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Dedication:
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Chapter One

“My lawyer advised me to move back in.”
Blake Thompson managed to stare at the woman standing on his doorstep for all
of ten seconds before he turned away. Even without looking, the image of her was burned
into the back of his eyes. Wavy blond hair, glossy pink lips, eyes full of defiance and
anger, outlined with smoky makeup. She wore a fitted yellow sundress and might as well
have been wearing a sign stating, “Look at my tits.” So smokin’ hot.
And no longer his.
He hated looking at her these days. Fifteen years and two kids, tossed away like
last week’s trash. He’d been so pissed off, he’d let her walk away. And regretted it every
moment in the three months since.
“You have a lawyer?” He blurted the words, caught off-guard by her
proclamation. And her tits. She’d always had great tits, but she’d never shown them off
like this before. She hadn’t really moved on already … had she?
“I hired Brad.”
Blake relaxed, fractionally. Emily and Brad had been friends since grade school.
Yah, he’d been jealous of Brad when he met him for the first time, but Brad, as it turned
out, was more interested in guys than girls. And while he was reputed to be an excellent
divorce attorney, Blake knew the man would first and foremost be Emily’s friend.
Hopefully, that meant he would recommend she reconcile with her husband, not leave
him for good.
“Don’t look so smug,” she snapped. “He’s on retainer. That means I’m paying
him a lot of money to ensure I don’t get screwed in this divorce.”
“There doesn’t have to be a divorce.” How many times over the course of the last
three months had he said that exact same phrase?
“I can’t sleep with a man who cheated on me.”
There it was. The goddamned gorilla sitting in the middle of the room. In the
middle of their marriage. Took her less than five minutes to throw it in his face. Again.
“Don’t start.” He’d only just gotten home a few minutes before his wife and kids
showed up on his doorstep, unannounced. He needed food and a shower. And now a stiff
drink.
Before she could open her mouth – probably to harp on her freaking cheating
obsession – their nine-year-old son interrupted. “Mom, stop talking about it.”
He pushed his way into the house, giving his mother a sullen look before closing
his hand and lifting it, inviting Blake to bump fists. Blake mimicked his action and they
touched knuckles.
“Hey, Cole.”
“Hey, Dad.”
He disappeared into the house. Emily remained standing on the porch, looking as
though she was uncertain about this latest decision. Isabelle, Blake’s favorite five-year-

old bundle of energy, slammed into him, greeting him as enthusiastically as the dog used
to when he arrived home from work each day. She squeezed his neck until he choked,
and whispered in his ear, “I’m so happy we’re all one big happy family again.”
Except they weren’t. That was clear when Emily lifted her chin and skirted
around him as she stepped into the house. She won’t even touch me. He grudgingly
stepped aside so she could pass.
Blake closed the door and turned around and saw Emily standing at the base of
the stairs, indecision crawling across her face. Cole and Isabelle had both run upstairs to
their bedrooms. He and his wife were alone for a moment. When was the last time they
had been alone together, other than when they had lain in bed side by side and not had
sex? They’d fallen into a terrible routine over the last few months of their marriage. He
kept intending to talk about it, but his wife wasn’t one for deep meaningful conversations,
and he hadn’t been able to figure out how to bring it up. Tomorrow, he used to tell
himself.
Until there weren’t any more tomorrows.
“Where are you going to sleep?” he asked. If she planned to sleep in their bed, he
would never roll away from her again. Since she left three months ago, it had occurred to
him that he’d developed a habit of saying no, when she did those subtle things she did
when she wanted to have sex, but didn’t know how to ask for it.
What kind of man said no to a willing woman? Especially his own wife, who, at
forty, was still nearly as beautiful as she’d been at twenty-four, when they met and Blake
had been bowled over by her fresh-faced good looks. Sixteen years ago, he’d believed in
love at first sight, because it happened to him. What the hell went wrong?
“I’ll sleep in the basement.”
“You don’t have to.”
She gave him a cool look for that one. “The other option is the couch in the living
room, and I don’t really want to wake up to old Mrs. Viscowsky staring in the front
window, wondering what’s going on with our lives.”
“You don’t think she’ll wonder anyway, now that you’re back?” What would
Emily say if he told her he’d become a leper among their neighbors since she left? It was
clear who they intended to choose in the divorce. Maybe if he spent as much time
hanging out with them as Emily did, it would have been a harder choice. It never
occurred to him that he would care what the neighbors thought. But then again, a lot of
things hadn’t occurred to him until Emily left.
“I’ll figure out something,” she said, her eyes narrowed, her mouth pinched. She
took a step toward the basement stairs.
“You can take the bed.”
The cool look turned downright frosty. “With you?”
He started to speak, but she cut him off.
“It doesn’t matter. Given what has likely happened in that bed, I don’t even want
to see it again, let alone sleep in it.”
He narrowed his eyes and frowned as the memory of the day he and Emily met hit
him almost like a physical blow. He’d just gotten promoted at the architectural firm
where he worked, and had gone out with a few co-workers to celebrate. The place was a
restaurant, not a bar, but it had this cool patio on the second level, and it had been
summertime, a gorgeous, balmy evening. He and his friends had more or less taken over

the bar area on the second level, toasting and laughing, flirting with the bartender, and
generally enjoying life.
Emily had walked up the stairs and paused at the top, clearly looking for
someone. Her blond hair had waved halfway down her back, her blue eyes lined with just
a hint of makeup, her lips coated with shiny gloss. Her skin was a golden color, kissed by
the sun. He recalled zoning on in her breasts, even though he had only been able to see a
hint of cleavage, thanks to the cutesy sundress she wore. Pink. It had been pink, with
white stripes, and it ended just above the knee. Her sandals had been pink, too. She’d
been the epitome of the All-American girl. Blake had been hooked instantly, despite the
fact that he had a girlfriend, the younger sister of an old college friend.
He recalled watching as Emily scanned the small groups of diners, and he hadn’t
look away when she caught his eye and then quickly shifted her gaze to the other end of
the bar. When she stepped up to the bar and slipped onto a barstool, he’d grabbed his beer
and sauntered over to hit on her.
He hadn’t been dating Wendy for very long at all, but he had always been a
faithful guy. He had no idea what possessed him to talk to Emily, when he had another
girl waiting in the wings.
As it turned out, Emily was meeting a date, some guy her friend had set her up
with. He had been late, which turned out to be lucky for Blake. By the time her date
showed up, Blake had managed to get her phone number, and when he left the restaurant,
he drove straight to his girlfriend’s house and called it quits.
He never told Emily he’d broken up with another girl to date her. It hadn’t seemed
important at the time. From the moment they arranged their first date, everything that
happened prior to her stepping into his life no longer mattered. He wondered if
mentioning it now would help or hinder his situation.
He didn’t say anything. Instead, he watched her disappear down the steps to the
basement. “I guess I’ll figure out dinner,” he muttered.
“We already ate,” her voice called back up the stairs.
Great. He was starved. He’d left the office and driven straight to the community
center, where he’d been playing pickup basketball with a bunch of kids who were twenty
years younger and a hell of a lot more aggressive. He’d be sore tomorrow and would
probably play a shitty game of golf. But it was better than coming home to an empty
house.
He headed upstairs. Both kids were camped out on his unmade bed. Crap, that
was one of Emily’s pet peeves. “If the bed is made, the rest of the room naturally looks
cleaner,” she used to explain her annoyance with his inability to remember to make the
damn bed.
“Don’t tell your mom the bed was messy, okay?”
Cole rolled his eyes. Isabelle clapped her hands. “I’ll help make it,” she
announced, and then she promptly gave her brother a shove that nearly sent his head into
the wall. He pushed her back and she tumbled off the bed and started crying. Blake
scooped her into his arms and cuddled her until the crying quickly shifted into selfrighteous sniffles.
“Knock it off, you two.” They never used to fight like this. In fact, his and
Emily’s friends used to always tell them how lucky they were that Cole was so nice to his
baby sister.

“Do you fight like this when you’re with your mom?”
“He’s always mean to me now,” Isabelle said, her fat lower lip thrust out so far
she could probably wrap it over her nose if she wanted to.
“That’s cuz you’re a brat now,” Cole snapped. His son’s baby-blue eyes took on
that self-righteous air that never belonged on a grade-schooler. “Mom says it’s because
Grandma spoils us too much. Especially her.”
Blake thought about something Emily had said the week she abruptly shifted and
decided to start bringing the kids to him for his visitations, instead of him picking them
up from her mother’s house.
“Every time you pick them up, I have to listen to my mother extol your virtues for
three hours afterward. I can’t take it anymore. Even when we were together you weren’t
that fabulous.”
He shook his head and addressed the kids. “Well, you’re home now, so no more
fighting, okay?”
“What about you and Mom? Are you going to quit fighting?” The question
sounded innocent enough, but Blake could see the worry in Cole’s eyes. There were
precious few divorced parents among the kids’ inner circle of friends. It pained Blake that
he and Emily might become part of that small club.
“Where’s the dog?” he asked abruptly. Why hadn’t they brought Muttly home
with them? Blake had missed the damn dog almost as much as he missed the rest of them.
Lately, he’d even been considering asking Emily to let the dog come over with the kids
when it was his turn to play single parent. But frankly, it was hard enough trying to
balance childrearing and the rest of his life. Besides, Emily had always walked the dog
every single day, sometimes twice a day, and now Muttly had come to expect that, and
Blake generally tried to avoid his neighbors at all costs these days.
“Mom said it would be easier if he stayed with Grandma for a few days, while we
adjust to being back home,” Cole explained in his far-too-grownup voice.
“Are we staying forever, Daddy?” Isabelle asked, all hopeful innocence.
God, I hope so.
“We’ll see,” he replied. It was the best he could do, under the circumstances.
Emily’s mention of a lawyer was the first step either of them had made toward moving
forward with divorce proceedings. Until tonight, he hadn’t thought she’d filed. He sure as
hell hadn’t, but then again, he didn’t want the divorce in the first place. It bothered him
that she had finally gone there.
*
Emily stood at the bottom of the basement stairs, listening intently to Blake’s
retreat. When she heard the telltale creak of the floorboards that indicated he was heading
up the steps to the bedroom level, she walked the length of the room and sank onto the
old, cushy recliner, her entire body going momentarily boneless.
That had been the hardest twenty minutes of her life. Much harder even than
leaving in the first place. Three months ago, her anger had propelled her. She hadn’t
allowed herself to think past it.
He cheated. I have to leave.
He cheated.

That thought ran through her head on repeat until she found herself numbing the
pain with too much wine every single night for six solid weeks. When she still cried to
sleep even after drinking herself into a stupor, she cut back on the alcohol consumption
and focused on moving forward with her life.
Moving forward turned into simply existing. She went into the office, forced a
modicum of creativity so her clients would not leave her for the competition, avoided
contact with her co-workers as much as possible, and then went home to her mother’s
house. And then she listened to her mother tell her she was a fool for leaving such a
wonderful human being.
“He cheated on me, Mom,” she snapped in reply the first dozen times.
“Did he really? Did you actually catch him in the act? Do you have any
evidence?”
No and no, not literal evidence, like used condoms or lipstick stains on his shirts.
“We weren’t having sex anymore. Every time I tried, he turned away.” God, that
admission ranked up there with things you should never say to a parent. Why not go
ahead and discuss the first time she and Blake had sex too?
“Blake?” Her mother had sounded as shocked as Emily felt when she finally
realized it was happening.
Six years ago, Emily’s libido had taken a shift into the stratosphere. Her
gynecologist said that was not atypical of women in their mid-thirties, and—ha, ha—
Emily’s husband probably didn’t mind in the least.
He hadn’t, at first. Emily was convinced that her increased libido was the reason
Isabelle was conceived. They had difficulty conceiving Cole. All the doctor visits, drugs
to kick her system into gear, scheduled sex; they had both had begun to lose interest
during that phase in their lives. Luckily, just as they were about to throw in the towel, one
of the scheduled sessions paid off, and Cole was born nine months later.
Thanks to her unexplained fertility issues, Emily and Blake had never really
worried about protection. Isabelle was living proof that sometimes you just had to do it
on your own terms and it would happen.
After their daughter’s birth, they did still have sex, occasionally. It wasn’t like
that aspect of their relationship shriveled up and died overnight. She got lucky about once
a week at first. Then every two weeks. Then two and a half. The day she realized it had
been a full month since they had sex was the day it slapped her across the face that he
was cheating on her. She didn’t need proof. Her proof was in her bedroom. In the fact
that it was used for little else aside from sleeping.
And now she was home again, against her better judgment.
“Trust me, there are plenty of couples out there with real issues who should get
divorced. You and Blake are not one of them,” her friend Brad had said, when he initially
refused to take her on as a client.
“He cheated on me. That isn’t a real issue?”
“I cannot believe Blake cheated. That’s like … like Mr. and Mrs. Claus splitting
up. It just doesn’t make sense.”
“Fine. I’ll find another attorney,” she threatened, and Brad had relented, although
he still insisted she move home.
“You need to prove that you are making a genuine attempt at reconciliation, and
that Blake was completely at fault. Otherwise, this could drag out forever.”

She didn’t like his advice, but she believed him. Brad knew his business.
“And if you happen to make up in the meantime, I won’t even bill you for my
time,” he added as he ushered her out the door.
Too bad he was going to end up billing her.
She set about settling into the basement, trying to turn it from a family and
entertaining room into something more of an apartment.
She quietly slipped upstairs and made her way to the kitchen. It looked as though
nothing had changed in the last three months. There were crumbs on the counter, a plate
and a coffee mug in the sink. The group of three red ceramic canisters on the counter
hadn’t been touched. She swiped her finger through the dust that had collected on top of
one of them and resisted the urge to clean. This wasn’t her house anymore.
Which was another frustrating aspect of this impending divorce because, damn it,
this was her house. Although they’d picked it out together, she’d decorated it, she’d
maintained it. The red and white kitchen had been her idea. The jungle theme in
Isabelle’s bedroom, the different hues of blue in Cole’s room. The navy blue dining room
and the nautical theme in the living room. All her ideas.
Blake fixed things like leaky faucets and ripped screens, but she had always been
the one to point it out to him so he would fix it. The man rarely saw what was right in
front of his face. He was the architect – a handy one at that – and she was the interior
designer. Early in their courtship he used to tease her and say it was fate that brought
them together.
And infidelity tore us apart.
She pulled a wine glass out of the cupboard and an unopened bottle of red from
the top of the refrigerator. I don’t want the damn house. No reminders. I’m starting fresh.
I’m sick of this kitchen anyway.
She looked at the wine bottle. Apothic Red. A nice blend, easy to sip, and
complimented a fair number of entrées. It was her favorite everyday drinking wine. Had
it been here when she left, or had he bought it afterward, hoping ... or, more likely, did
his new girlfriend like this brand, too? Disgusted, Emily replaced the bottle and glass and
made a vodka tonic instead. When he wasn’t drinking beer, it was Blake’s drink of
choice. She felt a mean sense of justification as she half-filled the glass with his
expensive vodka and added a splash of tonic.
She carried her drink to the base of the stairs leading to the bedroom level. The
house felt strangely quiet without the dog running around, but she’d left Muttly at her
mother’s house for the time being. The dog required regular walks, and she knew she
would be the one to do it, and then she would have to talk to the neighbors and explain
why she was back and ... it had been easier to leave him.
Blake hadn’t even asked about the dog. That hurt, a little. They’d adopted Muttly
together from the local shelter. She had been pregnant with Cole at the time, but they
hadn’t known yet. Muttly and the kids were the best of friends. He was as much a part of
this family as any of them. She wouldn’t be able to avoid bringing him home for long.
We aren’t a family anymore, so what does it matter?
Voices drifted down the stairs, although she could not make out what they were
saying. It was well past both kids’ bedtime, but it didn’t sound like Blake was doing
anything about it. That surprised her a little. He had always been a stickler for
maintaining a scheduled bedtime routine.

“We need adult time, too,” he used to say. In the beginning, they used to cuddle
on the couch, watching their favorite television shows. After Isabelle was born, cuddling
on the couch turned into Emily falling asleep ten minutes later. Soon, Blake was simply
waiting for the kids to go to bed so he could slip away.
“I’m going over to my brother’s house,” or “I’m going to grab a beer with Eddie.”
She’d never questioned him because she’d trusted him explicitly, and she knew damn
well she would be asleep soon anyway, so what did it matter?
How many of those times had Blake gone to see his lover, instead of Eddie or his
brother? God, she’d been such a fool.
If he hadn’t changed anything, the sheets would still be in the linen closet, in the
hall outside his bedroom. Emily should have asked for them earlier, but this little reunion
had thrown her off-kilter. Not that she’d been particularly on top of her game for months
now. Divorce sucked. She wasn’t even in the process yet and it sucked.
She took a fortifying gulp of her drink and headed upstairs. Hopefully, she could
get up there, grab the sheets, and retreat to the basement without any of them being the
wiser.
“Hey, Mom.”
Cole stepped out of the bathroom. She could see Isabelle in Blake’s bedroom,
snuggled into the middle of the bed, her arm wrapped around her favorite stuffed animal
and a children’s book in her lap. The telltale sounds of the shower were coming from the
master bathroom. For the moment, it was safe to be this close to the bedroom they’d
shared for nearly fifteen years. She ought to grab the sheets and rush back down the
stairs. Instead, she tentatively followed Cole down the hall before he climbed onto the
bed next to Isabelle and pulled the book into his own lap.
He’d obviously been reading to his sister. The realization caused tears to prick the
backs of Emily’s eyelids. He hadn’t read to his younger sister since Emily left Blake,
three months ago.
Isabelle patted the rumpled comforter. “Join us, Momma.”
“I can’t, sweetie. That’s your daddy’s bed.”
“It’s your bed, too,” her daughter insisted.
“I’m actually going to sleep in the basement. It’s—it’s cooler down there.” Why
was it so damn hard to talk to her kids about this?
“There’s no bed in the basement,” Isabelle pointed out.
“Well, yes, but there’s a couch. It’s really comfortable. I’ll be fine.”
She heard the squeak of the faucet turning and the sound of running water ceased.
She felt suddenly panicked. I don’t want to be in this bedroom. Too many damn
memories. How could Blake do it? How did he manage to hook up with his girlfriend, in
the place where both of his kids had been conceived?
“I have to—” Her retreat was cut off by Blake himself, who stepped out of the
bathroom wearing only a towel, slung low around his hips.
His dark hair was damp and looked as if he’d done nothing more than run his
fingers through it. The smattering of chest hair accentuated sharply defined muscles. He
still had those v-shaped muscles over his hips. How many times had she used her tongue
to trace the contour of those v’s, until she reached a certain other … muscle? How many
times had that other muscle bobbed with excitement and anticipation as she licked and
then suckled and...

“Hey kids, it’s— Oh. Emily. Hey.” His gaze swept over her person, taking in the
yellow sundress that she knew showed off her generous breasts and small waist. She had
deliberately chosen her homecoming outfit, maliciously hoping he might feel a little
regret for his actions. Or was he comparing her to his current lay? She turned away from
the far-too-tempting sight of him, all but naked and standing ten feet away.
“I was about to...” She waved at the door leading to the hall. “The kids should be
in bed.”
“Yeah, I know. I needed a shower, so I asked Cole to read to Isabelle, and then I
was going to put them to bed.”
Emily’s eyes strayed to his chest again. He had always had the most magnificent
chest. She hated the fact that her fingertips would never again skim over his pecs,
hardening the flat nipples, teasing him into reciprocating...
Not mine to tease anymore.
She forced her gaze up. He watched her steadily. Damn it, he knows I was
admiring his body. That angered her. It wasn’t fair that she was still attracted to him,
when he had so easily left her bed and found pleasure with some other woman.
“Good night, kids.” She stiffly walked to the bed, dropped a quick kiss on each
child’s forehead, and whispered that she loved them. Without looking at Blake, she
headed toward the linen closet.
“Emily.”
She ignored him. She pulled open the closet door, grabbed the first set of sheets
she saw, and balancing the sheets and her drink, she hurried downstairs. By the time she
reached the kitchen, the drink was empty. Needing to be numb tonight, she made another,
and then she snagged the bottle, before heading to the basement to make her bed.
And lie in it.

Chapter Two

“Emily came home.”
Connor placed his golf bag into the bed of the pickup truck parked in front of his
house. “Oh yeah? When?”
“Last night.”
Connor’s head whipped to the side and he stared, his entire body frozen for a few
seconds. Then he furrowed his brow. “You don’t look particularly happy.”
Blake shrugged. “She slept in the basement.”
“Did you sleep in the basement, too?”
Like hell was he going to tell his brother the humiliating details, so he kept
his mouth shut.
“What the hell did she come home for, if not to make up?”
“Her lawyer told her to.”
“She hired a lawyer? Oh shit.”
“Her friend Brad’s a lawyer. She might not have technically hired him yet. He’s a
nice enough guy that he might be just advising her.”
“So what the hell are you doing here?”
“We have a tee time.”
“So? Fuck that. Go make up with your wife. She’s the best thing that ever
happened to you, and you’re an idiot for letting her go.”
“I didn’t let her go.” It was an old argument. One they’d had multiple times since
Emily left. As much as her mother was supposedly on his side in this mess, so his family
was on hers.
“She left, didn’t she?”
“Of her own volition.”
“You didn’t stop her.”
“Trust me, anything I would have said that day would have only made things
worse. She was so angry, I called her mother to come pick her up, because I was afraid if
Emily drove, she’d run into a damn tree or something.”
“You’ve had three months to fix things.”
“I didn’t do anything wrong.”
“You didn’t cheat on her, so you keep insisting—”
“I didn’t,” Blake growled. Why the hell didn’t anyone believe him?
Connor lifted his hands, palms out. “Okay, okay. But I’m not the one you need to
convince. And if she won’t believe you, that tells me something else is broken in your
relationship.”
“You sound like a freaking marriage counselor.”
“Probably because I’ve had experience with marriage counselors.”
Blake blinked owlishly. “You and Sarah?” Connor and Sarah had been married
only six or seven years, and Blake had never seen them anything but happy together.
“We went through a thing, a few years ago. She was ready to have kids. I wasn’t
sure I was. Sarah isn’t like Emily. She’s vocal as hell when she isn’t happy about

something. I was sitting in the damn counselor’s office before I even realized what was
going on.”
“What happened?”
“We left and I told Sarah that we didn’t need any outside involvement to fix our
issues, and then we had fucking amazing makeup sex and—I’m pretty sure—conceived
Owen that night.”
Connor pulled his clubs out of the bed of the truck and slung the bag strap over
his shoulder. “Why don’t you take a page out of our book?” he suggested, and then he
turned around and headed toward the house.
“What about our tee time?” Blake called after him.
“Go make up with your wife,” his brother tossed over his shoulder.
Blake reluctantly climbed into his truck and headed back to his own house.
“Sarah isn’t like Emily. She’s vocal as hell when she isn’t happy about
something.”
His brother had Emily pegged. She rarely voiced her frustration, or her
satisfaction. Blake had learned, over the years, to read her nonverbal cues. At least, he
thought he had. Considering she’d accused him of cheating and then moved out three
months ago, he supposed he hadn’t been very good at reading her after all.
But damn it, why couldn’t she have just told him if she was unhappy?
*
“Are we ready to go to the beach?”
Two highly enthusiastic yeses were her reply. Emily smiled. This was what she
needed. A few hours at the beach, just her and the kids. She intended to turn everything
else off and simply enjoy herself.
She needed to get out of the house. Blake had left early that morning without so
much as a goodbye, not that she expected him to tell her where he was going. They
weren’t together anymore. Cole had informed her, though, that Daddy was golfing with
Uncle Connor. She didn’t want to feel resentful—she adored Blake’s brother, normally—
but she was.
She didn’t begrudge him the golf game. It was his time. Over the course of their
marriage, his availability became more rare, the time he spent away from the family more
frequent. He golfed. He played pickup basketball. He fished. He was a pitcher on a
softball team. Wouldn’t miss poker night with his buddies. Watched the game—any
game—at the bar with the guys. When the hell had he had time to cheat? He had been so
busy avoiding his family.
The cheating was really only a small part of it—albeit the most important part.
She had tried, several times over the last three months, to imagine their relationship
without the infidelity. Would they still be together? Probably.
But would they be happy? That was a question she could not answer, at least not
honestly.
As soon as she heard the garage door open earlier that morning, she’d rolled off
the couch, stretched and tried to work out the kinks. Forty-year-old women should not
sleep on couches, no matter how comfortable they appeared. She was going to need to
make an appointment with a massage therapist when this was all said and done.

Were there male masseuses? Did they provide ... extra services? The demise of
her marriage hadn’t tamped down her libido, unfortunately, and she hadn’t done anything
about it aside from relieving the pressure via regular manual stimulation. That was
getting old, though. She wanted a man between her legs. She wanted to feel that
pleasurable sensation when he pushed into her, filled her, rubbed against those
ultrasensitive nerve endings.
She wanted Blake.
Damn it.
“Let’s go,” she said abruptly, forcing her mind away from the memory of him
wearing nothing but that towel. Focus on the kids, and the fun day we have planned. She
had already loaded the car with towels, beach toys, and an ice chest full of bottled water,
sandwiches, and snacks. She secured her purse strap over her shoulder and herded the
kids toward exit, but before Cole could reach for the handle, the door opened of its own
accord and then Blake was there, standing on the threshold.
He blinked, surprise spelled out on his features. His gaze swept over each kid,
taking in Cole’s blue and white swim trunks and Isabelle’s braided hair and the cute little
red, white, and blue two-piece suit Emily had been unable to resist purchasing. Half the
fun of having a little girl was dressing her up in adorable clothing.
That gaze settled on her, taking in her blond tresses pulled back and secured with
a hairclip, the sunglasses perched on her head and then down to the red bikini and red and
black sarong tied around her waist. It was the first bikini she’d purchased since she had
Cole, and then only because she’d still been so angry with Blake for cheating. Damn it,
what the hell was wrong with her that he had to turn to someone else?
“You’ve lost weight,” he blurted.
She frowned. It was true, she had lost weight in the last three months. Eating
hadn’t seemed like much of a priority, and whenever she felt overwhelmed by her
mother’s lectures about returning and making up with Blake, she’d grabbed the dog’s
leash and disappeared for long walks. Her calves were like rocks. Her mother talked
about Blake a lot.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
Isn’t it obvious?
“To the beach,” Isabelle said. “Come with us, Daddy.”
Oh God, no. For two heartbeats, Emily worried he would say yes—but wait, he
almost never went to the beach with them. There was always something else he had to do.
“I’m sure your dad is—”
“Sure,” Blake interrupted.
Emily stared. Isabelle cheered. Cole gave him a fist bump.
“Give me a minute,” he said. “I have to find my suit. I don’t even know where—”
“Top drawer, left side,” Emily said automatically, and then she snapped her
mouth shut and willed her face not to flush.
“Thanks,” he said, and he bolted up the stairs. She watched him go and hated the
fact that his ass looked so good even in a pair of baggy khaki shorts.
He was back in almost no time, wearing a pair of navy blue swim trunks and a
white tank top, a colorful beach towel slung over one shoulder. “I managed to find the
towels,” he said, a pleased grin on his face, as if he’d done something worthy of
acknowledgment.

“You don’t have to go with us,” Emily said. It was only a ten-minute drive to the
lake, but it would feel like a lifetime if she had to do it with Blake sitting in the passenger
seat. And then he would probably sit next to her on the beach, and they would have to
make small talk, and...
“I want to. I haven’t been to the lake yet this summer.”
As they lived in the Midwest, summer was a hot commodity – a short one at that.
Emily and the kids liked to go as often as her schedule and the weather would allow. She
couldn’t recall the last time Blake had gone with them. She’d stopped asking years ago.
She had gotten sick of the excuses.
“Want me to drive?” he asked as the kids piled into the car.
She shook her head. “Everything’s already loaded in the trunk.”
“I meant I’ll drive your car. I know how you hate to drive.”
That was true. Her fantasy was to become a freelance interior designer and work
from home. Her portfolio was exceptional after more than fifteen years in the business,
and shortly before she’s left Blake, she had started to take on side projects, had been
making plans to leave her corporate job and venture out on her own. Interior designers,
especially talented ones with excellent contacts, were in demand these days. And many of
them worked from home or on a contract basis.
But when she left Blake, she put that dream on hold. She had no choice. If she
was going to be a single parent, she had to have a steady income and benefits.
“I’m fine,” she said stiffly, and she slipped into the driver’s seat in order to avoid
any additional argument.
Blake and the kids kept up a steady stream of conversation during the short drive
to the beach. He grilled them, asking for minute-by-minute details of their lives since
he’d seen them on Wednesday. Emily was surprised. She hadn’t realized he cared quite
so much about the little things.
After she parked the car, Blake unloaded the contents of the trunk and, despite her
protests, managed to carry everything in one trip. Emily led the entourage to the water’s
edge.
“I like to sit here because I can stick my feet in the water and not get too hot,” she
explained.
“I remember,” he said shortly. He sounded annoyed.
“I told you, you didn’t have to come,” she muttered while she quickly coated each
child with sunscreen. The kids bolted into the water as soon as she released them, and she
then focused on applying sunscreen to herself.
“Want me to get your back?” Blake asked.
“I got it.”
He plucked the bottle out of her hand. “Get out of here. No one can apply
sunscreen to their own back. Turn around.”
I can’t do this. “It’s fine.”
“Turn around.”
“Blake, I don’t—” She couldn’t finish the sentence. He squirted a dollop of lotion
into his hand and stepped behind her. When his hands touched her back, she froze. She
was literally paralyzed. All she could do was feel. Feel his hands as they stroked over her
back, slipping under the straps of her bikini top—completely unnecessarily—and down to

smooth over her lower back. His fingertips skimmed the elastic band of her bikini bottom
and her breathing became erratic. When he began to massage, she stepped away.
“I think that’s good,” she said in a shaky voice. She peeked at him through her
lashes, grateful for the sunglasses that were hopefully hiding the intense longing that was
no doubt in her eyes. He had the strangest look on his face. Almost ... bemused. He
offered the bottle of sunscreen.
“Would you do me?”
How many times over the course of the last five years had she longed to hear
those words tumble from his lips? Except in her fantasies, they hadn’t been at a crowded
beach, in the middle of the day. And he hadn’t been referring to sunscreen.
“I ... sure.” She took the bottle, squirted lotion into her hand and when he turned
away from her, she lifted her arms and began rubbing it on his back. The muscles
twitched and bunched under her touch, and she allowed herself to enjoy it, just for these
few moments. Applying sunscreen wasn’t supposed to be erotic, but damn, she was
suddenly so hot, she had an urge to rush into the water, both to cool off and put a little
distance between her and the husband who didn’t want her around.
“Mommy, Daddy, come play.” The little-girl voice shattered whatever trance
she’d been under. Emily pulled her hands away and capped the bottle. Blake turned
around to face her. He grimaced and adjusted his package.
Was he...?
Surely not.
“Want to?”
Emily blinked stupidly. It sounded like he said, “Want to?” which encouraged
those dark, sensual places her mind had no right being in at the moment. At least not with
Blake around.
“I, uh...”
“Come on. We can play chicken. You and Isabelle against me and Cole.”
“Um...”
He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the lake. She tried to resist, but he was
laughing as he sloshed through the water, heading toward Cole, while Isabelle followed
along, giggling—such an utterly perfect family moment that Emily found herself caught
up in the fun.
She crouched in the water, holding her daughter’s hands, while Isabelle scrambled
onto her shoulders, and Cole climbed onto Blake’s shoulders. It was awkward at first, as
she clung to Isabelle’s legs, afraid she would fall.
But that was the point – at least, ensuring the other person fell into the water.
Isabelle held her own against her brother’s shoves and twists, and at one point, Emily was
laughing heartily as the kids wrestled while she and Blake engaged in a little wrestling of
their own. Even though she was certain he did it on purpose, she cheered when Blake and
Cole went under and she and Isabelle were still standing.
Eventually, the kids grew tired of the game, and Isabelle headed back to shore and
began building a sandcastle, while Cole snagged one of the floating rings they’d brought
along and drifted lazily among the other swimmers. Blake and Emily were left standing
side by side in chest-deep water.
“That was fun,” he said.
“Yep.”

“Did you put sunscreen on your face? Your nose is turning pink.”
She touched her nose. “I did, but I guess I should go in and reapply.”
There was a moment of uncomfortable silence, and then Blake said, “You look
good, Emily.”
She opened her mouth to reply, but she had no words. He had rendered her
speechless and shifted the dynamics of the outing in one fell swoop. She took a step
toward shore but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. She glanced up at him.
“Don’t go in yet.”
“My nose. Sunscreen,” she said, her voice sounding breathless.
Was it her imagination, or was he closer than he had been a few moments ago?
She could swear she felt his body heat, but she didn’t make any move to step away. She
flinched when he put his hand on her neck. “Now what are you doing?”
“Fixing your hair. This clip thing is about to fall out.”
He tugged the plastic holder from her hair. She felt his hands finger combing her
tresses before he made a clumsy attempt to twist it back into a bun behind her head. She
closed her eyes and selfishly enjoyed his touch. She knew she shouldn’t, but damn it, he
felt so good.
After her hair was once again secured and pulled away from her neck, his hands
shifted down and began massaging her shoulders. She still did not step away. “Your
muscles are too tight,” he murmured.
“I’m too old to sleep on the couch,” she quipped before she could stop herself.
Another awkward silence followed those words, although Blake didn’t stop
massaging. In fact, he continued his ministrations all the way down her back, until his
fingers grazed the top of her bikini bottom and she jumped away as if he’d pinched her.
“That’s good, um, thanks.” She dropped into the water, both to cool off and to
hide the fact that her nipples were erect. Painfully so. Even the water felt abrasive against
the stiff nubs.
Blake watched her for a few moments, and then said, “I want you to sleep in the
bed tonight.”
She turned away from him, automatically scanning the area, checking on her
children.
“Cole’s over there and Isabelle’s digging the moat around her sandcastle.”
Emily sighed. “Do you really want to have this conversation right now? Here?”
“What conversation?”
“Why are you here, Blake? It’s so out of character for you.”
“No, it isn’t.”
Right. That was like saying he was never going to play another round of golf
again. “When’s the last time you went to the beach with us? When’s the last time you
went on one of the kids’ field trips? Or went anywhere with us, for that matter? On
Mother’s Day last year, I took them to the zoo by myself. On Mother’s Day.”
“You always do that stuff,” he protested. “And I told you on Mother’s Day to go
to the spa, have some time to yourself. I had every intention of taking care of the kids.”
“I didn’t want a spa day. I wanted us to do something as a family. It shouldn’t just
be me, planning and doing everything.”
“You never told me. How the hell am I suppose to know what you want?”

“You want to know what I want? I want a husband who sleeps with me, instead of
somebody else.”

Chapter Three

“I didn’t cheat on you.”
He ground out the words, the usual anger and frustration surging to the surface.
He’d spent far too much time being angry over the last three months, and not enough
trying to figure out how to convince his wife to move back home. But damn it, he was
sick and tired of her accusing him of something he didn’t do. It was bad enough she
accused him of the things he did do wrong.
When had they gotten so far off track? In the early years of their marriage, he’d
been able to figure her out, even though she rarely spoke her mind. He thought he was
still doing okay after Cole was born. She acted like she wanted to be in charge of
everything, so he let her. He didn’t know what the hell he was doing anyway when it
came to raising kids. He didn’t know how she seemed to have such a solid handle on it—
Cole was her first, too—but hey, who was Blake to look a gift horse in the mouth?
Then when Isabelle came along, Emily had thrown her entire being into figuring
out how to manage a household with two kids and working full-time. She never asked for
help and he never offered. Instead, he started accepting more and more invitations to golf,
to fish, to play on another basketball league. He hadn’t realized how time consuming all
of that was until he was too tired to even have sex, which was pretty damn pathetic
because once upon a time, his sex life had been freaking hot.
Until she accused him of cheating and moved out.
Is that why she believed he cheated on her? He felt like an idiot for not coming to
that conclusion sooner, but in his own defense, they hadn’t ever talked about it. She had
simply started screaming at him and the next thing he knew, she was gone.
She turned away from him and began retreating toward the water’s edge.
“Em, wait—”
But she ignored him, and when she summoned the kids and announced it was
time to go home, he grudgingly followed. He tried to talk to her several more times, but
once their children were within earshot, she clammed up entirely, although he suspected
that was more an excuse than anything. Just as his brother had pointed out, Emily was not
a talker. Blake had lost touch with her feelings, her wants, her thoughts, her opinions –
because she never told him.
*
Later that night, he lay in bed alone – she didn’t join him, despite his earlier
demand – and replayed their relationship in his head. Like a slideshow, he recalled again
the night they met, their first date. Given she seemed like such a sweet, shy girl, he hadn’t
expected sex on the first date, so he’d been blown away when she climbed into his lap
while they were sitting in the cab of his pickup truck, parked in front of the building in
which she shared an apartment with two other girls. Thank God for those cute little
sundresses she liked to wear, which had made it easy for him to tug her panties out of the
way, while she unsnapped the fly and pushed his jeans and boxers down to his hips. He’d
then slid his way straight to heaven. If he hadn’t been hooked before that point – although

he had – he sure as hell was then. There had been no looking back, until three months
ago.
She hadn’t spoken that first time; she’d just… acted. She rarely talked at all.
Everything was an action with Emily. Or an inaction. Damn, he should have figured out
there was a problem months ago – probably half a year ago. When she stopped trying to
entice him into having sex, and he assumed she didn’t want it as frequently anymore.
He forgot that although she didn’t always tell him what she wanted, neither did
she complain, either. He forgot that he had to constantly check in with her, make sure she
was happy, try to gauge her feelings without asking her to express them with words.
Although, he didn’t think he should take the full brunt of the responsibility for the
current state of their marriage. Damn it, why should he have to work so hard to try to
figure her out? Why couldn’t she talk to him once in a while? He wasn’t an idiot. Had she
expressed concern about the state of their marriage even one time, he would have tried to
fix things. That’s what he did. She told him something was broken and he fixed it. That
was how their relationship worked.
At least, that’s how it worked regarding the house, the yard, their vehicles.
Why couldn’t it work that way for their personal lives too?
He thought about their day trip, how much fun they’d had today at the beach,
before she made her snarky comment about his perceived cheating. They had been
getting along so well. Really well. When he’d slathered sunscreen on her back, it had
taken every ounce of willpower he had not to kiss her neck, to smooth his hand around to
the front, so he could massage her breasts.
He’d always loved her breasts. They were larger than average and the perfect
shape. She looked amazing in low-cut shirts. She looked freaking hot in that new bikini.
She hadn’t worn a bikini since before Cole was born. He hoped to hell she hadn’t bought
this one with the intention of showing it off for some other guy.
It was weird, but he almost felt as though he was even more attracted to her now
than he had been when they were both twenty-four and seriously hot to trot.
Now he lay in bed, tormenting himself with memories of how good it had been
between them. He had been an idiot for letting their sex life dwindle to nothing. How had
it happened? It wasn’t like their sex life had sucked. It had been pretty freaking amazing.
Fifteen years with the same person hadn’t dwindled his desire. And now that she was
within reach and he couldn’t touch her – he was hotter for her than he could remember
being in a long time. So hot that he was tempted to slip downstairs, wake her, and try to
make up with her.
Why the hell not? Maybe if they had sex, maybe that would fix everything. She
believed he cheated because – so he assumed – they hadn’t been intimate in far too long.
Maybe if he showed her how much she still turned him on – maybe she would finally
believe him. Believe in him – in them.
He abruptly rolled out of bed and headed down the hall, to the stairs, and then he
was in the basement. He refused to think about his actions, because if he did, he’d
probably talk himself out of it. And he had to try. Damn it, he was sick of sleeping alone.
He was sick of only seeing his kids three or four days a week. He missed Muttly. He
wanted his family – his life back.
The basement was cool but slightly humid despite the low hum of the
dehumidifier. He paused, letting his eyes adjust to the almost complete darkness. The

seating area was in the far corner, opposite from the stairs. He couldn’t see her, but he
knew she would be curled up in a fetal position, on the lumpy old couch that they’d
moved down here when they bought new furniture for the living room upstairs. She
always slept in the fetal position. She used to curl into him, an arm draped across his
waist, or a leg draped across his thighs. That was another thing that had subtly changed in
the last few months before she moved out. She’d begun to sleep facing away from him.
So many signs that something had been wrong, and he hadn’t caught on. If only
she’d spoken up. Just once.
A low noise caught his attention, and he strained to listen for more. What the hell
was that? It sounded like … like a moan.
Holy fuck, was she hooking up with some other guy in their basement?
He silently crept closer, intent upon surprising them. He would grab the guy by
the balls and drag him upstairs and throw him out on his ass. Fucking his wife, in his
house after what happened at the beach—
She was alone. And she was ... Jesus, was she masturbating?
*
Emily slid one hand into her pajama shorts and cupped her breast with the other.
Damn Blake for keeping her from sleeping. All she could think about was him rubbing
sunscreen into her back, him fixing her hair, him massaging her back. The way his
muscles felt under her hands when she reciprocated. It was as if every time they’d ever
had sex insisted upon playing through her head. The best freaking porn ever, if only she
had someone else with whom to share it. Instead, she’d finally given up the battle and
decided to tend to things herself. While thinking about him, of course, which was
annoying because he was two floors away, asleep in the bed they once shared. She was
half tempted to slip upstairs and see if he would be willing to have sex, just this one time.
For old time’s sake. Or something.
But that damn reminder of his cheating kept interfering, so she settled for her
fingers instead.
She moaned but was far enough from everyone else in the house that they
wouldn’t hear. Plus, the drone of the dehumidifier would mask the sounds anyway. She
was getting seriously worked up, close to an orgasm, when she had the strangest
sensation that she was no longer alone. She opened her eyes, whipped her hand out of her
shorts and rolled off the couch onto the floor when she realized that Blake was standing
there, watching her.
Could she possibly be any more mortified?
“Oh shit,” he said, and he bent at the knees and grabbed her around the waist,
hauling her back onto the couch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
Emily took a shaky breath and inched away from him when he sat down next to
her. “I’m fine. I’m okay.” Hopefully he hadn’t realized what she was doing. Hopefully—
“That was so fucking hot.”
Hopefully a hole would open up and swallow her in the next two seconds.
One, two. Damn it.
“Will you keep going?”
“What? No!”

“Why not?”
“Because. That’s … that’s … it’s something you do when …when you’re alone
and …and there’s no one else around to … you know...”
“Or it could be foreplay.”
Was he shifting closer? Emily inched away until she was pressed into the arm of
the couch.
“Come on, Em,” he pressed. “Please?”
“Are you seriously begging me to masturbate in front of you?”
“I’m begging you to have sex with me. But if you want to masturbate, that’s cool,
too.”
“This has to be the strangest conversation we have ever had.”
“At least it’s a conversation. That’s something neither of us has been very good at
for far too long.”
“Blake, I can’t do this.”
“What can’t you do? Have sex with me? Isn’t that what this whole thing boils
down to? The fact that I’ve been the world’s biggest jackass by choosing my
extracurricular activities over you for the last—”
“Five years.”
“Shit. It hasn’t been that long.”
“It started out gradual. But yes. Five years.”
“I have a lot of making up to do.” He reached for her. She lifted her hand, palm
out, to stop him. This was too much to process. She needed time to think. Yes, she’d been
contemplating having sex with him, but she hadn’t really intended to do it.
He cheated on her.
“No. This cannot happen. We can’t go there.”
“I think we need to go there. A lot. I hope you’re up to it. I sure as hell am. Do
you think you can get away with calling in sick to work for a few days? I’ll call your
mom tomorrow, take the kids back to her. We can just hang out naked for like four or
five days.”
It was such a tempting offer. Even from Blake. Especially from Blake. But...
His thigh rested against hers. His arm draped across the back of the couch. While
she’d fretted with indecision, he’d stealthily moved closer, until she had nowhere to go
except to leap from the couch and run away screaming. When he leaned in and nuzzled
her hair, she forgot about any intention of running away or screaming.
If she ever intended to at all.
He brushed her hair off her shoulder and nibbled on her ear. She tried and failed
to bite back the moan. It had been far too long since Blake had touched her like this.
“Talk to me, Em,” he whispered, his lips vibrating against her skin as he moved
from her ear to her neck.
She canted her head to give him better access. “You want to talk?” she said on a
gasp. “Now?”
“I want you to tell me what you want.”
“I want...”
His hand smoothed across her belly, over her pajama top. He stroked down to her
hip, then cupped her thigh and lifted her legs, pulling them into his lap.

“Tell me,” he whispered. His lips trailed along her collarbone, then up, as he
nibbled her jawline. His hand continued to stroke her hip, down her thigh to her knee and
back up again.
“Make love to me,” she pleaded, whimpering. She knew she shouldn’t. He’d
cheated on her, God knows how many times. Hell, he might even have an STD. He was
probably still sleeping with the woman.
But this was the Blake she’d fallen in love with sixteen years ago, and she
couldn’t resist him now any more than she had back then. On their first date, when he had
only meant to drop her off at the end of the night, she’d climbed into his lap and enticed
him into having sex with her, right there, in the cab of his truck. Her roommates had
teased her mercilessly for months afterward, claiming the show out the window had been
way better than anything that had been on television at the time.
“Please.”
His hand lifted, his fingertips touched her face, moved to her lips. She parted
them slightly and gently sucked one into her mouth. She could barely make out his eyes,
but she knew they had widened.
“Tell me exactly,” he insisted, his voice raspy— with need, she hoped. Damn it,
she had better not be the only one getting pleasure out of this scenario. “I want you to
guide me.”
“I don’t understand.”
He kissed her lips. She fisted her hands in his hair, holding him there, deepening
the kiss, until he pulled away.
“We screwed up, Emily. I screwed up because I didn’t realize you were unhappy.
But you never told me. I thought you had everything you wanted, but I was obviously
wrong. And I know I’ve always been able to figure you out without words, but I’m not as
good at it as we both thought. So let’s practice. Right now.”
“Practice?” What was he trying to say? Was this some sports analogy that she
wouldn’t understand?
“You’re going to tell me exactly what you want, and I’m going to give it to you.
Anything at all. Just say it.”
“Blake, I can’t do this.” She tried to turn away from him, disappointed and
frustrated. She didn’t like this game.
He snaked his arm around her waist and held her there, refusing to let her pull
away. “Yes, you can,” he insisted. “Tell me, Em. Do you want me to kiss you?”
“Yes.”
He kissed her. Feather light, a brushing of lips against lips. She leaned in, wanting
more, but he pulled away.
“Like that?”
“No.”
“Then what?”
Her frustration mounted. She clenched her jaw and said, “With tongue, Blake.
Deep. Like ... like you want to lick my tonsils.”
She could just make out his grin by the dim light spilling down the stairs from the
nightlight they kept in the kitchen. “That’s what I’m looking for,” he said, and then he
cupped her face with both hands and kissed her as if he was having raw, gritty, hard sex
with her mouth. She clutched at his hair, reciprocating, struggling to twist around on his

lap. He moved one hand to cup the back of her neck and used the other to help her get
situated. When she ground against his pelvis, he broke the kiss.
“You wanna keep on like that, or do you want something else?”
“Something else.”
“What?”
“I don’t know. Everything.”
He shook his head. “That isn’t how this works. We’re never going to get
anywhere if you don’t tell me exactly how you feel. Exactly what you want.”
“I want you to make love to me.”
“Emily...”
She huffed a frustrated sigh. “Fine. I want you to take off my shirt.”
He snagged the hem, pulled the shirt over her head and tossed it to the floor. He
stared at her boobs but made no effort to touch them. She wanted to tell him to do so, but
she wanted to see his beautiful, chiseled chest more.
“I want to take off your shirt.”
He lifted his arms into the air. She placed her palms against his chest, then slid
them down to his waist and under the cotton T-shirt. She gently raked her nails back up
his chest, bringing the shirt with her, until first that V, then the ridges of his abs, and then
the smattering of hair on his chest was revealed. She tugged it over his head, balled it up
and tossed it to the floor. He groaned when she pressed her hands to his skin and pinched
one of his flat, hard nipples.
“What else?” There was a note of desperation in his voice. He was just as turned
on as she was. That realization gave her confidence.
“Touch my breasts,” she commanded. “Your hands, your tongue. Bite my nipple.
Gently, though. Don’t hurt me.”
“I could never hurt you,” Blake said, his voice muffled because his mouth was
already latched onto one of her nipples.
She let that comment slide. He certainly wasn’t hurting her right now. On the
contrary, her insides were coiling with distinct pleasure.
She stroked his back while he made love to her breasts.
“Lower,” she said. “I want your hand lower. Touch me. Down there.”
Without pulling his mouth away from her breast, he grabbed her wrist and guided
her hand to the waistband of her pajama bottoms. “No. You touch yourself down there.”
“I thought I got to tell you what to do?” she said on a fake pout.
“This is a give-and-take relationship. Here, we’ll both do it.” He pulled away
from her breasts to tug off her pajama bottoms.
“If I’m naked, you have to be, too.” She climbed off his lap and pulled his boxers
down to his ankles.
“Come here,” he demanded, snagging her around the waist and hauling her back
into his lap. “Show me what to do,” he said as he covered her hand with his own and
guided her toward the wetness between her thighs.
It was strange at first. She’d never masturbated in front of him before. There had
been times when he almost caught her, when she had wished he had if only to see what
he would have done about it. But this was something else entirely. This was so much
hotter than it could ever be when she was alone.

With his hand still covering hers, she parted her lips with two fingers, slid a third
through the wet heat pooled there. She arched and threw her head back. He suckled one
of her nipples. She let her finger slip inside, felt his finger slide in, too.
“Oh Blake,” she whispered as they pumped together.
He released her nipple. “I’m right here, baby. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Yes.” She began moving faster, grinding her hips as she finger fucked herself.
Blake kept pace, never losing the rhythm.
“This is insane,” she managed to say before she lost all control and began
thrusting harder and faster, her hips moving along with their hands.
“This is so fucking hot. Come on, baby. I got you. All the way.”
“Oh. Oh. Don’t stop.”
“I’m not,” he promised.
She exploded. Well, not literally, but it felt like it for a few seconds. Outrageous
pleasure radiated from her uterus and shot through her entire body. Even her toes tingled.
She slowed her strokes and then pulled her fingers away from her body. Blake cupped her
wrist, lifted her hand, and thrust both her finger and his into his mouth and sucked. Hard.
Emily’s eyes widened.
“Oh,” she said, completely at a loss for words. It was almost like their first time
together. She had never been so bold before that evening. Blake had always been able to
take her to new levels that she would never have tried on her own – or with anyone else.
“Oh yeah,” he responded, lifting his hips, and pulling their fingers out of his
mouth, so he could cup her breasts.
She needed more. She needed him, inside her. Lost in the moment, Emily reached
down between them, grasped his erection, and slid down onto it. She was so wet, there
was no resistance at all. They groaned together.
She was about to start moving when he wrapped both arms around her back and
pulled her to him, hugging her tightly and burying his face into the crook of her neck.
“I missed you so much,” he mumbled against her skin.
Out of nowhere, an incredibly erotic sex session had suddenly turned into
something sweet and romantic. He slowly rolled his hips as he continued to hold her
close. She ran her fingers through his hair, gave it a tug so that he lifted his face. Then
she kissed him, her tongue dancing with his while their bodies made love, until his
fingers dug into her hips, holding her while he pressed harder and harder, faster and
faster, until he gave a shout and came, his hips thrusting so hard she had to grab the back
of the couch to keep from bucking off his lap.
“Emily,” he cried out.
He said my name. My name.

Chapter Four
“Da-a-a-d! Where are you?”
Cole’s shout jerked him awake. Blake was lying on his back, but he wasn’t in his
bed. And there was a weight draped across his body. He lifted his hand and it settled onto
soft, wavy hair.
Emily.
He opened his eyes. He was in the basement. Lying on the old, lumpy couch that
they’d purchased when they bought their house, over a decade previous. Emily was
sprawled on top of him, sound asleep and buck naked. He smiled. That had been the most
erotic night of his life, hands down. Would she be up to it again tonight? Or how about in
the shower, after he fed the kids and parked them in front of a Disney movie on the
television? She hadn’t answered him when he suggested they call in sick to work for the
next few days. Maybe he could convince her he was serious.
He smoothed his hand over her back, down to cup her ass. Such a perfect ass. And
it was all his. Again. Finally.
She stirred, blinked her eyes open and frowned at him. He tried to kiss her, but
she turned her head to the side. “What’s wrong?”
“Da-a-a-d!”
Emily scrambled off him at the same time they heard footsteps rushing down the
stairs. She grabbed the sheet and wrapped it around herself. Blake grabbed the pillow and
shoved it into his lap, wincing as he applied too much pressure to his morning wood.
“What are you doing in the basement?” Cole asked as he walked toward them.
“Sleeping, until you started shouting. Why do you have my phone?”
“Oh.” He offered it to Blake. “You have a call.”
Blake looked at the screen. His buddy, Ronnie. He glanced at Emily and then
answered the call. “Hey man, what’s up?”
“Why you sleeping in your basement?”
“Fell asleep watching TV,” he lied.
“Well get your ass up. You’re late for our game.”
Oh shit. He totally forgot he was supposed to be playing basketball right now. He
felt Emily’s body stiffen next to him. She could obviously hear what Ronnie was saying.
“I can’t, man. I—I have the kids.”
“I thought you had your kids last weekend?”
“I did. But ... I think Emily’s moving back in. We’re, you know, making another
try at it.”
“Well, that’s fucking awesome, but can you do it after our game? We’ll have to
forfeit if you don’t get here in the next fifteen minutes.”
Emily was steadily staring straight ahead, her stance rigid. He wished to hell she
would speak up, tell him she didn’t like the time he spent with his buddies. Then he
wouldn’t feel like such an ass for turning them down on his own.
“I can’t. Seriously, man. I’m sorry.”
Ronnie bitched and complained and wouldn’t relent, and Blake finally ended the
call. Emily continued to sit, ramrod straight, looking at absolutely nothing, and not saying
a damn thing.

“Cole, would you mind going upstairs? We’ll be up in a minute.”
Cole retraced his steps, and Blake heard him running across the ceiling above, a
few moments later. Kids were so damn intuitive sometimes. A hell of a lot more than
adults.
“I don’t want your friends to hate me,” Emily finally said.
“They don’t hate you. They all think I’m the idiot for letting you leave.”
“They will hate me, if you keep doing what you just did.”
“What?”
“You used me as your excuse for not going today.”
“Every married guy in the world uses his wife as his excuse to get out of stuff like
that.”
“Yes, but you’ve never said no before.”
She was right, which made him feel like even more of an ass. How much of their
relationship had he wasted, while he was too busy being everybody else’s buddy and
ignoring his wife and kids?
“I will now,” he vowed.
She stood up, clutching at the sheet so that it covered all the important parts.
Which was a shame, because there was just enough light filtering through the basement
windows for him to see the outline of her body. It reminded him of the morning after
their wedding. When he had woken up, she had been standing in the hotel room, in front
of the balcony door, wrapped in the sheet, just like she was now. The sun had been
pouring in through the window, framing her. He remembered thinking what a lucky
bastard he was, because he was going to spend the rest of his life with this woman.
“You’ll just start to resent me,” she said, pulling him out of his revere. She faced
the wall, showing him her back.
“Look at me, Emily.”
She didn’t turn around. He was not about to let her shut him out again. Not now.
He tossed aside the pillow and strode toward her. She tensed, but didn’t move away. He
brushed her hair to the side, leaned in and kissed her shoulder.
“I will never resent you. And I’ll never take advantage of our marriage again. I’m
sure there’s some kind of middle ground. Or are you going to make me give up all of my
extracurricular activities?”
“I’m not going to make you give up anything. We aren’t ... This isn’t...”
This time, he tensed. “What are you trying to say?”
She took a long time to answer. “Last night shouldn’t have happened.”
“Hell, yes, it should have,” he replied instantly. “It should have happened five
years ago, before you started resenting me.”
She moved to a storage closet that she’d already turned into a makeshift closet for
her clothes.
“Where are you going?” he asked when she started toward the stairs, clothing and
toiletry bag in hand.
“To clean up and get dressed.”
“We aren’t done talking.”
She kept walking.
“Goddamn it, Emily.” He followed her up the stairs.
“Daddy, you’re naked,” Isabelle screeched.

“Shit.” He smacked his hand against the bathroom door when Emily tried to shut
it, and then he pushed his way inside and closed it behind him.
“I have to pee.”
“Go ahead,” he challenged. “We can talk while you pee. As I understand it,
women do that all the time.”
“I don’t.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. You rarely talk at all. You’re a goddamn anomaly.” He
was being a dick, but damn it, so was she. How the hell could she be so cold after what
they did last night? Hadn’t their lackluster sex life been her problem? They’d fixed it.
Hell, he was ready to go again. Right now, as a matter of fact.
“Get out, Blake.”
“I can’t. I don’t have any clothes on.”
She grabbed a towel off the rack and flung it at him. He let it drop to the floor.
“What the hell is your problem?” he demanded.
She didn’t answer. Instead, she skirted around him, wrenched the door open and
slipped out of the room while he tried to grab the towel before following.
She ended up in the upstairs hall bathroom, with the door locked. Blake went into
the bedroom, pulled on a pair of shorts and returned to the hall to stand sentry until she
emerged.
Ten minutes later, the kids joined him, whining because they were hungry and
when was he going to make breakfast? He muttered under his breath before finally
relenting and heading downstairs to tend to his children.
*
She dragged out her time in the bathroom until hunger so fierce she was starting
to feel lightheaded forced her to leave. When she finally stepped into the kitchen, she
discovered was alone in the house. A plate covered by a paper towel was on the counter.
She lifted the towel and found scrambled eggs, toast, and sausage links. A bowl of grapes
sat in a small bowl next to it. She warmed up the breakfast in the microwave and tried not
to soften toward her husband.
But it was so damn hard. Especially after last night. She still could not believe
everything she’d done. She was not a talker in normal, everyday life and especially not
during sex. Blake knew that, too, and somehow, he also knew that if he just got her to
open up, they would have the most spectacular sex ever, hands down. Or maybe he
hadn’t known and had just gotten lucky.
Why had he demanded she talk, tell him what to do? Was that some sort of
fantasy for him?
Was that what he did with his new girlfriend?
The thought made her so nauseous, she ran to the bathroom and threw up
everything she’d just eaten. She dumped what remained of her breakfast in the trash and
went back upstairs to brush her teeth.
She could hear Blake and the kids, playing outside in the backyard. Part of her
longed to go out there with them, to be a family again. Or, really, for the first time.
Second, if you counted yesterday at the beach. Another part of her wanted to stay as far

away from Blake as she could get. Otherwise, she was afraid she would ask for a repeat
of last night, except maybe switch their roles.
Tell me what you want me to do to you, Blake. I’m all yours. Body and ... well, at
least my body.
That was a lie, of course. Her heart belonged to him, too. Which sucked, because
damn it, how was she supposed to get over the fact that he cheated on her? She couldn’t
forget it, couldn’t stop thinking about it. Even last night, thoughts of his other woman had
intruded, but she’d been too desperate for his touch to let them overshadow what was
happening. But it wouldn’t be like that every time.
She wandered down the hall to the master bedroom. The bed was unmade, and
she impulsively walked over and tugged the sheets into position, smoothed out the
comforter, fluffed the pillows.
A five-by-seven framed picture from their wedding day was perched on the
bedside table. She picked it up. They were kissing, clearly passionately, with a lot of
tongue. She remembered the shouts of encouragement, the wolf whistles from their
wedding guests. Had she instigated that kiss, or had Blake? Hell, it had probably been
mutual. Back then, they’d been on the same wavelength without even trying. She hadn’t
needed to tell him anything, to guide him. He just knew.
“People still talk about our wedding, you know.”
She turned toward the sound of his voice. Blake stood in the bedroom doorway,
wearing gym shorts, a tank top and a sheen of sweat on his brow.
“Where are the kids?”
He waved at the window. “In the backyard. They’re fine. Do you want to know
why everybody still talks about our wedding?”
She replaced the picture and didn’t respond.
“Because we were so in love. That’s why everyone’s so pissed off that we split.
No one can believe it’s real.”
“It’s real.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
“I’m not talking about this right now.”
“Then when? When will you be ready to talk about this, Emily? I don’t want to do
this anymore. I want you to sleep in this bed, not in the basement. I don’t want to sneak
down there in the middle of the night when I want to get laid and catch you when you’re
vulnerable. I want you to tell me when you want to have sex. No more hinting. Just tell
me how you feel.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not the only woman you ever slept with. And even if I can figure
out a way to get past the cheating, I can’t ever sleep in this bed again, Blake.”
“You are the only woman who has ever slept in this room. Well, besides
Isabelle.”
Relief flooded her system, although it was short-lived. In the end, he still cheated,
even if he hadn’t done it in their bed.
“You’re the only woman I have had sex with for the past sixteen years, Emily.”
His words were like a physical blow. She actually staggered, thought for a
moment she was going to fall over. In two strides, he was across the room, pulling her

into his arms, holding her upright, keeping her pressed against his body. She burrowed
her face against his shoulder. She wanted to believe him. So badly.
“I swear,” he said, almost as if he could read her mind. “I’ve never even thought
about another woman. I have only ever loved you, Emily. I have only ever desired you.”
She turned her head to the side, rested her cheek against his chest, so that she
could speak clearly but still stay close to him. “But we never had sex, especially at the
end. And you were gone. I can’t believe you were always with your friends all that time.”
He stroked her hair. “I was. Honest to God. I can’t believe I was such an idiot. I
had the perfect woman waiting at home for me, two awesome kids, and all I did was keep
clinging to bachelorhood. I don’t think I really meant to do it. It was just easy. What I
said last night was the truth. You have always handled everything. And you don’t ever
tell me you need my help, except when something needs to be fixed around the house.
Since I wasn’t needed here, I went where I thought I was, or at least where I thought I
was wanted.”
“I wanted you here. And we need you. The kids …” She hesitated. “I do.”
“I know. Now I do, anyway. But, Em, come on, you have to talk to me. I’m a guy.
As a rule, we’re generally lousy at reading minds.”
“You’re doing a pretty good job right now.”
“That’s because you gave me three months to figure it out. Jesus, that was the
longest three months of my life.”
“Living with my mother hasn’t been a picnic.”
“Your mother’s pretty cool.”
“Next time, you go live with her.”
“How about we agree right now that there never will be a next time?”
Emily sighed. “That sounds awesome.”
“Come take a shower with me.”
“What about the kids?”
“Old Mrs. Viscowsky is out there with them. I told her you were home, and she
told me we should take our time. She even offered to feed them lunch.”
Emily giggled. Blake snagged her hand and tugged her toward the bathroom.
“Tell me what you want, Em.”
She didn’t hesitate. “I want the water really hot. And I want to wash you, with my
hands, first. Then I want to use my mouth...”

Epilogue
“Hey, sweetheart.” Blake dropped his keys into the small dish on the counter, bent at the
waist to greet the exuberant dog, then headed over to nuzzle his wife’s neck. “Where are the
kids?”
“Isabelle is over at Mrs. Viscowsky’s, helping her bake cookies. Cole is at his friend
Dan’s house.”
“I officially have next Thursday off, so we can both go on Isabelle’s fieldtrip.”
Emily smiled and closed the laptop computer perched on the counter in front of her.
“She’ll be thrilled. Do you have anything going on this evening?”
“Nope. Basketball’s only on Wednesdays now, remember? Although Connor wants me to
go golfing with him Saturday morning.”
“Are you asking my permission?”
He tugged on a lock of her hair. “More like checking to make sure you won’t be unhappy
if I do.”
She smiled again. “I’m fine.” It was the truth. She would tell him if it wasn’t.
His gaze swept over the laptop and the notebook sitting next to it on the counter. “How
was your day?”
“Insanely busy,” she promptly answered. “I’ve taken on way more clients than I can
possibly take care of in an eight-hour day. I haven’t done anything else today. Poor Muttly had
the shortest walk ever. Which means...” She tore a page out of the notebook and slid it across the
counter.
“What’s this?” Blake asked as he lifted the paper and read it.
“A list of everything that needs to get done around this house.”
“This is half a page long,” he protested.
“I know.”
“What are you going to do in exchange?” he asked slyly.
She pretended to contemplate for a few moments, although she already had it worked out
in her head. She’d been thinking about it for most of the day.
“A strip tease.”
He stared. “Seriously?”
She nodded. “I’m already wearing a thong. It’s hot pink. With a matching bra.”
He pulled her off the barstool and into his arms. “How about we do the strip tease first,
then chores later?”
She laughed. “No way. The chores will never get done. Besides, the kids are due home
any minute.”
“You’re such a tease.”
“You love it.”
“Yeah. I do.”
So did she. Emily had no doubt that neither one of them would ever move in with her
mother again.
Not ever.

The End
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CHAPTER ONE
CHLOE
What am I doing here? Taco Tuesday? Seriously? Tacos are sloppy and delicious and
it’s far too easy to eat too many. I’m not an overindulging kind of person. And I really hate
contrived social situations.
But my boss said I need to do something to de-stress because otherwise I’m going to
have a heart attack by the time I’m forty, and that isn’t as far away as I’d like it to be.
Actually, he suggested I get laid, but I don’t do messy, nor do I do sex with strangers, and
who has time to get to know someone? I suppose that’s ironic considering I’m about to
walk into a room full of strangers and pretend I want to befriend them.
At least it’s supposed to be exclusively women at this shindig. Women don’t
intimidate me, which is the only reason I agreed to James’s ridiculous idea. “Who knows,”
he said earlier today as he pushed me out the door, “you might actually make a friend or
two.”
“Maybe a new client,” was my response, and he’d rolled his eyes and told me not to
return to the office without at least one outrageous story to tell.
I consider not opening the door, not stepping into the sports bar where a group of
strangers are likely becoming friends over spilled guacamole and too much tequila. But I
will never hear the end of it if I turn around now, and besides, I’m not a quitter, whether the
task is climbing the corporate ladder or attending a stupid function I have no interest in.
So I grasp the pilsner glass-shaped door handle and walk into the dark, loud place
that smells of nachos and spilled beer. This is not my scene.
Bitch face in place, I pause to let my eyes adjust to the dim lighting. I can feel gazes
on me. Lecherous, sleazebag gazes. Guys with names like Paul and Chad and—the worst of
them all—Marcus.
Conveniently, my bitch face is seriously scary, so they all leave me alone as I smooth
the front of my silk skirt and straighten my already flagpole-like spine. Sticking my nose in
the air, I strut through that bar like I own the place. Actually, one of my clients does, so I
know there are a handful of semi-private rooms toward the back, and that’s the most likely
location for this silly gathering I’m supposed to attend.
When I reach my destination, I note that semi-private means there’s a party on each
side of a smaller bar area, with one bartender tending to both. He’s one of the tall, dark, and
handsome types, so the females in one group, which appears to be some sort of birthday
party, are all gathered around the wood and laminate boxing him in, trying to garner his
attention. Several of them are doing that classic grab-a-guy’s-attention stance, leaning
against the bar, resting on their elbows, which are pressed against their sides, so the girls

are pushed up and together, no doubt providing the lucky tender plenty of fodder for his
fantasies later tonight. Assuming, of course, he goes home alone, which doesn’t seem likely.
The other gathering is a bunch of bored-looking middle-aged women wearing
expensive yet understated clothing and each holding a glass of wine in one hand. No
margarita in sight, and the taco station is pristine, like everyone is afraid to touch it. I’ve
been out of touch with the social scene for far too long if this is what a Taco Tuesday after
work party looks like.
A young woman with blue hair and black lipstick separates herself from the
birthday party and heads my way. I deliberately make eye contact. “What’s that party over
there?” I ask, nodding at the other crowd.
She shrugs. “Some party for old, working women.” After giving me a quick once over,
she adds, “No offense.” And then she hurries through the heavy wooden door.
“None taken,” I mutter while narrowing my eyes and watching the group of women
who are probably just like me: Career-driven, single-minded, determined to shatter every
glass ceiling we encounter. My stomach grumbles at the sight of all those delicious taco
toppings, yet I know I will be just like all these other women and snub my nose at a
perceived uncouth display.
I need wine if I’m going to make it through this shindig. Since he’s at least ten years
younger than me, I don’t feel as intimated by the hot bartender as I might if he were closer
to thirty-five, so I belly up and let out a shrill whistle to get his attention.
“What the fuck was that?”
I whip my head to the side, prepared to provide a tongue lashing to whomever
dared approach me in a bar. Ugh. It’s another sexy guy. And sloppy. That shirt looks like he
swiped it off the floor and dragged it over his shoulders as he made his way out the door
without stopping to look in a mirror. And it’s flannel. Why won’t that particular fashion
statement die?
In ten seconds flat, I’ve determined he is everything wrong with the male species,
and he hasn’t even smiled at me yet. Actually, he’s looking at me like I’m a loon.
“What’s your problem?” Might as well get defensive right off the bat. That’ll scare
him off for sure.
“I think you blew my eardrum with that whistle. What, do you train dogs for a
living?” For emphasis, he grabs his earlobe and shakes it, like that’s going to do anything
except draw my attention to his slightly too long hair and the glasses that frame his face
way better than they should. He probably doesn’t even have a prescription. I bet he wears
them deliberately to pick up women.
Not this woman.
“Do you have a better idea? In case you haven’t noticed, the bartender’s rather
preoccupied at the moment.”
“I noticed. But I’ve also been to a bar before, so I know if I do this—” He pulls his
wallet out of his pocket, giving me a glimpse of a far too tight ass under that wrinkled shirt,
and then he waves a twenty in the air. Like a dog sniffing out a juicy steak, the bartender
drops his entourage and hurries toward us. Tall, Dark, and Sloppy tosses a smirk my way
while the younger version asks for his drink order.
“What are you drinking?” my worst nightmare asks. Why won’t he leave me alone?
Can’t he see that I don’t remotely belong to that other party, so clearly I must be associated

with the prim and proper ladies hovering in the other corner? And what guy in his right
mind would want to hit on someone surrounded by other powerful women?
Except I’m not, because they are all clustered as far away from Wrinkled Hottie and
the group of people clearly having a grand old time on the other end of the bar as they
possibly can and still be in the same room.
“I can get my own drink.”
“You sure can. Although I’d do it while he’s standing here in front of you, because I
don’t think your dog whistle is going to work once he heads back to his fan base.”
The bartender winks and grins, like we’re all in on some fabulous joke.
“The nicest red that comes by the glass. And it better not be house,” I mutter, even
though I’d really rather have a Bombay and tonic. But everybody else is drinking wine, so I
might as well make at least a small attempt to fit in.
“You must be with that group over there,” the guy standing next to me says, shoving
his thumb over his shoulder.
“Because I drink wine?”
“Nope. Because you have a seriously large stick up your ass. I’ve never seen anyone
stand so straight in my entire life.”
My jaw drops. Is this some kind of joke? I glance around the bar, to see if one of my
brothers is here. It would not surprise me in the least if one of my family members set up
this entire charade. It’s been years since we’ve attempted to one-up each other with pranks,
but that doesn’t mean I should ever let my guard down.
“Must be why you’re coming to the meeting. Add a little... something different.” What
I’m really saying is, he’s a complete loser and those women over there will eat him as an
appetizer and then look around for dinner. He doesn’t stand a chance. Which makes me
determined to convince him to head over there. Just to watch him bleed.
“You couldn’t handle what I’ve got to offer.”
“That is the worst pickup line ever.”
“It wasn’t a pickup line, lady. You seriously could not handle having me at your
Women With Sticks Up Their Asses meeting.”
“Challenge accepted.” I dig a twenty out of my purse and drop it on the bar before
snagging my wine and taking a slug. It’s surprisingly not bad. “Let’s go, handsome.”
He grins.
“I’m not flirting with you,” I clarify. I do not find his messy hair and sexy glasses and
abrasive personality attractive. I have a vibrator waiting at home that’s without a doubt a
far better partner than this guy could ever be.
“If you are, you aren’t very good at it.”
“All right, that’s it.” I grab his arm, wrap my fingers around chunks of solid muscle,
and pull him away from the bar.
“That wasn’t a challenge,” he says, like maybe he wants to run back to his own party
now. But it’s too late. I’m going to show him. Marcus was pretty-boy handsome as well, and
while he wouldn’t be caught dead in flannel, he was an asshole, and in my head, I am getting
revenge on him vicariously through this guy.
“What’s your name, anyway?” I ask as I herd him toward the sharks in pencil skirts
hovering in the corner.
“Painter.”
“Seriously? Like someone who paints houses?”

“No. It has a Y in it. P-A-Y-N-T-E-R. And what’s your problem with my name? I bet
yours is Suzy or Marie. No, it’s probably Elaine. Or Joyce.”
I give him a little push when he doesn’t move and ignore the ripple of muscle I can
feel through his shirt. So he’s one of those gym rats, too, huh? The guy keeps losing points
and I’ve known him for all of seven minutes.
“I get your implication. Like I’m old or something. Well, my age is none of your damn
business and my name is Chloe.” Why did I tell him my name? After my soon-to-be new
friends and I humiliate the hell out of him, I’ll never see the guy again. Paynter. God, what
were his parents thinking?
“Chloe, huh? Wouldn’t have guessed that. It’s an awfully pretty and soft name...”
I’m not an idiot. I know what he isn’t saying. And he’s right. I am hard. And I don’t
care whether he thinks I’m pretty. When I was with Marcus, I dolled myself up to impress
him, and all that got me was a front row seat while he accepted the promotion that should
have been mine. Screw caring what other people think—especially what guys named
Paynter think. If I’m remotely attractive, I have made the effort for me, myself, and I only.
Well, and my clients. And my co-workers. And my boss. But not a guy I met in a bar who
clearly doesn’t know how to use an iron.
“Now you’re really going to get it.” I’m not sure if he heard me because at about the
same time the gathering of Armani and Gucci glide toward us, morbid curiosity carved into
every perfectly designed feature on every carefully made up face.
“Hello, I’m Elizabeth.” The first one, a platinum blond wearing a gray and white
striped suit and an excellent cleavage-enhancing bra, offers her hand and a toothy smile to
my new friend. No, not friend. My victim.
“Nice to meet you, Elizabeth.” Paynter tosses a smirk my way and then takes a pull
from his bottle of beer while scoping out the rest of the crowd. Several more introduce
themselves before I can get a handle on the situation.
“I’m Chloe Green.” I speak loudly to be heard over the hard thumping music now
blaring from the other party. “And I work in corporate real estate. A partner-in-training. As
this is the first time I’m meeting all of you, I thought I’d bring along a gift.” Ignoring the
sparks of interest in the faces of my cohorts, I add, “A sample of what we don’t want in our
lives.”
“I wouldn’t mind having him in my life. Preferably with my legs wrapped around his
hips.”
I’m not sure who made this comment; Elizabeth, I bet, based on the way she’s
undressing him with her eyes, but I’m too distracted by his eyes to focus on her at the
moment. Behind those dark frame glasses, they’re surrounded by long, thick lashes and
they’re blue, but it’s not just any blue. It’s this clear blue, like colored glass. Way too pretty
for a guy like him. Yes, I recognize I’m making harsh snap judgments on a guy I’ve only
known for a few minutes, but so far, he hasn’t proven me wrong.
And then I pull my head out of the clouds or my ass or wherever it is that I even
remotely consider him in a positive light, and I say, “No, that’s not what we want. We are
powerful women, and the number one enemy of powerful women is...” I let my sentence
trail off, hoping one of my new tribe will run with the thought we’ve all undoubtedly had.
“Bosses who want us to sleep with them in order to get ahead?” someone offers.
“Add married to that title,” another says, sounding as if she’s had experience in that
arena.

“Yeah,” another pipes up. “Sleazy married bosses who promise you the world if
you’ll get down on your knees behind their desk for about seven minutes. Twice a week.”
She nods for emphasis and I see several other heads bob in apparent agreement.
Okay, this conversation has veered into a direction I did not see coming. Paynter is
not trying very hard to hide his laughter, which I know is directed at me, Oh, for that
scathing comment that will knock him down a few pegs. Maybe my boss—who, thankfully,
has never asked me to get on my knees nor has he ever hit on me as part of a promise of a
promotion—is right. Maybe I do need to get laid.
But Paynter and getting laid should never, ever go together. That’s what my vibrator
is for. It’s clean, it doesn’t talk back, and I even keep it in the bathroom so I can immediately
take a shower afterward. Sex with Paynter would be messy, dirty, filthy...
“As terrible as those men are,” I say, cutting off the true confessions conversation
that has erupted, “there are other men who are far worse. I bring you exhibit number one.”
I wave my arms at Paynter, a la Vanna White.
All the other women in the group give me blank stares for several long seconds, until
a brunette whose name is Christine, I think, says, “Every guy I’ve ever dated has been just
like him. Twice now I’ve missed out on golden opportunities at work because I called in
sick so that we could have a naked Tuesday. Or Wednesday. No wait, it was three times.
Two different guys. But yeah, I could be so much higher in my company if I hadn’t been
dating them.”
Several others in the group commiserate with her. I glance at Paynter, who is
listening with seemingly rapt attention. This wasn’t quite the angle I was going for.
“My last boyfriend called my boss a dyke at the company holiday party.”
A collective gasp goes up around me.
“Although, she had been a closet lesbian her entire life, and for some reason, his
calling her out made her decide to come out. I actually ended up getting a raise out of the
experience, and she’s now living with Carmen from the IT department. I think they’re
planning on getting married, and I know for a fact Carmen wants kids.”
“Uh...” I cannot fathom how to respond to a story like that. I was not looking for
positive experiences here.
“At our last company golf outing, the guy I dated for six years deliberately beat my
boss, even though I told him my boss was a sore loser. And then he got drunk at the
luncheon and told everybody that I told him my boss wore a toupee.”
“Oh my God, I had a similar experience with my ex-husband. I lost my job over it.
Such a jackass.”
“Yeah, what is it with guys and golf outings? They always do the stupidest things,
even if we prep them first. Who doesn’t know you’re supposed to let the boss win? That’s
business etiquette 101.”
“Business etiquette 102 is don’t get so sloppy drunk you end up puking on the boss’s
$400 dollar Italian leather loafers.”
“And 103 is...” Finally, this conversation is exactly where I want it to be. Like any
gathering of women, they begin to feed off one another and soon are commiserating over
lost business opportunities as a result of poor choices in partner material. And they’ve all
turned up their collective noses at Paynter, whereas twenty minutes prior, I swore I heard
Christine suggest he meet her in the coatroom.
My mission here is complete.

Before I can gloat, Paynter leans toward me and I get a whiff of something that
makes me think of the woods and lumberjacks and ... sex. What the hell is it with this guy?
“Chloe, one, Paynter, zero,” he says, low and close to my ear. I can feel his breath. It’s
hot and it makes my hair flutter. I said hair, not heart. There is no heart fluttering here. My
heart is cold and dead and locked away and I threw the key into a deep ravine the day I
figured out Marcus was using me so he could steal my promotion.
“And now I’m out of here, before these piranhas decide to lynch me for all the past
crimes you’ve reminded them other men have done to them. Watch your back, Chloe. I
don’t lose well.” He touches his bottle to his forehead and struts away, not looking at all like
he lost anything. In fact, he looks as though he owns the entire damn world, and it
infuriates me that I can’t stop imagining what he’d be like lying on his back in my fourposter canopy bed, with me astride him, encouraging him to hold out just a few minutes
longer because I’m so close, oh, so close...
Shaking my head, I turn away from the sight and the fantasy. I will never see that
guy again. He is some random loser I ran into in a bar. And I put him in his place.
A song I recognize from the seven million times I’ve secretly watched Magic Mike
starts up and gradually becomes louder and louder. This is strange because aren’t most
sound systems stationary? Not to mention, the music should be coming from that party on
the other side of the bar. It should not be moving toward the Taco Tuesday gathering
where the attendees have finally attacked the taco bar. Strippers are not on tonight’s
agenda, I’m sure of it.
And then the music is so close, it’s practically in my ear, vibrating through my body
and making me remember what it was like to have sex with another person in the room. It’s
been a long time. Since that one guy I forced myself to pick up after Marcus screwed me
over. It had been sloppy and quick, in a hotel room. To be honest, I’m not even sure if it was
good or bad. I don’t remember the details. And while my partner lay on his back and
snored, I quickly dressed and rushed from the room, crying before I reached my car, and
when I got home, I stood in the shower until the water ran cold, and I vowed to never, ever
do that again.
While I’m reliving this particular bad decision, I feel a hardness rubbing against my
ass. All the women in the meeting are staring at something directly behind me, mouths
hanging open, eyes glazed, salsa and guacamole dripping from taco shells held inches from
their faces. A few are panting.
I am afraid to do it, but I whip around anyway, and come face to face with ... a
stripper?
“Hey, birthday girl,” he croons while gyrating against my leg.
I push at his shoulder and my hand slides down his arm. He’s covered in some sort
of sickly sweet smelling oil. And that’s pretty much it, save a pair of chaps slung low around
his hips.
“Wrong party,” I say, trying to step out of his grip. But he’s got an arm around my
waist and waves the other in the air as he shouts, “Yee-haw” and grinds against me. The
music, I now see, is coming from a phone that is strapped to his bicep.
“That’s what the guy at the door told me you’d say,” the stripper says as he flips me
around so he can rub himself against my ass. “He said you’d insist you’re the wrong girl, but
that’s because you like to play hard to get. He gave me an extra fifty and told me to finish
out the song, no matter how much you protest.”

“This skirt is silk.” I am envisioning my dry cleaning bill. “Wait, what guy?”
Realization dawns. Paynter. That bastard. I twist my head back and forth, trying to
see if he’s still here. Cowboy stripper decides to accommodate me and turns so that the
party where he was undoubtedly supposed to be the main attraction can watch us.
And there’s Paynter, laughing so hard I can actually see the tears in his eyes from
across the room. All I can do is stand here and be humiliated by this oiled up, fake tanned
body that is gyrating behind me, encouraged by the whistles and catcalls from the powerful
women who a short time ago I might have considered as friends.
If I ever see Tall, Dark, and Blue Eyes again, I am so getting revenge.
The next chapter is from Paynter’s perspective: SEXY BAD NEIGHBOR
~
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