revved up to 11 by the shirtless tattoo show.

Your roommate missed out BIG time.

The best sex she ever had.

KEVIN – remember KEVIN – 

“I told you, I don’t want to talk about sex,” I snapped.

He grinned. “You’d rather do it? That’s fine by – ”

I stood up and walked out of the gyro place.
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I was about two hundred feet down the sidewalk when he caught up with me.

“Wait! Wait – I’m sorry!” he said. 

He turned around and walked backwards so he could face me as he talked. 

“Was it something I said?” he grinned.

I shot him a death glare.

He put up his hands to ward it off. “Okay, yes, obviously it was what I said – ”

“Women are not just sexual playthings for your amusement.”

“I know that,” he said, a little taken aback.

“Not from the way you act.”

“Look, I’m just a sexual person – ”

“Who’s only interested in fucking me?”

“Whoa! Whoa, hold on there, potty mouth!” he laughed.

“Oh – I’m a potty mouth, Mr. ‘Every other word out of my mouth is fuckin’ this and fuckin’ that’? Why am I a potty mouth, because I’m a girl?”

“Hey – hey,” he said, his voice suddenly soothing. He moved beside me and touched my arm, but I shook him off roughly.

“Please, will you just listen to me?” he asked, his voice low.

“Go ahead and talk, it’s a free country,” I snarled.

“Look… I think you’re absolutely gorgeous, and yes, I want to sleep with you.”

Oof.

My insides turned to caramel and melted sex.

I glanced at him in shock, then looked away hurriedly, afraid he might see how he’d made me feel.

He continued. “But you seem to think I only want to fu– uh, to sleep with girls and that’s it. But I like you. A lot.”

I walked on in silence.

“Are you going to say anything?” he asked.

It took me a few seconds to admit it.

“…I asked around about you,” I muttered.

“Of course you did,” he said in mild amusement.

Which infuriated me.

“What’s that supposed to mean, ‘of course you did’?”

Such an arrogant ass, just assuming I was checking him out before I slept with him – 

“You’re a reporter. You’re curious about shi– uh, stuff.”

Oh.

That was an interesting take on it.

Good alibi, anyway.

“So… what’d you find out?” he smiled.

Best sex she’d ever had.

I wasn’t about to repeat any of that, though.

“You sleep with a lot of women.”

“That’s true,” he admitted.

“And you don’t date them long.”

“That’s true, too.”

“Like, the average time seems to be about, oh, two or three hours.”

“I see a lot of the girls I sleep with over and over again.”

I glared at him. “So they’re fuck buddies?”

He put his hands up like whoooaaa. “Hey, you said it, not me.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Did you actually talk to any women I’ve slept with?”

“…one,” I grumbled.

“Did she say if we’ve slept together more than once?”

Your roommate missed out BIG time.

“No,” I lied. “But she and another girl said you never called them again.”

“Well, for one thing, I don’t have a cell phone. Actually, I don’t have a phone, period.”

I stared at him. “You don’t?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Too expensive.”

How poor was this guy? I’d seen homeless people with cell phones…

On the other hand, it explained some things. Like why he kept showing up at my dorm room, yet never asked for my phone number.

“They have these awesome new telephones that take quarters,” I jeered. “Maybe you’ve seen them?”

“Ha ha,” he said, not actually laughing. “Look, those girls you talked to? They want it to look like I’m a heartless jerk. I seduced them and I ditched them, and it’s all my fault because I’m bad, bad, bad.”

“No,” I said sarcastically, “you’re just a perfect little angel.”

“No, I’m very, very bad,” he grinned, and then his voice dropped suggestively. “But I’m also very, very good. Did you ask about that, too?”

I could feel my face getting hotter. “Why do you always do that?”

“What?”

“Bring it back around to sex.”

“YOU were talking about sex.”

“I walked OUT on you because YOU were talking about sex.”

“Well, what do you want? You want to date guys who don’t want to sleep with you? You should date a gay guy, then. Or a dead guy, ‘cause I think you might have a shot at turning a gay guy straight.”

“I want a gentleman.”

“Mm, well, I’m not a gentleman.”

“So I’ve noticed.”

“So why are you still talking to me?”

“That’s a good question. Oh, wait – I’m not.”

I looked for traffic, then jaywalked across the street.

He was pretty surprised by that, though it took him just a second to follow me. “Okay, okay, that was a good one.”

I ignored him as I got to the median and checked the other direction. The closest car was a good two hundred feet away, so I took off again.

He puttered along beside me. “Checkmate. Very nice. You can start talking to me again.”

I kind of liked hearing him babble on idiotically, so I kept up the cold shoulder.

“You were talking to me because you like me, too,” he said as we reached the sidewalk. “You’re just afraid to get hurt. You’re afraid I’ll hurt you, and that’s why you’re pushing me away.”

“I just don’t want to waste my time with a guy who only sees me as a notch on a bedpost,” I retorted.

“I don’t. Hey – stop – I need you to listen to this, okay?”

He took hold of my arm lightly, with just the lightest of pressures.

It didn’t help that the touch of his bare skin on mine sent tingles up and down my skin.

“Please?”

I exhaled loudly and wheeled around to look at him, like, Well?

“I don’t,” he said with utter sincerity. “I don’t see you that way. If I only cared about sex, I wouldn’t be here. I don’t work this hard to get girls into bed.”

UGH.

“Oh, aren’t you Mr. – ”

“Stop it,” he said firmly. “Stop being sarcastic and pushing me away, because I’m serious. Yeah, girls jump into bed with me right away. If they don’t, I usually walk away and find another one who will. But you’re different. The second I saw you, I thought, I WANT her. And not just sex – the whole package. And yeah, while I really, REALLY want to sleep with you, I want you in my life even more. To the point where fuck sleeping with you if I’m going to lose you over it. I’d rather be with you than just sleep with you and then lose you. I want you – ALL of you. I do, I swear to God that’s the truth.”

That took my breath away.

My heart was thudding in my chest.

Nobody had ever said anything like that to me before.

Nobody had made me feel that wanted, that desired – and yet let me know that they respected me above all else.

“I don’t believe you,” I said, though most of the anger was gone from my voice.

“Then give me a chance to prove it.”

“…how?”

“Let me be around you. No more talk about sex, no more trying to get into your pants. Let me hang out with you. Let me prove to you that I’m really, really interested in you. Let me get to know you.”

He sounded totally sincere.

It sounded amazing, and lovely, and romantic.

Though I secretly still wanted him to try to get in my pants.

But it wasn’t going to work.

I couldn’t let it work.

“I have a boyfriend.”

“Who broke up with you,” he said evenly. “And you don’t seem so upset about that, so stop using it as an excuse.”

Dammit…

But other than Kevin, there was the slightly more pressing issue of time.

I shook my head. “We’ve only got two weeks. And I’ve got finals to study for.”

“When’s your last final?”

“Thursday morning.”

“And what happens after that?”

“I go home for the summer.”

“Then I’m going to need as much of that two weeks as you can give me.”

I hugged my arms around my body like I was cold – but I wasn’t.

It was because I could feel temptation creeping in on me, using such logical words… and I so wanted to give in.

“…I need to think about it,” I whispered.

“Okay, you think about it tonight – but the flip side of the coin is I need you to get to know me, too. And you can’t know me without knowing about my music. So I want you to come meet my best friend and listen to us play.”

Oh God.

“What, at a club?” I asked dubiously.

“No. I want you to come to a practice, just me and him. We write songs together. You want to get to know the real me, then I need you to come hang out with us.”

I hesitated and chewed on my lip. “…when?”

“Tomorrow afternoon, about 3PM.”

I sighed and gave in – sort of. “Okay. Give me your number and I’ll let you know tomorrow what I decide.”

“Don’t have a cell phone,” he reminded me.

“Oh, yeah… where’s the practice?”

“Don’t worry about that. You got a car?”

“Yeah.” A clunker, but I did happen to have a car.

“Good, you can drive us.” And with that, he walked away – but backwards, so that he was still facing me as he left. “See you tomorrow around 2:30.”

“I thought you were going to take me out,” I taunted him.

“I am. You’re just driving, that’s all. I think it suits you, you being a control freak and all.”

I stuck my tongue out at him, but he just grinned and kept walking.

“I didn’t say I was going to go out with you yet,” I yelled.

“You will.”

Then he turned and walked around the corner, out of sight.

The last thing I saw was that playful, utterly confident smile.
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