
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		CHAPTER ONE

	CHAPTER TWO

	CHAPTER THREE

	CHAPTER FOUR

	CHAPTER FIVE

	CHAPTER SIX

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	CHAPTER NINE

	CHAPTER TEN

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	EPILOGUE



 
   
      
 
    THE PRICE 
 
    Greyson and Sasha’s Story 
 
      
 
    Ruby Rowe 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Copyright © 2018 Ruby Rowe Books 
 
      
 
    Cover Art by Just Write. Creations 
 
    Edited by Proofreading by the Page 
 
      
 
    All Rights Reserved. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.  
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. 
 
    ISBN-13: 978-1985677562  
 
    ISBN-10: 1985677563  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NOTES 
 
      
 
    The Price: Greyson and Sasha’s Story (A Novel Addition to The Terms Duet) is told from the points of view of Greyson, Sasha, Ellis and Camilla.  
 
      
 
    The Terms: Part One and Part Two must be read prior to reading this novel.  
 
      
 
    The Price: Greyson and Sasha’s Story contains explicit language, graphic sex and references of past sexual abuse to one of the characters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    This novel is dedicated to my PA, Edith. Her strength and perseverance astound me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents 
 
    NOTES 
 
    DEDICATION 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    END NOTES 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
    
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    Ellis receives the ball, and after beaming it toward the front wall of the court, he throws his racket down and yanks off his eyewear. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” he snaps. My head falls over from embarrassment. Damn, I’m so off my game today. 
 
    “What? Can’t I make a mistake?” 
 
    “Foot fault, long serve, short serve, ceiling serve… You’re fucking up so much that you can’t even get a rally started.” 
 
    I scowl. “I don’t need you pointing out every fault serve I made.” 
 
    “That wasn’t all of them,” he says angrily, while pacing inside the racquetball court at the country club. His hands are on his hips, and I don’t know why he’s out of breath, seeing how I can’t even serve the ball for us to go after it. 
 
    “Fine, let’s call it a day.” After only our first match, I yank my eyewear off and march toward the door. I head straight for the locker room, not waiting on my asshole of a cousin. He never cuts anyone slack. 
 
    After retrieving my gym bag from my locker, I plop down on a bench and begin unlacing my tennis shoes. Ellis takes a seat next to me and wipes his face with his towel. 
 
    “Maybe you need to step up your cardio, old man. You’re sure out of breath for your age,” I chide, attempting to get back at him. 
 
    “Watch it. Look, I’m sorry I lost my cool back there. I’m trying to balance working from home with Liam and Camilla there, and I can’t get five minutes’ peace, so if I get a chance to leave the house and work out, I can’t afford to waste it.  
 
    “She’s mad that I work so much, yet there aren’t enough hours in the day for me to complete my assignments, and then there’s the worry of Camilla while she’s pregnant.  
 
    “It’s what I wanted, but so much has changed in six months, and let’s not forget our trip to Italy in August.” He shakes his head. “Enough about my stressors. What’s up with you today?” 
 
    “Much like you, between work and helping Sasha while she’s healing, I have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “I thought things were great between you two. Camilla said Sasha told her you’ve been spending quality time together, which I couldn’t unhear after the fact.” 
 
    “Yeah, like fucking teenagers. With her gunshot wound, we’ve had to be careful, so it’s been nothing past third base. I’m sexually frustrated.” 
 
    “No, you’re angry. After Sasha agreed to be with you, you were fucking euphoric. What changed in the six weeks since you two got together?” 
 
    “Nothing, man.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I know you, and if you don’t talk about it, it’ll drive you crazy.” He snaps his white towel at my thigh. “You’re like a fucking girl that way.” 
 
    Shoving him hard, I almost knock him off the bench. We both laugh, but recalling the serious talk that’s looming, I rest my elbows on my knees and slide my hands through my blond hair. No one’s in the locker room with us, so I guess it’s safe to discuss it here. 
 
    “I can’t bring myself to have sex with her. I can’t fuck her-have intercourse-or whatever the hell you want to call it. I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Is it due to the abuse she suffered?” 
 
    I look over at him. “How did you guess?” 
 
    Shrugging, he replies, “Your anger gave it away. You put a hole in the wall of my family room when I shared with you about her past, remember?” 
 
    “Right.” I shake my head. “I’ve tried to have sex with her. I want to, but every time we’re about there, she clenches her eyes shut, or tenses, and all I can think about is how she’s probably imagining what happened to her when she was young instead of thinking about me.  
 
    “Once that happens, I can’t go through with it, so I make up lame excuses to stop us, or I get her off another way so she’ll drop it. I even tried to fuck her in the dark, but I could still picture her eyes closing tight in fear. She’s not well enough to try from behind, but what kind of douche boyfriend would I be if that was the reason why I was doing her doggy style?”  
 
    Feeling the fury building, like it always does when I think of the abuse Sasha endured, I grip the seat of the bench until I feel my knuckles tighten. 
 
    “Talk to her. Maybe she’s not thinking about it at all.” 
 
    “But what if she is?” 
 
    “Look, I’m not one for deep conversation, but a single talk with her might clear this up. If not, maybe counseling would help her. Camilla said she’s never had it.” 
 
    I scratch my head. “Yeah, maybe. I’ll think about it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Hearing Greyson come through the front door, I smile. My stomach flutters, and my heart rate increases, too. He doesn’t know it yet, but we’re having sex tonight. No. Matter. What. I’m determined to see this through. 
 
    He strolls into the kitchen to greet me, and my elated balloon bursts. I frown at the sight of him. 
 
    “You showered already.” 
 
    Glancing down at his dress clothes, he drops his gym bag on the floor.  
 
    “Yeah, after racquetball I had to run back to the office for a quick meeting, so I didn’t have a choice. Why?” 
 
    Feeling my face warm, I look back toward the stove where I’ve been cooking spaghetti.  
 
    “I was hoping we could take a shower together.” With a full-on blush, I brave a glimpse of him. “I saw the surgeon today, and he gave me the all clear for a particular activity.” 
 
    “You asked him about that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say before I shrug. “It was important.” 
 
    “It’s only been six weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, but since the bullet didn’t hit any major organs or arteries and I’m healing well, he said it’s fine as long as we don’t overdo it.” 
 
    Picking up his gym bag, he walks toward the doorway like he can’t escape fast enough. “I’m gonna go change. Dinner smells great,” he adds as he exits the kitchen. 
 
    Sighing, I stir the sauce and noodles. This is getting old. He’s dodged my advances for weeks, and now that he’s doing it after I got the OK from the doctor, I know there’s another reason besides my health that’s preventing him from having sex with me. 
 
    Frustrated, I turn the burner off and march to the bedroom. He’s only in boxer briefs when I walk in, and seeing his defined muscles only makes me more determined to get past this. I want that fit body on top of me. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to have sex with me? Are you having second thoughts about us?” My insecurities take hold, nudging my arms to cross in a protective manner. Releasing a lengthy exhale, he walks over to me and rubs them.  
 
    “I’ll never have second thoughts about us, so don’t question that. Not ever.” 
 
    “Then why won’t you make love to me?” I murmur as I stare into his bluish-green eyes. The stunning ocean view sucks me in every time I see them. 
 
    “I want to, Sasha, but I’m worried about it upsetting you. You know, because of your past.” He looks away, unaware of how that simple action is like a slap in my face. 
 
    “I admit that the first time or two you touched me, I thought about it, but I worked through it. Now, the only thing I think about when we mess around is how I want more. I yearn to feel that close to you.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t notice the way your body tenses when I touch it, or how you snap your eyes shut, but I do.” 
 
    I clasp his chin to turn his face back to me, but he won’t let me, so I huff and drop my hand. 
 
    “And you don’t realize how awful it makes me feel when you can’t look at me while we talk about my past. I don’t know how much of it Camilla shared with Ellis, or what he then shared with you, but I can see that you know enough to feel sorry for me. Shame, Greyson. That’s what your lack of eye contact makes me feel. You think about that for a while. I’m leaving.” 
 
    Stomping out of the room, I grab my purse off the table in the foyer and leave the penthouse. I’m on the elevator in a flash, and just as the doors are closing, I see Greyson.  
 
    “Sasha, don’t go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Camilla 
 
      
 
    “Greyson, hi,” I say after answering his call. 
 
    “Is Sasha there?” he asks in a panicked tone. 
 
    “She just showed up, and I was about to call you.” 
 
    “I’m coming over.” 
 
    “No, don’t. She already went upstairs to bed. What happened, anyway?” 
 
    “I–I can’t talk about it with you, but she can’t run off every time we have a disagreement.” 
 
    “You’re right, and I’ll talk to her about it, but all she knows to do when things get tough is run. Just because she got clean, and you’re together, doesn’t mean her issues vanished.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Do you? I love that you two are together, but it was too soon in her recovery. I know you didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did, so choosing Sasha means choosing her baggage, too, and she’s never unloaded it on anyone but me.” 
 
    “Then maybe she should go to counseling.” 
 
    “I agree. Look, let her sleep here tonight so we can talk, and I’ll have her call you in the morning.” 
 
    “Tell her I love her. Will you?” 
 
    “Of course, Greyson. Goodnight.” 
 
    Ending the call, I walk up the stairs and head to the spare bedroom Sasha fled to. I tap on the door before cracking it open. Seeming lost, she’s sitting on the side of the bed in her shorts and a t-shirt, staring at the wall in front of her. 
 
    “Greyson called. You should’ve told him you were safe.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Apologize to him, not me.” 
 
    “I will, but I can’t talk to him right now. He thinks I’m dwelling on my past when we mess around, but that’s not the case. I’m not scared when it’s about to happen; I’m nervous. There’s a big difference.” 
 
    I squeeze the bridge of my nose and look to the floor. 
 
    “Geez, now you’re acting like him,” Sasha adds, exasperated. 
 
    “No, my reaction has nothing to do with your past. It’s about how my sister wants to talk to me about having sex with Greyson. I know you both too well, so it’s awkward.” 
 
    “Well, you need to get over it because I need your help. How can I make it impossible for him to resist me? If I can get him to do it once, then he’ll see I’m good with it. What he doesn’t realize is how a healthy sexual relationship could help me heal from my past experiences.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “That’s insightful of you, but I can’t help. Uh, go see Ellis. He’s in his office, and maybe he can tell you how to get Greyson to cave.” 
 
    “You’re trying to pass me off.” 
 
    I snicker. “OK, yes, but maybe he’ll have a different perspective on the issue.” 
 
    “Momma, Momma!” Liam yells from the hallway in a singsong before he sprints into the room. His eyes light up at the sight of his aunt. “Sasha!” He skips to stand in front of her and asks, “Are you sleeping in here?” 
 
    “Yes, if that’s OK.” 
 
    “Momma, Auntie Sasha can stay in my room 'cause I have a big bed now like you and Boss-Daddy, so there’s room for her to sleep.” 
 
    Sasha grins, and it’s nice to see her smile. “That sounds fun. We could build a fort over it with your blankets.” 
 
    Jumping up and down, Liam claps his little hands. His rich blue eyes exude excitement, and I guess I have no say in this now. 
 
    “OK, but I need to give you a bath first, and no staying up super late. You and Auntie Sasha will have to build your fort fast.” 
 
    His gaze widens. “I’m fast, Momma, at evewything.” 
 
    “Yes, you usually are fast. Let’s get that bath while Sasha talks to Daddy for a minute.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    I sigh when I hear the knock on my office door. Liam was extra talkative after dinner, so he’s been hanging out with me in here. I entertained him for a while, but needing to finish a critical government assignment, I had no choice but to encourage him to find his mother. 
 
    “Come in.” The door slowly opens, and Sasha sticks her head inside. 
 
    “Hi, Ellis. Do you have a minute?” Surprised to see her, I pull off my readers. 
 
    “Sure. Is Greyson here, too?” 
 
    “No, just me. Uh, I was wondering if you could help me with something. It has to do with him.” She wrings her hands in front of her as she glances around my office. 
 
    “Have a seat.” Looking at me briefly, she sits down in a wingback chair to her right and tugs on the hem of her shorts. “What do you need?” 
 
    “OK, um, I’m just going to say it. It’s really embarrassing, but Camilla said you might have an answer, and I’m desperate at this point. I need you to tell me how to get Greyson to have sex with me.”  
 
    I stare at her blankly after words I should never hear were projectile vomited on me. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Did you say Camilla sent you in here?” 
 
    Nodding, she continues to mess with the hem of her denim shorts, and my Rose will receive a punishment soon. What the hell was she thinking? “You and Greyson should be having this discussion.” 
 
    “I tried to talk to him about it. He thinks I’m too traumatized by my past, but I want to have sex with him. Like as soon as possible, so if you have any ideas of how to make that happen, I’m all ears.” 
 
    As I sit uncomfortably stunned, I rub my eyes with the palms of my hands and fall back in my chair. 
 
    “Sasha, look, I don’t think it’s appropriate for us to discuss your and my cousin’s sex life, or lack thereof.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be about sex. I mean, is there a perfume he especially likes? Or, does he prefer short hair over my long strands?” She picks up a piece of her caramel-brown hair and studies it, so I shake my head. 
 
    “No, the ways that you’re different from the other women Greyson has dated is what he loves about you.” 
 
    “OK, but there has to be something he can’t resist.” 
 
    Shit, I want this over with. “The two of you need to have another discussion. Tell him you’re ready.” 
 
    “I already told him that, and it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Try again.” Sitting up, I put my glasses back on and pull my laptop closer, hoping she’ll take the hint. 
 
    “Ellis, please. I’m desperate. If he’ll cave, he’ll see how much I like it and—” 
 
    “Stop. God, please stop. OK, I’ll tell you something if you promise to leave my office afterward and never speak to me about this again.” 
 
    She beams, and I don’t think my eager hand will wait to punish Camilla in our hideaway. It’s happening ASAP. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Greyson likes lingerie–all kinds. It’s his thing.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t own any lingerie.” She looks at her lap in disappointment. “I never had the money to buy it or a reason to.” 
 
    “Well, now you have both.” 
 
    “OK, but I don’t know what kinds to pick.” 
 
    “I already told you; he likes all kinds. Now, go find your sister.” I wave my hand toward her as I look over my glasses. “Seriously, go now.” 
 
    Standing, she giggles. “The Burke men are so cute when they’re nervous. Thank you, Ellis. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Camilla 
 
      
 
    Just as I lie down in bed and reach to turn off my lamp, my phone buzzes on the nightstand with a text message. 
 
    Ellis: My office. Now. 
 
    Me: Ah, oh. 
 
    Ellis: Ah, oh is correct, young lady. 
 
    Shit. Is he flat-out angry with me for sending Sasha to his office earlier? Or, is he only going to pretend to be angry with me while he’s secretly elated that I gave him a reason to punish me? Since he’s only having me come to his office, I fear it’s the first. 
 
    Wearing only my silky black nightgown, I put on the matching robe and tie it before I pad to his office. The man still works too much, and he knows I don’t approve, but tonight is not a wise time to have another conversation about it. 
 
    I crack the door and peek inside. His intense gaze locks with mine, and he’s already sitting back casually, resting his forearms on the arm rests of the chair. Damn, I can’t read him like this.  
 
    “Lock the door and come here,” he says deadpan. Stepping inside, I face the door and shut it. My heart flutters, and I’m frozen in my spot since I have no idea what’s about to happen. “My Rose, I said come here.”  
 
    I inhale deeply and turn to stroll toward him. He swivels his chair to the side, which signals for me to walk around his desk, and I can’t help but bite my lip as I approach him. 
 
    As soon as I’m within reach, he clasps my wrist and yanks me close. His hands squeeze my hips as he stares up at me with the same intensity as before. 
 
    “I must say, you have a lot of nerve expecting me to talk to Sasha about her sex life. I can come up with only one reason why you’d do something so foolish.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’d like a punishment.” 
 
    “I do always enjoy time in our hideaway.” 
 
    “All you ever need to do is ask to go there, but instead, you put me in an uncomfortable situation. Talking about that shit with Greyson is hard enough. I should not have to discuss it with your sister.” 
 
    My gaze falls to the floor. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry doesn’t cut it since you knew exactly how I’d feel before you told her to talk to me. For that reason, we’re not going to the hideaway.” 
 
    I lift my eyes. “We’re not?” 
 
    “No, you’re getting your punishment right here in this office, and I’m extra irritated since I had to wait for Sasha and Liam to fall asleep.” 
 
    I try not to smile but fail. This sounds exciting, too. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re smiling. Baby, you don’t get to come. On top of that, you’re going to leave this room sore in all the right places, and I’ll consider whether or not to let you come tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    With a smug expression, he undoes my robe and removes the satin tie from its loops. He folds it, making it shorter. “I’m gagging you. Trust me; you’ll want to scream, and we can’t have you waking someone.” 
 
    Once he places the gag in my mouth and ties it behind my head, he slips my robe over my shoulders and pulls my nightgown up over my head. After eyeing my bare breasts for several seconds, he drops to his knees and skirts my panties down my legs.  
 
    My body quivers from the feel of it, and as soon as I step out of them, he runs his fingers over the crotch area. “Wet already.” His lips part with excitement, his breaths come faster, and I’m getting so turned on by it all. Dropping my panties to the floor, he skims his nose up my thigh and opens me up with his fingers.  
 
    Gasping, I grab his hair as the urge to push his mouth on me takes over. I pull him toward my pussy, and he licks me roughly until I’m moaning against the fabric between my lips. “I bet you’d like to come.” 
 
    Nodding, I try to speak, but my voice is muffled. He stares up at me with lust in his blue eyes as his fingers play with me. “Too bad that’s not happening tonight. I love to feel your trembling body unravel on my hot mouth.  
 
    “Fuck, the way your juices soak my face is almost too much to handle.” He buries his lips against me again, and god, how I yearn for him to make me come.  
 
    My muffled moans grow louder, along with my need for a release. My legs begin to buckle, so he clutches my bare ass and brings me in closer. Tugging harder on his hair, I sling my head back, and just when I’m about to come, he completely releases me and stands. I jerk my head down and groan at him in frustration. 
 
    “Let this serve as a lesson to you. Don’t pull a stunt like that on me again.” 
 
    Scowling, I watch him unbuckle his belt and unzip his dress pants. He opens a desk drawer and removes something from it. Holding it up in front of me, I see it’s a pair of nipple clamps. “It’d give me great pleasure to shove your body over this desk and fuck you hard from behind, but since you’re carrying my child, I have to improvise.” 
 
    He squeezes the bottom of one of the metal clamps, and it opens the rubber tips on the other end. Pulling my already protruding nipple out a little more, he snaps the clamp around it. From the sting of it, I yelp against the silk in my mouth. Damn, he has them set to pinch tightly. 
 
    He proceeds to do the same to my other nipple, and once he’s finished, I look down at them and whimper. A chain connected to each clamp hangs between my breasts like a necklace. He pulls it downward, causing me to experience a tugging, stinging sensation.  
 
    Lowering his pants and briefs, he sits in his office chair and brings me onto his lap. “Ride me. You’re gonna do it fast, and you better not come. Understood?” 
 
    I barely nod since I can’t promise him I won’t orgasm. My body has a mind of its own where he’s concerned, and when his cock rubs my pussy a certain way, it’s near impossible not to climax. 
 
    I sink onto his cock like it’s been lathered in lube. He’s stiff, and I’m soaked, and the fullness I feel from his girth leaves me gasping for breath around the gag. 
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters as he pushes me down onto him. He leans over and bites my neck, his mouth leaving marks all along my shoulder. My head falls back, and slipping a hand up between us, he pulls down on the chain of the nipple clamps, creating another intense sting.  
 
    My muscles clench around his cock, and unable to resist, I begin moving my body up and down, riding him the way he commanded. 
 
    He grips my hips, and digging his fingertips against them, he pushes me down onto his shaft. Each thrust is forceful, and I feel the buildup of pleasure–the imminent release.  
 
    I close my eyes to concentrate, to will the urge away, but it’s not working. I’m desperate to come. He tugs on the metal chain, again and again, and the clamps feel like they’re pinching tighter. My breasts are swollen and aching as the burning sensation encompasses them.  
 
    Every ounce of them feels heavy, and each tug is driving me closer to an orgasm. Grasping my hips again, he bounces me harder and faster, and he’s close, too.  
 
    My muscles clamp down, and like before, just as I’m about to come, he stops my movement. His growl could wake the house, and he doesn’t care, as he buries his pulsing cock and orgasms deep within me.  
 
    “My bad girl, you would’ve come if I hadn’t stopped you,” he emits choppily. “I might have to make you wait longer for a release.”  
 
    My eyes bulge over the thought of waiting even now. He has to make me come this instant. I protest his decision, and he smiles from the garbled sound of my voice as I go off on him. 
 
    Yanking down the gag, he lifts his eyebrows. “Are you sure you want to tell me what you’re thinking?” 
 
    I weigh the consequences of my possible actions. If I ever want to come again, I better keep my mouth shut. “No, Sir.” My breathing is harsh and shallow.  
 
    Taking hold of each nipple clamp, he slowly and torturously pulls them off my nipples. I scream from the pain, and he covers my mouth with his hand. He barely opened the rubber fuckers. 
 
    He looks down at my tits and smiles.  
 
    “Damn, baby, your nipples are swollen and fire-engine red.” 
 
    “And sore as fuck. You have no idea how sensitive a pregnant woman’s breasts are.” 
 
    “They’re just the way I wanted them. I hope your pussy’s sore, too. Now, go to bed. I’ll join you soon.” 
 
    Grimacing, I climb off his lap and dress without a word. About the time I reach the door, I mumble, “Asshole.” 
 
    “What was that?” he asks. 
 
    “Asshole, Sir.” 
 
    “Fuck, I love you.” I shake my head in disbelief over how much I love him, too, along with the torturous games we play. I will have an orgasm tomorrow, with or without his help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “You have peanut butter on your cute face,” I say to Liam before I pick up his napkin and wipe the corners of his mouth. He smiles, and my heart melts. Since I’m no longer in a drug-induced state of existence, I truly see how special he is. My nephew’s smart, witty and overall a happy, well-behaved child.  
 
    He was easygoing before Ellis was in his life, but now, he exudes this warm contentment I’ve never seen in him. So does my sister, and I want to experience it, too. I long to feel safe in this world and in my relationship with Greyson. 
 
    The doorbell rings, so since Camilla is showering, I leave Liam to answer it. After what Christopher did to him, it’s going to be a long time before he runs to open the front door. 
 
    “Oh, hi,” I say, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Hi, can I come in?” Greyson asks. 
 
    “Of course.” I step aside for him to enter, and as he passes me, he pauses and plants a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too. Liam’s in the kitchen, so I need to get back there.” He follows me, and as soon as Liam spots him, he gives his cousin a grin. 
 
    “Hi, Geyson.” 
 
    “Hi, kid. I see you’re still working on those r’s.” Liam gives him a puzzled look before he sticks his hand in the open Dorito’s bag I have sitting in the middle of the table. “And I see your aunt is passing on her unhealthy eating habits,” Greyson adds with a sexy smirk.  
 
    Every part of him looks enticing today. He’s wearing black cargo shorts and a snug white t-shirt that’s barely holding in his bulging biceps. His blond hair is haphazardly styled and damp, and I can smell his drugging, clean scent. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’m trying to make up for all the time I didn’t spoil him.” We stare at Liam in silence, and it quickly becomes awkward, so I go back to my chair and take a seat.  
 
    “Did you plan on talking to me today? It’s almost one.” His expression is sad, and now I feel bad for bailing last night. My sister already guilted me about it this morning. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I promise I was planning to drive home once Liam took his nap.” I glance to the kid, knowing he’s not gonna be happy hearing that word. 
 
    “I don’t want a nap. Liam’s too big for naps.” Frowning, he pats his chest with one hand while the other reaches into the bag again. 
 
    “Talking in third person is his new thing,” I say. 
 
    Greyson runs a hand through his hair.  
 
    “You’re stalling.” 
 
    “No, what happened yesterday isn’t something we should discuss in front of him.” 
 
    “All right. Will you please come home this evening so we can talk about it then?” 
 
    “Yes. I can leave here soon if you’d like.” 
 
    “I have to go see my parents first. They finally want me to come over. Well, my mother insists they do, but I don’t know if my father is ready to see me or not.” 
 
    “Surely, they’re going to get past what happened with Whitney. It’s ridiculous that’s it’s taken them this long to reach out.” 
 
    “I’d take you with me… I mean, I want you to meet them, but that’s only happening if they’re going to welcome you with open arms.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.”  
 
    Walking over to me, he kisses the top of my head.  
 
    “One day soon, they’ll find out how amazing you are.” He steps back, and lifting my chin, he stares into my eyes. “Come home, OK? I missed you sleeping next to me last night.” 
 
    “Sasha slept in my bed with me, and we made a tent on it and evewything.” 
 
    I hear footsteps before Ellis and Camilla appear in the kitchen. 
 
    “Hi,” they say in unison before glancing between Greyson and me. 
 
    “Hi,” Greyson replies. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    “Everything OK here?” Ellis asks. 
 
    “Yes, I’m headed to see my parents, but I wanted to talk to Sasha first.” 
 
    Looking at the table, Ellis frowns. “You’re feeding my kid junk again.” I realize not only is there a bag of chips on the table but also a half-eaten Hershey bar. 
 
    “Uh, he ate his sandwich.” I pick up the bag and the clip to seal it shut, but Liam stretches out his hand to stop me. 
 
    “No, use my tools to close it,” he insists as he stands up in his chair and reaches into his khaki shorts pocket. “See, it opens and closes, too.” He pulls something long from his pocket, and Camilla gasps. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Greyson says before laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I ask as I try to figure out what Liam’s holding. 
 
    “Oh, my god. Oh, my god,” Camilla says as she lunges for Liam and swipes what’s in his hand. “How did you get these?” 
 
    “They were on Daddy’s desk. They’re my new tools.” 
 
    “No, they’re not. Those are Daddy’s, and you don’t take things without asking.” My sister blasts Ellis with a look of astonishment, but then she smiles and blushes, and I wish I knew what I was missing here. 
 
    “That’s some funny shit right there,” Greyson says before he slaps his cousin on the shoulder. “You need to do a better job at hiding your toys.” 
 
    “Stop cursing in front of Liam.” 
 
    Greyson’s eyebrows shoot up. “Really? You’re worried about me cursing when your son is carrying around a pair of nipple clamps?” 
 
    I suck in a breath and cover my mouth. I don’t know exactly what you do with those things, but since the word nipple is in the title, I can take a guess. 
 
    Smiling, Ellis brandishes the same flushed look as my sister. 
 
    “Weren’t you leaving?” 
 
    Slinging his head back, Greyson chuckles again.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m leaving.” He looks back at me, and in a breath, his serious expression returns. “I’ll see you at home later, right?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    I exhale the second long breath of the day. Ringing Ellis and Camilla’s doorbell turned out OK. Let’s discover the outcome from ringing my parents’. I push the buzzer, and my mother, Mary Ann, soon opens it.  
 
    “Greyson, I’m so glad you came.” I walk inside and give her a hug. As she squeezes me, I smell the floral perfume she’s worn all my life. It’s comforting, and I must admit that I’m a momma’s boy. Releasing me, she cups my cheeks. “I’ve missed you.”  
 
    It seems to be the phrase of the day. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too, Mom.” Her green eyes are vivid today, and her golden-blond strands are being held up in the back by a claw-like contraption women often wear in their hair. For some reason, the things fascinate me. I recall Liam holding the nipple clamps, which open and close, and I fight a laugh. 
 
    Inquisitive like the Burkes before him, he will undoubtedly take the world by storm. I need my own little Burke someday. Before Sasha entered my life, I didn’t want children, but maybe it was only because I didn’t want them with Whitney.  
 
    “Come back to earth, sweetheart. What’s on your mind?” my mother asks. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. You said you wanted to talk?” 
 
    “Right, yes. I made your favorite–lemonade and chocolate chip cookies. Your father’s already sitting on the patio, and I was thinking we could join him.” 
 
    “This isn’t an ambush, is it?” 
 
    Tilting her head to the side, she smiles.  
 
    “No, Greyson. We asked you over to make things right. Go on out there, and I’ll grab the drinks and cookies.” 
 
    I scratch the back of my head, a nervous habit I’ve had for ages, and trudge my way through the immaculate ranch home. I inhale the scent of baked goods first and then the rich scent of new leather furniture. My mom must have redecorated again.  
 
    Their home’s décor is rugged and wilderness-like, inspired by our Colorado and Texas roots, but it’s sparkling clean like some sterile Manhattan penthouse. I get my neatness honestly. 
 
    Opening the back door, I step onto the patio. My father’s back is to me, and he’s smoking a cigar, something he’s only allowed to do outside.  
 
    I walk up beside him. “Dad…” 
 
    Without looking back, he points to the chair next to him. 
 
    “Hi, son. Have a seat.” 
 
    As I pull out my chair, the unobstructed sun beams down on me. With the comfortable seventies June temperatures today, it feels good outside, and once I sit down, I use the opportunity to look upward.  
 
    I never take the Colorado sky for granted. I’ve traveled to many parts of the world and have yet to find a sky as deep a blue as this one. “I’m glad you came,” he says. 
 
    “I’m glad I was finally invited.” 
 
    “You know, I’m not a man of many words, so I’ll keep this short but sincere.” He takes a drag off his cigar and gradually exhales the smoke. “Your mother and I were in the wrong by not telling you about the inheritance.  
 
    “It was kept from you out of love, but we realize now that it was a mistake. We should’ve told you as soon as your Grandpa Orson died, when we learned of the stipulations attached to the money.” 
 
    “I agree you should’ve told me, but I’m not buying one bit that you were only sparing me the details for the sake of my heart. You wanted that money.” 
 
    He holds his hand out. “Who wouldn’t want seventy-five million dollars? I don’t understand how you don’t, and I also don’t think being married to Whitney Peterson for a handful of years to acquire that wealth is a bad deal.” 
 
    “It’s a horrible deal when it would cost me my future with Sasha. This family needs to get over their greed. Gant-Peterson Oil is practically an empire, so you’ve proven your success. I feel like I have, too, and my happiness should come first.” 
 
    Mom walks out with a tray holding three glasses of lemonade. It shakes in her trembling hands as she feels the tension in the air.  
 
    She sets it down on the round table in front of me, and I notice there’s a slice of lemon on each glass and a sprig of something green, peppermint maybe. I spot the chocolate chip cookies, too.  
 
    She’s gone all out, and Harriet isn’t even here. Harriet’s been working for my folks for as long as I can remember, but like Theresa, my housekeeper, she doesn’t work many weekends. 
 
    “I already apologized, Mary Ann, but your boy is still angry.”  
 
    Mom hands me a glass, and I take a long drink. As she sits down, she messes with her hair and takes a drink, too, before she makes eye contact with me.  
 
    “We really are sorry, Greyson. It was my fault that it was kept from you for so long. Your father wanted to tell you, but I was trying to protect your heart. I couldn’t believe the decision my father had made. As bad as it hurt me, I couldn’t bear to think of how it would hurt you.” 
 
    “I could’ve handled it, and like I told Dad, I don’t believe it was all about protecting my heart. Maybe for you mostly, but not him.” 
 
    “Look, I said I’m sorry. That’s all I can do now. What’s done is done,” Dad says sternly. 
 
    “I understand what the business meant to Orson. He wanted me to be a part of it, and I imagine he truly thought that’s what was best for me.  
 
    “I only wish he could have seen what I’ve accomplished, but after thinking on it, my drug use probably left him questioning my ability to succeed on my own.”  
 
    I take a glimpse of my mother, and her eyes are only more vivid from the tears coating them.  
 
    “The fact you can find it in your heart to understand that old geezer means everything to me.” 
 
    “He was definitely an old geezer.” The three of us chuckle, and the air becomes lighter. Grabbing a cookie, I take a bite and stare off at the pasture.  
 
    Black cattle rest lazily on the rolling fields, and I recall working on this farm as a kid. There was nothing lazy about it. I hated it at the time, but it instilled in me a work ethic I’m grateful for.  
 
    My mind drifts back to the mornings I had to drag Sasha out of bed to go to work. Damn, we were raised differently, but different ended up being exactly what I needed.  
 
    I have to talk to my parents about her. For me to let go of the past and forgive them, I need to know they’ll accept my future. 
 
    “My girlfriend, Sasha … I love her.” I steal a glance at the other two most important people in my life, and they’re staring at me in silence.  
 
    “I know she’s not the woman you dreamed of me marrying, or even the type of woman, but she’s perfect for me, and I need to know you’ll treat her with nothing but kindness and respect.” 
 
    Mom nervously swallows her drink, and my father stares out at the fields, squinting while he blows out a puff of smoke. 
 
    “We have to meet her first,” he says. “You can’t expect us to give our blessing when we don’t know the girl.” 
 
    “She’s Camilla’s sister. You already love Camilla, and shouldn’t my word be enough, anyway?” 
 
    “You’re thirty-one, son. There’s no doubt you’re smart and level-headed, but you still don’t have the same years of wisdom that your mother and I do.  
 
    “Let us meet her first, and as long as she’s as kind as you’ve claimed and has the potential to succeed in life, we’ll show her the respect she deserves.” 
 
    I sigh. “Fine, but you can’t interrogate her. She’s been through a lot in her life, so she’s a bit insecure and becomes nervous if she’s pushed too hard, too fast.” I lift my finger toward my parents.  
 
    “Also, under no circumstances is anyone to mention the money tied to marrying Whitney. It’s in the past, and there’s no reason for Sasha to know about it. Look, just give her a chance, and you’ll see in her what I see.” 
 
    Sitting up straight, my mother smiles. “I have the perfect idea. Your father and I are hosting a birthday party for Ellis and Liam in a few weeks. With both their birthdays in July, Estella and I thought it was a brilliant idea.  
 
    “It would be the perfect time to meet Sasha. With so many people here, she won’t feel pressured by us. Estella said Ellis’s little boy loves to be outdoors, so this is the perfect place.”  
 
    My mother looks around at their sprawling property. “She’s even ordering one of those blowup jumpy things kids play in, and since I haven’t been given any grandchildren yet”–she narrows her eyes on me–“we’re inviting a lot of our friends who have children and grandchildren, so that way Liam has other little boys and girls to play with.” Mom stops for a breath, so I chime in. 
 
    “Did Aunt Estella run this by Ellis and Camilla?” 
 
    “I imagine so.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I imagine not, but I’ll check with them.” 
 
    “Anyway, it’d be the perfect opportunity to meet your new friend.” 
 
    “Girlfriend.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Maybe that would be better than a private dinner where all the attention is on Sasha. 
 
    “OK, I’m sure Sasha will want to attend her nephew and future brother-in-law’s birthday party, so count us in. That is, as long as Ellis and Camilla agree to have it. I can’t recall Ellis ever wanting to make a big deal about his birthday.” 
 
    “He’ll do it for his son. You’ll find that out one day when you have children of your own. I’m so jealous of Estella having a grandchild to spoil. I sure hope Lawrence and Aspen give me one soon.” 
 
    “I imagine they will, Mom.” Setting my glass down, I stand up. “I need to go, but I’m glad we worked this out, and thank you for being understanding about how I forfeited the inheritance.” 
 
    Neither speak, but my mother stands to hug me.  
 
    “We love you, sweetheart, and only want what’s best for you.” 
 
    “Sasha’s who’s best for me,” I whisper. “You’re gonna love her.” Mom squeezes me a little harder, and before leaving, I give my father a firm handshake. I’m relieved that conflict is settled. Now, it’s time to go home and negotiate a deal with Sasha. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “I’m dying. I’m dying. I’m really, surely dying,” I sing out over my music as I pedal on the elliptical. Actually, this machine is a torturous device I’ve named Kale that was created by an evil sadist likely named Adolf.  
 
    Adolf–who eats kale. 
 
    My surgeon is a sadist, too, for saying I should start exercising a few minutes each day. I might’ve failed to tell him how I’ve never exercised a day in my life, and that was certainly my bad.  
 
    I can hear my labored breathing over the Ed Sheeran song “Happier” that’s playing through my earbuds. He sings about his ex looking happier with another man. Well, Ed must’ve made her work out on a torturous device named Kale. That’d drive a woman away for sure. 
 
    Greyson’s lucky I’m doing this of my OWN (lord, I’m dying)… FREE (seriously, my heart might explode)… WILL, but it’s still to make him happier. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have made her ride Kale, Ed!” I yell. “Then, maybe she’d be happier with you.” The strained, choppy sounds fade quickly as I shut the fuck up to get through a whole five minutes on this thing.  
 
    “Four fifty-seven, four fifty-eight, four fifty-nine, freedom!” I jerk out my earbuds, and forgetting that the elliptical is still running, I stumble on a pedal as I try to jump off.  
 
    I fall flat on my face with a loud thump. 
 
    “God, Kale, I hate you.” 
 
    Hearing someone laughing, I jerk my head back and see Greyson leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed and a hand tucked under each armpit. 
 
    “Jesus, I didn’t know you were there.” 
 
    “Jesus, Lord, God… I didn’t know you were the praying type, and who the hell are Ed and Kale?” 
 
    “Go away! I don’t want you to see me like this.” I scurry to my feet. 
 
    “Oh, stop. I’m playing. It’s cool to see you exercising, but is that safe after your surgery?” 
 
    “I sure hope sex with you would last longer than five minutes, and the doctor said that was safe to do.” 
 
    “Uh, point taken.” 
 
    “I need to shower. Then, we can eat dinner. Is there spaghetti left from last night?” 
 
    “I couldn’t eat it, not without you, so yes, there’s plenty left.” Reluctantly, I stroll over to him. I don’t want him to see my beet-red face, sweaty skin and crazy hair, which I forgot to put up in a ponytail. 
 
    He removes a few stray strands from my sticky face and clasps my chin. 
 
    “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I only lasted five minutes on that death trap, and whatever calories I burned, I plan to replace them with spaghetti and Skittles.” 
 
    “You’re so fucking adorable.” 
 
    Blushing, I look away. “Want to shower with me?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not happening.” He turns my face back to him. “Let’s get this talk over with now so we can enjoy our evening together. I have a question. Would you agree to go to counseling?” 
 
    My eyes grow round. “You think we need couples counseling already?” 
 
    “No, not for us. I meant individual counseling for you.” Like last night, he glances away, but he immediately brings his gaze back to me. 
 
    “I see… Did Camilla put you up to this? She was pressuring me about going, too.” 
 
    “No, I feel like you need it, and I know you think so, too. Sasha, you don’t have to be afraid that someone will come looking for you or have your sister thrown in jail. All of that is over now. Your parents are dead, so there’s no excuse not to go.” 
 
    I gnaw on my lip and feel my eyelids brim with tears. 
 
    “I’m afraid of who I’ll become if I discuss in detail that period of my life.” 
 
    “I know it’ll be hard, but I believe you’ll come out stronger and happier. You can talk about it at your own pace, and I’ll even go with you if you want.  
 
    “You can cry in my arms afterward, or I’ll take you for ice cream. Whatever the hell you need from me, I’ll give it.” 
 
    “I need you to have sex with me so I’ll feel like a normal woman. So that I can find the joy and pleasure in it. Everything you’ve done to me so far, I’ve loved.” 
 
    He shakes his head, and this time he looks away and releases my chin. 
 
    “Greyson, if you can’t get past this, then I’ll be more than a victim. It will confirm what I’ve always believed … that I’m damaged goods, and I’ll continue to carry around this unbearable humiliation.” Closing my eyes, I fight the familiar, dreadful feelings encroaching on my soul. 
 
    “This monster of shame has followed me around for years. Before you came into my life, I couldn’t escape him, and when I stared at my reflection in the mirror, he hovered behind me–pressing against me.” I cover my tightening chest and begin to cry. My throat constricts, and I swallow to speak. 
 
    “It was like this demonic black shadow, reminding me of the living hell I’d endured. He was there to reaffirm how disposable I felt, and drugs became the only way to hide myself from the monster.” 
 
    Greyson’s body trembles, and I watch as his hands ball into fists. “Look at me,” I say. He struggles to do it, and I see the anger and helplessness in his eyes. “That was until I met you. You’ve been driving the monster away, killing its energy.  
 
    “My self-loathing is what fed it, along with my painful memories. Then, you appeared and showed me I could be so much more than a victim. But if we can’t get past this hurdle, then you might as well say the past is all I deserve. It’s contradictory to everything you’ve taught me.” 
 
    He furrows his brow. “That’s not fair. I’d never say or believe you deserve the abuse you endured.” 
 
    “No, but if you can’t be intimate with me, then I can’t help but feel like damaged goods you don’t want to touch.” I grab his forearms. “Tell me you want to touch me. Make me believe it.”  
 
    I cry harder, and as the tears tumble down my cheeks and reach my mouth, I taste the salt in them. They remind me of trying to exercise and the job I outgrew because I was smarter than I ever believed possible.  
 
    They remind me of the way I get up early every morning and remain sober. These tears are from the strength I don’t want to lose. I can’t lose it. 
 
    Grabbing my face, Greyson presses his lips to mine. His tongue pushes inside, and he moves his body closer. He kisses me passionately, his desire pouring into my mouth like a sugary syrup I can’t get enough of, and it’s as if he can’t get enough of me, either.  
 
    I whimper in his embrace and run my hands up inside the back of his shirt. Shoving his fingers in my hair, he fists it. Our mouths mold together, our before-kisses never this electrically charged. Groaning, he lets me go and rests his head against mine. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” he asks desperately. I nod. “Ladybug, I promise that I want to have sex with you. I desire you in a way I’ve never desired another woman.  
 
    “I plan on making love to you in our bed, and fucking you in every room of this house, but not until you’ve had some counseling. I refuse to let anything mess up what we’re building. I won’t risk our intimacy becoming a bad memory for you. Do this for me, OK? Please.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll go to counseling.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “Since I can’t start college until fall, I appreciate you letting me return to work,” I say to Greyson as we ride together to his company, G. Burke Enterprise. 
 
    He reaches over and entwines our hands. 
 
    “It’ll be nice to have you around the office again.” 
 
    “I bet Rhonda will be happy to have her file clerk back.” I inwardly groan since filing is the last thing I want to do today, but I remember how grateful I am for this job and how I’m learning to be a responsible human being. 
 
    “About that … I have another job for you to do until you start school.” 
 
    “Oh, what’s that?” 
 
    “How would you like to work with Andrew?” 
 
    “Your marketing guy?” I ask excitedly. 
 
    Glancing over, Greyson smiles. “Don’t act too excited.” 
 
    I squeeze our laced hands. “Thank you so much. That would be a great opportunity.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I figure this way you can determine if marketing is really what you’re interested in pursuing.” 
 
    “You’re always thinking about what’s best for me. I still can’t understand why, but I appreciate it.”  
 
    Leaning across the seat, I kiss his cheek. “I’ll be glad when I can show my appreciation in a way besides words,” I whisper in his ear. 
 
    He groans and leans away. “Don’t taunt me. We had an agreement.” 
 
    “You’re right, and I guess I need to spend my lunch hour finding a therapist.” Retreating to my side of the vehicle, I wrap my arms around my stomach. “I can’t wait,” I grumble sarcastically. 
 
    “I have that covered, too.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “A friend gave me the name of a female therapist he knows. I’ll call her this morning.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I’d prefer to find someone myself. I need to be handling more things on my own.” 
 
    “But if I call, I can get you in right away. It could take weeks for an appointment with someone else.” 
 
    “I’d still like to make the appointment. Can you give me her number?” 
 
    “Sure,” he says before he grips the steering wheel tightly. I don’t know what he expects from me. Half the time, I think he wants me to be more responsible, and the other half, it feels like he wants to coddle me.  
 
    I lean my head against the window. Relationships are stressful, especially while sober, and the sexual tension between us is combustible.  
 
    We both wake through the night, turned on from being against each other, so we’re exhausted, too. How will we keep this up? 
 
    Once Greyson parks, we stroll into his building. His receptionist, Kaylie, spots me from her curved desk and hangs up the phone. She’s on her feet fast–her hazel eyes warm with kindness. 
 
    “Sasha, it’s so good to see you again.” 
 
    “Hi, Kaylie. It’s good to see you, too.” 
 
    “So, are you returning to work?” While tucking a piece of her long, dark hair behind her ear, she gives Greyson a sideways glance, and it’s obvious she has no clue where I’ve been or why I’m back. 
 
    “If you need to send Sasha calls, she’ll be in marketing, working in the office next to Andrew’s.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s extension 102. Got it.” She gives us a nervous smile, her eyes dancing between Greyson and me.  
 
    “Come on,” he mumbles. Holding the glass door open to the rest of the offices, I walk ahead of him until we’re both inside.  
 
    “Terrence is still the only one who knows about your injury or that we’re dating. My employees only believe you quit to take another job, so you can decide what you’re comfortable telling them.” 
 
    “OK. I don’t know why, but I’m nervous to be back.” 
 
    For the first time since I asked to make my own therapist appointment, he grants me one of his dazzling smiles. 
 
    “They love you here. The only drama I expect is Rhonda wanting to kick Andrew’s ass after she finds out she’s not getting you back.” We approach Terrence’s office, and he looks up about the time we’re passing by.  
 
    Greyson takes me straight to another open door where Andrew’s typing at his desk. We’ve chatted a few times at lunch about various marketing projects, and he liked my suggestions for future advertisements. 
 
    “Good morning,” Greyson says. His marketing manager looks up and stands once he sees us. He pats down his grey tie over his white shirt, and as he smiles, his eyes peruse my body. 
 
    “Morning. Sasha, it’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “That’s a relief since you’ll be seeing me often.” I snicker, and it’s only because I’m nervous, but now it’s awkward as they exchange glances. 
 
    Greyson looks at me, and I notice he’s grinding his jaw. 
 
    “I already had IT get a new laptop for your office. Why don’t you go set up your login info while I have a word with Andrew?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t call me sir, and you’re welcome.” 
 
    I nod. “OK, Greyson.” I scurry from the room to escape the tension that has filled it like thick smoke, making it hard to breathe.  
 
    I thought with Greyson and I dating now, working for him would be less complicated, but I’m getting the vibe that’s not the case.  
 
    When I wasn’t his, he was protective, but since we officially became a couple, he’s taken it to a whole new level. If only I could be a fly on the wall inside Andrew’s office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Please help Sasha get familiar with the software, and while she’s working this summer, teach her all you know about marketing. Use her help, and make her time here productive.” 
 
    Andrew swallows. “Of course.” He must feel the same tension I’m feeling, and I wonder if he understands where it’s coming from because I sure as hell don’t.  
 
    I leave his office, and as I march to mine, the walls of the long hallway feel like they’re closing in around me. I tug on my tie.  
 
    What the fuck has my adrenaline pumping? I’m agitated, a little fearful even, and I don’t like it. Slamming my office door shut, I jerk off my tie and sit down at my desk to call Ellis. 
 
    “Hi, man. What’s up?” he asks. 
 
    “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s Sasha’s first day back at work, and I’m not feeling right about it.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s not well enough? Did she do something wrong already?” 
 
    Falling back in my chair, I rub a hand over my face.  
 
    “No, we just got here. She hasn’t even started working yet.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Information is typically dragged out of me, not you. You have to give me something here to help me understand.” 
 
    “Everything was fine until I took her to Andrew’s office. That’s when this anxious, agitated feeling came over me. Andrew’s my marketing manager, and Sasha’s going to be working with him all summer.  
 
    “Maybe she should go back to filing. I think I’m worried this job is too challenging for her. I mean, what if it stresses her out and she takes off again or turns to drugs?” Ellis is silent on the other end. “Do you think she’d do that?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think the new position would make her do either of those things. I heard her tell Camilla Saturday that filing was boring, so I imagine she’s up for the challenge.” 
 
    “Yeah, she told me that, too.” 
 
    “This guy she’ll be working with, what’s he like?” 
 
    “He’s single. I think he’s twenty-seven. Went to CU in Boulder, and he’s pretty good at his job. I guess he’s cool.” 
 
    “Why did you say he’s single?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was the first thing that came to mind.” 
 
    “Would women find this guy attractive?” 
 
    “The females here do. They’re all giggly around him and shit.” 
 
    “You’re jealous.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said you’re jealous. You don’t want him spending time with Sasha.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. I’ve never been jealous of anyone.” 
 
    “Did this start after they were in the same room together?” 
 
    “Yeah, and you should’ve seen the way the asshole checked her out. She’s in this tight navy skirt. I mean, it hits right above her knee, but it’s snug, showing off her curves, and then her white top is too low-cut for the office. Anyway, he was checking out the goods, and I walked her right into the lion’s den.  
 
    “He’ll be sitting next to her at times, and she’ll be close enough for him to smell her perfume, which gets me hard most days. He’ll be able to see down her top when he’s hovering over her, and they’ll be exchanging ideas, having shit in common since she’s interested in marketing now—” 
 
    “Greyson.” 
 
    “What if she starts to look forward to seeing him each day? Maybe I should have a talk with him.” 
 
    “Greyson, shut up. Do you even hear yourself? You’re fucking jealous, and although it’s kind of funny, it’s also annoying. You’re not twelve. Sasha worships the ground you walk on, and after everything you’ve done for her, she’s not going to stray.” 
 
    I groan. “Damn, I am jealous.” 
 
    “And there’s no need for it, so be the bigger man, and let this go.” 
 
    “All right, cuz. Thanks for listening. Oh, and please don’t tell Camilla about this.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Cool. I’ll talk to you later.” Hanging up with him, I rub my forehead. “Be the bigger man. I’ll be the bigger man all right.” I hurry to put my tie back on before I charge to Andrew’s office.  
 
    Good, he’s alone and not hovering over my girlfriend, looking down at her tits inside her blouse. I shut the door behind me. 
 
    “Hi, I was getting ready to go help Sasha.” 
 
    “About that… I hadn’t planned on sharing this with my employees anytime soon, but to ensure there’s no conflict between us later, you need to know that Sasha and I are dating. Actually, we’re more than dating; she’s living with me.” 
 
    Andrew smiles. “OK, cool, and your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    “I’m telling you this because I saw the way you were checking her out the second her heels crossed your doorway. Keep it professional. Always. Do you understand?” 
 
    His smile fades, and he nods. “Of course.” 
 
    “Good.” Leaving his office, I head to Terrence’s. “I need a favor,” I say before I shut the door. 
 
    “Good morning, and what would that be?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Good morning. If you ever see Andrew putting the moves on Sasha, will you tell me? I made it clear to him that he better not, but just in case he’s stupid, I want you to let me know.” 
 
    Rubbing his dark chin, he grins. “Sure thing.” 
 
    “I know. I’m pathetic, but she’s worth every second of my desperation and paranoia.” 
 
    “She’s living with you. I think it’s safe to say you have nothing to fear.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Even though Whitney thought she was in control all those years, it was me. I was the one holding out on marrying her, and I didn’t give a shit what she did, or who she fucked, but Sasha’s different. If I lose her, I’ll feel like I’ve lost everything.” 
 
    “That’s touching man.” Making a fist, he pats his chest with it twice. “Poignant words.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Shut up, asshole. What can I say? I love her. You’ll understand one day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “How’s your first day in marketing going?” Terrence asks me as I take the seat across from him to eat my lunch. 
 
    I frown. “OK, I guess. Andrew’s distant today, so I don’t know how much I’m going to learn. He’s different than when I was here before.”  
 
    I motion toward the room we’re in. “See, he’s not even in here when he used to eat his lunch in the break room almost every day.” 
 
    With his elbows on the table, Terrence tucks his head and snickers against his hand. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He lowers his arms and sits up straighter, recovering from whatever he found humorous. 
 
    “Screw Andrew,” I say. “I need to talk to you about something, anyway, so I’m glad we’re the only ones in here.” 
 
    “What’s up, my friend?” 
 
    “I know you’re tight with Greyson, but like you said, we’re friends, right? I like to think we’ve gotten to know each other well.” 
 
    “We haaave,” he replies in a drawn-out voice as if he’s worried where our conversation is headed. 
 
    “I need your help with something, and you can’t tell Greyson about it.” 
 
    “Depends on what it is. He’s my boss, and you know I love you, girl, but my job comes first. I gotta eat and pay the bills.” 
 
    “It’s nothing that’ll get you fired. I need you to take me shopping. I could tell you had good taste when we went that one time, so would you go with me again?” 
 
    His face relaxes. “Sure. I need to find some new threads myself.” 
 
    I look toward the windows lining the back wall of the break room.  
 
    “I don’t think you’ll want to buy the kind of clothes I’m looking for, but we’ll definitely make time to shop at the stores you like, too.” 
 
    “What are you in search of?” 
 
    “Lingerie,” I whisper. 
 
    He lifts his eyebrows. “You don’t have to whisper that, Sasha.” 
 
    “I don’t own any, OK? No sexy panties or bras, either. I know you’re a dude, but Camilla will refuse if I ask her to go. She acts like I’ve poured acid in her ears if I even mention stuff like that to her, and I can’t call my old girlfriend. I don’t feel like it’s been long enough in my recovery.” 
 
    I pull my turkey sandwich from its baggie. “I hate that I cut Misty out of my life, but I didn’t know what else to do since she dated my ex’s buddy and was a user herself.”  
 
    I shake my head, wishing I hadn’t recalled my past and especially my ex Rusty. “Anyway, I considered Kaylie, but since she works for Greyson, that’d be weird.” 
 
    “I work for Greyson.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yes, but you know our secrets. By the way, I appreciate that you came to see me while I was recovering. It was sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet’s my middle name. All right, let’s go shopping tonight.” 
 
    “Greyson does have a dinner meeting with a potential new client.” 
 
    “Cool, we’ll take my car from here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Terrence.” 
 
    “No thanks needed. I enjoy hangin’ with you.” The door opens, so I jerk my head back to see who it is. 
 
    “Greyson, hi,” I say. 
 
    “Hi, how’s your first day going?” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s OK. I haven’t done much yet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner. That call took longer than I expected.” After sitting next to me, he opens a plastic container of salad. 
 
    “That’s OK. Terrence and I were catching up. He’s going to give me a ride home this evening since you have that dinner meeting.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks, man,” Greyson says before he bumps my shoulder. “Hey, I wrote down that phone number you were asking for this morning and laid it on your desk.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll call after lunch.” 
 
    “Mention my name, OK?” 
 
    “You already called, didn’t you?” I slouch and scrunch my forehead at him. 
 
    “I only left a voicemail. You can still make the appointment, but you’ll get in faster this way.” 
 
    “You worry about me too much.” 
 
    “Maybe or maybe not enough.” Leaning in, he kisses my cheek. I should be mad at him for making the call to the therapist after I told him not to, but it was also kind of him. He’s cute, so yeah, I got nothing but butterflies like usual.  
 
    It’s time to get some sexy lingerie and make him squirm until he can’t take it any longer. He doesn’t listen, so why should I? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I thought we were going to the mall.” 
 
    “Girl, nothing there is classy enough for Greyson. You need to get used to how your life is going to be from here on out. He’s wealthy as fuck, which means you are, too, so you have a higher standard to live by.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I pull my purse snugger to my stomach. 
 
    “No, I haven’t let him give me any money. Well, he handed over what was left of the cash his brother gave me, but that’s all I’ve accepted. He’s not happy about it, either.” 
 
    “He has more than enough to give you, so take it.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” 
 
    “Downtown. A boutique is where you’ll find the best European lingerie.” 
 
    “European... That word alone sounds expensive.” 
 
    “It is, but it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I mumble. “If it’ll entice Greyson, I’ll buy it. I’ll do anything to get him to cave and have sex with me.” 
 
    Terrence’s head whips my way. “What? You two haven’t done the nasty?” 
 
    “Oh, my god. I shouldn’t have told you that.” I touch his shoulder. “Please, don’t say anything to him. Look, along with the drug use, I suffered some abuse when I was younger, and Greyson is worried about sex dredging up traumatic memories for me. It’s a serious issue to him, so please don’t tease him about it.” 
 
    “Damn, Sasha. I’m sorry you’ve been through so much bad shit. I wouldn’t tease him about something like that.” He reaches over and squeezes my knee. “If anyone deserves the royal treatment, it’s you, so let’s go Pretty Woman you up.” 
 
    “I love that movie.” Sighing, I gaze out the window at the intimidating cityscape ahead. It’s comprised of grey and brown sky scrapers and towering red-brick buildings that mirror the concrete, dirt, and clay grounds below.  
 
    I imagine Richard Gear’s character working in an office building like one of those. I wonder if the boutique employees will throw me out like they did Julia Roberts, all because of how she looked.  
 
    I glance down at my attire. At least I’m dressed somewhat sophisticated today and not like a hooker. 
 
    We park in the small lot next to the building and walk inside. Lace, satin, ribbons and bows … it’s all crowding my space, and I immediately feel out of my element. 
 
    “Hi, may I help you find something?” a blonde, I’d guess to be in her thirties, asks. 
 
    “Lingerie. I need all kinds.”  
 
    A warm smile curves from her silicone-filled lips.  
 
    “Then you’ve come to the right place. I’m guessing you haven’t shopped here before.” 
 
    “No, she hasn’t,” Terrence interjects, “so she needs your expertise. I’m thinking everything from sexy chemises to playful ruffled panty sets, and lastly, erotic garter belts with stockings.”  
 
    I drag my gaze away from the sensual fabrics before me and look at him with round eyes. Unlike me, he fits in here. His dress clothes are designer, and from how starched they were this morning, they still appear pristine hours later.  
 
    The light from the fixture above is casting a glow on his smooth, well-groomed dark skin. Add the fact he knows way too much about women’s lingerie, and Terrence has the makings of a Project Runway host.  
 
    “We’ll take exceptional care of her.” The woman’s smile broadens. “I’m Rebecca. Let me grab my measuring tape, and we’ll take your measurements in one of the fitting rooms.” 
 
    How about we don’t do that is what I want to say to her, but instead, I bite my bottom lip and give Terrence the stink eye. 
 
    “You sure know a lot about this process.” 
 
    “Hey, I like lingerie on women, too.” 
 
    “But, you–I mean, I thought you only liked men.” 
 
    “No, I just happen to be dating a man right now. I’m bi. Although, Quinton sure has done a number on me. He might be the only one in my future.” 
 
    “Um, Greyson doesn’t know you’re attracted to women.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve dated a woman since I met him. Come to think of it, it’s been years since I’ve had my eye on a woman.”  
 
    “Wait, if you’ve been with women, too, he wouldn’t approve of me shopping for lingerie with you.” 
 
    “He knows he has nothing to worry about when you and I spend time together.” 
 
    “That’s only because he thinks you’re gaaayyy, Terrence,” I say exasperated.  
 
    “OK, fine. You don’t have to model the garments.” 
 
    My eyes might bug out of my head. “You thought I was going to come out of a fitting room scantily dressed to show off lingerie to you?” 
 
    He holds up a finger and taps the tip of my nose.  
 
    “You’re adorable when you’re worked up.” 
 
    “Are we ready?” Rebecca asks. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I reply before I follow her toward the back of the store where the dressing rooms are located.  
 
    The scent of rose petals fills my nostrils along the way, and I see there are vases of pink roses placed sporadically throughout the store.  
 
    Once we’re in a spacious dressing room, I’m asked to strip down to my bra and panties, and I’m thankful I wore my nicest pair today. 
 
    She works the soft measuring tape around different parts of my body, and while she takes notes, I tremble from the awkwardness of it all.  
 
    “OK, now, would you like to get dressed and pick out some items?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m nervous and want this over with as soon as possible.” 
 
    Her smile fades. “Oh, we can’t have you feeling like that. You have a beautiful body, so I’m sure you’ll look fabulous in whatever you purchase, and we take pride in stocking comfortable, everyday garments, as well.” 
 
    I rub my forehead. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. It’s just that I don’t own any lingerie, so I have no clue where to begin, and my boyfriend has expensive taste, so that’s only adding to the pressure I feel. Would you mind picking out some things with my friend Terrence? I’m sure he’d love to help.” 
 
    “She’s right about that,” he yells from outside the dressing room. I roll my eyes. “See what I mean?” 
 
    While Rebecca and Terrence pick out lingerie, I gnaw on my lip until it’s bleeding. I can hear the enthusiasm in his high-pitched, dramatic voice from across the store as they narrow down their selections.  
 
    The kind lady is soon pecking on the door, so I crack it open only enough to take the hangers from her. 
 
    “Would you like me to help you with any of the items?” she asks. 
 
    “No, I’m sure I can figure it out.” I admire the clothing on the eight hangers she gave me, wondering what could be so hard about trying them on.  
 
    That is until I hold up the last outfit.  
 
    What kind of lingerie is this?  
 
    There are buckles, snaps and straps that seem to go everywhere on the erotic red contraption. I don’t know what else to call it, and I sure as hell don’t know how to put it on.  
 
    Shaking my head, I hang the outfit on a hook and first try on a sexy one-piece black romper. It has cap sleeves, and the sheer bodice dips into a deep V. The attached loose shorts that match hit just below my butt and are trimmed with black satin ribbon.  
 
    The entire romper leaves little to the imagination since the mesh is see-through, but the garment has a playful, young look to it, which suits my personality.  
 
    I could totally get away with wearing this around the house without Greyson figuring out my plan. I think. 
 
    I’m sweaty, tired and hungry for dinner by the time I get to the extra-naughty outfit. I still need help with this one, so I groan in frustration. 
 
    “Are you having trouble, lingerie virgin?” Terrence asks. 
 
    “I don’t know how to put the last one on, which is exactly why I saved it for last.” 
 
    “Let me in, and I’ll help.” 
 
    “No, you pervert. Fat chance of that happenin’ now that I know you like to look at ladies. Greyson would lose his mind on you. Do you not realize this?”  
 
    He cackles, and I’m curious as to what’s so funny. 
 
    “I think you might be right, especially after how he was this morning.” 
 
    I freeze as I’m holding up the contraption.  
 
    “What happened this morning?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. I just think he’s jealous of you working for Andrew.” 
 
    “Dammit, did Greyson say something to him? If so, that would totally explain Andrew’s odd behavior.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have brought it up. Ms. Rebeccaaa,” he calls out, “I think Sasha needs help with her last outfit.” 
 
    “I know you’re trying to ignore my question.” 
 
    “Hi, would you like some assistance?” the sales clerk asks outside my dressing room. 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind. I’m not sure how to wear this one.” I inch the door open and spot Terrence’s legs from where he’s sitting in a chair nearby. Squeezing inside, Rebecca takes the lingerie from me and holds it up.  
 
    “OK, this part is the garter belt and goes on your waist. These are the garter straps and clasps that hook to your stockings.” She points to one of the stretchy straps that has a little metal thingy on the end.  
 
    “These are the crotchless panties…,” she continues, “and all the straps that wrap around beneath the bra are flexible and should lay correctly on your waist since we measured you.” 
 
    “I think I’ve got it now. Thank you.” 
 
    She leaves me alone, and I manage to put on the sensual garment, but not without huffing a breath toward the sky to get my wavy locks out of my face.  
 
    My skin is flushed, and I imagine looking like this once Greyson and I mess around. Could we even get me out of this thing beforehand? Wait, with the crotch missing, maybe we won’t have to be in a hurry to remove it. 
 
    While fantasizing about Greyson and me having sex, I admire myself in the mirror. Damn, I look hot. I turn around and peer over my shoulder to see the backside, too, and I’m happy with the results. Now, all I need are some Pretty Woman spiked heels, and I’ll be set. 
 
    Once I’ve changed clothes, I walk to the register to pay, and Rebecca rings up my items. 
 
    “That’ll be $1308.60. Cash or credit?” 
 
    “Um, plasma?” She and Terrence fling their heads back in laughter, thinking I’m the funniest girl ever. I can’t believe I’m spending over a grand on lingerie. What was I thinking letting Terrence talk me into shopping at an expensive boutique? 
 
    Once I’ve added on a hefty tip for Rebecca, we walk to the car. I bang my head against the seat and struggle not to hyperventilate. 
 
    “Girl, it’s OK to treat yourself to nice things.” 
 
    “Maybe one nice thing.” 
 
    “You don’t need the money for anything else, right?” 
 
    “Not if Greyson and I stay together, but what if that changes?” 
 
    “It won’t. Besides, no one who knows you is going to put you out on the street. Your sister never did, right?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t, but I did sleep on a couch for years, and there were times in my life when I had little food. I don’t want to experience that again.” 
 
    He grabs my knee and shakes it. “You won’t, Sasha. Seriously, don’t stress over this. Now, time to do more shopping, and Friday, we’ll get those highlights of yours touched up, along with a manicure. Oh, and is it all good under the hood, or should I schedule a waxing?” 
 
    Gasping at his remark, I smack his arm.  
 
    “You did not just say that to me.” He cackles like he did in the shop, and I realize he’s only messing with me.  
 
    “I don’t need a waxing, but I do need dinner, along with an aspirin to stop the mini-heart attack I’m having.” 
 
    “Maybe an NA meeting is in order this week, too, so you can work on your guilt issues.” 
 
    “I’m seeing a therapist in a few days. Just drive before I get any hangrier.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    After parking in the underground garage, I ride the elevator up to my penthouse in Cherry Creek.  
 
    This part of Denver is known for its affluent neighborhoods, but with time comes growth, so it’s become a premier shopping district, as well, and the building my penthouse occupies is new.   
 
    I love my place, but I think I’d like to settle down in one of the older homes nearby that has a yard and trees, a place where you can raise a family comfortably without elevators and parking garages.  
 
    It’s been a long day. I texted Sasha once during my dinner meeting, and she was out with Terrence, which I hadn’t expected. I should be the one keeping her company, so I’m not working late the rest of the week. It’s not like I need the money.  
 
    Once I’m off the elevator, I open my door and stroll inside. I drop my briefcase on the table in the foyer and head toward the living room, but Sasha’s not there. Hearing her voice from the other direction, I go left and make my way to the kitchen. 
 
    Fuck. There she stands in sexy lingerie I’ve never seen her wear before. She’s leaning over the island with her back to me, and her ass is sticking out as she twirls a piece of hair and talks on her phone. Hearing me, she looks over her shoulder and holds a finger up. A smile plays on her lips like it’s any other day when it’s clearly not. 
 
    “Sis, Greyson’s home, so I’m going to get off here. I’ll call you soon.” She lays her phone down and pushes off the island. “I was going to have some pie before bed. Want a piece?” 
 
    “Uh, no. It might keep me awake, and I’m already having trouble sleeping.” Sasha shuts the cabinet door she just opened. 
 
    “I didn’t think of that. I probably shouldn’t have any either since I’m waking up throughout the night, too.”  
 
    She turns to face me, and “Holy shit,” I blurt out. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “You look fucking hot. Where did you get that outfit?” My eyes hone in on her perky tits that I can see through the front of the sheer black fabric covering them. 
 
    “Oh, this?” She glances down at her attire. “I picked it up while Terrence and I were out shopping. I figured since you weren’t home I’d hang out with him this evening.” 
 
    I cock an eyebrow. “Terrence was with you when you bought that?” 
 
    “Uh, huh, but don’t worry; he didn’t see me try it on.” 
 
    “I’d hope that’s a given.” 
 
    “I figure since I’m back to work, I should buy some nicer things. I mean, I am shacked up with a Burke and all.” A coy grin unveils itself as she saunters toward me barefoot and looking sexy as sin.  
 
    Her brown eyes speckled with gold tilt up at me once she’s closer, and fuck, I’m getting hard. I grab her hips; one, because I’m dying to, and the other reason is so I can prevent her from coming any closer. Squeezing them over the thin fabric only fuels the fire, so I groan. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re killing me here.” I place faint kisses on her cheek … her ear … and her neck before I rest my forehead on her shoulder. She massages my biceps and slides her hands upward until her fingers can play with the back of my hair. “No, no, no.” Grabbing her arms, I pull them down and take a step back. “I’m beat, so I’m going to crash.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you want?” 
 
    “No, it’s not what I want, but it’s for the best. Did you make that appointment today?” 
 
    “Yep. I go Thursday.” 
 
    “That’s good. Do you want me to go with you?” 
 
    “I’d like you to drive me, but I’d prefer you wait in the lobby.” 
 
    “That’s cool, and I promise I’m not working late anymore this week. I’d rather be the one feeding you dinner and taking you shopping, not Terrence.” 
 
    “I understand, especially now that I know the truth about him.” She saunters off toward the bedroom, so I follow behind her, wondering what the hell she’s talking about. “What truth is that?” By the time I’m in our room, she’s folding back the comforter. 
 
    “Come on, Greyson. I know you were pulling my leg about his so-called”–she holds up her fingers to make air quotes–“vagina allergy.” 
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
    “You made me think he was gay when he’s actually bisexual.” 
 
    “Wait.” I scrunch my forehead. “Terrence is gay. He’s only dated males since I’ve known him, and men are all he talks about. I mean, I guess he never told me he was gay, but I assumed since he’s never once mentioned liking a woman.” 
 
    Picking up a pillow, she straightens it in its case.  
 
    “Well, hon, he’s also attracted to women, and I found that out in the lingerie store. Just sayin’.” 
 
    “Just sayin’? That’s all you’ve got?” I grip the back of my neck as my pulse quickens. “How did you find this out? Did he make a pass at you? Because if he did, so help me God, I’ll kick his ass.” 
 
    Dropping the pillow, she turns to me and fists her hips, and shit, I want to get a grip on them so I can throw her on this bed and claim her as mine. 
 
    “He didn’t hit on me. He’s happy with Quinton, and he’d never do that to a friend, especially not you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he still has no right spending that kind of time with you if he’s into women.” 
 
    “We’re just friends, and he’s been there for me when you couldn’t be.” 
 
    “And that’s fucking changing. No more shopping with Terrence for sexy shit like this.” I wave my finger toward her revealing lingerie, which is giving me another clear shot of her heavy tits. 
 
    “Are you telling me I can’t be his friend?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Good.” Smiling, she climbs into bed and pats the empty spot next to her. “Now, come sleep with me.” 
 
    “You’re not changing out of that outfit?” 
 
    “Why would I? This isn’t any different than my t-shirt and shorts I usually sleep in.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. “Ladybug, there’s a hell of a difference, and you’re naïve if you don’t see that.” 
 
    Biting on her lip, she plays with a lock of her light brown hair. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t give Terrence a hard time tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll promise no such thing since the fucker should’ve told me, but I won’t fire him, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    I begin undressing, and Sasha’s eyes soak in every second of it, which is only getting me stiff again. I want her so damn bad. I need to fuck her soon so she’ll feel my body between her legs and my cock deep inside her. I want to ensure that’s what she’s thinking about every day while she works around those horny employees of mine. 
 
    Once I’m finished in the bathroom, I put on a t-shirt and pajama pants and get in bed next to her. Propping herself up on her elbow, she eyes me. 
 
    “You only ever sleep in your boxer briefs, so what’s with all the clothing?” 
 
    “If you’re wearing that, then I’m wearing this.” Giving her a quick peck on the lips, I roll away from her. I hear the loud huff she expels before she shuts off her lamp and rolls the opposite direction. 
 
    Resisting her is getting way too challenging. Thank fuck she’s going to therapy this week so we can move this process along. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “We need to chat in my office–now,” I say to Terrence at his door. I give him a stern look before I stride down the hallway.  
 
    Once in my office, I remove my suit jacket and take a seat behind my desk. I look over the messages Kaylie already left for me as I sip coffee from my to-go mug.  
 
    I was late this morning, sleeping in and missing my workout, which is a big, fat fail in my opinion. I only sleep in on weekends, and even that’s on occasion.  
 
    Due to my exhausted state this morning, after trying to sleep next to Sasha without touching her, I didn’t hear my alarm clock. Instead, I was stunned to consciousness by the sound of the shower running and the realization that she’d managed to get up before me.  
 
    I rolled over to face the bathroom, and out Sasha walked in nothing but a pair of pink panties. She strolled straight to the dresser, giving me a view of the ruffles that covered the backside of them.  
 
    Those are the kind of panties a chick wears long enough to have them removed by her man. They’re not the kind I should have to know are beneath her fucking skirt all day. Is she doing this shit on purpose? 
 
    “Hey, boss. What’s up?” Terrence smiles as he walks in, but his eyes flit around my office, giving away that he’s nervous. 
 
    “Shut the door, and sit down please.” He does as I say and taps his foot on the carpet. “Why didn’t you tell me, Terrence? I share almost all my personal shit with you?” 
 
    “Uh, which thing are we talking about here?” 
 
    I scratch the back of my head. “Great, there’s more than one secret. I’m talking about how you’re into chicks.” 
 
    “Damn, your girl wasted no time spilling the beans.” 
 
    “How has this topic not come up between us?” 
 
    “I guess because I haven’t been with a woman since college. The subject’s not a big deal to me.” 
 
    “When you’re spending entire evenings with Sasha, it’s a big deal to me.” 
 
    “Why? Just because I’m attracted to women doesn’t mean I’m attracted to her. I’m not, and even if I was, I’d never put a move on your girl. Never.” 
 
    “Shit.” Leaning back in my chair, I drag a hand over my face. “I’m sorry, man. I should know better than to worry about you two. I don’t know where this jealousy is coming from, but it’s fucking exhausting.” 
 
    “Dude, you gotta get a grip.” 
 
    “I know. Let me ask you something. What sparked the shopping spree for lingerie?” 
 
    “It was Sasha’s idea. She figured you’d like it.” 
 
    “Damn, do I ever, especially on her.” 
 
    “Then I did a good thing by helping her out. I’m wondering if you sometimes forget where she came from. She’s learning your world while trying to figure out who she is in the process.  
 
    “She said she can’t talk to her sister about this kind of stuff, and she doesn’t have any girlfriends. If you don’t want me spending so much time with her, then find someone else who can.” 
 
    “I’m not pissed you two spent time together. Look, this protectiveness I feel for her is making me irrational, but I’m working on it, and everything’s cool between you and me.” 
 
    “Good.” Smiling, Terrence stands and walks to the door.  
 
    “Wait,” I add. “Did Sasha really get the lingerie to torment me?” 
 
    Without turning back, he says, “Dude, don’t make me answer that.” 
 
    I laugh. “Fine, I won’t.”  
 
    My sassy chick is in a world of trouble. It’s time to level the playing field. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you just make him disappear?” I ask Lawson angrily through the phone.  
 
    “Calm down, Ellis. There are some things I can’t control. Either Mr. Day takes a plea deal, or it goes to trial. I did my best, but this kind of case isn’t for the FBI.” 
 
    “I don’t want him taking a plea deal. He’ll get out of prison too soon, but I also don’t want the girls having to testify.” 
 
    “He’ll still get years, Ellis. He killed your brother, shot a woman and tried to kidnap your child.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll have my attorney work on it.” Hanging up the phone, I scrub my face. Why can’t this family have any peace? My cell phones rings on my desk, so I pick it up. 
 
    “Mother, hi. What do you need?” 
 
    “You sound grumpy. Maybe this should wait.” 
 
    “No, it’s OK. What do you need?” 
 
    “Can’t I just call my son?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry. How are you?” 
 
    “Good, sweetheart. I wanted to run something by you, and I truly hope for Liam’s sake, you’ll say yes.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I knew she wanted something.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Mary Ann and Ron would like to host a joint birthday party for you and Liam at their ranch.” 
 
    Shit, could today get any worse?  
 
    “Mother, I’m not comfortable with parties. You know this.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re a father now, and that comes with certain responsibilities.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware; trust me.” 
 
    “Then you should know that you can’t keep him sequestered in that mansion of yours because of your social anxiety. You don’t want my grandson to struggle with the same issues, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not, and I don’t want him to have manipulative parents like I do, either.” 
 
    “Ellis!” she scoffs, and I feel a pang of guilt. 
 
    “Mom, I’m sorry. As hard as it will be for me, I’ll do this for Liam. I know the kid would love it, and since I’ve missed his previous birthdays, I want the rest to be memorable.” 
 
    “Oh, this makes me so happy.” She squeals into the phone, and I can’t help but smile. I’m starting to get this parenting thing, so I’m trying to be nicer to my own parents. I don’t need Karma biting me in the ass when Liam’s older. 
 
    “All right. Just send me the details, and I’ll talk to Camilla about it, but I’m certain she’ll be on board.” I hang up with my mother, and my anxiety increases tenfold. Between Christopher’s case and now a social function, I’m in need of either sex or sweets. 
 
    Since Camilla’s occupied with school work, sweets will have to do. I’ve been smelling cookies Irene made since this morning, so I think I’ll go downstairs to grab a couple. 
 
    As I reach the bottom step, the doorbell rings. Since Christopher’s behind bars, I ended the extra security here, but I liked that no one could stroll up to my door without my prior knowledge.  
 
    I walk through the hall to answer it, and a man I don’t know is standing before me. I tense on the spot. If only Camilla could remember to shut the damn gate. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m here to pick up Camilla.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Like hell you are.” 
 
    “Ellis!” Camilla scolds before she shoves me aside. “Lee, I’m so sorry. If you could wait here a minute, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Turning around to face me, she gets a firm hold on my elbow and pulls me away, but I reach back quick enough to grab the door and slam it in the strange man’s face. A man who thinks he’s going somewhere with my fiancé and mother of my children. He’s out of his damn mind. 
 
    “Ellis, I can’t believe you.” After she drags me a few feet into the grand hall, she spins around and glowers. “That’s Lee. He works with me at the food pantry, and I told you he was picking me up.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, yes I did, and I also told you he was taking me to a food pantry on the north side of Denver where we need to pick up some supplies that we’re out of at ours.” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of you leaving with a man I don’t know, and when did you supposedly tell me this?” 
 
    Huffing, she grasps her hips. “I told you last night in your office, but you probably don’t remember because you barely lifted your eyes up from your laptop to acknowledge me.  
 
    “I think an ‘uh, huh’ was all I got out of you. Maybe if you weren’t working until all hours of the night, seven days a week, you’d have a clue what was happening around here.”  
 
    She points her finger in my face, and I didn’t even see this anger from Camilla when I demanded she come live with me. She was scared of me then, but it’s obvious she isn’t now. 
 
    “I have to do this internship to earn my master’s degree, Ellis, so I’m going to run this simple errand with Lee, a task we were assigned, and you’re not going to say a negative word about it. Now, please don’t be rude to him again.” 
 
    Grabbing her shoulders, I yank her to me and hug her. I can’t let her see the guilt I’m feeling.  
 
    “Stop shouting at me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You were worried I’d become consumed with social work like your mother, but you’ve not decreased your workload one bit since Liam and I moved into this house. We’re expecting another baby, Ellis, one I thought you wanted, so I don’t understand.” 
 
    She chokes back a sob against my chest, and damn, where did all this emotion and anger come from? 
 
    “Camilla, of course I want our baby. I’m sorry. I didn’t know how strongly you felt about me working this much.” I rub her soft auburn hair and squeeze her close.  
 
    I don’t want to let her go. I can’t watch her get into a vehicle and ride off with a man she has something in common with. I recall my phone call with Greyson this morning.  
 
    Shit, I told him to be the bigger man and trust what he and Sasha had. I pull back and hold her shoulders. Swiping away tears from her hazel eyes, she coughs. 
 
    “Again, I’m sorry. Run your errand, and I’ll be waiting for you when you get back. I won’t work anymore today, and we’ll spend time together as a family.” 
 
    Camilla smiles up at me, and I exhale a heavy breath. 
 
    “I’d love that, and Liam would, too. I’m sorry I yelled at you. I guess this anger’s been festering, and then the pregnancy hormones are making me emotional, too.” 
 
    “No, I take full responsibility. Come on. I’ll be nice to Lee.” We stroll back through the hall, and Camilla grabs her purse from a table nearby.  
 
    Wiping her eyes one more time, she opens the door and smiles. This Lee guy, who looks like a damn hipster, gives an apprehensive smile. 
 
    “I apologize for earlier,” I say as I stick my hand out. “I wasn’t expecting a strange man to appear on my doorstep asking to see my fiancé and mother of my son and unborn child. I’m protective, but it’s nice to meet you, Lee. I’m Ellis Burke.” 
 
    Swallowing, he sticks his hand out and shakes mine like a fucking pansy. 
 
    “Uh, nice to meet you, too. We shouldn’t be long at all.” Turning around, Camilla mouths the words thank you to me.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon. Love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, and call me if you need anything … like a ride.” 
 
    Smiling, she rolls her eyes, and as I watch them walk away, my stomach knots, and I struggle to breathe. My behavior has been inexcusable since Camilla met me, and the realization slams me in the chest. It’s as if a boulder has been thrown directly at it. 
 
    I’ve kept her and Liam tucked away on this property for months now. Sure, Camilla has her internship to go to, but other than a few outings with her sister, she’s done little outside of this home, and Liam only goes outside to play. 
 
    I have to change. Like my mother hinted only minutes ago, I need to manage my social anxiety and the fears of losing my new family before that very thing happens. I never want to see her angry at me like that again. Not ever. 
 
    I trudge to the kitchen with my head lowered in shame. Once inside, I see the tray of cookies and two glasses of milk below me, so I lift my gaze. Irene gives me a sympathetic smile as she holds the tray at my waist. 
 
    “Here, Mr. Burke. I figured you’d like these for you and Liam.” She gives a knowing look as I take it from her. 
 
    “Right. I’ll be in his room if you need me, and … thank you, Irene.” Her sympathetic smile turns up into a pleased one.  
 
    Leaving the kitchen, I do another walk of shame up the floating staircase and knock on the door of the spare bedroom Emma often hangs out in while Liam’s napping. 
 
    “Mr. Burke, is everything OK?” she asks. 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to spend the rest of the day with Liam, so you’re free to go, and I’ll still pay you of course.” Her eyes light up like any college girl’s would if they were getting paid while off the clock. 
 
    “Wow, thank you, Mr. Burke.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. We’ll see you tomorrow.” I stroll over to Liam’s door and balance the tray in my hand so I can open it. My kiddo wakes up, and as soon as he sees me, he grins, making my whole day better. 
 
    “Boss-Daddy.” 
 
    “Hi, buddy. Irene made us cookies and milk. Do you care if I sit in here and eat with you?” 
 
    He wrinkles his little brow. “Don’t you have to work?” 
 
    “I’m finished working today. Daddy’s going to do less of that, OK?” 
 
    “I like when you don’t work.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you do. I like when I can spend time with you, and when Mommy gets home, how would you like to go to the zoo and out to dinner?” 
 
    Eyes as wide as the moon stare back at me, and damn, I’ve been a blind jackass. 
 
    “I want to go to the zoo and see all the animals. The tiger is scary, but the monkeys awe–are funny.” He giggles, and I realize the fear I’ve held of letting down someone so special is what caused me to do just that, but there’s still time to make it right. “And can I get an ice cweam cone from McDonalds?” 
 
    “McDonalds? Seriously, kid?” 
 
    “Yeah, I like them.” 
 
    “OK, an ice cream cone from McDonalds it is, but only after we have a nice dinner first.” 
 
    “Aaand go to the zoo.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He beams up at me with blue eyes like my own and brown hair that’s the same color, too. I’m a lucky man, and I won’t take that for granted again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to be home. I’m so tired,” I say to Greyson before I drop my purse on the end of the sofa. Using the arm of it to balance myself, I unhook the straps on my heels and kick them off. 
 
    The sectional is calling for me, and as I plop down on it, my skirt rides up, but I don’t pull it down. I hope Greyson has a clear shot of my panties as he stands before me. He sure has more self-control than I do. It’s painful how bad I want him to touch me. 
 
    “I’m tired, too, but since I missed my workout this morning, I think I’m going into the gym first. Maybe it will help me sleep better tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you can muster the energy for that. My butt’s staying right here while I watch TV, but after you’re finished working out, I’ll cook dinner. Theresa was here today, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Cool. That means the refrigerator and pantry are stocked.” Greyson leaves me alone, so I pick up the remote to turn on the television.  
 
    I’m flipping through the channels for what seems like forever when my phone dings with a text message. I fish it out of my purse and see that it’s Greyson. 
 
    Greyson: Can you bring me a bottled water? I forgot to grab one. 
 
    Me: Sure. 
 
    Weird. He’d normally just walk to the kitchen to get one. Sighing, I force myself up and grab him a water from the fridge.  
 
    I walk down the hallway, and after entering the gym, I groan. His bare back is to me, and it’s already sweaty as he pulls himself up on the chin-up bar. Where’s his damn shirt? His biceps bulge, and his shoulder blades cinch together in time with the rest of his fit body. 
 
    This. Is. Torture. 
 
    I stroll around to stand in front of him, and I’m eye level with the sexy trail of hair that disappears beneath his athletic shorts that are hanging low on his hips. 
 
    I pull my eyes away to look up at him as he clings to the bar. 
 
    “Where do you want me to set it?” 
 
    Dropping to his feet, he steals it out of my hand and opens the lid. As he takes a long drink, he keeps his eyes locked on mine, but unable to resist, I break our gaze and take in the sight of the sweat that’s beading on his skin. It’s alluring, drawing me in to touch every slick part of him. 
 
    “Thanks for the water,” he says breathlessly before he sets the bottle on the floor next to him. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Giving me a peck on the cheek, he grabs the bar above him and begins his chin-ups again. The ripples of his abs taunt me, along with his harsh, punctuated breathing. He’s playing my game, and dammit, he’s good at it.  
 
    I stomp out of the gym and head straight for the bedroom where I strip down. I find the new short, silk robe I bought and put it on, leaving nothing beneath it. It’s white and almost too pretty to wear, but I’m on a mission this week. 
 
    Going to the kitchen, I open the fridge and see that Theresa made us a Mexican casserole. Yum. I preheat the oven and march back to the gym where Greyson’s lying on his back, lifting weights above his head. I walk over and stand beside him. 
 
    “Theresa was sweet and made a casserole, so I’m going to put it in the oven.” 
 
    “OK.” Lowering the weights back on the bar above him, he turns his head toward me, and my bare thighs are in his face, a silky, sexy fabric hanging just above them. He exhales a long breath and grazes his hand up my thigh. 
 
    “Keep going. You’ll only find one thing under there. It’s hot, wet and calling your name.” His hand freezes, and his eyes tilt up to meet mine.  
 
    Leaning over, I grip his weight bench, and now he can see down my barely closed robe. “Tempting, huh? You are, too, so why are you torturing the both of us?” 
 
    He grimaces. “Because it’s what we agreed on.” 
 
    “Like the way we agreed to let me handle my appointment with the therapist?” 
 
    He huffs out a breath. “That’s not the same thing.” While still leaning over, I slowly lower my lips to meet his. After one soft kiss, I stand back up and smile. “It’s only a matter of time, and you know it.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    “Before we shared our first kiss at your cabin, you said you were turning my I think into a yes. Well, I’m going to turn your maybe into a yes, Greyson Burke. There’s no maybe not about it.” 
 
    He smirks. “You’re cute. A real pain in my ass these days, but most definitely cute.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be cute. I want to be irresistible.”  
 
    Sitting up, he grabs me and pulls me into his lap. I circle my arms around his neck and stare at him with a pouty face. 
 
    “You are irresistible, Sasha, and that’s exactly why I can’t be too close to you or handle you sauntering around here in sexy lingerie.” 
 
    “So, you like what I bought?” 
 
    “Hell, yes, I do.” He buries he sweaty face against my chest. “A little more time, Ladybug. Go to the appointment first, OK?” 
 
    I kiss his head and revel in how good his warm body feels. 
 
    “If you insist.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “Let me show you the next billboard I’m working on. It’s for the law side of G. Burke Enterprise,” Andrew says before he pulls up a graphic on his PC.  
 
    I’m in a chair beside him in his office, looking at the screen. I cover my mouth to hide a yawn, but there’s no missing it. 
 
    I’m exhausted, but unfortunately, I’m not too tired to think about sex. I feel this throbbing between my legs I can’t shake, and the intensity is becoming unbearable.  
 
    The sexual desire I have for Greyson has reached a point where I don’t believe I’ll feel relief until he brings me to an orgasm.  
 
    “I thought this photo of Mr. Burke was the best one to use,” Andrew adds, snapping me back to the present. 
 
    I study the ad before me…. There’s an image of Greyson in a black suit with his arms crossed. He’s wearing a smile on his handsome face, and there’s a generic slogan to his right about them getting the job done.  
 
    His business name and phone number are included, but all I can think about as I stare at the ad are those off-putting attorney commercials on television, which I’ve seen a thousand times, where the practice wants to show every one of their attorneys in their sophisticated attire. 
 
    They’re always giving cheesy smiles, and I never hear what they have to say. I only imagine what they’re thinking or projecting, which is something like Look at me. I’m an attractive, dignified, highly educated person in a suit, and I want to make sure you know it. The billboards are all the same. 
 
    “You don’t like it,” Andrew says. “What’s it missing?” 
 
    Sitting back in my leather chair, I cross my arms and bite my lip. I glance over at him to gauge his mood, and he smiles. “It’s OK. I can take it.” He’s handsome, but not as handsome as my hot boyfriend. 
 
    Unlike Greyson’s blond hair, Andrew’s is dark brown and curls up a touch around his ears. I could see him with Kaylie, our receptionist. I wonder if they’ve ever hooked up. 
 
    “Sasha?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I’m stalling. I really am since I don’t know how receptive he’ll be to my opinion. “I’m going to be honest here, but you’re the boss, and the one with experience, so you need to go with what feels right to you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Can you recall a law office ad that didn’t have an attorney’s photo on it?” 
 
    “Hmm…” He leans back in his chair, too, and studies the screen. “I know I’ve seen them, but I guess most do include a photo of an attorney. Are you saying you don’t think I should use the image?” 
 
    “I don’t think you should, but hear me out. There’s no doubt in my mind that most women would find Mr. Burke attractive if they saw him on a billboard while driving down the highway.  
 
    “If I didn’t know him, I’d be thinking hot guy, but then, my mind would trail off to my love life, or lack thereof, or I’d fantasize about someday meeting a man like him.  
 
    “I’d think about how educated he is and wonder if he’s wealthy. I might also question what I’m doing with my own life. Yada, yada, yada.  
 
    “I would not be thinking about if he’s the best attorney to represent my case, and honestly, I see so many billboards like this that I might not even notice it as I drive by.” 
 
    “I see your point. So, what do you think will grab people’s attention?” 
 
    “Can I have a couple of hours to think on it? I have ideas for the wording, but I want to get it down on paper.” 
 
    He smiles at me. “No problem. I appreciate your help.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’ll go back to my office and get to work on it.”  
 
    After I pester Greyson to rid me of this terrible ache between my thighs. 
 
    I walk down to his office at the end of the hallway, wondering if he’ll mind that I’m wanting to be alone with him. We weren’t dating when I worked here before, and we haven’t discussed boundaries this time around, so I don’t know what to expect. 
 
    His door is closed, so I knock on it. 
 
    “Come in,” he says loudly. 
 
    I stick my head inside first and smile.  
 
    “Does that include me?” 
 
    As if he’s thrilled to see me, he grins.  
 
    “First and foremost.” 
 
    I slip in and close the door. Still facing it, I lock it. 
 
    “I heard that click, chick. What are you doing?” Before I lose my wits, I stride right to him and force myself onto his lap to straddle it. My skirt rides up, and he groans as he grabs my hips. 
 
    “Sasha, we just discussed this last night.” 
 
    “I know, but this ache…” I push his hand between my legs, and he can’t help but cup the most private part of me. “I can’t take it, Greyson. Why can’t we at least mess around like we were in the beginning?” 
 
    Pulling his hand away, he grips his armrests, and I fight not to lose my balance on his lap. 
 
    “Because every time, it was getting harder and harder not to bury my cock inside you. And like I told you before, you’d tense up and clench your eyes shut when we were close to that point.” 
 
    “It was only because I was nervous. I’ve never had sex sober before, and I’ve never had sex with someone I truly loved.” I cradle his face.  
 
    “I love you, Greyson Burke, with my whole heart, so the anticipation of sharing that with you makes me nervous. It’s exciting, but I’m ready with eyes wide open now.”  
 
    Smiling, I lift my eyebrows, making my eyes rounder. “See. I won’t close them. Promise.” 
 
    “Nope. Not yet.” 
 
    I sling my head back. “For the love of God, please make me orgasm. I’m dying here.” 
 
    “Aren’t you doing it yourself?” 
 
    I jerk my head down, and my eyes manage to become even rounder. 
 
    “No, are you?”  
 
    He chuckles. “Yeah, and I think about you the entire time.” 
 
    “Greyson,” I whisper. “When?” 
 
    “In the shower.” I look away as the thought of him touching himself makes me blush. He thinks about me while he does it? That turns me on. 
 
    “You’ve touched yourself before, right?” 
 
    I shake my head, and he pulls my chin back to face him. 
 
    “Baby, are you kidding? Not even with your fingers?” 
 
    “Not even? What else would I use?” 
 
    He laughs. “Toys, and you’re missing out. It would help ease the ache, and you’d be in control. You can get comfortable with having something inside you. Actually, I think it’s a great idea.” 
 
    “Oh, my god. Stop.”  
 
    He chuckles again, and he’s so attractive that I have to look away to breathe. He grazes the back of his hand down my cheek.  
 
    “I love this warm, flushed look on your creamy skin.” I fall against his chest, and he wraps me up in his arms. 
 
    “I love how sweet you are. I guess I’ll go back to my office and suffer through this agony.” 
 
    “Think about how much better it will be when we finally do it.” 
 
    “I do think about it, silly. That’s why I’m straddling you in your office.” 
 
    The intrusive buzzer on his desk phone goes off, and I sit right up. 
 
    “Mr. Burke, Thomas Bledsoe is on line one.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kaylie.” 
 
    Clutching my hips again, he kisses my cheek. 
 
    “I have an errand to run later, but I’ll be back in time to pick you up at five.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Love you.” Reluctantly, I move off his lap, and after straightening my skirt, I leave his office and head to mine to work on the billboard ad.  
 
    I don’t know how I’ll concentrate after hearing about what Greyson does in our shower while fantasizing about me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “My brain hurts from thinking today,” I say to Greyson in the elevator up to the penthouse. 
 
    “I bet you were thinking about me showering.” He laughs, and I shove his firm shoulder, but he doesn’t move an inch from how strong he is. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll admit it crossed my mind, but I was also working. I hope you’ll like what Andrew and I came up with today for your next billboard.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will. I’m glad he’s receptive to your suggestions.” 
 
    “He’s really great.” The doors open, and as I’m stepping out, Greyson turns me around and pulls me to his chest. 
 
    “What do you mean he’s great?” 
 
    “He’s great about listening to my opinions and using my ideas.” The doors close as Greyson sucks my bottom lip into his mouth. He presses a kiss to my cheek and my ear.  
 
    “Promise me you won’t think he’s too great,” he murmurs. Grasping his shoulders, I lean back. 
 
    “Tell me you’re not jealous of Andrew.” 
 
    “Just promise.” 
 
    “I promise, but it’s ridiculous. You’re stuck with me, Mr. Burke. Never will I want another man.” 
 
    “Good.” Flashing a sly smile, he reaches over and pushes the button to reopen the doors. “I bought you a present today.” 
 
    “When did you have time to do that?” 
 
    “That was my errand I ran.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A rabbit.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I’ve never had a pet before. Where in the world are we going to keep it?” I can’t get off the elevator fast enough as my pulse quickens with excitement. 
 
    He laughs. “It’s in your old room, and you can keep it wherever you want.” After opening the front door, Greyson barely gets to step back before I barrel past him. I drop my purse on the floor and run down the hallway. 
 
    I enter the spare bedroom on the left and glance around, but no bunny. I look again, and spotting something on my bed, I walk over to it.  
 
    No. He. Didn’t. “Greyson!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    Tears flood my eyes from laughter after Sasha screams my name right in front of me. Her back’s to the doorway where I’m standing as she picks up the vibrator on her bed. The Rabbit vibrator. 
 
    Spinning around, she pins me with a dirty look that I don’t even think Exorcist Whitney ever displayed, and she held a PhD in 1st Class Bitch. 
 
    “Tell me there’s a real bunny.” 
 
    “No, are you crazy? We can’t keep a rabbit in this penthouse.” 
 
    “Greyson, I was excited. I thought you bought me a pet. I’ve always wanted one.” 
 
    I wipe the tears from my eyes, and as soon as I spot the ones coating her pretty gold irises, the joke’s over.  
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry.” I hurry inside the room to hug her, but she pulls away and examines the vibrator in her hands. 
 
    “Aren’t you clever?” she quips as she blinks away her tears. 
 
    “I try to be, but it appears to have backfired. Sasha, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s OK. I understand you were trying to be cute.” 
 
    “I was also trying to lighten the situation we’re in. I thought this might help, and I meant what I said today about something like this making you more comfortable before we have sex.” 
 
    She holds up the pink vibrator that’s still in its package, and a slow … wicked … satisfied smile unfurls from her lips. 
 
    “Hmm, maybe this is what I need.” She tugs and pulls on the packaging until she has the silicone vibrator removed and in her hands.  
 
    She wraps her fingers around the top and slides them down it like she’s stroking a dick. Shit, this idea is backfiring twice. “So, this part would go inside me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say as I tug on my collar. 
 
    “And this here”–she touches the part of the vibrator that looks like a rabbit attachment–“it rubs my clit while the rest is deep inside me, right?” 
 
    “Shit, you’re gettin’ brash, Ladybug.” 
 
    “I think I like this.” Her fingers play with it as she examines its parts, and I’m battling a hard-on. She lifts her eyes to give me a scornful look. “I would’ve preferred a real rabbit, but I see how this could be fun, too.  
 
    “I wonder where I should give it a test drive. In our bed? The bathroom? Hmm ... I think I’ll take a long, hot shower right now.” Picking up the package, she reads the back of it. “Awesome, it’s waterproof.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “I know what you’re doing, and I didn’t buy it so you could tease me with it.” 
 
    “I’m not teasing you. You’re more than welcome to educate me on how to use this delicious-looking instrument. Don’t I need to lubricate it first? Is there a certain way I should slide it in?” 
 
    I swipe it from her hands. “OK, fun’s over. I see I didn’t think this through.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Getting turned on?” 
 
    “I stay turned on in your presence.” Picking up the clear plastic package, I fumble as I try to put the vibrator back inside it. Now, I can’t get the images of her using it out of my head. I was an idiot to think this would distract the both of us. 
 
    She swipes it back. “I’ll be nice. I won’t talk to you about it, and you can just imagine I’m taking longer in the shower because I’m deep-conditioning my hair.” 
 
    I smirk. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll wait. I mean, think of how much better it will be when we finally use it together.” 
 
    Clenching her waist, I yank her to me.  
 
    “You drive me crazy, chick. I can hardly wait until I get to have my way with you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “No! Don’t!” Sasha screams, waking me from my sleep. We shoot up in bed at the same time, and I wrap an arm around her back to pull her to me. Her skin’s clammy, and she’s trembling. 
 
    “It’s OK, baby. Everything’s all right. You were only dreaming.” Placing fingers at the outer corners of my eyes, I pull them inward. “Shit, Sasha, I’m such a dick. I’m sorry I bought you that gift yesterday.”  
 
    Her head shakes fast, and I notice how hard she’s breathing. 
 
    “My nightmare was about Christopher. He almost killed Cammy. He almost took her and Liam from me. What if he had?”  
 
    Shit, she’s dreaming about the shooting.  
 
    “But he didn’t. He’s behind bars and will never hurt you or your family again.” Her whimpers change to deep breaths as she struggles to calm down. “Do you want a cold washcloth or glass of water?” 
 
    “No, I only need you to hold me.” Falling back on the bed, she grabs my arm to bring me with her, so I lie down on my side and pull her back against me to hold her.  
 
    Feeling her trembling body makes my chest tighten, and if I wasn’t half asleep, I’d be ready to kick Christopher’s ass. Too many men have hurt my girl, and we’ve both been robbed because of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Hearing the knock on my open office door, I look up, and Greyson is staring back at me. He grants me a faint smile, and the uncertainty in his eyes reveals he’s sticking his toes in the water to see if it’s hot or cold. 
 
    “Hi,” I say. “Come in.” He shuts the door and strolls over beside my desk. Offering his hand for me to take, he pulls me up from my chair and hugs me. 
 
    “I can’t handle the silence. Tell me you feel better than you did last night and this morning?” 
 
    I look up at him. “I do, and I’m sorry I was quiet on the way here. I needed time to process what happened. It’s the first nightmare I’ve had since the shooting, so it caught me off guard. It’s been almost two months, so why did I have one now?” 
 
    “You suffered something traumatic, Sasha. You were shot while trying to save your family.” 
 
    “Still, the timing is strange.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because you’re going to counseling tonight.” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe.” 
 
    He grins down at me. “I came to tell you that Andrew showed me the ad.” 
 
    “Oh. Are you here to tell me you don’t like it?” My gaze flits to the floor. “Don’t think you can’t tell me because of last night. I’m a big girl and can take it.” 
 
    “I came to tell you that it’s incredible. I’ve been waiting for the perfect branding, and this is it. The logo and slogan about the power of three are going to be plastered on everything related to G. Burke Enterprise.” 
 
    “Wow, really?” 
 
    “You told me you both came up with the ad, but Andrew said it was entirely your design. You need to stop with the modesty.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal.” I pull away and sit down at my desk. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Discredit everything you accomplish? You should be proud of yourself. It’s a huge deal when you haven’t taken a single marketing class.” 
 
    “I’ve watched a lot of television, and I overanalyze weird things like how attorneys on billboards grin like nerds. That hardly makes me special.” 
 
    Leaning down, Greyson clasps my chin and turns it so I’m forced to look at him. 
 
    “I don’t know what course I need to take to make it happen, but I’m going to learn how to build up your self-esteem. Maybe with time, you’ll see it, but you need to own this accomplishment right now since I’m going to tell everyone about it. Soon, it’ll be on display for the entire city to see.” 
 
    “You like it that much?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s perfect, and anyway, now that I know you’d be making fun of my cheesy face on a billboard, we have to use your design.” 
 
    I giggle. “I wouldn’t make fun of you. Like I told Andrew, I’d be wondering if I’d ever be lucky enough to find a man like you. That’s what I’d be thinking if I were a woman driving by your billboard. 
 
    “With this ad, the potential client is told what kind of person will represent them. You’re so much more than a handsome face, and I thought it was important for people to know that.” 
 
    He kisses my forehead. “Thank you, and you’re amazing, so be proud, OK?” 
 
    “Sure.” He leaves me alone, and I think about the ad. Instead of his image, I kept it simple in its visual design and packed a punch in the wording.  
 
    In a book I bought on marketing, it said to utilize the power of three, so I thought I’d even utilize that phrase. The book said people remember the first three items or choices they hear or read about. 
 
    More choices will often confuse them, or they won’t retain it. Add the fact that people only have seconds to read a billboard, and it would be a waste to fill it full of information. I decided less was more. I click on my laptop to view the design again. 
 
      
 
    G. Burke Enterprise 
 
    Using the power of three to win your case. 
 
    Diligence.  
 
    Ingenuity.  
 
    Integrity. 
 
      
 
    Instead of Greyson’s image to the left, the way Andrew had it, I designed a triangle with a court gavel inside it. I worried he and Greyson would think it was plain, but I guess I was wrong. 
 
    I can’t wait to show this to Cammy and Ellis. It’s important they know I’m trying to do more than only keep it together. Along with Greyson, I owe the two of them so much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    No matter how sweaty my hand gets, Greyson doesn’t let it go. I look at the clock in the waiting room of the therapist’s office. Two minutes. She could possibly come out here to get me in only 120 seconds. 
 
    “I’m sorry my hand’s sweaty,” I whisper, hoping it won’t prompt Greyson to let it go. I’d curl up in his lap if we were alone. I glance to the man across from us, and I’m curious as to why he’s here.  
 
    Is he waiting on the person who’s talking with the therapist now? I want to ask him. I need to know if other people’s problems are as jacked up as mine. 
 
    Greyson kisses my temple, so I lean my head over against his shoulder. I feel his arm wrap around me next before he pulls me in close. I turn inward, wishing he would pick me up and carry me out. 
 
    “I’m scared,” I say before I begin to weep. 
 
    “Do we need to leave?” 
 
    “No. I have to do this, but I’m so afraid.” My weeping is like ice slowly cracking apart on a frozen lake until I’m a frigid puddle of tears. I’m being forced to thaw–to feel. 
 
    “I should go inside with you.” 
 
    “No, but please don’t leave. Please, Greyson, don’t leave me here.” I clutch his shirt at his chest, and as I clench my eyes shut, it pushes the tears over my bottom lids, and they tumble down my cheeks.  
 
    No longer carrying about the man in the room, I let the tears carry away a small fraction of my nervousness and pain. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. My ass is glued to this chair. I’m so glued to this chair that I’d piss my pants and still not get up until you wanted me to. Hell, I’d shit in 'em, too.” 
 
    Surprised by Greyson’s remarks, I giggle against his chest. The door to our right opens, and our bodies tense before I sit up. The woman, who I’d guess is in her fifties, is laughing with another lady who’s not much younger.  
 
    They’re talking about dirty laundry accumulating fast, and I wonder if I can get away with discussing only laundry and how Theresa insists on doing mine, too. Once the younger lady walks over to the man in the lobby with us, I hear my name.  
 
    I jerk my head back to the older woman, and she’s smiling at me warmly. Her pink slacks and white blouse give her a welcoming appearance, too. 
 
    “Are you Sasha?” 
 
    “Hi, yes.” Wiping my eyes, I pull my hand free from Greyson’s, but they stick together for a second from my sweat and his firm grip. 
 
    “Remember, I’m right here if you need me,” he whispers.  
 
    “I know. It’s the only reason I’m here.” I stroll over to the woman, and she opens the door she’d just exited. 
 
    “We’re going down the hall to the first door on the right,” she says. 
 
    “OK.” After glancing back at Greyson, I pass by the therapist and walk down the hallway to her office. Once there, I take in my surroundings.  
 
    There’s a desk shoved against the wall to my right, and almost in the center of the room, is a wide floral chair with a matching ottoman. 
 
    “Feel free to sit wherever you’d like,” she says. I glance to my left and see two light green chairs with a small table between them, so I walk over and sit in the one closest to the door. 
 
    As she takes a seat in the wide chair I’m now facing, I notice the green color on my chair match the leaves attached to the flowers covering hers. 
 
    “I’m Katherine Bower, and you can call me Katherine. Is it fine to call you Sasha, or do you prefer another name?” 
 
    “Sasha is fine.” She writes something down on a paper inside the tan chart she’s holding, so I look at the artwork hanging over her desk.  
 
    It’s a painting of an ocean and sandy beach. There are two empty wooden lounge chairs resting in the sand, so I imagine Greyson and I sitting in them. 
 
    “Is this your first time seeing a therapist?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It takes great courage to open up to a stranger, so pat yourself on the back for taking a step many people never have the courage to do.” I don’t feel brave, but I give her a faint smile. “I want to begin by asking you about your medical and family history, and then we’ll discuss what brought you here today.” 
 
    I swallow the bile rising from my stomach. I picture a frozen lake again as the thought of answering questions about my parents sends a shiver down my spine. 
 
    First, she asks about my medical history and is astonished to know I’ve only been to the doctor a few times in my life. I tell her about my rehab hospitalizations and watch as she makes notes. 
 
    She’s a pretty woman who seems too young-looking to have hair as white as snow. Her eyebrows are thick and dark, which leads me to believe her hair was once the same. I wonder if she thought the white looked better than being peppered with grey. 
 
    After giving me a reassuring smile, she dives into questions about my family dynamics. I keep it superficial, only telling her my parents died of overdoses and how I have a sister and a nephew.  
 
    I also fib and say that I moved out with my sister once I was eighteen. Maybe it’s safe to tell her the truth, but I don’t want to. 
 
    “Is that everything you’d like to tell me about your family?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t see anyone else I’m related to.” 
 
    “Do you mind telling me who the gentleman is in the lobby?” 
 
    “That’s my boyfriend. I live with him. He’s amazing and takes good care of me.” A genuine smile unearths itself as the happiness I feel when I speak of him nourishes it. Katherine must notice from my expression since she’s grinning back at me. 
 
    “What brought you here today, Sasha? Oh, wait. First, let me say that we’ll only discuss what you’re comfortable with and only when you’re ready.  
 
    “I’ll encourage you to open up, but ultimately, what you share is up to you. I want you to know this is a safe place to speak freely.” 
 
    “OK. Um …” I look at the artwork again and think about how Greyson’s eyes match the color of the ocean in the painting. “I recently got clean from drugs.  
 
    “I mainly used marijuana and cocaine, but in the end, I was shooting up heroine. Greyson paid for me to go to rehab. He’s a cousin to my sister’s fiancé. I also go to NA meetings every week.” 
 
    “It’s good to hear you’re clean and going to meetings.” She scribbles fast on the paper in her lap. “Are you here regarding your addiction?” 
 
    “I guess that’s one reason, but mainly I’m here because of what led to my addiction.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    My chest constricts, so I take a taxing breath and glance to the only window in the room. “I was abused while growing up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. What age were you when the abuse began?” 
 
    “That’s blurry depending on what type of abuse. I’m not ready to talk about it. I only agreed to counseling because I love Greyson, and it was important to him. He doesn’t trust that I’m OK to move forward with a, um, sexual relationship.” 
 
    “Do you feel you’re ready?” 
 
    “Yes. I trust him, and I believe if we have a sexual relationship from a place of love, it will help me heal. It’ll replace the bad experiences and memories.” 
 
    “Have you discussed this with him?” 
 
    “Yes, but he said he wanted to wait until I had a session or two to ensure I’ll be comfortable having sex.” 
 
    “I don’t feel there’s a way to determine that this early. You could think it’ll be fine, but then the act might stir up negative emotions and memories. Or, it could be a beautiful experience like you’re hoping. 
 
    “In my professional experience, the past has a way of poking and nudging us until we can’t shove down the trauma we’ve suffered any longer. If a person manages to, then they often have patterns of self-destructive behavior and have trouble engaging in healthy relationships.” 
 
    I stare out the window again and spot Greyson’s expensive ride. 
 
    “I’ve definitely engaged in self-destructive behavior and unhealthy relationships. Until I met Greyson, it was all I’d known.”  
 
    I look back at her and smile. “Everything’s different with him. I work now and have ambition. A part of me even believes I’ll accomplish some of my goals.  
 
    “There’s no doubt I’m a work in progress, but he’s helping me change for the better. I’d become so depressed and defeated that I was lazy and didn’t even care about my appearance or grooming. I didn’t know I had potential, even though Camilla had told me time and time again.  
 
    “I guess I needed someone who didn’t know me to tell me that. It seemed more truthful coming from a person who didn’t already love me or felt obligated to.” 
 
    She smiles warmly, which she’s done many times since I met her. 
 
    “You’re insightful. That’s a wonderful quality to possess.” 
 
    “I guess Greyson’s helped me with that, too.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve always been insightful but avoided examining yourself and your life for fear of what pain it could bring to the surface.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Katherine glances to her ticking clock on the wall. 
 
    “Our time is up today, but it’s been lovely talking to you.” Walking over to her desk, she picks up a planner. “Unfortunately, I’m going to be on vacation next week, so it will be two weeks before I can see you. Will this day and time work for you then?” 
 
    “Sure.” A part of me is relieved by her words, and another part of me is panicked. I need this process to happen fast if I ever want to be closer to Greyson.  
 
    What if he gets tired of waiting for sex? What if another woman catches his eye? Especially one with less baggage. 
 
    “Here is my card,” she says as she walks over to me. “I handle my own appointments, so you can call this number and leave a voicemail if you ever need to change a session.  
 
    “Also, I’d like to recommend this book to you. I wrote the name of it on the back of my card. It’s a workbook on cognitive therapy. This type of therapy helps in changing your negative thoughts to more positive, useful beliefs.  
 
    “When you’ve suffered abuse, have anxiety or have been depressed for some time, it’s common to have distorted thoughts about yourself, relationships, and life in general. This workbook is great in helping you challenge your negative beliefs.” 
 
    I read the card. “Greyson will so want to buy me this book. He’s all about positive thinking and is determined to increase my self-esteem. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Let me show you to the lobby.” I stand and follow her out of her office and down the hallway that doesn’t seem scary this direction.  
 
    The second I exit, Greyson is on his feet. He stares at me intently, and once I smile at him, I watch his chest sink from his heavy exhale. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” Katherine says. 
 
    I turn back to her. “Yes, thank you.” Walking over to Greyson, I snicker. “I think along with holding your bladder, you were holding your breath.” 
 
    He blushes. “Only a few times. I was worried about you. Are you OK?” 
 
    “I am. It went better than I expected, but she’s on vacation next week, so it’ll be two weeks before I can see her again.” 
 
    Greyson frowns. “Oh, well, that’s a bummer.” I poke his stomach.  
 
    “Good thing you bought me a rabbit.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” I see his wheels turning, along with a little disappointment in his eyes, before he slips an arm around my waist and walks us to the glass doors that lead outside into the setting Colorado sun.  
 
    It feels like a comforting blanket on my skin, and I take a deep breath, feeling like it’s safe to now. That wasn’t so terrible, but not having sex with Greyson for two more weeks will be. I have to change that. He has to cave.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Camilla called to invite us over for dinner. I told her I’d ask you, but I don’t want you to feel pressured into going,” I say to Sasha as we leave the therapist’s office in the Rolls-Royce. 
 
    “I’d like to. I imagine she’s curious about my appointment.” 
 
    I want to ask her about her appointment, too. I’ve been to therapy, and my mood wasn’t this great afterward. She seems too chipper, but I don’t say anything.  
 
    I need to be patient and let her open up when she feels ready. It totally sucks she can’t go back for two weeks. I’m tired of feeling like a horny teenager. 
 
    “Greyson, you can talk to me. I know you’re dying to ask me questions.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it doesn’t mean I should.” 
 
    “Well, I’m giving you permission.” 
 
    I glance over at her to see if she’s smiling. She’s so damn beautiful, especially when she’s happy. 
 
    “OK. Do you think you’ll feel comfortable opening up to her?” 
 
    “Yes. Her name’s Katherine. She was a little formal but nice.” 
 
    “That’s good. Did you talk about anything private today?” 
 
    “Not really. She mainly wanted my history.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t talk about your past?” 
 
    “I told her I’ve been abused, but I didn’t give her the details. I wasn’t ready to, but after talking to her the rest of the time, I felt more relaxed, and I think it’ll be easier to open up to her on my next visit.” 
 
    Taking hold of Sasha’s hand in her lap, I squeeze it.  
 
    “That’s great news. I’m proud of you for having the courage to go. It’s a bitch to walk through those doors.” 
 
    “It was hard for you?”  
 
    I give her a puzzled look. “Why wouldn’t it have been hard for me?” 
 
    Shrugging, she stares out the passenger window. 
 
    “Sasha, talk to me.” 
 
    “You have it so together. I can’t picture you that way, struggling with drugs or feeling depressed. I know you were down and angry over Whitney, but that was an external problem.” 
 
    “You have it all wrong. The deal with Whitney was because of my issues. If I’d been stronger, I would’ve told my family to shove it over that deal years ago.  
 
    “I didn’t have the courage, and I think because of my drug use, I didn’t believe I deserved happiness. Meeting you changed that. You trusted me, and I was being a hypocrite, telling you to be stronger and take chances. You were brave, doing everything I said, and I was being a fucking coward.” 
 
    “You’re not a coward. The Whitney roadmap was the only direction you’d ever traveled. Even if change is for the best, it’s still hard. We’re creatures of habit.” 
 
    Bringing up our laced hands, I kiss hers.  
 
    “Watching you leave my penthouse the night Whitney ambushed you was one of the hardest days of my life. I can’t believe you gave me another chance.” 
 
    “Who was I to judge? Besides, I already loved you. I couldn’t say no.”  
 
    “I loved you, too. It’s why I couldn’t say yes to someone else.” 
 
    I park in Ellis and Camilla’s driveway, and my heart thuds while my stomach feels all kinds of weird. Sasha makes me lovesick, but I don’t mind. 
 
    “Sasha, hi,” Camilla says after opening the door for us. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Auntie Sasha,” Liam says before he runs to her, barely stopping at her feet. He holds up a toy train. “Come wif me to my room. You can see my big train twack.” 
 
    “OK, let’s go.” Sasha walks with Liam through the hall, and Camilla bites her nail while staring at me. 
 
    “How is she?” Her long hair’s back in a ponytail, and she has no makeup on. She looks tired and nervous. 
 
    “She’s good. I was surprised at how happy she seemed when she came out of her session.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, she said she liked the lady, but she also said she didn’t tell her much, so maybe that’s why she wasn’t upset.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably the reason.” Camilla looks at the floor as she continues to bite her nail, so I bump her forearm. 
 
    “Are you OK today?” 
 
    “I’m not feeling all that great. The nausea’s easing up, but this pregnancy’s different for some reason. I’ve also been worried about Sasha and what therapy could do to her. I hope it leads to only positive results.” 
 
    “I’ll be there for her, so you’ll be the first to hear if there’s a problem.” 
 
    Tilting her head to the side, she smiles. “I know, and I’m so thankful she has you.” 
 
    “I am pretty damn amazing.” I flash her a grin to lighten the mood. She’s stressed out and might need counseling, too, but don’t we all? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    I’ve been playing with Liam for thirty minutes when Camilla walks into his room. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready. Liam, let’s get you washed up.” 
 
    “Sasha has to wash her hands, too,” he says. 
 
    I snicker. “Yep, I better wash mine, too.” All three of us go into his bathroom, and I watch as he pumps way too much liquid soap into his hands. 
 
    “How did your appointment go?” Camilla asks. 
 
    “Better than I thought it would. The lady’s nice.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll be able to open up to her?” 
 
    “Over time.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    I look at her reflection in the mirror and eye the worry creases on her forehead. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, OK? You can’t afford to get stressed out right now with the baby.” 
 
    “Shhh…” 
 
    “Oh, right, sorry. I forgot he doesn’t know.” 
 
    “We want to get past the first trimester before we tell him. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “I’m excited.” 
 
    “So are we.” 
 
    “Your tuw–turn, Sasha,” Liam says as he jumps off his stool with water dripping from his hands. 
 
    “Not so fast. You have to dry them,” my sister says before she swipes the hand towel off the rack and dries his hands with it. 
 
    “Let’s eat, and then Geyson can play with my twain set.” 
 
    “Dang, the kid’s smart. He knew not to bring us both upstairs at once.” 
 
    “Yes, he inherited that skill from Ellis. The two of them sure know how to think ahead to get what they want.” We laugh as I follow her and Liam out of the room.  
 
    We’re becoming a big, happy family, and it’s nice to have people in our lives we can count on and tell our secrets to. After all the years we’ve struggled in the darkness, I can finally see the light. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    My sister whispers something to Ellis at dinner as we finish eating. He nods at her and squeezes her hand on the table.  
 
    “I’m sorry, guys, but I need to head to bed. I’m not feeling well,” Camilla says as she stands up.  
 
    “OK, I hope you feel better tomorrow,” I say before I stand, too, to give her a hug. 
 
    “Same here, Camilla,” Greyson adds. 
 
    “Is Boss-Daddy putting me to bed?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy will read you a story and tuck you in.” Cammy kisses the top of Liam’s head before she walks out of the dining room. 
 
    “Geyson, want to see my twain set now?” He pushes his little pair of glasses up his nose. 
 
    “Uh, sure. I haven’t played with toys in about twenty-five years, but surely it’s the same as riding a bike.” 
 
    Liam cocks an eyebrow and smiles. “It’s not like wi … riding a bike, silly. It’s a twain. You make it go around the track.” 
 
    We all laugh at Liam’s adorableness. Scrambling to get down from his chair, he runs around the table and takes Greyson’s hand so he can pull him upstairs. Once the room’s quiet, I realize I’m alone with Ellis. Shit. 
 
    “Dinner was good,” I say. “Irene sure knows how to cook. Theresa does, too. I don’t know how, but you and Greyson both have the sweetest housekeepers.” 
 
    “I haven’t met Theresa, but I can’t imagine having someone better than Irene.” He takes a drink of his tea. “I’m glad we have a minute alone. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something. Camilla and I discussed it, and we want to pay for your college tuition.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that. It’s so much money.” 
 
    “I owe it to you. You’re the reason Camilla’s alive, and having our baby, and who knows what Christopher would’ve done to Liam. I need to do this.” 
 
    “Although I’m extremely grateful, I can’t accept it. Greyson won’t let me pay any of the bills, so I’ve decided I’m at least going to pay for my tuition.  
 
    “Between you and me, I hope Greyson and I stay together forever, but if that’s not the case, I don’t want him to have paid for my career.  
 
    “I’ll use my paychecks from this summer to cover the first semester, and I’ll work part-time while I go to school.” Ellis chuckles, so I ask, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “If you think for a second that Greyson’s going to accept you attending college and working at the same time, you don’t know him.” 
 
    “Greyson’s all about working. I think he’ll respect my decision.” 
 
    “No, not while you’re in college. Your focus should be on making good grades. That’s how we were raised.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get there, but I can’t allow you to pay for my tuition. If you haven’t figured it out yet, Camilla and I don’t need much.  
 
    “This new life we’ve been given is like a fairytale, but it’s not what matters to us. Do you know what I’m most grateful for by being with Greyson, aside from him?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Food. I’m having a secret love affair with his stocked pantry. Shh…”–I hold a finger to my mouth–“don’t tell him.” I laugh, but Ellis frowns. “It’s the necessities and little things that mean the most to Camilla and me.  
 
    “If you ever want to do something special for my sister, pick something that doesn’t cost anything. That’ll really make her happy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking another long shower,” Sasha says. I turn back to look at her, and she’s standing at the entrance of the hallway where it meets the spacious, open living room I’m relaxing in.  
 
    She’s peeking around the corner, and one of her sexy legs is also exposed as she balances her foot on top of the other one. 
 
    A mischievous smile plays on her enticing, plump lips, and I want to lay her over my lap and spank her fine ass for toying with me. 
 
    “You’re not using it in there, right?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    I hold my hand up and turn back to face the television. 
 
    “No, don’t tell me. I’m going to keep thinking the answer is no.” I try to focus on the news I’m watching, but even imagining her stripping down to bathe makes me groan in frustration.  
 
    She giggles, and once I hear the bathroom door shut, I march to the spare bedroom and nose around. I open the top drawer of the nightstand, but I don’t spot the Rabbit.  
 
    Surely, she didn’t take it in the bathroom with her. She doesn’t have the nerve to use it by herself. 
 
    I hurry to our bedroom and search her nightstand drawers, and I find it in the bottom one. I knew it, but damn, did she put it there so we could get to it quickly?  
 
    I grab my hair. I can’t take this. It’s torture. I haven’t had sex in forever, and I’m dying to have it with her. Sitting down on the bed, I consider how long we should wait. We have two fucking weeks before she even goes back to the therapist. 
 
    I also keep thinking about how she’s been on birth control pills long enough for us to forego condoms. She went to the gynecologist right after she came home from the hospital, and every damn morning when I see her take that pill, I think about what it means.  
 
    I’ve never had sex without a condom, so it’s just another experience I’m ready to share with her. Groaning again, I fall back on my bed.  
 
    Between work, dinner, entertaining Liam, and Sasha’s counseling, I’m beat. And let’s not forget the exhausting challenge of resisting her. I close my eyes, hoping I can stop thinking about sex. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Sweetie, wake up,” Sasha says. I open my eyes and try to focus. The overhead light is off, and there’s only a dim glow coming from the lamp on her nightstand. 
 
    “Have I been asleep long?” I ask huskily. 
 
    “No. I just got out of the shower.” Taking my gaze off the ceiling, I look to my left, and Sasha’s sitting next to me in only a pink towel. Shit. “I turned off the television and lights. I figured you weren’t going back out there tonight.” 
 
    “No, I’m tired.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have woken you up, but I figured you’d want to turn the other way in bed and maybe have less clothes on.” She giggles, and I could never grow tired of it.  
 
    I touch her smooth arm, and I can smell her sugary scent from here. “I’m relieved you’re in a good mood after going to therapy today.” 
 
    “A good mood is not the only mood I’m in.” Getting off the bed, Sasha backs away and drops her towel, giving me plenty of room to drink in her nakedness.  
 
    She gnaws on her bottom lip, and with her head slightly lowered, too, she couldn’t look more appealing. 
 
    I scrub my face. “No, woman. This house–our home is not supposed to be some torture chamber of seduction.” 
 
    She giggles, and I growl. “Your damn giggle isn’t helping. It’s the cutest fucking sound I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “Aww, really?” She stalks toward me. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “Think about what?” 
 
    “You know what, chick. You’re asking for trouble.” 
 
    “Damn straight, I’m asking.” 
 
    Giggle. 
 
    Giggle. 
 
    Fucking damn giggle. 
 
    Fuck my restraint, too. Reaching out, I grab her arm and yank her to me. She falls on my chest, but I’m careful not to let her wound make contact.  
 
    I flip her over and lie on top of her, and her eyes grow round as she stares up at me. My dick hardens in a flash, and sleeping is the last thing I want to do now. 
 
    “Feel that?” I press my cock against her pelvis as I work to get between her legs. She nods. “Want it? Because I’m pretty done with not giving it to you.” 
 
    I feel her chest rise against me before she nods. “That’s hot.” 
 
    “Good to hear since I’m taking my clothes off and fucking you right here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Greyson’s gaze bores into mine as he begins to undress, and this is really happening; we’re finally having sex. He removes his shirt, and my eyes roam over his bare chest. The two planes are raised and hard, like two peaks before the valley of rippled abs cascading below them. 
 
    He drops his black dress pants, along with his boxers, and my eyes fall right to his cock. It’s not like I haven’t seen it before, but it seems stiffer and longer than ever this time. He want’s this. He’s ready, and so am I.  
 
    Once he’s completely nude, he grasps my ankles and brings me to the edge of the bed. As soon as he drops to his knees, I struggle to breathe.  
 
    “I’m making sure you’re soaked first to ensure I slide right in.” 
 
    “No worries ther–ahhh!” His mouth is on me, his tongue licking to get to my clit. I arch, and he tightens his hold on my ankles.  
 
    His tongue is unrelenting, the stubble on his face scraping along my sensitive skin, and the pleasure I feel is overwhelming. 
 
    Stretching his arm up, he skims his fingers over my breast before he twirls the tip of my nipple and pinches it. My body bucks, and he groans, only burying his face farther against me. 
 
    “God, Greyson. Please, make me come so you can be inside me. Please, already.” 
 
    After pinching my nipple again, he skirts his fingers over my stomach, causing it to flinch. He slides them inside my pussy next, and I watch how he closes his eyes and clenches them shut as if he’s in pain.  
 
    It’s what he accused me of doing, and I think he understands now. The torturous wait has to be over for the both of us. 
 
    Pumping his fingers in and out of me, he licks my clit in a circular motion, causing the pleasure to build. Once I’m close to coming, he eases up a hair, and my pussy pulses within the intense ache. 
 
    He returns the pressure, his tongue a douse of gasoline, and the amazing sensations ricochet throughout my body.  
 
    Starting from my pussy, the pleasure spreads from my curling toes to my dizzy head, and I splinter apart, mesmerized by the kaleidoscope of colors before me. 
 
    The mattress sinks in, and I feel Greyson move over me. Slipping a hand beneath my back, he pulls upward, bringing my body with him so I’m no longer at the edge of the bed.  
 
    He cages me in, and as the fireworks display fades, I open my eyes. We stare at each other, and I see the desire and nervousness that’s consuming his bluish-green eyes. 
 
    “Don’t look away, Sasha. I have to see that you want this.” 
 
    “I do want it, so give it to me fast and hard.” 
 
    He shakes his head and grins. “I won’t make it thirty seconds if I do that.” 
 
    “I don’t mind since it’s not going to be the last time we do it.” His body trembles like this is his very first time. His arms shake, too, as they hold him up, and it’s not like the man’s weak.  
 
    He has the strength of a gladiator, so to ease his nerves and reassure him, I reach down between us and touch his cock, attempting to guide it in. Unable to resist, he takes over, and slides right into me. 
 
    The fullness of him makes me gasp, and as I adjust to feeling his girth inside me, he clenches his eyes shut. “Fucking hell!” 
 
    “Open your eyes, Greyson. I have to see that you want this, too.”  
 
    “Fuck, I’ve never wanted anything more in my life,” he utters through gritted teeth before he penetrates me with an intense gaze of euphoria.  
 
    Pulling back, he thrusts into me and growls, expelling another string of cuss words under his breath as he loses all restraint.  
 
    He drives into me at a fast rhythm, and the way his cock rubs against my pussy urges me to tilt my pelvis upward. I need more of the ecstasy–more of him deep inside me.  
 
    This is a high like no other, and my mind and body are chasing the pleasure, the ecstasy rising until I’m at the cusp. Knowing we’re both close, he reaches between us and rubs my clit.  
 
    After five seconds of the delightful pressure he applies, my muscles clamp down on his cock, and I unravel again. He slams into me two more times before he stills and orgasms.  
 
    Finally… 
 
    Finally, I gave myself to someone from a place of love and desire. I don’t believe Greyson took anything from me; on the contrary, he gave me something no man ever has; all the assurance I needed to know I could trust him with my mind, body and soul. 
 
    Lowering himself onto me, he peppers my face with kisses and slides his hands into my hair. He plays with it as he gives me a slow, loving kiss. 
 
    Moving his mouth to my ear, he says, “For the record, there’s not a better feeling in the world than loving you.” 
 
    Wrapping my arms around his body, I pull him closer, not worrying about the sting from my injury. I don’t feel like I can get close enough to him. I’m already hooked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly, I roll off Sasha and lie on my back. I can’t handle the emotions I’m feeling. It’s as if I gave her my virginity.  
 
    Never have I been that nervous having sex with someone, and it wasn’t only because I was worrying about her handling it emotionally. 
 
    Fuck, I love her. I knew it before, but this is too much. The fear of ever losing her steals my breath. 
 
    “Hey, you,” she says as she rests on her side and pokes my chest. I didn’t feel her move against me. Furrowing my brow, I shove a hand in her hair.  
 
    “You’ve ruined me, Ladybug. Please don’t ever leave me.” 
 
    “How could I? For the first time, my addiction makes sense. You’re the high I’ve been chasing all my life.” 
 
    Rolling back onto her warm body, I kiss her until my dick’s growing hard again and we both have to come up for air. Her skin, which was beginning to return to its normal color, flushes, and she look down.  
 
    “I want to feel you inside me again.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I’m officially at your service morning, noon and night and any minute between.” 
 
    She hits me with a breathtaking grin, and I’m so fucked with her. I move down her body, reveling at every perfect part of it.  
 
    I lave her nipple with my tongue, and graze my fingers along her waist, feeling it flinch beneath my touch.  
 
    Even her pink gunshot wound is perfect because it reminds me of her selflessness. She deserves the best of everything, and I’ll be the one to give it to her.  
 
    Her breathy whimpers echo around me, and I give in to her again, plunging my cock deep inside and loving her a little bit harder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Hearing the shower running, I turn over toward Sasha’s side of the bed and open my eyes. How the hell did she wake up before me again?  
 
    Sex with her knocked me out, and I’ve never rested so good. Stretching, I smile and climb out of bed. 
 
    My morning wood is at attention, but not wanting Sasha to know I’m up yet, I walk to the hall bathroom and take a leak.  
 
    After rummaging through a drawer, I find a new toothbrush and toothpaste and brush my teeth. 
 
    I stroll back to the master bedroom and into the bathroom where Sasha is showering and singing some pop song.  
 
    The glass door does nothing to hide her nakedness, and as much as I want to keep looking at the backside of her curvy body, I have a stronger desire to touch it. 
 
    Watching the suds slither down her skin, I try to be quiet as I open the door, but she hears me and spins around. She stops singing mid-sentence and smiles bashfully. 
 
    “Good morning,” she says. 
 
    “Good morning. Could you not sleep?” 
 
    “Oh, I slept well, and I guess that’s why I woke up with energy this morning.”  
 
    Pulling her into my arms, I turn us so that I’m mainly under the water spraying overhead. I’m surprised by the temperature of it as I close my eyes and let it rain over me. 
 
    “Shit, this water’s hot.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hate cold showers.” 
 
    When I open my eyes again, Sasha’s staring at me with a frown, and damn she’s still enticing, frown and all.  
 
    A couple of water droplets are balancing right at the tip of her long black lashes. Stepping forward a little, I cradle her face and kiss her, but she pulls away. 
 
    “No fair. You taste like mint, and I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Come here, beautiful, so I can kiss that frown off your face.” I cup her warm cheeks again and kiss her as if it’s my only purpose for getting out of bed. Whimpering into my mouth, she shoves her body forward, so I pick her up. 
 
    She wraps her legs around my waist without hesitation, like she’s been fantasizing about it for ages, and if she’s been thinking about it for as long as I have, then it’s been a long damn time. 
 
    I push her against the wall, lowering her enough in the process to thrust into her tight pussy.  
 
    She slings her head back against the white marble, but if it hurts, I can’t tell since her moans sound like they’re more from pleasure. Digging her nails into my shoulders, she bounces on me as I drive into her repeatedly.  
 
    “Yes, more,” she murmurs breathlessly before she fists the back of my short hair. The shower billows with steam, our choppy breaths only adding to it.  
 
    My girl was definitely ready for sex. Like last night, she doesn’t seem a bit unsure, only signaling me with her body and sensual sounds to make her feel even better.  
 
    She starts squeezing my cock as she unravels, and shit, I can’t hold out any longer, either. Lowering my head, I press her harder against the wall and come as her moans echo around us.  
 
    The water is beginning to cool, so I reach over and turn the knob for it to become warmer. 
 
    While I help ease her body to the floor, I hear the squeaking sounds from her back as it skirts down the wall. She trembles, so I pull her against me. 
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
    Nodding, she says, “Yeah. I just noticed I’m freezing.” Even being out from underneath the water, I don’t know how she’s cold. I’m burning up after our sex. Taking hold of her shoulders, I move her to stand beneath the hot water. 
 
    “You can warm up while I step out and dry off.” As I turn to open the glass door, she grabs my wrist. 
 
    “Thank you, Greyson, for being so thoughtful.”  
 
    I look back and give her a quizzical look. “If invading your shower to fuck you against the marble wall is being thoughtful, then you’re welcome.” I can’t help but laugh, and she smirks. 
 
    “I meant for helping me get warmer.” 
 
    Still giving her the same puzzled look, I smile. “It wasn’t much, but you’re welcome, and you don’t have to rush. We’re not going to work today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    I sling the shower door back open after Greyson says we aren’t going to work today. I had to have heard him wrong. 
 
    “Did you say we’re not going to the office?” 
 
    “Yep,” he replies while drying his body. I shut off the water and stare at him, so he hands me a towel. 
 
    “You don’t miss work, and I shouldn’t, either.” 
 
    “Everyone needs mental health days, so we’re taking one. I only started having sex with you roughly nine hours ago, so no way have I had my fill, and no way in hell could I concentrate on work today.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want me to miss?” 
 
    “As your boss, I’m telling you to take the day off.” 
 
    “Telling, huh?” I smile as I wrap the towel around my chest. 
 
    “Will you please spend the day with me?” He gives me one of his panty-melting grins to stay on my good side, and it’s working. 
 
    “Sure. I think Andrew would prefer it, seeing how I showed him up this week with my mad marketing skills.” I snicker, but it’s mainly because I said something I normally wouldn’t. I’m not sure where it came from, either. 
 
    Greyson’s eyes widen. “There’s my confident woman. Good, then get ready and pack a bag. We’re going to the cabin for the weekend. It’s time to christen the place.” 
 
    “You want to have sex with me in your sacred cabin?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That means a lot.” 
 
    “If it means as much as me invading your shower to fuck you against the wall, then you’re welcome.” He cackles, and I charge right at him.  
 
    I open my towel before I reach him and wrap us both inside it. Feeling his warm body against mine makes me sigh, and I lay my head on his chest. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, and I’m going to show you how much over the next three days.” I could swear he’s getting hard against me as he brings me in closer. 
 
    “Oh, but Terrence… He was taking me to get a manicure after work and to get my highlights touched up, too.” 
 
    Greyson rolls his eyes. “Terrence can do that shit with one of his five sisters. That’s probably why he knows so much about that girly stuff. Besides, you’re gorgeous just the way you are.” 
 
    “I thought you were happy with the changes I’ve made. Like the lingerie, for instance.” 
 
    “Oh, you can keep buying that. I’ll even open up a line of credit at the stores of your choosing for the sole purpose of seeing you in more satin and lace.”  
 
    I giggle. “They make that stuff in leather, too, you know.” He gets a hold of my bottom lip and pulls it between his teeth.  
 
    “You’re gonna get me hard again talking about it, and we have somewhere to be, so pack any of those sexy items you haven’t taunted me with yet, and tell Terrence you’ll have to take a raincheck.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I love it here, and I especially love listening to your records outside,” I say as I sit on Greyson’s lap on the deck of his cabin. “I feel so lucky that you share this place with me.” 
 
    He presses his lips against my head. “I feel lucky that I found someone I want to share it with.” 
 
    “Look at those vibrant pine trees. I love how they mask the jagged rocks on the mountainside. It’s as if they’re an army of giant green toy soldiers saying we dare you to pass. They’re dense, lofty and intimidating … but wow, the view is majestic.” 
 
    “You’re turning me on with your poetic appreciation of my mountains.” 
 
    “Your mountains?” 
 
    “Yep. I bought the view, so I’m claiming them, especially since you love 'em so much.” 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t be right to lay claim to something so miraculous. It’s a shame the cabin’s far from the city. It’d be amazing to live here, but then again, maybe I wouldn’t appreciate it so much if I could look at this view every day. 
 
    “Awww,” I say once I hear “Dreams” begin to play from the Fleetwood Mac album Greyson put on before we sat down.  
 
    “What’s special about this tune?” he asks as he absentmindedly skims his fingers along my leg. 
 
    “I think you haven’t brought anyone out here because you didn’t want them to know you listen to albums from the seventies.” 
 
    “You’re right, but they’re fucking amazing, and don’t dodge my question.” 
 
    “OK. I loved this song when I was little. My parents would put it on the record player for me, and I’d belt out the lyrics into the attached microphone. I’d do this for hours if I could, playing it over and over again. God, I loved this song.” 
 
    “It sounds like you have at least a few good memories from your childhood.” Not meaning to, my body tenses as I think about what he said. “You don’t have to talk about it. I’m sorry I brought it up.” 
 
    “No, it’s OK. I want us to know each other better, so I need to be able to share about my past. My parents did mold my love for music, and I’m grateful for that.”  
 
    I smile broadly. “They’d blast rock and roll in the house and dance together. I imagine they were drunk or high at the time, but I’d watch and giggle as they twirled around the living room.”  
 
    My smile falters as the hellish memories overshadow the positive ones. “Then, my dad got hurt at work, and everything changed. 
 
    “That’s when music became an escape for me. When my folks fought, I’d get lost in the melody and lyrics. The noise would drown out their fights, and there were a lot of them.”  
 
    I lay my head against his chest. “I guess I was too young to remember all the good times, but Camilla said there weren’t many for me to miss.” 
 
    “I hate that for you.” 
 
    Placing my palm on his chest, I think about how much of my heart he’s taken from his kind words alone.  
 
    “I know you do, and it means everything to me. What made you love music?” 
 
    “My family has entertained a lot over the years, and with parties, you have booze, food and music. My mom played it in the house, too, and it was always blaring at frat parties and in the dorms.” 
 
    “I bet. I mean, I wouldn’t know personally, but I’ve seen it on television shows and movies.” 
 
    “I don’t like how your view of the world is based off bad experiences and TV shows. I want to give you the amazing life experiences you deserve.” With his arm wrapped around my legs, he squeezes them. 
 
    “You’re going to say you’ve been to Fiji, not that you saw a screensaver of it on television. Now, you living in dorms is a different story. No college guys need to be checking you out.” 
 
    Sitting up, I grin at him. “You do realize I’m going to college soon, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s different than living on campus. I think, anyway.” Watching him grimace, I smother his pouty lips with a kiss. It turns passionate in a few pounding beats of my heart, and I want him again. Will this insatiable desire ever end? 
 
    I climb off his lap and open his legs. Tilting my eyes up at him, I get down on my knees and tug on his shorts.  
 
    “I think I need to show you that I have no intentions of flirting with college guys.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Then help me pull down your shorts.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    I’m about to get a blowjob on a weekday afternoon by the woman I love, and to top it off, we’re at my favorite getaway, where no one can find us.  
 
    I lift my hips for her, and she yanks my athletic shorts down my legs. She grasps my cock, and in mere seconds, it’s inside her hot mouth.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I hiss. Once her lips reach the base of my shaft, all I can think about is keeping them there.  
 
    I shove my fingers into her hair and grip it, and like her mouth, it’s hot to the touch from where the sun has warmed it. Her silky golden highlights could slip through my fingers if I weren’t clutching them for dear life. 
 
    She brings her lips up but slides them right back down, and each time is better than the last. A moan hums from her mouth, and I buck from the intense feel of it on my dick.  
 
    She’s turned on, and it makes me want to feel her wet pussy around my cock, all tight like her fucking mouth that’s sucking me dry.  
 
    I pull her off, and it’s the hardest thing to do. Her eyes grow round as she wipes her mouth. 
 
    “You’re doing great, but I need to see you naked and riding me.” Smiling bashfully, she stands and strips off her top and shorts. Teasing me, she undoes her bra next and slowly peels it off, along with her panties. 
 
    I’m dying to feel her on my cock, but I can’t take my eyes off how angelic she appears naked in the sun on my damn deck. Her cognac eyes are bold against the sea of Douglas firs in the backdrop.  
 
    She walks toward me coyly, unlike the girl who was just sucking me off. Once she’s close enough for me to touch, I grip her waist and help bring her onto my lap. She sinks right down on my cock, and I fucking knew it. 
 
    “So wet,” I mutter. 
 
    “It feels so good when you’re inside me.” I don’t have to prompt her to move. She rides me as I hold on to her hips, and the pleasure floods me once again, seeming more intense than when she was blowing me.  
 
    We get into a rhythm, and I feel the exhilarating high, the mountain we’re both climbing. 
 
    As she bounces, I manage to get a hold of a nipple. The pink bud is rigid in my mouth, and I suck it until she’s crying out my name. The erotic sounds fuel me to grab hold of her tit and flick her nipple with my tongue.  
 
    She becomes shameless with her moans, and as her muscles contract, I realize we’re both about to erupt.  
 
    I clench her hips again and thrust upward harder and deeper until she’s spasming around my cock, draining it dry along with draining the blood from my brain. I let my head fall back as the cataclysmic orgasm starves me of oxygen. 
 
    I feel Sasha’s hair on my face, her body against me and the sun beating down on us, but I’m dead to the world, unable to move. The music has ended, and all I hear is our laborious breathing. 
 
    “Greyson,” Sasha whispers. Unable to speak, I exhale a grunt. Her fingers skim over my lips before I feel her breath tickle my ear. “I love you. Thank you for helping me become whole.” 
 
    Finding the energy to lift my head, I pull her closer and bury my head against the crook of her neck. If she only knew how whole she’s making me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    It’s been a long Monday morning by the time Greyson stops by my office. 
 
    “I’m leaving for the luncheon. Are you sure you’re good to grab something?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s why I drove separately.” I manage a smile, but I want to scowl at him. Mr. Burke has taken protectiveness to a whole new level since we consummated our relationship this weekend.  
 
    I thought he wanted me to be strong and independent, but I’m beginning to wonder. Each time I take another step in that direction, he exhibits more signs of insecurity. 
 
    “OK. I’ll be back by four-thirty. We can leave your car here this evening if you’d like.” 
 
    “Why? Then, we’d need to drive it home tomorrow.” 
 
    His forehead wrinkles. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He strolls over and leans across my desk to give me a kiss. “Text if you need me.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be fine for the next five hours.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too. Now, go before you’re late.” He leaves my office, and I exhale a lengthy breath. Opening my desk drawer, I pull out a bag of Skittles and throw down the rainbow of colors like they’re crack.  
 
    I need out of here. I need a break from everything Greyson, and I feel like shit for even thinking it. 
 
    I grab my purse and head down the hall to Terrence’s office. 
 
    “Hey, Greyson left for that urban business seminar slash luncheon thingy. Want to grab lunch with me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’d love to drive if you don’t mind. I hardly get the chance.” 
 
    “No problem, but do you care if we run a work errand first?” 
 
    “As long as I get some fresh air, I’m good with whatever.”  
 
    Terrence stands and adjusts his pale blue tie over his white shirt. We’re kind of matchy–matchy today since I’m wearing a light blue blouse and white pencil skirt. 
 
    “You have to change first,” I say with a grin. He glances down at his clothes and then at mine.  
 
    “No, you need to change. I plan my wardrobe for the upcoming week on Saturday mornings.” 
 
    “Damn, yeah, you got me beat. I guess I’ll have to deal with it.” I nudge my shoulder against his as we walk to the front of the building. 
 
    “You should ask Kaylie if she wants to grab lunch, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I could use another girlfriend.” I giggle, and Terrence slams his shoulder against mine this time, causing me to stumble in my pumps. I swear we’re like siblings.  
 
    We push through the doors that lead into the lobby. 
 
    “Kaylie, want to go to lunch with us?” I ask. 
 
    “I wish I could, but I have to take my break after Rhonda gets back so she can man the phones.” Her dark hair is in a messy bun atop her head, and she’s not wearing makeup today.  
 
    For once, I’m more put together than her, and although I’m not trying to outdo anyone, it makes me proud that I’m taking good care of myself. It’s a far cry from my raggedy clothes and the greasy hair I never felt like washing. 
 
    We get inside my white BMW, and I shift it into drive.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To East Colfax.” 
 
    “Uh, where on Colfax?” 
 
    “Here, I’ll put the address into your GPS.”  
 
    Colfax… Hearing the name sends chills down my spine. Camilla’s old apartment was off Colfax and so were the shitty drug houses I got high in with Rusty and our friends. 
 
    Terrence rattles on about Quinton, a vacation they’re taking soon, and other stuff I can’t help but tune out. Every mile closer to our destination, my panic increases, and it’s consuming me. 
 
    “Why are we going to this address?” 
 
    “Greyson told me to check out the property to see if there’s any hope for it. He’s been wanting to revitalize some areas.” 
 
    “But why here?” 
 
    “He seems determined to clean up the rundown parts of the city, but that’s no small feat. I guess it’s good publicity, though.” 
 
    The woman’s voice from the GPS tells me through the car speakers to make a left. No, this can’t be right.  
 
    Feeling my throat constrict, I turn the air conditioning up and make a left turn into the apartment complex where I’ve made nothing but bad decisions. I don’t want a blatant reminder of that girl. 
 
    “You all right over there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m suddenly hot.” 
 
    “You’re pastier than usual, too, girl.” 
 
    “I’ve been here before. It’s a bad place.” 
 
    “Oh, do we need to leave?” 
 
    “We should, but I want to know exactly where Greyson sent you.” 
 
    “Ah, shit. I bet you weren’t supposed to know about this, and the man’s already stewing over how I took you lingerie shopping.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a strong suspicion I was to be kept in the dark about this.” I drive past the rusty brick buildings, and they all look the same, each and every one.  
 
    I think that’s what makes old apartment complexes unattractive. There’s not a shred of hope that any one building will look better than another. 
 
    Junk cars fill the parking spaces. Bald tires, missing rims and cracked windshields can also be seen.  
 
    There are too many vehicles in the complex, too, for a Monday at noon, meaning a lot of the residents don’t work. I’m not making assumptions here; I know it because I lived it.  
 
    There are lawn chairs on some of the concrete slabs by the doors since the tenants aren’t supposed to smoke inside, but I think they mainly sit in them because the air conditioning sucks from age, so it’s cooler outside than in.  
 
    Tears prick my eyes, and I gasp for breath as the woman’s monotone voice comes through the speakers again. You’ve arrived at your destination, which is hell on earth. Abort. Abort.  
 
    Surely, that’s what she meant to say, but instead, she gives us Camilla’s old address, and I reluctantly pull into the parking spot. 
 
    It didn’t seem so bad when we lived here, but now that we’re immersed in luxury, it truly looks like hell on earth. God, I can’t believe we let Liam live here, but I’d never tell Camilla that. She did the very best she could, and I love her for it. 
 
    My head falls over and I cry, my chest bouncing from the sobs I let escape. I feel Terrence’s hand weave with mine. 
 
    “Sweetheart, what’s happening? What is this place to you?” 
 
    “It used to be my home. I can’t believe he sent you here. He must’ve gotten the address from his cousin Ellis.” 
 
    “You lived here?” Disgust and shock drip from his words like rabid saliva or the thickest vomit. 
 
    “I know. I can’t believe it, either.” 
 
    “Fuck, girl. I guarantee I wasn’t supposed to bring you here. I’m getting canned for this. I know it. After watching how he treats you like a princess, he’s going to hand me my ass.”  
 
    Terrence is sweating like me, and he pulls his hand away to run it over his pants leg. 
 
    “No, I’ll handle it. You had no idea.” 
 
    “He must want to make this place better or demolish it. It’s a pretty sweet gesture either way.” 
 
    I wipe my eyes and brave another look at the place. I recall the last night I was here, and I cringe as I think about how Ellis carried me out of this hellhole while I was strung out. It’s humiliating. 
 
    “Is it even safe for us to be here?” he asks. 
 
    “I don’t know. In this car, we’re going to draw attention.” A hard knock on the driver’s side window causes both of us to jump. 
 
    I turn my head and Rusty... God, no. He’s staring back at me with a sinister smile. His crooked teeth are still yellow, and his droopy eyes still match his dirty, dark hair.  
 
    I jerk the gear shift into reverse, but he slams his hands down on top of the BMW, startling me once again. 
 
    “You open this fucking window, Sasha. We’re talking.” 
 
    “Like hell we are!” I shout. 
 
    “If you don’t want me to go back to that mansion your sister’s living in, then you better roll down this window.” 
 
    Go back? When was he ever there? Curiosity gets the best of me, so I barely crack the window open. 
 
    “What do you mean you’ll go back?” 
 
    “I went there, and her rich boyfriend was eager to hand over cash to keep my mouth shut about that secret of yours.” 
 
    “How much money did he give you?” 
 
    “Ten grand. He thought I was getting sent up, but the cash got me out of it. The thing is, I could use some more.” 
 
    “Go to hell, Rusty.” 
 
    “Look around, Sasha.” He holds his hands out and glances at the complex he’s still living in. “We’re already there, and I can’t help but wonder why you’d show your face when you’re obviously living the sweet life now. Were you wanting to show off this luxury ride, or was it your new fairy friend here?” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Terrence yells. I roll the window back up before things go from bad to worse, and Rusty smacks a palm against the glass and glares. 
 
    “I’ll find you, baby. I always do.” 
 
    Shaking, I grab the gear shift and stare at it.  
 
    “It’s in reverse already. Drive,” Terrence says. Gathering my wits, I slam my foot on the gas, not even looking behind me as we barrel backward. 
 
    “Shit!” I swing my head back to look over my shoulder once I realize how far I’ve gone, and thankfully, no one was behind us. I shift hard into drive and tear off out of the parking lot. 
 
    “I’m going to kill that boyfriend of yours for telling me to come here. That bastard back there looked evil.” 
 
    “He is, and what he said is true. I don’t know how, but he’ll find me.” As soon as we’re back on Colfax Ave., I cover my chest. 
 
    “Terrence, you can’t tell Greyson about this. That guy was Rusty, my ex, and if Greyson finds out, he’ll never let it go. He’s already over-the-top protective.  
 
    “He’ll hunt Rusty down and end up in trouble. I can’t handle it. That life was supposed to stay in my past, and that’s where we’re keeping this incident. Do you understand me? Don’t tell him I was here with you.” 
 
    He holds his hands up. “No problem there. I don’t want him to know, either. I’d like to keep my damn job.” 
 
    “He seems to think it’s fine to keep secrets, so I’m keeping this one from him. It’s the best for everyone involved.” 
 
    My phone rings, so I reach inside my purse to find it. 
 
    “Hello,” I say rudely. 
 
    “Sasha, it’s Ellis. Is everything OK? You sound flustered.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I’m going to have to call you back, though. Wait, is Camilla OK?” 
 
    “Actually, I need you to come over here after work. She’s, uh, not feeling well after her doctor’s appointment and could use her sister.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say. “I’ll be over then. I want to chat with you about something, anyway.” 
 
    “You sound angry … and out of breath.” 
 
    “We’ll talk later.” I hang up on him and drop the phone back inside my purse. 
 
    “I think I’m going to have to pass on lunch. I need to vomit up a bag of Skittles instead.” I drive back to the office, and neither one of us says a word.  
 
    We both want to forget the nightmare we experienced, but I know I won’t be able to. It’s going to haunt me like every other miserable memory from my past. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Camilla 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Rose, I made you some chamomile tea,” Irene says. I manage to lift my head off the bed to look toward the door. I think I see Ellis behind her before he ducks out of sight. “Can I come in and bring it to you?” she asks in her thick Italian accent. 
 
    “Sure.” Sitting up on the side of the bed in the master bedroom, I wipe my nose with the old tissue I’ve overused since we arrived home from my obstetrician’s appointment.  
 
    Irene walks over in her black maid’s dress and sets down an oval silver tray on my nightstand. As she pours tea from a small tea pot, I straighten my auburn hair and cream blouse.  
 
    “I brought you shortbread cookies, but there’s also saltines here if you’d prefer them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Irene.” 
 
    “How about some soup? Could I make you a bowl?” 
 
    “You can tell Ellis that I don’t want any damn soup.” As soon as the words leave my lips, I realize how rude they were. I begin to weep, and instead of being upset with me, Irene touches my shoulder.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Rose. Mr. Burke told me the news, and I’ll help you any way I can.” 
 
    I lift my head to look at her. “He told you?” 
 
    “Yes, but only because he’s so worried about you.” After blowing my nose again, I drop my arms to the bed.  
 
    “He’s outside the door, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ellis says, “and Irene is correct. I’m worried about you. Please, can we talk?” 
 
    “I think you’ve done enough,” I snap. He groans and sticks his head inside.  
 
    “You act like I had control over this.” My eyes widen, the fury racing through my veins. I grab two cookies off the tray and throw them at his head. 
 
    “You had everything to do with this, you overbearing ass. You’re the one who interfered with my efforts to get birth control, and you refused to wear condoms. That was all on you, buddy.” 
 
    “Camilla, Irene doesn’t need to hear this.” 
 
    “Oh, but it’s OK to tell her you knocked me up with triplets before we even tell our family!” I look for more cookies to grab, but Ellis is in front of me fast and clasping my wrists. 
 
    “We have to talk about this. It affects me, too. I’m–I’m freaking out.” 
 
    I stare up at his eyes, and I see the fear. He’s like a lost child.  
 
    A child.  
 
    One isn’t easy, and two was going to be a handful, but four children? 
 
    Three infants and a four-year-old... 
 
    We have a staring showdown until Irene clears her throat.  
 
    I flit my gaze to her. “Thank you for the tea. I’ll let you know if I need anything else.” 
 
    “Of course, Ms. Rose.” Hearing her say my last name causes a stinging pain in my chest. No woman should be unwed when she discovers she’s having triplets. No woman should be having her fourth baby with a man she isn’t married to.  
 
    Bursting into tears, I sob again. I lie down on the bed and bury my face against the duvet. 
 
    “Fuck, Camilla. I’m sorry. I know I said I wanted a bunch of kids, but I didn’t mean for it to happen this way.” 
 
    “We’re not even married. I’m not even Camilla Burke, and Liam still needs all our attention.” I turn my head and stare up at Ellis. “He’s just getting to know you. This will rob him of that.”  
 
    Sighing, Ellis forces a spot next to me on the edge of the bed, and he seems so out of place for the world that’s swallowing us whole. His white shirt is crisp and tucked neatly in a pair of brown slacks. 
 
    He’s still wearing his shiny dress shoes, and the gold watch on his wrist cost an easy ten grand.  
 
    Moving wet hair from my face, he stares into my eyes with a hope I’m sure he’s struggling to show. 
 
    “If anyone can make this work, Camilla, it’s us. You’re the toughest, bravest woman I know. You’re an incredible mother, but we also have plenty of money to hire any help we need to tackle this.” 
 
    “What about the wedding? You heard the doctor. With my blood sugar already out of whack, I can’t fly to Italy next month. I can’t visit with my grandmother.”  
 
    Unable to get it together, I bury my face again. It’s too soon. The news we heard only hours ago is shocking. 
 
    Thinking about my schooling and volunteer work, I sit up in bed and glare at Ellis. “I guess you got your wish when it comes to my career. Like there’s any way I could be a social worker now.” 
 
    “Look, I know I can be selfish at times, but I’d never intentionally steal something away from you that makes you happy. You can take your anger out on me today. I admit you have a right to.”  
 
    He grabs my hand and pulls it into his lap. “I only fought the birth control because I was terrified of losing you and Liam after I’d been so cruel by making you move in here and for threatening to take our son away.”  
 
    Ellis’s vivid blue eyes bask with tears. “I’ll never forgive myself for what I put you through. You somehow saw the goodness behind my anger and pain and gave me a chance anyway.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I am, and I’ll pay for four nannies, one for each of our children, if that’s what it takes for you to have your career.” 
 
    “I’m not ready for these changes, Ellis. I’ve loved being your Rose, feeling desirable and going to the playroom with you. That’s going to change and fast.”  
 
    He shakes his head. “I’ll never see you as anything other than stunning and remarkable. All I’m asking is for you to have faith in me–in us and what we have. We can do this.” 
 
    “I have to rest. I’m tired and overwhelmed. I need time to process this.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll spend the rest of the day with Liam.” Pulling my cell phone from his pocket, Ellis hands it to me. “You call or text me if you need anything at all, and I’ll check on you soon.”  
 
    He slips a hand behind my neck and brings me in close to kiss my forehead. “I love you, and we’ve got this.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN  
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Even though I didn’t want to, I managed to get through the last several hours of work, but it’s four o’clock, and I can’t risk seeing Greyson.  
 
    I’ll want to lose it on him for not telling me about the apartment complex, but I need answers from Ellis first. Then, I’ll make a final decision as to whether I should leave the events of the day buried or confront Greyson over them. 
 
    I march down to his office and leave a note on his desk, informing him that I’m going to see Camilla and will be home late. I’m a wreck even walking to the car.  
 
    I’m looking over my shoulder, to my left and to my right. I can’t lock the doors fast enough once I’m inside, and my heart feels as if it could rupture in my chest.  
 
    “Breathe, Sasha,” I murmur. I won’t see Rusty again, and surely he was lying about going to Ellis’s home in order to scare me. I want to believe it, but I’m only feeding myself lies. I feel it in my gut.  
 
    If Rusty hurts my family, I’ll never forgive myself. The things he did to me when I was wasted are bad enough. 
 
    Once I pull up at Ellis and Camilla’s home, I knock on the door. Irene answers it and gives me a weak smile. 
 
    “Ms. Rose, you look lovely today. How are you?” 
 
    “Thank you, and I’m OK.”  
 
    She drops her gaze before stepping aside for me to enter. 
 
    “Your sister is resting in her room, and Mr. Burke and Liam are watching a movie in the family room.” 
 
    “OK, thank you. I’ll head upstairs to see my sister first.” I stride toward the spiral staircase and start up the stairs. As soon as I begin walking down the long hallway toward Camilla’s bedroom, I hear her crying.  
 
    I hurry to her door, fearing the worst. No, did she miscarry? I sling it open, and she jerks her head up to look at me. 
 
    “Sasha, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to check on you.” My eyes well with tears as I rush to her side. I squat in front of the bed and grab her hand. “Cammy, did you … did you lose the baby?” I whisper. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    I cover my chest with my hand. “Oh, thank God. I was so worried when I heard you crying. Is something wrong with the baby? Or you?” 
 
    “Sasha, there are three babies growing inside of me. I’m having triplets.” The last word is muffled through her cries, but I understood the word three.  
 
    I fall back on my ass and cover my mouth. I shouldn’t smile since this news obviously upsets her, but I can’t help it. It’s totally nuts that she’s having triplets. 
 
    “Ellis knocked you up with three freakin’ babies?” 
 
    “I know, and I’m so pissed at him.” 
 
    I tilt my head to the side. “Sis, he didn’t mean to get you pregnant with multiple babies.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. He still did it.” 
 
    “I get it, but it’ll be OK. I think it’s kind of cool. Wait, shit. You’re going to need a lot of help, like from all of us.” 
 
    “Exactly. This is going to disrupt the lives of everyone around us.” 
 
    “Yeah, but in three magical, wonderful ways. Do you know how adorable they’ll be? You and Ellis already made a precious kid. You get to have three more. I’d feel damn lucky if I were you. Scared shitless but lucky, too.” 
 
    Cammy laughs and sniffles, and at least she’s not crying any longer. 
 
    “I’m being a terrible mother, but I swear I’m not wishing them away. I’m only scared like you said. It’s a major undertaking, and the doctor is already concerned that I’m developing gestational diabetes, so it’s going to be a rough road, and I’m worried something will go wrong.” 
 
    “No, don’t think that way. You’ll rest, and unlike me, you’ll eat right, and everything will work out. I know it.” 
 
    “Thank you. I feel better already.” She frowns. “I have bad news, though. We can’t go to Italy in August.” 
 
    “That’s OK. It’s not important.” 
 
    “You and Greyson should go and see our grandmother. I know Ellis is still sending Irene on her vacation.” 
 
    “I’m not going to Italy without you. No way. So, what are you going to do about getting married?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Ellis and I didn’t finish discussing it since he’s not my favorite person today.” 
 
    “He’s worried about you. After you were home from your appointment, he called me to come over.” 
 
    “He’s probably going to need Greyson’s support, too, through all this.” 
 
    “And he’ll be there for him. Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “Will you ask Irene if I can have some soup before she leaves?” 
 
    “Of course, and once I talk to Ellis and Liam, I’ll come up to check on you again.” 
 
    Wiping her eyes, my sister smiles, but the toll the babies are already taking on her shows. She’s weak and tired, and she seems thinner. I imagine that’ll change soon. 
 
    Leaving her to rest, I stroll downstairs and into the family room. Liam’s attached at the hip to Ellis as they sit on the sofa. 
 
    “Hi,” I say. 
 
    “Auntie Sasha, hi,” Liam says. “Iwene is fixing me macawoni and cheese. Do you want some?” 
 
    “No, I’m not hungry, and I want to make sure there’s enough for you so you can grow big and strong.” He smiles before he turns his attention right back to the Disney movie playing on the television.  
 
    “I talked to Cammy.” 
 
    “How is she?” Ellis asks. The worry line on his forehead is visible, and even though I probably shouldn’t feel the least bad for him after he was stupid and careless, I’m no one to judge, and I imagine he’s a wreck like my sister. 
 
    “She’s better now. She also told me the news. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He smiles and drags a hand over his face. “It’s nice to hear someone say that instead of making me feel like this is all a mistake.” 
 
    “Three blessings. That’s what I think.” 
 
    “I told her we can do this.” 
 
    “You can, and you’ll have plenty of help. Also, she doesn’t think it’s a mistake. She’s scared, Ellis. She’ll love them and be thrilled to have them. She’s only worried. I mean, she’s the one who has to carry them.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ll take care of her the best I can if she’ll let me.” 
 
    “Tomorrow… Let her have today.” 
 
    He sighs. “What did you want to talk about? It sounded urgent.” 
 
    “My ex Rusty. I ran into him on my lunch break. He said he came here, and you gave him money.” Ellis’s eyes dart to the television. “Tell me it isn’t true, or at least tell me Greyson and Camilla didn’t know about it.” 
 
    “Shit.” Ellis leans his head back against the couch and swallows. “I didn’t need this today.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, neither did I.” 
 
    “Rusty came here. I gave him money so he’d leave you and Camilla alone. He was threatening to go to the police about your secret, and I didn’t have that situation remedied, so I did what I thought was best to shut him up.  
 
    “Greyson knows, but I never told Camilla. She would’ve worried, and she didn’t need the stress.” Raising his head, he gives me a pointed look. “She doesn’t need the stress now, either. I’m already walking on thin ice with her, so don’t say a word. Wait, how did you run into him? I thought he was going to prison on drug charges.” 
 
    “He claims your money helped him get out of it.” 
 
    “That bastard. I should’ve made sure that was settled. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “No, leave it alone. He has nothing on us now that Cammy and I have new identities. Maybe he’ll mind his own business until he does get sent to prison. It’s bound to happen sooner or later.” 
 
    “All right, then let’s forget the whole thing.” 
 
    “That’s my plan. Camilla wants a bowl of soup. I’ll get it from Irene and visit with her some more. Oh, and thank you … for Rusty. You should’ve told me about it, but thank you for protecting my sister and me.” 
 
    “That’s what family members do. They help each other.”  
 
    As I walk to the kitchen, I think about what he said and how it relates to Greyson and me. Maybe along with his secret about the apartment, I should let this one go, too.  
 
    Greyson only withheld them to keep me happy. At least he loves me, unlike that asshole I used to date.  
 
    Maybe he’s not being overprotective or controlling. Maybe this is how nice people treat each other.  
 
    Camilla’s always been this way with me, and it’s all I can go off of since my parents were no better than Rusty. I need to cut Greyson some slack and show him how much I appreciate him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    As soon as I step into the penthouse, I smell dinner, but then I remember how Sasha’s car wasn’t in the garage. I walk to the kitchen and discover Theresa standing at the stove. 
 
    “Hi,” I say. “Did you forget what day it was?” The sudden barking sounds have me looking down at a hairy object running toward my feet. 
 
    Why is there a damn dog in my penthouse? 
 
    “Uh, Theresa...” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Burke, I’m so sorry.” Running over to me, she picks the snowball up and holds it to her chest. It’s small, and I guess it’s kind of cute. “I lost track of time. I meant to be out of here before you returned home.” She looks to the clock on the stove. “You’re early.” 
 
    “A little, and why is there a dog in my penthouse?” 
 
    “It’s not mine. My mother’s ill and was admitted to the hospital today. My father is with her, so I got stuck with their puppy. It’s the one they had no business getting at their age.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t even come on Mondays.” 
 
    “I know, but I can’t be here tomorrow since I have to sit with my mother all day, and it will be the 4th of July, so I figured you’d be home and wouldn’t want me here, anyway.” 
 
    “Theresa, you don’t work holidays, and you can take time off when you need. I hope I haven’t made you feel otherwise, but I’m guessing I have.” 
 
    “No, it’s my issue. I have to get my work done. It would’ve driven me crazy tomorrow if I hadn’t come over here.”  
 
    A phone rings, and she rushes over to the island to find her cell inside her purse. She’s frazzled and breathing loud as she tries to answer it with the dog in her arms. 
 
    “Hello,” she says into the phone. “Oh, no. I’ll be right there. I’ll hurry.” Dropping her cell on the counter, she spins around. “Mr. Burke, please, is there any way you can keep their puppy for me? 
 
    “I know it’s completely out of line and unprofessional, but my mom is doing poorly, and I have to get to the hospital right away. I promise I’ll come back first thing in the morning to get him.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that’s not going to wor—” 
 
    “Right, I shouldn’t have asked. Surely, Mom will be OK while I search for someone to dog sit.” 
 
    Shit. “OK, I’ll keep him for you.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, thank you, Mr. Burke. I promise I’ll make it up to you, and I’ll be here first thing in the morning to get him.” She shoves the dog into my arms, and I pull back as it tries to lick my face. 
 
    “What breed is he? And what’s his name?” 
 
    Rushing over to the stove, she turns it off.  
 
    “He’s a Westie Terrier, and his name is Snowflake. The stew I made is finished, so you’ll only need to turn it back on to warm it. Text me if you have any questions.  
 
    “Snowflake does have a weak bladder since he’s a puppy and all, so you’ll need to take him out to pee often. Oh, and I have his food in my car. I’ll grab it and run it back up to you.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you down and let him use the bathroom. I don’t need him peeing in the penthouse.” 
 
    Stopping long enough to breathe, Theresa tears up.  
 
    “I’m so embarrassed. I’m sorry. Maybe this is a bad idea.” 
 
    “No, you go.” I’m not about to be responsible for Theresa not seeing her mother, especially if the old lady dies.  
 
    I’m not having that on my conscience. Besides, I’m sure Sasha will know how to care for the white fur ball. 
 
    I only had outside dogs as a kid. Their job was to round up cattle, and unlike this little turd, they were low-maintenance. I follow my housekeeper to her car in the lower-level garage, and she gives me the bag of food, along with a leash.  
 
    I ride the elevator to the main level and walk out to a grassy area in front of the building. I look down at the puppy I’m holding, and he cocks his head to the side, like he’s wondering who the hell I am.  
 
    “Snowflake, please only take a piss because I’m pretty sure I have to clean up your shit out here.” Setting him on the ground, I attach the leash to his collar.  
 
    He does his business, and I stand their awkwardly, wondering how in the hell I got into this mess. Of course, this conveniently happened while Sasha wasn’t home. 
 
    Fortunately, Snowflake only pees, so we make our way back upstairs. Once inside the penthouse, I set him down and unhook his leash.  
 
    I also discover my expensive suit is covered in white dog hair. Fucking wonderful. Standing up, I glare down at him, and he cocks his head again. 
 
    “Now I get why puppies and babies are so damn cute; it’s so humans will tolerate them. Right, Snowflake?” He stares up at me and lets out a squeaky bark.  
 
    “Hey, don’t blame me. It’s not my fault your old parents gave you such a sensitive name.” 
 
    Hearing the door, I turn around in the foyer just as Sasha walks in. Her eyes spot the puppy in a split-second, and she covers her mouth.  
 
    “Greyson!” she says with a squeal as she runs over and throws her arms around my neck.  
 
    “Whoa, chick,” I say as I stumble backward. She lets me go and squats down to pick up snowflake. My girl makes excited sounds as the dog licks her neck, and hey, that’s my job. 
 
    “I can’t believe you bought me a puppy. This so makes up for the rabbit joke. How did you know I always wanted a terrier? Oh, my gosh, you’re so precious, you cute little fur ball.” 
 
    I’m. Fucked. 
 
    “Uh, about the dog—” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, and I swear I’ll take care of him. I’ll feed him and take him out every time. You won’t have to do anything. I promise. I’m so happy.”  
 
    And she is … so fucking happy. I’ve never seen her like this before. “He’s a little snowball, Greyson. He’s adorable.”  
 
    While still holding him, she wraps an arm around my neck and plants a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “I needed this today like you wouldn’t believe. Oh, and you’re going to die when I tell you about Ellis and Camilla.” 
 
    She turns her attention back to the dog, and I’m so screwed right now. I can’t tell her the puppy’s not hers. I can’t find it anywhere in my damn soul to tell her that.  
 
    Nope.  
 
    Not happening.  
 
    I have to figure out a way to become the owner of a fuzzy white snowball named Snowflake. Fuck, Lawrence and Ellis will never let me live this down. 
 
    “I sure hope you know how to take care of him.” 
 
    “I’ll research his breed, and we’ll need to get a dog walker to come and walk him every day. I don’t want him cooped up and alone while we’re gone. He’ll probably need training, too.” Squealing again, she holds him close to her. 
 
    “Don’t squeeze him to death.” 
 
    “I won’t, silly.” She sticks him out toward me. “He’s so cute. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve established he’s cute.” 
 
    “You don’t like him.” She frowns.  
 
    “No, I do. I’m just not used to small dogs or having one in my multi-million-dollar penthouse.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s why I promise to take care of him. Oh, I have to name him.”  
 
    “He has a—” 
 
    “Hercules.”  
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Hercules the Abominable Snowman. It’s perfect because he’s so tiny, yet he’s white as snow.” 
 
    “I don’t think those names go together, but whatever you decide is what we’ll call him.”  
 
    Anything’s better than Snowflake. 
 
    “Hercules. I love it. It’s a good conversation starter,” she adds. 
 
    “Yeah, because the little white fur ball isn’t enough of one already,” I mumble. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Nothing. What’s up with Ellis and Camilla?” 
 
    Sasha sets Hercules down, but she struggles to take her eyes off him. 
 
    “They’re having triplets, Greyson. Triplets.” In a beat, my throat thickens, and I go to the living room to sit down on the sofa. Three babies? No fucking way. 
 
    “Ellis must be losing his mind,” I say as Sasha walks in with Hercules trotting behind her. 
 
    “Actually, he seemed happy. My sister was the one freaking out. She was crying, but I think the talk we had helped.” 
 
    I rub my forehead. “A puppy and three babies.” 
 
    “Greyson, it’s not like we’re having them.” 
 
    Looking up at her, I shake my head. “Do you honestly think this isn’t going to affect us, too?” 
 
    “I know it will, but it’s not like we have to care for them all day, every day.” 
 
    “Wow, I better call him.” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t act like you are now. You need to be positive and congratulate him.” 
 
    “I will. It’s shocking is all.” 
 
    “I know, but we’ll help, along with the rest of the family, and it’s not like they have to worry about the financial ramifications.” 
 
    “See, you said we’ll help.” 
 
    She purses her lips, and where did happy Sasha go? 
 
    “Do you not want children?” 
 
    “Yeah, I want kids, but I do not want triplets, and I want you and me to have some time together first–alone.” 
 
    “Well, look at how much we’ll learn from their babies. It’ll be cool watching them grow up.” My girl’s face lights up again, and the realization of what she’s excited about hits me. I get up and pull her into my arms. 
 
    “You’re looking forward to your family growing, aren’t you?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s our family, and if your parents, Lawrence and Aspen will accept me, then I’ll have an even bigger family.” 
 
    I kiss her forehead. “You always remind me of what’s important in life. Wow, I’m going to have more little cousins. That’s amazing.” 
 
    “It is, and so are you for getting us this adorable puppy.” She picks up Hercules and showers him with affection. Damn, I have some explaining to do with Theresa and fast. 
 
    We eat stew for dinner, and it feels like an eternity before Sasha takes Hercules outside. I yank my phone from my pocket and call Theresa. She doesn’t answer, so I send her a text. 
 
    Me: Sorry to bother you, but this can’t wait. I need to buy your parents’ puppy. 
 
    Theresa: Mr. Burke, my mother’s very ill, and I can’t discuss this with them right now. It could be a while before I’m able to, and I really don’t see them giving Snowflake up. They’re attached to him already. 
 
    Me: It’s urgent. 
 
    Theresa: Greyson… 
 
    Shit. She’s only ever called me Greyson once, and it was when she found a used condom lying by my bed when she came over to clean. I have to shut up now. 
 
    Theresa: Look, you can keep Snowflake one more day. 
 
    Hey, that’s a start. Once she gets here, I’ll smooth-talk her until she comes around. No, I’ll bribe her.  
 
    I’ll give her money to help with her parents care and give her some weeks off. I can clean in order to keep the puppy. This is going to work out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “I took Hercules out,” Sasha says after walking into the living room, “and can you watch him while I take a shower?” 
 
    I look down at the fur ball and sigh. “Sure, he can sit on my lap. I need to accessorize my clothing anyhow; you know, with white dog hair.” 
 
    Cocking her head to the side, Sasha fists her hips. 
 
    “You’ve seemed miserable since you gave him to me. I feel like you’re regretting it.” She holds a hand up. “You know what? Don’t worry about it. I’ll take him in the bathroom with me.” 
 
    “No, no, bring him here. He can watch some TV with me.” I force a smile to calm her down. 
 
    “If you’re sure.” Picking him up, she brings him over to me. “I won’t be long.” Once she leaves, I look at the little guy, and he licks my arm before staring back up at me. 
 
    “Why do you have to be so damn cute? It’s why I’m in this mess. Hell, you’re getting more attention from my girl than I do.” He stands up on my thighs and barks.  
 
    “Nope, you don’t get to shower with her. She’s all mine, but I will get you a treat to compensate.” 
 
    I lower him to the floor, and he takes off running. He explores the hallway, sniffing all along it, and I figure he’s on a hunt for Sasha, but instead of turning toward the master bedroom, he makes a left and sniffs his way to the spare bedroom she used to sleep in. 
 
    Once inside, Hercules trots to her old bed and sticks his nose underneath it. He starts digging with his paws, as if he’s trying to get to something he wants, so I get down on my knees and look under it. 
 
    “We need to buy you some toys tomorrow. That is if you’re still here. Fuck, I have to find a way to make sure you stick around.” 
 
    Whining, he shoves his head beneath the bed. All I see under it are Sasha’s suitcases, and the sight of them brings back unpleasant memories of her moving out. That can’t happen again, hence why it’s so important I keep the fur ball.  
 
    Since Hercules won’t stop barking, I drag the front suitcase out, and it’s heavy. What does she have in here? I unzip the zipper, and son of a bitch. Food.  
 
    The entire suitcase is filled with food, along with some travel size toiletries. It contains mostly single-serving meal items: peanut butter crackers, snack-size bags of chips, packaged nuts and sunflower seeds. There are jars of peanut butter and single-serving cans of soup.  
 
    I fall back on my ass as Hercules noses around the suitcase. My eyes fill with tears, and it pisses me off but not as much as seeing a suitcase full of food hidden under a bed in my fucking house.  
 
    Sasha doesn’t believe she’s staying here. She doesn’t think she’s always going to have plenty of food to eat, and she doesn’t trust in us.  
 
    Why the fuck is that? Grabbing a jar of peanut butter, I squeeze it in my hand, wishing I could launch it through the window.  
 
    As if he senses I’m upset, Hercules jumps onto my lap and tries to lick my face. I find myself wanting his attention, and that pisses me off, too, because I feel weak, and I’m worried this whole fucked-up situation is going to blow up in my face, making Sasha trust me even less. 
 
    Her issues run deeper than I imagined. Will I ever be enough for her? I keep trying to show her how much I care, so what will it take for her to believe I’m not letting her go or sending her away?  
 
    After wiping my eyes, I rub under Hercules’s chin and down his chest, and he stops hopping around to enjoy being pet. After he’s bored with it and licks my face, I close the suitcase and shove it back under the bed. 
 
    “Let’s go find a safer treat for you, and I’ll deal with this messed-up shit later.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to take Hercules over to Ellis and Camilla’s?” Greyson asks. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be? Our 4th of July picnic is mainly outside, so it seems like the perfect time. He can play in the backyard with Liam.” 
 
    “That’s just it; what if Liam thinks it’s his dog?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him Hercules is ours as soon as we get there. Of course, he may want his own after he sees him, so Ellis and Camilla might not be happy about that, but we couldn’t leave the adorable guy cooped up and alone all day when it’s so pretty out.” I pet Hercules as he rides on my lap in the car. 
 
    Greyson rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “You seem tense today. Is everything OK?”  
 
    “Yep, everything’s great.” 
 
    “Are you sure your parents aren’t having a social function you should attend? I’d understand if you’re not ready to take me around them yet.” 
 
    Looking over, he furrows his brow. “No, I told you they’re going to a friend’s party. You’ll meet them at the shindig for Ellis and Liam.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll be a wreck, but at the same time, I’m ready to move forward and meet your family.” 
 
    “I’m ready for that to happen, too.” We pull up in the driveway at Ellis and Camilla’s, and while I carry Hercules to the front steps, Greyson retrieves the dessert I made for our dinner.  
 
    I ring the bell, and Ellis opens the door. His gaze immediately falls on our puppy, and hurrying outside, he pulls the door closed behind him. 
 
    “Tell me you knew better than to buy my son a puppy when we’ve got three babies on the way.” 
 
    I giggle. “OK, I knew better.” I look down at Hercules and rub his fuzzy head. “Greyson got me a puppy. This is Hercules the Abominable Snowman.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to believe Greyson voluntarily bought a dog … to live in the penthouse?” 
 
    “I know, right? I was as shocked as you are. Don’t worry; I’ll tell Liam Hercules is mine right away, and I’ll keep him in the backyard.” 
 
    “OK, but you need to watch him closely so he doesn’t bite Liam, and my kid better not start asking for one.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Geez, will you let me in? You act like I brought a tiger over to play.” 
 
    Ellis opens the door for me to walk inside. This should make for an interesting day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    “A dog? I can’t wait to hear the backstory on this one,” I say to Greyson as he walks up to the door. 
 
    “Don’t bust my chops. I’m up a creek without a damn paddle, and I might drown over this fuckup.” Gritting his teeth, he passes by me and heads for the kitchen.  
 
    I follow him, eager to hear his explanation. After setting the dish down he brought, he goes to the exits off the kitchen and looks both ways to ensure no one’s around. 
 
    “It’s Theresa’s parents’ dog, but Sasha thinks it’s ours.” 
 
    “Your housekeeper’s parents own that dog?” 
 
    “Yes, and if I don’t find a way to become the owner, Sasha is going to kill me.” 
 
    I bust into laughter. I can’t help it, and I can’t stop. My cousin has always gotten himself into situations like this. Always. 
 
    “It’s not fucking funny.” 
 
    “Like hell it’s not.” Laughing louder, I wipe tears from my eyes. “How did this happen?” 
 
    “Theresa had an emergency and left me with the dog. Sasha came home, and instead of asking me who the little shit belonged to, she assumed I bought it for her.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell her right then?” 
 
    “No, Ellis. That was not possible. If you’d seen how happy it made her, you’d understand. Didn’t you notice her excitement at the door? I’ve never seen her love on something so much.”  
 
    Greyson rubs his forehead. “Fuck, I’m going to be living in a dog house if I can’t find a way to keep the fur ball.” 
 
    My head falls back, and I chuckle.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” Camilla asks as she strolls into the kitchen. 
 
    “Greyson’s being his entertaining self. Did you see his new pet?” 
 
    “Yeah, Sasha has him in the backyard with Liam. I have to say I’m shocked, Greyson. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a small dog lover.” 
 
    “I’m not, but it’s making Sasha happy.” 
 
    “You’re right about that. She’s all smiles, and now I fear my child is going to want one. When that happens, I’m sending him to your house to play with your puppy. Every. Single. Time.” Walking by Greyson, she squeezes his bicep and snickers. 
 
    “Ha ha. Fuck, I’m so screwed,” he mumbles.  
 
    “Guys, will you help me carry the food outside?” 
 
    “Shit, the grill. I better get back out there,” I say before I pick up a couple of dishes off the island and head to the backyard.  
 
    Greyson and Camilla follow me outside to the patio where we’re having our 4th of July picnic as Liam calls it. 
 
    As I check on the barbecue chicken and flip burgers, Camilla gets the table ready. “How are you planning to fix this situation you’ve created for yourself?” I ask Greyson as he stands next to me. 
 
    “I’m going to plead my case to Theresa until she agrees to let me keep him. I’ll throw money her way, too, if necessary.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. People don’t give up their pets. It’s like handing over a child.” 
 
    “Fuck, I know.” He scratches the back of his head. “Talk about something else. Anything.” 
 
    I nod toward the table as I pile the grilled meat onto a platter.  
 
    “Let’s eat. Camilla and I have some news that might distract you.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’re having triplets.” 
 
    “I know. Like I told you on the phone, I’m stunned and scared shitless.” I shut off the gas grill and walk to the patio.  
 
    I’m excited about the plans Camilla and I made, and somehow, we’re going to handle our growing family like pros, coming out stronger on the other side.  
 
    By the time we have the babies, she’s going to believe without a doubt that she can count on me. Maybe by then, I won’t be scared shitless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Liam insisted on sitting next to me at the end of the glass table, and I’m sure it was so he could reach down and pet Hercules. 
 
    “You better not be sneaking him food, kiddo.” 
 
    “Only one piece of my chicken,” he says before he laughs, and I laugh from the southern twang I heard in his voice when he said chicken. “I want a puppy. Momma, can we get me a dog?” 
 
    “No, we cannot.” My sister looks straight at Greyson and smiles. “Sasha and I need to go dress shopping, and I’m sure Liam would love to play with your puppy at your penthouse while we do that.” I take a glimpse at Greyson next to me, and he rolls his eyes.  
 
    “What do we need to go dress shopping for?” I ask Camilla. She glances to Ellis, and they both smile. 
 
    “We have some news. Since we’re unable to go to Italy, we’ve decided to get married at Ellis and Liam’s birthday party,” she replies. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a brilliant idea,” I say excitedly. “One big celebration, and you’ll already have your family and friends there.” 
 
    Grinning at Ellis with admiration, Camilla squeezes his hand. 
 
    “It was Ellis’s idea, and I think it’s perfect.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s soon. We really do need to go shopping.” Hercules whimpers, so I peer around Liam to check on him. He’s panting, and I wonder if he’s getting hot and thirsty. “Excuse me. I better get Hercules’s water dish from the car. Liam, will you watch him for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can take care of him.” I ruffle his light brown hair as I stand. “Greyson, can I have the keys?” 
 
    “Sure.” He hands them over, and I walk through the house to the front door. I open it, and holy shit. Rusty’s hand is up like he was about to knock. 
 
    Gasping, I slam it shut and lean back against it. 
 
    “Open the fucking door, Sasha! I should’ve known I’d find you here. I came for some cash, but you’re a perfect pawn for me to get more of it.”  
 
    My lip quivers and heart pounds in my chest from the instant panic I feel. The past–pain–fear … it’s all bubbling to the surface. 
 
    Turning the handle, he tries to come inside. He shoves forward as I push back. I won’t let him in. I won’t let him near my family again. 
 
    “Bitch, you’re coming with me. Don’t make this harder than it has to be. Did you honestly think you could run out on me like that?” 
 
    “You’re not getting in this house!” I shift around and push my shoulder and hip against the door.  
 
    Sharp pain slices through my chest from my gunshot wound, but I don’t stop using all my strength to keep the psychopath out.  
 
    He gets a shoe wedged between the door, and shoving as hard as he can, he swings it open. My body flies to the floor, and I land on my back.  
 
    The heels of my tennis shoes dig against the marble floor as I try to slide myself back and away from him.  
 
    With rage in his eyes, he comes for me, so I scream at the top of my lungs and cover my face, fearing the worst. 
 
    Hearing pounding footsteps, I move my hand and see Rusty looking behind me. Greyson travels past me and swings a punch at my evil ex’s face, knocking him back a few feet.  
 
    Rusty straightens his gait but has no time to respond before Greyson grabs hold of his shirt and hauls him out the front door. Ellis follows behind them, and I suck in quick breaths, hyperventilating on the floor. 
 
    Feeling paralyzed, I envision Christopher when he was standing in this room with his gun. I stare up at the chandelier high above me to block out the memory, and the first thing I notice is how the glass jewels hanging from it sparkle from the sun shining in through the tall windows.  
 
    I thought once I had the courage to get away from the darkness, it would disappear, but the pain from my past won’t let me go, and even the evilness followed me here, to this bright and beautiful place. 
 
    Hearing police sirens, I wonder how long I’ve been transfixed on the chandelier, trying my hardest to forget the darkness. 
 
    “Sasha, are you OK?” Camilla’s voice echoes in the massive open space. “What happened?” 
 
    “Where’s Liam?” I ask. “Don’t leave him outside. It’s not safe. It’s not safe anywhere I go.” 
 
    Running to the open front door, Camilla looks outside. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Rusty happened. He came back here for more money and forced his way inside, but Ellis and Greyson got him.” 
 
    “Oh, my god, the police are here. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “The area around my wound is stinging, but otherwise, I’m OK. Please, go get Liam and Hercules. I don’t know if Rusty had anyone with him.” 
 
    My comment is enough to make Camilla run toward the back of the house. Because of the pain in my chest, I continue to lie down and stare up at the pretty chandelier, a sign of elegance, prestige, wealth and respect, the opposite of what I embody.  
 
    I’m an imposter, and my vile past is going to follow me wherever I go. What does Greyson see in me? I’m not my sister. I’ve said it before … she fits in this world in a way I never have or will. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you need to give me a statement,” the cop says as he follows me back into the house.  
 
    “Sasha, are you OK?” I ask as I squat down. 
 
    “I said you need to give me a statement.” Jerking my head to the side, I glare at the officer. 
 
    “You’re going to give me a minute to make sure my girlfriend’s all right.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Talk to him,” Sasha replies. She starts to stand, so I help her up, and she winces in pain.  
 
    “What’s hurting?” 
 
    “My wound. I’m OK, though.” 
 
    “Call for an ambulance,” I say to the cop. He unclips the radio on his hip. 
 
    “No, don’t,” Sasha insists. “I’m not that hurt.” I stare into her eyes to see if she’s telling the truth. “Please, Greyson. I’m OK,” she adds. Thinking of what could’ve happened if I hadn’t heard her screams, I hug her tightly.  
 
    “I’m going outside to answer the cop’s questions, but I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “I know. Go.” 
 
    I follow the officer out the door, and I’m pleased to see Rusty sitting in the police cruiser with no means of escape. I notice through the window that the fucker’s bleeding heavily.  
 
    All the anger that has built up inside me over what Sasha endured was released on Rusty’s face until Ellis tore me off him and called the cops.  
 
    I think I would’ve killed the asshole if he hadn’t, and I’d be the one sitting in that car right now. 
 
    While talking to the officer, I look down at my hands. They’re covered in blood, and I’m not sure if it’s only Rusty’s or mine, too. My knuckles and fingers hurt like a bitch. 
 
    “We have to get a statement from the woman, as well.”  
 
    I want to tell him to fuck off, but I know I can’t. 
 
    “Fine, come back inside.” He follows me into the house and approaches Sasha. Her arms are wrapped around her shaking body. 
 
    She’s trying to hold it together, but I see the pain and fear, and the hundred steps back this has already taken her.  
 
    I’m going to kill that sick bastard. I turn to head back out the door, but Ellis puts his hands on my chest as he’s walking inside. 
 
    “You’re not going out there. I know that look, and you’ve done enough damage to his face.” Grabbing my head, I growl. “Come with me to the kitchen,” he adds. “You can wash up there.” 
 
    Since Sasha’s still talking to the cop, I do as Ellis said and follow him. I no sooner have my hands under the water when Camilla comes in carrying Liam on one hip and Hercules on the other. She sets them down, and Liam drops to his knees to play with the puppy. 
 
    “What happened?” Camilla asks. 
 
    “Rusty showed up and forced his way inside. That’s all I know,” Ellis says. “I forgot to shut the damn gate after Greyson and Sasha arrived.” 
 
    “She said he came back for more money. What did Sasha mean by that?” 
 
    Ellis looks at me at the same time I glance at him. Shit. 
 
    “Rusty’s been here before,” Ellis says quietly. “He showed up here for money once, and I gave it to him so he wouldn’t go to the authorities about your past. It was before we worked that situation out.” 
 
    “You should’ve told me.” Damn, she looks pissed. 
 
    “I know, but I didn’t want you to worry.” 
 
    “Your selective honesty is growing old, Ellis. Real old.” After picking up Hercules, she takes Liam by the hand. “We’ll be in his room. He doesn’t need something else traumatizing him.”  
 
    Flipping her auburn hair back, she marches from the room with Liam trying to keep up. 
 
    “It seems like I can’t do a damn thing right with her.” 
 
    “I guess I can look forward to the same lecture,” I say as I grab several paper towels to dry my hands. “How is it Sasha knew Rusty had been here?” 
 
    “She ran into him the other day, and he told her.” 
 
    “Were you going to tell me this?” 
 
    “I didn’t see a need to.” 
 
    “You didn’t see a need to tell me she could be in danger?” 
 
    “We didn’t think he’d try anything else.” 
 
    “Where did she see him?” 
 
    “Thanks to you, I saw him at my old apartment,” Sasha says hatefully. I turn around, and she glares at me. “You sent Terrence there, but he didn’t know it was my old place, so he asked me to ride along. Well, guess who greeted me once we got there.” 
 
    “Sasha, I’m sorry. It never crossed my mind that Terrence might take you with him.” 
 
    “Did it ever cross your mind to tell me you were checking out the complex?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you after I had a chance to revitalize the property. I swear, I was going to tell you later.” 
 
    “I want to go home,” she spouts. “Ellis, I’m sorry I brought my past to your front door–again.” Her eyes wash with tears. “I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She runs from the room, and fuck our life right now. Fuck Rusty, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “The ice helped my wound. It’s better now,” I say to Greyson as he sits on the couch. The TV’s not on, and he seems deep in thought. “I want to snuggle with Hercules, so I’m going to sleep in the spare bedroom.”  
 
    Scratching the back of his head, Greyson blows out a breath and looks at me. 
 
    “I’m not the enemy, Sasha. Don’t lose sight of that.” 
 
    “I know, but I need space to think.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing you need. You’ll somehow convince yourself that what happened today was your fault, but it wasn’t. Your ex is a piece of shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, and that piece of shit could’ve hurt my family all because I once dated him. It disgusts me to even say those words.” Greyson’s in front of me fast, clutching my shoulders. 
 
    “Baby, don’t do this. Don’t retreat.” 
 
    “My past is never going to release me. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    “It will when you’re ready for it to. Once you stop doubting that you’re worth more than your past life, it will lose its power.” 
 
    Fighting my tears, I look away. “Maybe. Look, I’ll sleep in your bed, but only if Hercules can, too.” 
 
    “It’s our bed, Sasha. Our fucking bed, and yes, he can sleep with us, too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Hearing Hercules whine, I open my eyes. He’s off the bed and scratching at the door like he wants out. 
 
    “I’m getting up,” I groan. “Give me a minute, and I’ll take you outside.” As I sit up to slip some cotton shorts on, I hear voices, so I freeze to listen. 
 
    Greyson and a woman are exchanging words, but I can’t make out who she is. After I finish dressing and pick up Hercules, Greyson’s voice escalates, and I grow concerned.  
 
    I start down the hallway and recognize Theresa’s voice. Their conversation is heated, so I stop to listen. 
 
    “I said no, Greyson. This is absurd. I understand you’re a wealthy man, but there are some things money can’t buy, and I think this is a perfect opportunity for you to learn that valuable lesson. Now, hand over my parents’ dog.” 
 
    Gasping, I cover my mouth and instinctually pull Hercules closer to me. He whines again, wanting down, and now I know the reason why he was scratching at the door.  
 
    My eyes fill with tears as Greyson walks toward me down the hallway. He lifts his head, and as soon as his eyes meet my teary gaze, he stops. 
 
    “Sasha, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t. Don’t come near me.” I walk briskly past him to the foyer, and once Theresa sees us, her shoulders sink. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sasha. I never meant for any of this to happen. Greyson told me how attached you are to Snowflake.” 
 
    “Snowflake?” I let out a clipped laugh. “Of course he’d already have a name!” Holding Snowflake up, I give him a kiss on his dark, wet nose, which looks adorable against his white fur and the pink inside his ears. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m surprised, Snowflake. Nothing good lasts.” He licks at my face. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “Oh, Sasha,” Theresa says, “I want to hurt that boyfriend of yours for doing this to you. You make him go buy you a puppy, OK?” 
 
    “That’s not happening. See, he never wanted to buy me a dog in the first place, so why would I have him do it now?” 
 
    Sighing, she pulls me in for a hug before she slips out the door. Stunned, I stand stock-still and wonder how much worse the week will get.  
 
    Unable to take another second of the anger roaring inside me, I stomp down the hallway to our master bedroom. Greyson’s sitting on the bed, waiting for my wrath, so I march up to him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I couldn’t bring myself to do it. You were so happy.” 
 
    “Oh, so keeping me briefly happy was worth ripping my heart out later?” 
 
    “I tried to fix it, but she wouldn’t budge.” 
 
    “No shit, Greyson, and I can’t believe you thought she would.” 
 
    Lowering his head, he slides his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “I know. It was stupid of me. She was right to tell me no, and you’re right to hate me.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you. I’m angry and confused. I don’t know how to be in a relationship with you, and I need time to think about what that means for our future.”  
 
    Turning around, I stomp to the spare bedroom and slam the door. I’m upset over losing Hercules, but mainly, I’m pissed at Greyson for thinking I couldn’t handle the truth. 
 
    The door flings open, and he storms inside. His panicked eyes are watery, his face scarlet.  
 
    “You can’t say shit like that and walk away. Why don’t you know how to be in a relationship with me?” 
 
    I cross my arms. “Greyson, you dragged me off this bed by the ankles for oversleeping when I first moved in, yet now you’ll let me believe someone else’s dog is mine for two damn days because you don’t want to hurt my feelings. I can’t make sense of it.” 
 
    “That’s because when you moved in here, I didn’t love your stubborn Skittles ass, but now I do, so yeah, I’m going to do everything I can to make you happy.” 
 
    “OK, but ever since we got together, you’ve treated me like fragile glass that could shatter any moment. That’s entirely different than the expectations you set for me in the beginning, which sends me mixed signals about how capable you really think I am.  
 
    “How am I supposed to grow as a person if you control everything that happens around me? When I need you, I’ll tell you, like I did when we went to my therapy session. You don’t need to be overprotective.” 
 
    He strides closer and grimaces. “You want to talk about mixed signals? I thought you trusted me, but yesterday, I found this.” Squatting by the bed, Greyson reaches under it and removes a suitcase.  
 
    “Hercules sniffed it out for me, and what’s inside confirmed my worst fear; you don’t trust me. You’re hoarding food like I’m going to kick you to the curb at any moment.” 
 
    “Did it ever cross your mind that there could be another explanation for that food?” 
 
    Glancing down at the suitcase and back at me, he lifts his chin. “I can’t think of a single other reason you’d have this hidden under the bed.” 
 
    I clutch my hips. “The way you think you’re right about everything is annoying sometimes. For the record, I’ve been storing food in there to make homeless care packages, which are bags of items I can give to homeless people when I see them on the streets.  
 
    “I knew if I left it in the pantry, I’d either eat it, or Theresa wouldn’t see a need to restock the shelves.” I look away, feeling a touch guilty. “She thinks I want the single-serving items to take to work, but I put them in the suitcase instead.  
 
    “I didn’t think you’d care since you’re always trying to give me money and keep the pantry full.” I steal a glimpse of him. “Greyson, everything in there is for the homeless, not me.” 
 
    He drops the handle he’s been holding, and the large suitcase falls over, smacking the floor. 
 
    “I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions, but you don’t understand how out-of-my-mind desperate you make me feel. I’m terrified something or someone might take you away from me and ruin this oddly perfect relationship between us.” 
 
    “Why do you have to say nice things after you do stupid shit?” 
 
    Without warning, he grabs my face and slams his lips to mine. He forces his tongue inside, and I let him because even though I can’t explain it, I physically need his affection this second.  
 
    Our mouths are joined, his tongue probing every inch of mine. I whimper as I push my body against his. 
 
    He let’s my lips go and pleads, “Don’t hate me for what I did.” 
 
    “I don’t. Now, touch me.” Crashing his lips against mine again, he tugs at my shirt, and I lift my arms for him to pull it over my head. 
 
    His hands cup my breasts before he massages them and tugs on my already hardened nipples.  
 
    He groans into my mouth, and I whimper as we become more turned on by the second. Clenching my waist with his strong hands, he lays me back on the bed. 
 
    He wastes no time pulling off my tiny shorts, his shirt, and lastly his pajama pants. Yearning to feel him inside me, I stare at his stiff cock, and I’m desperate for him to ease this throbbing between my legs.  
 
    I open them wide for him, and without hesitation, he climbs over top of my body and drives into me, his back arching in the process as he locks his arms. 
 
    Moaning from the feel of his cock, we both sling our heads back. I’m lifting my pelvis, wanting to feel him deeper, needing him closer. 
 
    He pulls back and thrusts into me again, and desperate to feel us closer, too, he lowers himself onto my body and shoves his hands in my hair. 
 
    “I love you so damn much, and fuck, it feels insanely good to be inside you. I can’t get enough of it.” 
 
    “Me, either.” We kiss, and he does what he can to bury his cock deeper. With each thrust, he’s stroking my pussy, driving me closer to the edge, until I can’t hold on any longer.  
 
    “I’m going to come,” I say choppily before I free-fall into the abyss, the pleasure swallowing me up. He presses his head against the crook of my neck and pulses into me, and we can’t ever stop doing this.  
 
    This makes me feel desirable, normal and loved beyond comprehension, especially now that he’s lifted his head and is staring into my eyes with longing and affection.  
 
    “That was… I don’t have words for how incredible that was.” He presses his lips to mine and kisses me softly.  
 
    “Ladybug, all I’ve wanted is to make you happy, and I know I’ve screwed up trying, but it’s because your love’s not something I have control over, and I don’t want to lose it. It’s freaking me out, and I’m not thinking things through.” 
 
    “No one’s ever felt that way about me, but I guess I understand.” Pulling out of me, Greyson lies on his side, so I do the same to face him. 
 
    He cradles my cheek with his hand. “God, I love you. You think I’m only helping you, but you’re opening my eyes, too. Like the way you thought to make those bags for the homeless. With all the money I have, I could’ve been doing that for years now, and I never thought to.” 
 
    I grin as the idea of knowing I could make him better, too, elates me. 
 
    “After work, we’re buying you a puppy, and we’ll even get a rabbit, too.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I realized the last couple of days, and especially after seeing Hercules–I mean Snowflake, in the yard at Ellis’s, that our dog should have space to run and play. This penthouse wasn’t designed with pets in mind.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I feel like shit over what happened.” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll get a puppy one day … maybe.” 
 
    “One day for sure. I’m buying you a huge house with an amazing backyard, and then, we’re getting us a dog.” 
 
    I grin as my heart heals and my trust in him grows. Things are OK after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Camilla 
 
      
 
    I’ve just finished dressing when Ellis walks into our bedroom. 
 
    “The speech therapist is working with Liam in the study,” he says, “and Emma is in there, too, so she can learn how to help him and when it’s acceptable to correct him.” 
 
    “OK, I’ll check on them before I leave,” I say as I sit on the side of the bed to put on my shoes. 
 
    “I’m heading out to run an errand for work.”  
 
    I don’t reply. I should, but I’m frustrated that I’m running late for my internship after throwing up this morning. I’m so ready for that to stop. I’m also aggravated at Ellis for not telling me he gave Rusty money. 
 
    Sighing, he sits next to me. “I know you’re mad at me for a lot of reasons, but I’m still learning how to be in a relationship. I only kept Rusty a secret because I thought I was protecting you, but you’re strong enough to handle it, and I knew that, so I should’ve told you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    After getting my second shoe on, I sit up and look at him. 
 
    “Both of us kept secrets in the beginning, but we agreed we wouldn’t do it again, so it stops here. Understood?” 
 
    “Secrets for good surprises are OK, though, right?” 
 
    He’s incorrigible. “I guess for that reason they’re OK.” 
 
    He beams at me. “Great, I have to go now, and thank you for forgiving me.” 
 
    “You’re impossible not to forgive. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” He practically bounces from the room, and I need some of whatever put a pep in his step this morning. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I nibble on saltine crackers on the way to the food pantry. Once I’m parked and pick up my purse, I grab my bottle of ginger ale and stroll toward the door. 
 
    I’m tired today. Carrying three babies feels nothing like carrying one, and I’m a little older, too.  
 
    I’m fearful of managing it all, but Ellis is right; I’m strong, and I’ve handled a lot in my life. We can do this, and I’ll be relieved once we’re married. 
 
    I ring the buzzer at the back door of the brick building, and soon a worker lets me inside. Like a lot of the volunteers, Marsha’s retired and in her sixties. 
 
    “Good morning, Camilla. How are you today?” 
 
    “I’m OK. How are you?” 
 
    “Great.” I haven’t told anyone besides our family that I’m expecting. I worry the director will feel it’s too physically strenuous for me, and I don’t want to find another assignment for school. I love helping here, but I do wonder how long I can lift boxes and stock shelves. 
 
    “Someone’s waiting for you inside the pantry,” she says, grinning. Shit, did Ellis’s mother tell the director I’m pregnant? She’s so excited about the babies that I wouldn’t put it past her.  
 
    As I stroll down the hallway to the main room where those in need pick out their food items, I grow anxious, wondering what to expect. My stomach is churning, so I take a drink of my ginger ale. Hearing a recognizable laugh, I come to a stop and listen. 
 
    No way. I walk again, much faster this time, eager to see if it’s who I think it is, and walking into the room, I freeze. Ellis is standing at a table where we bag leftover baked goods from a local bakery.  
 
    He’s cracking jokes with three of the older male volunteers as he puts bagels in a clear bag. He’s in jeans and a navy t-shirt, tennis shoes even. Which planet’s alien took over my fiancé’s body?  
 
    As if he senses my presence, he glances to the door and gives me an unsure smile. I nod my head for him to come to me, so he walks over and rubs my arms. 
 
    “Care to explain?” 
 
    “This is one of those good surprises, so you can’t get mad.” 
 
    “OK. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m going to help at the pantry until you’re finished with your internship. I won’t get in your way. I just want to do all the heavy lifting for you.”  
 
    I swallow the instantaneous emotions welling up in my chest. They’re warming my heart like toasty mittens over cold hands. 
 
    “Ellis…” It’s all I can say as tears coat my eyes. 
 
    “Shit, don’t cry. Did I screw up again?” 
 
    Wrapping my arms around his waist, I press my cheek against his chest. 
 
    “No, you didn’t screw up. It’s the most special thing you’ve done for me since we met.” 
 
    “It is?”  
 
    I lean back and look up at him. “Yes. I love that you’re here. It’s something we can do together, and I won’t have to find another assignment. I’m so happy right now.”  
 
    He grins like he never has before, the smile reaching his alluring blue eyes.  
 
    “Wow,” I add. “You’ve given your mother four grandchildren, you’re doing charity work, and we’re letting her host birthday parties and a wedding. All this excitement’s going to give Estella a heart attack.” 
 
    “I never thought about that. I’m finally going to be in her good graces.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Ellis. This leaves me ecstatic.” 
 
    “I’m only going to work part-time, too, until the kids are older. Our family’s more important.” 
 
    “I think you deserve a reward soon, Mr. Burke.” 
 
    He winks, and his handsomeness makes my heart flutter.  
 
    “I agree, but it’ll have to wait. Joe and Harvey are showing me the ropes today.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You never cease to surprise me.” 
 
    “Only for you, my Rose. Only for you...” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Like he did the first time we waited at therapy, Greyson holds my hand as if he’ll never let it go. Since my last session went so well, I feel better about this one. 
 
    “Hey, look at me,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah, is everything OK?” 
 
    “Sweetie, relax. I’m good. I wanted to tell you not to worry so much while I’m back there. Work on your phone or something to take your mind off it.” I giggle. “And if you need to go pee, go pee. Don’t wet your pants trying to stay in your chair.” 
 
    Grinning, he kisses my cheek. “I went right before we left the office, so I’m good.” The door opens, and the same patient who was here two weeks ago exits, but there’s no man waiting for her this time. They exchange a few words before Katherine smiles at me. 
 
    “Sasha, are you ready?” 
 
    “Yep.” Giving Greyson’s hand one last squeeze, I smile at him and get up. We’ve grown much closer in the last week since our talk over the puppy fiasco. We’ve had sex every day and sometimes more than once.  
 
    We did it in his office and even in his car in the parking garage below the penthouse, all because we were too turned on to wait. We’re insatiable and don’t need a rabbit. We’re doing it like we are rabbits.  
 
    As I approach the door, Katherine gives me another warm smile, and it brings me back to the present. I walk ahead of her and into her office, but I wait to sit down until she’s inside and motioning toward the chairs. 
 
    “Have a seat.” Once she picks my chart up off her desk, she sits in her comfy floral chair across from me. “How are you today?” 
 
    “I’m good. Did you have a nice vacation?” I cross my legs since I’m still in my pink skirt I wore to work. 
 
    “I did, thank you. I celebrated the 4th of July in San Francisco with my brother and his family.” 
 
    “That’s nice. I’ve never been farther west.” 
 
    “Did you have a pleasant holiday?” 
 
    Recalling what happened with Rusty, I stiffen. 
 
    “Not really. My ex-boyfriend caused trouble for my family and me.” 
 
    “Would you like to talk about it?” 
 
    I look at her painting on the wall over her desk. It’s the one of the ocean and the chairs in the sand. 
 
    “My ex Rusty is bad news. He does drugs and doesn’t have a conscience. He’ll fight, steal, blackmail, and I believe he would’ve kidnapped me and held me for ransom last week if he could’ve pulled it off, but Greyson and his cousin stopped him. Rusty’s in jail, but I worry he’ll get out.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s eventful, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “He’s the one who encouraged me to shoot up heroine, and I hadn’t done that in years.” 
 
    “So, you used needles when you were younger?” 
 
    I uncross my legs, and noticing the tremor in my hands, I tuck them under my thighs at my sides. 
 
    “I didn’t do it; other people did it to me.” Katherine doesn’t respond. With a fading smile, she stares at me. I guess she’s giving me time to process, or maybe she doesn’t know what to say. Pushing back a strand of her white hair, which reminds me of Snowflake’s, she glances down at my chart. 
 
    “At our first session, you mentioned that you were abused. Is this part of the abuse you were referring to?” 
 
    “My parents hit me throughout my childhood, so I suffered some physical abuse, but that was tolerable compared to what happened when they would send me away.” 
 
    She gives me a curious look. “Where would they send you?” 
 
    “To their drug dealer’s home.” I avert my gaze, but I can’t get lost in the beautiful painting for safety. I don’t feel I deserve to.  
 
    My tears rush to the surface, and I remove my hands from beneath my thighs and wrap them around my waist.  
 
    “Sasha, let me remind you that we’ll do this at your pace. Only tell me what you’re comfortable sharing.” 
 
    “I’ve never told anyone about my past besides my sister, but after my first session with you, Greyson and I made progress. We’re closer, and I believe it’s partly because I came here. It made me stronger, and it was good for him to see that, so as hard as this is, I need to do it.” 
 
    She gives me a knowing smile, seeming to have pieced the puzzle together, and I’m glad she did that on her own. I don’t want to tell her how earth-shattering sex is with Greyson. 
 
    “Back to your parents… Why would they leave you with their drug dealer?” 
 
    “My mom and dad were addicts, too, and they reached a point where they couldn’t afford their drugs, so when I was twelve, they started having me go with their dealer for a few days at a time.” 
 
    I suck in a breath to delay my tears and to find the courage to say the truth; I was their currency, the payment for their drugs.  
 
    “They loaned me out to pay off their debts and to cover their next score. Maybe he would’ve killed us if they hadn’t. I want to believe that’s why they agreed to it.” 
 
    “Did this man abuse you?” Biting my lip, I nod and feel the first tears fall to my cheeks. “I imagine having to go with him was very scary and traumatic for you.”  
 
    Nodding again, I cover my face in shame as I wonder what vile images she’s imagining. “There are tissues to your left. If all else you do today is cry, that’s OK.” 
 
    Coughing, I reach for the Kleenex. I wipe my eyes and then grab another tissue to blow my nose. I think of Greyson waiting in the lobby, worrying about me, and I manage to regain my composure. 
 
    “Camilla would’ve helped me, but I didn’t know how to tell her for the longest time.” 
 
    Katherine looks down at my file.  
 
    “Camilla’s your sister. Do you mind telling me about her?” 
 
    “Along with being a supportive sibling, she’s an amazing mother. She was the angel who rescued me from hell. I can always count on her, and she sacrificed so much to provide for me all these years.  
 
    “I’d die for her since I know she would do the same for me. Actually, I did almost die for her. I was shot recently while trying to save her life.” 
 
    “Shot? As in by a gun?” Her bulging eyes and mouth agape make me smile for some strange reason.  
 
    “Yes. A man was obsessed with my sister and her fiancé’s family.” I shake my head. “It’s a long, complicated story, but basically, he tried to kidnap my nephew and was going to kill my sister, so I jumped in front of her to take the bullet. The man will be in prison for years.” 
 
    “That’s quite a traumatic experience. I imagine it has shaken you, too.” 
 
    “I thought I was handling it OK, but I dreamed about it the night before our first session. In my dream, he was about to pull the trigger, and I started screaming at him not to do it. The day it really happened, he didn’t know I was there, but I’d never been more scared in my life.” 
 
    “Would you say it was scarier than when you were sent away by your parents?” I’d never considered how one was worse than the other.  
 
    “Knowing I could lose my sister and nephew was scarier. I can’t imagine a life without them, but also, I was sober the day I was shot. I felt every bit of the fear and anguish, whereas when I went to the drug dealer’s home, Alonso’s, I knew I wouldn’t feel pain until the end. Only numbness, humiliation and shame.”  
 
    I sense the monster behind me once again, but this time, it’s as if his arms are stretched around me, pulling me back against his chest and squeezing me until I can’t breathe.  
 
    If there were a mirror before me, I’d see him there, his smugness and mockery. Every second I battle to breathe, the lobby where Greyson waits seems farther and farther away. The monster of humiliation and shame is dragging me. He’s pulling me back into the pit.  
 
    “Alonso would drug me once I arrived, and then he and his friends would sexually assault me. They wouldn’t feed me for two or three days, and I would only get sips of water. I was just”–the tears trail down my cheeks–“there.”  
 
    Twisting into a thousand knots, my gut betrays me, the pains stabbing in strength. Imaginary rope wraps around it, frayed and tight, and my lunch comes up for me to swallow back down.  
 
    No matter the pain my words create, I can’t stop them from coming out. “At best, I was an object, not a human being.” 
 
    My gaze is fixed to the wall. I can’t wipe my eyes or blow my nose or see the appalled look on Katherine’s face. I can’t leave behind the horrific years I’ve been transported back to. In some ways, being numb was easier. 
 
    I find it in myself to look at my therapist. “Alonso and his friends turned me into the addict I am today. The cowards kept me helpless so I couldn’t put up a fight, and they did this until there was no fight left inside me. I only wanted to die.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    Pacing in front of the door, my mind flip-flops between negatives and positives. Is Sasha’s session running over because it’s going well, or is it disastrous, and her therapist can’t let her leave? 
 
    No one else is in the lobby, so I’m guessing Sasha was the last appointment. Maybe that’s why her therapist is allowing it to run over, but I don’t think that’s how it works. It never did for me, anyway. 
 
    Feeling my phone buzz, I pull it from the pocket of my dress pants. 
 
    Camilla: How’s Sasha? I feel like something’s wrong. 
 
    Fuck no.  
 
    Me: Don’t say that. She’s running over in her session, so I’m already worried. 
 
    Camilla: I’m sorry. Message me as soon as you can. 
 
    Slipping my phone back in my pocket, I pace again. The door begins to open, so I step out of the way. Sasha’s therapist sticks her head out. 
 
    “I’m Katherine. You’re Greyson, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, is Sasha OK?” 
 
    “She’s ill. Can you come back with me please?” Nodding, I try to swallow, but my throat’s too dry. I briskly follow her down the hallway, and as we enter her office, she says, “Sasha vomited and is having a difficult time.” 
 
    The Sasha before me is not the one who was smiling at me less than two hours ago. She’s blotchy, shaking, and leaning over a small wastebasket. 
 
    Hurrying to her side, I hold her hair back and spot the vomit in the trash can. She gags between cries but doesn’t throw up again. 
 
    “What the hell happened to her? This was supposed to be a safe place for her to talk.” 
 
    “This is a safe place, but sometimes the process is difficult and stirs up painful emotions and memories.” 
 
    “I wanna go home,” Sasha mumbles before she sits up. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Katherine pulls the bag of vomit out from inside the can.  
 
    “You can take the wastebasket with you,” she says before she picks up Sasha’s purse by her chair and hands it to me. 
 
    “Come on, baby. Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    “I have an opening Tuesday. I think if Sasha feels up to it, she should come in sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I’ll call you Monday.” 
 
    “I’ll hold the spot until I hear from you.” 
 
    I walk my girl out of the building while her body calls the shots. She’s convulsing, and I don’t know what I can do to help her.  
 
    We reach the car, and straightening, she starts looking all around us while sucking in short breaths between her sobs. 
 
    “What if they’re here? What if they found me?” 
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
    “The mean men. Or, what if Rusty tries to take me?” Setting the wastebasket and her purse on the ground, I turn her to face me. I cup her cheeks and bring her closer. 
 
    “Look at me, Sasha. I will not let anyone hurt you. I stopped him before, and I’ll do it again if need be. My purpose in life is to love and protect you. Got it?”  
 
    Squeezing her eyes shut, she sobs, and my heart splinters in two. I pull her to my chest and hold her there, but it does nothing to console her, so I shift us enough to open the passenger door of the Wraith.  
 
    Helping her inside, I buckle her seatbelt and place the wastebasket and her purse in the backseat. “Do you think you’ll be sick again?” 
 
    Her head falls back, and she shakes it to tell me no. Her eyes close and mouth parts, and it’s as if she’s mentally and physically depleted. What the fuck happened inside that room? 
 
    I drive as fast as I can to get home. Managing to pull her legs up, Sasha curls into a ball and rests her head against the passenger window. 
 
    The shaking eases to trembling, and her wailing lessens to weeping, but the agony is evident in her appearance, and I want to kill someone for it. Anyone will do, but I’d especially like to get my hands on the sick bastards who broke my beautiful girl. 
 
    I slam my fist on the steering wheel, causing Sasha to jump. I grab her hand and squeeze it. 
 
    “I’m sorry I scared you. I’m furious at who did this to you.” My words make her sob again, and fuck, what am I supposed to do? 
 
    Once at the penthouse, I help her inside. Her blotchy skin is paler, and she’s shivering. 
 
    “Do you want to sit on the couch or lie down?” 
 
    “Lie down. Will you stay with me?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She walks ahead of me to the master bedroom, and after kicking off her heels, she begins undressing.  
 
    I go to my dresser and find one of my t-shirts, thinking it might comfort her. I hand it over, and she puts it on before climbing into bed. 
 
    She pulls the sheet over her, and the comforter next, so figuring I’ll be hot, I strip down to my boxer briefs and get in next to her. She’s turned away in a ball, and the second I spoon with her, she weeps. 
 
    “I’m so cold.” 
 
    “You should warm up in a minute.” I pull her farther back against me, but she tenses, seeming torn as to whether it’s safe to be close to me, and I hate it. 
 
    “Shh … I won’t hurt you, baby. I only want to help.” 
 
    “You can’t help me. No one can now.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. Today was hard, but tomorrow will be better, and I’ll be right there with you to tackle it.” 
 
    “But the monster’s back.” She sheds more tears, and I clench my eyes shut, wishing it could temporarily deafen me. The sounds of her pain are too gut-wrenching to hear.  
 
    I stroke her hair and hold her, but how her body convulses against mine worries me. The hair on her arms is standing up, and I have to try something, anything, to make her feel better. 
 
    “I’m freezing. I can’t get warm,” she says. I sit up and start to get out of bed, but feeling her roll over fast, I look back at her. 
 
    “I’m going to run you a bath. Maybe it will help.” Jerking up, she digs her nails into my bicep, and panic widens her puffy eyes. 
 
    “No! Don’t put me in the freezing water. Please, Greyson, don’t! I’m begging you.”  
 
    “I meant a hot bath. Damn, I’d never put you in cold water.” Pulling her nails and fingers from my arm, I lie down and face her. 
 
    “What happened to you, Ladybug? Why do you think I’d do that to you?” Her eyes seal shut, and her fucking pain. God, I can’t take it. 
 
    “They did it. They put me in the freezing bath water.” 
 
    “Who’s they? The men who hurt you when you were younger? Your parents?” 
 
    “The men … Alonso’s friends. They did it to clean me and–and to wake me up from the drugged state they’d put me in.”  
 
    Burying her face against my chest, she grips my body like she’s grounding herself to the present because the past is terrifying. A hell on earth.  
 
    “They did it every time–before I went back home. Every time, Greyson, they stuck me in an ice bath.” 
 
    “Fucking Christ.” Cradling her head, I press kisses all over it to show her I’m here for her, but I know it’s not enough to stop the pain. The pain she’s now given me to share with her. 
 
    “I want to be numb again. Please, Greyson, make it go away. Please, please, give me the needle.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Sitting up in bed, I press my palms to my eyes and takes a deep breath. I could make it all go away. I could make it go away for the both of us.  
 
    God, I want to make her agony disappear more than I’ve wanted anything in my life. Shit, we’re in trouble. I twist my torso to look down at her.  
 
    “Sasha, I have to call Camilla to come over here. I’m gonna do something really fucked up if I don’t.” 
 
    She clings to my arm again. “No, please don’t. She’ll worry, and if it hurts the babies, it’ll be my fault. I can’t carry any more guilt. Please, you can find a way make it go away. At least give me alcohol. You drink.” 
 
    “I’m different, and I’m calling Ellis.” Leaning over the bed, I find my phone in the pocket of my pants and dial his number. Sasha’s sobbing beside me the entire time, and I’m close to losing my shit. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Cuz, I need you over here now and Camilla, too. I know it’s getting late, but I’m begging here.” 
 
    “I’ll have Beatrice come over right away. Is Sasha upset?” 
 
    “You have no idea, and if you don’t want to find us both with needles in our arms, then I need you to get the fuck over here to stop me. I’ll do anything to rid her of this torture.” 
 
    “Shit, Greyson, we’ll be there. Stay put.” Tossing my phone on the floor, I lie back down with Sasha and pull her to my chest. 
 
    “Those men can’t hurt you anymore. What you’re thinking about isn’t happening now. You’re safe with me and always will be.” 
 
    “The water. I’m so cold.” 
 
    “There’s no water. You’re in our warm bed, but I’ll get you more blankets.” Not remembering what fucking closet they’re in, I run to the spare bedroom and yank off the comforter and sheets, and after dragging them back to our room, I pile them on top of her. 
 
    “This should warm you up.” Sasha looks like a helpless child beneath the mounds of blankets. Recalling that Ellis and Camilla are coming over, I put on some shorts and text Ellis the code to access the elevator. 
 
    “Keep it together, you weak fuck,” I whisper to myself before I get back in bed and wrap her in my arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Camilla 
 
      
 
    “I shouldn’t have told you what he said,” Ellis mutters, shaking his head as we ride in the elevator up to Greyson’s. 
 
    “No, we agreed no more secrets, and it’s better that I’m prepared for what we could face. She hasn’t talked about it in over ten years, so I was worried this would be the outcome.” 
 
    Slipping an arm around my waist, Ellis pulls me to his side. 
 
    “If you get too worked up, we’re leaving.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right.” The elevator doors open, and Ellis and I walk across the hall to Greyson’s penthouse. I turn the handle, and it’s unlocked, so we step inside. 
 
    “Greyson,” Ellis calls out. I hear noises down the hall before Greyson walks toward us, pulling a t-shirt on over his head. I cover my mouth when I see him up close. He’s been crying. His eyes are puffy and red, his face, too. 
 
    “Are you OK?” I ask. 
 
    He starts to cry, so he coughs and looks away. 
 
    “No, I’m not, and she’s really not OK. You should’ve fucking told me what happened to her.” Scratching the back of his head, he looks back at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I should’ve been more prepared to help her. I don’t know how she’s going to come back from this.” 
 
    I step closer and squeeze his arm. “It wasn’t my story to tell. I knew if she trusted you, the truth would come out.” 
 
    “She only told me one fucking thing, but it was enough to make me see all of it. Every. Fucking. Part.” He cries, and shit, I don’t know what to do. He wipes his eyes. “Will you please go see her? I need a minute.” 
 
    “Of course.” Kissing his cheek, I give Ellis a look, relaying for him to please help his cousin.  
 
    I head down the hall to see my sister, and when I walk inside the bedroom, I spot the largest pile of blankets on the bed. I’m not sure if she’s beneath them, so I pad to it, worrying I’ll wake her.  
 
    I see her brown hair peeking out from the covers. “Sasha, are you awake?” Rolling over, she gradually opens her eyes. Her body’s limp, and there’s no expression on her face.  
 
    I only see her swollen brown eyes staring back at me. Taking off my shoes, I climb in bed and get beneath the blankets, too. I move wet hair from her face and cradle her cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I hope you know I’d take it all away if I could.” She gives a faint nod. “You’re brave, Sasha. So damn brave.” 
 
    “I don’t feel brave.” She coughs to clear her hoarse voice. “I feel weak and ruined.” 
 
    “You’re neither of those things. Acknowledging your past, and the pain it created, shows strength and a step in the right direction. Tell it goodbye, sweetheart, and move forward. No, actually, tell the past to fuck off.”  
 
    I let out a short laugh, and she can’t help but smile. “Oh, my gosh, you’re smiling at me. I’m not an annoying sister after all.” 
 
    Scooting close to me, she hooks her arm around my waist and presses her head against my chest. 
 
    “You’re the best sister,” she mumbles. “Maybe I lived through that horror to have the chance to save you and Liam from Christopher.” 
 
    “No, you lived through that nightmare because you’re worthy of love and respect. You’re worthy of the amazing life that heartbroken man out there wants to give you. Look up here.” 
 
    Moving back to her side of the bed, she stares at me. 
 
    “He’s feeling your pain. I mean, feeling your pain. I think Greyson would sell his soul if it would heal you, and there’s not a love greater than that.” 
 
    “I’m hurting him,” she murmurs. 
 
    “No, this isn’t your fault, but let him help, and don’t give up. Try to work through it.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” She touches my belly and smiles. “I want to be a good aunt to the babies and Liam.” 
 
    “How could you not be after all the babysitting you’ll be doing.” 
 
    She giggles, and thank you, God. 
 
    “Don’t tell Greyson we’re going to babysit a lot. He’s stressed out enough.” 
 
    “My lips are sealed. Let’s talk about the wedding. What color dress would you like to wear? We have to tell Estella ASAP so they can coordinate the flowers and other decorations. She’s calling me an average of six times per day right now.” 
 
    Smiling, Sasha looks at the wall across from us to think, and I won’t leave this room until I’m sure her hope is restored. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “You need to get to a meeting, and Sasha, too,” Ellis says as we sit on my sofa. Only a small amount of light is coming in through the window, and other than the faint and brief sounds of Camilla’s voice I hear every few minutes or so, it’s quiet.  
 
    “I know, but I can’t leave her, and she sure as hell is in no shape to go anywhere.” 
 
    “You have to give me your word, Greyson. Promise me you won’t do anything rash or foolish. You can’t throw away years of sobriety. You can’t cost Sasha hers, either.” 
 
    I scrub my face. “Do you think I don’t realize the consequences of those actions? It’s why I called you.” 
 
    “I know, but you’re not able to go to a meeting.” 
 
    “I will tomorrow.” 
 
    “What about calling your sponsor?” 
 
    “I could, but I feel better talking to you. I was praying Camilla could get through to Sasha, to bring her back from the hell she’s been transported to. I’m not able, and it pisses me off.” 
 
    “You haven’t been together long. She’s had a lifetime to trust her sister.” 
 
    “I guess. Maybe the fact she’s telling me anything is progress.” Camilla walks into the room, so I stand. 
 
    “She’s better and wants to see you.” Swallowing the lump in my throat, I go to Camilla and hug her. “Thank you.” I turn back to Ellis. “Thank you, too.” 
 
    “Promise me that if you feel that way again, you’ll call me or your sponsor.” 
 
    “I promise.”  
 
    He walks over to me and grips my shoulder. “It’ll be all right. We’ll show ourselves out.” Nodding at him, I stride down the hallway and stop when I reach my bedroom door.  
 
    Fear consumes me as I try to prepare myself for how Sasha may be. I have to be strong enough for the both of us.  
 
    She’s counting on me, and pumping us both full of drugs would only be a temporary fix. In the end, it would ruin our chance at a future together. I know it, and I have to remember that a brief high isn’t worth a lifetime without her. 
 
    I push open the cracked door and walk to the bed. Sasha is still swaddled in blankets as she stares at the ceiling. She turns her head to look at me and smiles. My girl actually gives me a faint smile. 
 
    “Fuck, Ladybug. I’ve been so worried about you.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry I scared you.” She sits up and messes with her unruly waves. “I’m hungry.”  
 
    Hopping on the bed, I lean over and give her a swift kiss.  
 
    “I never thought I’d say this, but it’s a relief to hear those words leave your mouth. What will it be? Pizza? Tacos? Whatever you want is what we’re having.” 
 
    “Can we get lots of things delivered and watch movies in bed?” 
 
    “You got it.” I start to get up.  
 
    “Greyson, thank you for being here for me. I’m going to keep trying to do better, OK?” 
 
    I pull her head to me and kiss it. “You’re already perfect in my eyes, and I’ll be right by your side every single day until you believe it, too.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Waking up, I stretch and roll toward the window. Like most days in the year, the sun is shining. The blue sky is allowing the bright light to filter in between the curtains.  
 
    I remember the darkness of yesterday and how Camilla and Greyson grabbed hold of me and pulled me out of the pit before the monster of humiliation and shame could swallow me up completely.  
 
    Those who love me won the tug-of-war. Maybe one day soon, I’ll feel like I won, too. 
 
    Greyson turns toward me in bed and wraps his arm around my waist. I feel him grow hard against my ass before he abruptly pulls his pelvis back away from me.  
 
    Is he reverting to how he was before we had sex, where he thinks we can’t mess around because of my history? Or, is he only giving me space because it’s too soon after yesterday?  
 
    He’s thoughtful and loving with me, and I’m grateful for that, but I need normalcy now more than ever. I need to feel his desire like I did before he heard some of the gruesome details of my past. 
 
    I turn over in bed to face him. He’s already staring in my direction, and from the crease in his forehead, I see he’s thinking. 
 
    “Good morning,” I say with a smile. 
 
    “Morning, Ladybug. How are you today?” 
 
    “Better than I expected. I think the binge eating and movie watching from last night helped.” I giggle and move closer, pressing my body against his. He kisses my forehead, but the second I feel his cock stiffening further, he scoots back. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but my body likes how you feel against it this morning.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I need to feel close to you right now.” I reach my hand between us and stroke him through his boxers. Hissing, he closes his eyes. 
 
    “Shit, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, please make love to me.” I press my lips to his chest, and in seconds, he’s rolling me onto my back. His open-mouth kisses down my throat incite the all-too-familiar throbbing between my legs, so I open them, allowing him to fill the space between.  
 
    Lifting the t-shirt I’m wearing, he tugs on it until we get it over my head. He tosses it aside and trails his fingers down my belly before slipping them inside my panties.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so warm and already drenched.” 
 
    “And it will only ever happen with you. Maybe it’s forward of me to tell you this, but I don’t want to be with anyone else for the rest of my life.” Setting back on his legs, he pulls my panties off and tosses them aside.  
 
    “You really mean that?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good to hear since I don’t plan on giving it to anyone but you for the rest of our lives.” He winks, and I get butterflies over the sight of him.  
 
    His fit body, hard cock snug in his boxer briefs, and his blond hair in disarray makes me swoon. How did I get with someone who’s both hot and sweet? 
 
    Falling back over, he swirls his tongue around my nipple before he nips at it several times. He does the same to the other one while I grip the back of his hair.  
 
    He moves his lips down my stomach, and down and down again, until I’m pushing his head between my legs. 
 
    “Please, put your mouth on me.” 
 
    Growling, he buries his face against my pussy and licks me, the intense pleasure unyielding. I’m arching against him and tugging on his mussed-up hair. He flicks at my clit until I’m unraveling against his mouth and feel utterly spent. 
 
    Dropping my arms to my sides, I bask in the afterglow as he removes his boxer briefs. He lies on top of me and gives kisses to my cheek and ear before he slides his cock right into me.  
 
    He presses his head against my neck, and I hook my arms around his back to bring him closer. We’re hot, our breathing uneven, but we’re like one being, in sync and fusing together.  
 
    He whispers, “I love you” in my ear as he moves forward and back, in and out, languidly and gently, making love to me the way I need him to today. “I love you,” he whispers again,” this time more strenuously as the sensations take over the both of us. I know he won’t hold on long as my muscles squeeze on his shaft.  
 
    It’s rubbing the front of my pussy at just the right speed, and I lose control again, coming against him.  
 
    He freezes, and as still as we are, I feel the pulsing of his cock deep inside me. I’ve never felt closer to anyone. 
 
    His body relaxes further against mine, pushing the air up out of my chest, but I manage to breathe since I don’t want him to move. He’s another blanket keeping me safe and warm.  
 
    Did he mean what he said about being with me for the rest of his life? Maybe I shouldn’t have confessed my feelings. Perhaps it was too soon, but after all he’s done for me, he deserved to know. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m unsure if it’s a good time to tell you this or not, but I’m hoping it will ease your mind,” Camilla says as we look at dresses in a bridal shop.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Ellis found out Christopher agreed to a plea deal, which is good news in my opinion. None of us will have to speak at a trial, and although he’s getting a lesser sentence, the fact he murdered Tony, shot you and tried to kidnap Liam means he still won’t be released until he’s elderly. It’s possible he could even die in prison.”  
 
    I keep looking through the rack of dresses, and she adds, “I worried that telling you would stir up more unpleasant memories, but on the other hand, I thought it might be a relief to hear.” 
 
    “It is a relief. Greyson told me Ellis also found out that Rusty’s going to jail for several years since he violated probation for the umpteenth time. That’s good news, too.” I hold up a chiffon dress to show her.  
 
    “How do you feel about this pale pink one? I love the heart-shaped bodice and how it’s strapless. Do you think the long length keeps it elegant enough for a wedding? Particularly a Burke wedding?” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, but I want you pick a dress because you love it, not because you feel you have to impress the Burkes and their friends.” 
 
    “The color reminds me of the pink magnolia trees in your yard. They’re not abundant here like they are in South Carolina. I miss them sometimes.” 
 
    “You should try it on.”  
 
    “I think I will.” I flip through the long, horizontal rack to be sure I didn’t miss something I might like. I feel Camilla’s eyes on me, so I look to my right where she’s standing. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She’s biting her lip. “I know this isn’t the place to discuss it, but you haven’t breathed a word about what happened yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m handling it now.” I fold the dress over my arm. “Look, I’m sorry. As soon as you got in the car today, I should’ve thanked you again for coming over yesterday. Our talk really helped me. I guess I’m trying to move on like you said I should do.” 
 
    “I did say that, but at the same time, I don’t want you to mentally block out the fact it happened.” 
 
    “I’m not. Greyson and I talked about it a little last night while we watched movies and binged on unhealthy food, and we discussed it again this morning after we made love.” I grin, and she covers her ears. 
 
    “OK, it sounds like you’re feeling better, but I want to remind you that you can talk to me about your therapy.” 
 
    “I know”–I hold up the dress again and grin–“and that’s why I’m willing to wear this as I stand before a bunch of pretentious people I don’t know next Saturday.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot to ask of you right now, and you have to meet Greyson’s family, too.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I’m excited about your wedding and the birthday party. It’s going to be an amazing day. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    Sasha places her hand on my knee to still it. I’ve been tapping my foot fast, and I’m guessing it’s bugging her. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to sit through the session with me?” 
 
    “Yes, I’d rather be inside with you than out here, worrying that you’re upset and need me. Do you still want me to go in with you?” 
 
    “Yes, very much so.” 
 
    I watch a woman’s young son take a drink from the water fountain for the tenth time, and Sasha and I have only been here for fifteen minutes.  
 
    If the kid doesn’t contract a virus, it’ll be a miracle since he keeps putting his mouth over the entire nozzle. 
 
    The door opens, and Mrs. Bower exits with a young man who looks about my age. The kid across from us runs to him from the water fountain and wraps his arms around the man’s legs. 
 
    “Daddy, Daddy,” he says as the guy attempts to talk to Sasha’s therapist. I shake my head as I imagine Ellis with three kids the same damn age, along with Liam, all trying to drink from a germ-infested water fountain. I need a hazmat suit for when those little shits arrive. 
 
    “Sasha, are you ready?” Mrs. Bower asks. I stand up after my girl and follow her to the door. 
 
    “If it’s OK, Greyson’s going to sit in on my session today.” Her therapist looks at me and gives a hesitant smile. I imagine she’s wondering if I’m going to bark at her again. 
 
    “As long as you’re both comfortable with it, that’s perfectly fine.”  
 
    Sasha nods and starts down the hallway, so I follow her. Once Mrs. Bower enters her office, she motions toward two chairs. Sasha takes the one closest to the door, so I sit in the other one. 
 
    “Our introduction was brief the last visit, so I want to properly introduce myself. I’m Mrs. Katherine Bower, but you can call me Katherine.” 
 
    I stand and stretch my hand out to shake hers. 
 
    “Greyson Burke.”  
 
    As Katherine looks through a file in her lap, I tap my foot again. 
 
    “Sasha, you look like you’re feeling better.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Can I ask why you decided to have Mr. Burke join us today?” 
 
    “There are a couple of reasons. First, I wanted him to see that you’re kind to me while I’m here so he’ll worry less, and second, I want him to better understand my story. I put him through a lot the other day, and it was partly due to how little I’d told him.” 
 
    Sasha turns her head to face me. “I don’t think he should know all the details of my past, but he needs to understand how it’s made me the person I am today.” 
 
    “How do you feel about sitting in on her session, Mr. Burke?”  
 
    I take hold of Sasha’s hand. “She was in bad shape after we left here. I felt blindsided since I had no idea what she’d disclosed to you. I know I can’t be in every one of her sessions, but I felt she could use my support today since it’s so soon after the last visit. I want to be here for her.” 
 
    “You sound very supportive of Sasha.” 
 
    “He is supportive. He’s also hardworking, smart and responsible. I can’t say it enough; all that he teaches me makes me a better person.” 
 
    Katherine stares at Sasha, then me, and back to Sasha again. 
 
    “Sasha, since our first session, I’ve noticed that you give a great deal of credit to Mr. Burke. Do you ever acknowledge your many accomplishments as your own?” She holds her hand out, and I’m damn curious where she’s going with this. 
 
    “It’s obvious Mr. Burke is loving and wants what’s best for you, and you said he’s given you a great deal of support and guidance, but I feel it’s important for you to recognize your own abilities and admirable qualities and not become heavily dependent on a partner.” 
 
    “I tell Sasha all the time that she should think more of herself, but she doesn’t listen.” 
 
    “Mr. Burke, someone who’s been made to feel worthless, especially throughout childhood, is unlikely to take your word for it or accept it at face value.  
 
    “Sasha needs to trust her judgment, and that can only happen if she’s able to make her own decisions and see the successes and failures that come from those choices.  
 
    “For example, you can tell her a thousand times a day that she can handle a difficult situation, but until she’s allowed to do that several times on her own, she has no reason to believe it.” She pauses, and I make sense of what she said. 
 
    “Your ability to give her opportunities in life is wonderful, but if Sasha becomes dependent on you, which is an entirely different thing, then she’s also at your mercy. 
 
    “Instead of learning to trust in herself, she’ll be relying on you to run her life and keep her happy. That means she’ll also fear that you might take away that life and happiness. That leaves Sasha right where she was before meeting you.”  
 
    “But I’m not going anywhere. I love her.” 
 
    She smirks. “Face value, Mr. Burke. Wouldn’t you rather know Sasha believes that statement because she thinks she’s deserving of your love and trusts her own judgment about you?”  
 
    “Damn, you’re good, and I understand this is important, but shouldn’t we be talking about what Sasha’s been through?” I ask. 
 
    “What do you think, Sasha?” 
 
    “After the other day, I believe it’s best to do that in small doses. I can’t change what happened to me years ago, but I can change my negative thoughts and behaviors the past created. I feel like we started that process today.” 
 
    “And I feel like I’m being told I suck as a boyfriend and need to give you more space to make your own decisions.” 
 
    “That’s because you are being told that,” Sasha says before giggling. Leaning over, she kisses my cheek. “That was a joke. I love you.” 
 
    “I suggest you continue giving Sasha support, love and honesty, and Sasha, along with giving Mr. Burke those things in return, I suggest you keep an open line of communication and tell him when you need his guidance.” 
 
    “How did this turn into couples therapy?” I ask, “and isn’t that a bad sign?” 
 
    “Attending therapy doesn’t mean your relationship is in trouble. Look at it as being proactive. If you’re truly in it for the long haul, you need to nurture your relationship, and that’s what you did today.” 
 
    This lady’s too formal, but she does know her shit. I’ll do anything she says if it’ll benefit Sasha and make us a stronger couple.  
 
    I’m going to let my girl know soon how serious I am about being in it for the long haul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for going to counseling with me,” I say to Greyson as we eat Chinese takeout on the sofa. Theresa’s been caring for her ailing mother, so we’ve been eating out more than usual. 
 
    “Don’t thank me. I obviously needed the session.” 
 
    “We weren’t trying to pick on you.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m frustrated with myself. I feel like I’m failing you at a time when you need me the most. Or, maybe you don’t need me.” He shakes his head. “I mean, my help. Maybe you don’t need it like I thought you did.” 
 
    Clutching his wrist, I stare into his eyes.  
 
    “That’s not true at all. I do need your support, but I also need to handle some responsibilities on my own to prove to myself that I’m capable.  
 
    “Like when you wanted to make my appointment for me with Katherine. It was thoughtful, and it didn’t seem like a big deal to you, but for a girl who’s never been responsible in her life, completing those little tasks are huge for my self-esteem.  
 
    “It felt good to make the appointment. Katherine was only trying to help by pointing that out.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Setting both of our boxes of noodles on the coffee table, I scoot closer to him. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad for helping me. After I opened up to Katherine about my past, I needed you like I’ve never needed anyone. You were who I wanted to comfort me, and you stepped up in a way a lot of men couldn’t if faced with the same uncomfortable situation.  
 
    “You said you felt blindsided that day. Would it help for you to know more about what happened to me?” 
 
    “I want to know more but only so I don’t do something that may trigger bad memories for you. I don’t think it would be wise for me to know all the gritty details.  
 
    “I fear it could land me in prison after I hunted those men down and put bullets in their brains.”  
 
    “Yeah, I need you with me, not behind bars.” 
 
    Greyson shifts to better face me, but he struggles to maintain eye contact.  
 
    “You were terrified I was going to put you in freezing water that day. Do baths and cool showers act as a trigger for you?” 
 
    “Yes, and I don’t take baths, but it doesn’t mean I couldn’t one day. I enjoy having sex with you, and that’s something I never believed was possible with a man, so maybe I’ll be able to enjoy sharing a bath with you or time in a hot tub.” 
 
    Greyson smiles. “I’d like that, but I don’t want to push you or surprise you with something that’s a trigger. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Alonso was the main dealer for my parents. He had three or four friends, couriers I guess you’d call them, who were always at the house when I was there.”  
 
    His hands start to fist, so I thread our fingers together. Greyson gazes at me, and I see the pain and trepidation in hearing what I may say next.  
 
    “They loved to play poker. When I would come in and out of consciousness, while they had me drugged up, I’d hear poker chips clanking and cards shuffling, along with that splitting sound of someone breaking the deck. 
 
    “It would startle me, so when I hear those noises, it creates a negative reaction. If you like to play poker, would you mind not playing it at our place?” 
 
    “Would I mind?” He yanks his hand free and slides it into my hair. “I don’t think you understand what I’d give up for you. After hearing what you told me, I’d never play cards around you.”  
 
    He brandishes a boyish grin. “Besides, everyone always beats my ass at poker, so I don’t like to play. I’m not fond of engaging in things I’m not good at.” 
 
    I sigh. “You’re adorable.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “They’re small things I can handle. Look, what I went through was horrible, but thankfully, I wasn’t fully coherent for all of it. Yes, the addiction those men created in me screwed up my life for years, but had I not gone through what I did, Camilla and I wouldn’t have found you and Ellis, and we wouldn’t have Liam.” 
 
    “Never say that. I’m not worth all that you were forced to endure. Never could I be enough to justify what those vile men stole from you.” 
 
    “You’re worth it to me, and that’s why I’m going to be OK. It was worth it to have found you.” 
 
    “Actually, I found you, Ladybug. I’m the one who carried you out of that shithole apartment, and I was never the same afterward. I had to see you the next day to know you were all right.  
 
    “The pull was that strong, and as soon as I witnessed you downing Pixie Stix powder while bopping around my house to pop music, I wanted you to be mine. It just took me a while to find the courage to make it happen.” 
 
    “I’ve always thought it was Ellis who carried me out of there. That means you saw me at my worst.” 
 
    “I saw someone who needed help, and once I felt you in my arms, I wanted that help to come from me.” 
 
    “I love you. I love you so dang much.” I sling my arms around his neck, and he falls back on the sofa. I kiss him, touch him and show him all the appreciation I can for saving my life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “This is your parents’ home?” I ask Greyson as we pull into a long, paved driveway about forty minutes outside of Denver. 
 
    “Yep, and hundreds of acres stretch on behind it. It’s a gold mine since available property is so scarce in the state.” 
 
    “You said it was a ranch-style home. It’s more like four homes attached to one another, and the big front yard and trees remind me of the south.” 
 
    “I thought you’d like the place.” 
 
    “I love it.” The Burkes’ home is made of grey and brown stone, but it’s the accents that make it beautiful and unique.  
 
    There are wooden beams in various locations to add a rustic cabin feel, and some of the windows are designed in unusual shapes like ovals and triangles.  
 
    The front porch light fixtures look like old-fashioned lanterns, and I want to get closer to examine them. 
 
    Greyson takes hold of my sweaty hand as I stare at the mansion. 
 
    “Once we get our things out of the car, I’m moving it into my parents’ garage. The property’s going to be cramped once everyone arrives, and I refuse to park the Wraith in the grass.”  
 
    “I’m so nervous about today and meeting your parents.” Pulling my hand free, I rub my palms on my yellow sundress. 
 
    “For the hundredth time this morning, don’t be nervous.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say. You know almost everyone who’s attending.” 
 
    As I get out of the vehicle, a pretty, young woman in a dressy white tank top and black capris exits the front door and scampers down the few steps on the stone porch. She’s beautiful, and I’ve seen her in photos at home. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Aspen, and you must be Sasha,” she says before she sticks out her hand that’s dainty and slender like the rest of her. 
 
    “Yes, hi.” 
 
    She covers her chest. “I’m sorry. I guess I should’ve said more. I’m Greyson’s sister-in-law, Lawrence’s wife.” 
 
    “Right. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I thought I could help you with your things. Mary Ann has a room set up for you and Camilla to get ready in, and I heard Aunt Estella say something about the stylist arriving shortly to do your hair. 
 
    “I’ve never had my hair done outside of a salon before.” 
 
    Aspen rolls her eyes. “Trust me, when you’re new to this family, you’ll say never have I often. The Burkes keep things interesting.” She leans in and murmurs, “They like to run the show, so I’ve learned to roll with it and let them plan things how they want.” 
 
    “Don’t scare her off before she even meets the family,” Greyson says as he comes around the car carrying his tux and a small suitcase we packed to stay the night. 
 
    Leaning into Aspen, he gives her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Where are my brother and Ellis?” 
 
    “Lawrence is in the study with Ron and James, and Ellis and Camilla haven’t arrived yet, but they’re on their way.” Aspen snickers. “Estella’s already called them three times.” 
 
    “Camilla’s not in the house?” I ask, grimacing. “I told her she wasn’t supposed to see the groom on her wedding day. If she’d stayed with us last night, she’d be here right now.” 
 
    Aspen puts her hands on her hips. “What was her response to that?” 
 
    “She said, ‘Well, I wasn’t supposed to have three babies in my belly on my wedding day, either.’ ” Greyson and Aspen laugh, and I can’t help but join in. 
 
    “Aspen, would you help Sasha out?” 
 
    “Sure.” Smiling at me, she tucks a strand of her shoulder-length hair behind her ear. It’s light brown like mine but shorter.  
 
    “Thank you.” I open the rear passenger door and hand her my dress that’s hanging inside. After grabbing a bag I packed and my purse, I follow her and Greyson to the door.  
 
    The wedding starts at two, and it’s only ten in the morning, yet Greyson’s mom insisted we arrive this early. Maybe that’s customary.  
 
    As soon as I’m standing in the foyer, I look up at the triangular, high ceiling and wooden beams running horizontally across it. Wow. 
 
    I glance to the floor next, and instead of marble, like what’s in Ellis’s home, this one is a made of a shiny oak I imagine you could slip on in a pair of heels. 
 
    Hearing voices, I look up from the impressive floor and spot Ellis’s mom, another older woman, an older man, and a younger guy coming toward us, smiling. 
 
    “Greyson, I’m glad you’re here,” Ellis’s mother says before she kisses his cheek.  
 
    “Hello, Aunt Estella.” 
 
    “Ellis and Camilla are running late. She wasn’t feeling well this morning, but did you hear the news? I’m going to be a grandmother to three more babies.” 
 
    “Yes, the news was shocking to say the least.” 
 
    Her grin widens as she turns to face me. She and the other man and woman, who I’m guessing are Greyson’s parents, size me up. 
 
    “Sasha, it’s so nice to see you again. It’s been a while since we had dinner with you at Ellis’s,” Estella says. 
 
    “It’s great to see you again, too.” My lip quivers as they nod and smile, and I wish his parents would say something. Stepping around them, the young man sticks his hand out for me to shake.  
 
    “I’m Lawrence, Greyson’s brother.” I notice his blond hair is similar to Greyson’s except Lawrence’s has natural brown highlights throughout.  
 
    “Hi, it’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    Greyson steps back to stand next to me. “Sasha, these are my parents, Ron and Mary Ann. Mom, Dad, this is my girlfriend, Sasha.” 
 
    “Welcome to our home, hon,” Ron says. “You look a lot like your sister. Don’t you think, Mary Ann?” 
 
    “Yes, I see the resemblance. You’re pretty like her.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    She gives me a genuine smile. “Greyson is quite smitten with you. I’m glad we’re finally meeting.” 
 
    “I’ve looked forward to it, as well.” 
 
    Ron chuckles. “I love your accent, darlin’. It’s got that sexy southern drawl to it.” 
 
    “Ron!” Mary Ann scolds. Her sideways glance his direction could cut glass. “You don’t use the word sexy when speaking about your son’s girlfriend.” She looks back at me and smiles again. “Ignore the old man. That’s what I have to do. Well, after I scold him.” 
 
    I giggle, and leaning down to my ear, Greyson whispers, “See, I told you they’re crazy. It’s why I still drink.” 
 
    They all begin talking over each other, and Lawrence says something to Greyson, so I’m thankful when Aspen gently grabs my arm and pulls me away. 
 
    “Come on. We’ll take your stuff to the bedroom.”  
 
    We walk up a wooden staircase, and with each step, the same oak floor shines below me. Once we reach the top, I look to my left, and there’s a railing where you can stand and look over at the foyer below. There are doors all along the hall across from it, and I wonder if they’re bedrooms.  
 
    I want to go look over the black iron railing, but Aspen directs me toward the right where there’s another hallway of doors. We pass two of them before she opens the third one. 
 
    “Here you go. This is Mary Ann’s sewing room and where you and Camilla will get ready. Since there’s not a bed in here, she thought it would give you plenty of space. I’ll change in the bedroom next door.” 
 
    Sliding open a closet, she hangs my dress in it and points to another door. “The bathroom’s through there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I set my bags in a fancy cream chair. “I thought Camilla would be with me when I met Greyson’s family, so thank you for being there.” 
 
    “Aww, the Burkes are kind and welcoming, so don’t feel nervous. It’s great to have another woman in the family, and I’m thrilled to see Greyson happy.” 
 
    I look at the cream oval rug over the hardwood floor. Burgundy and green are woven through it, and I wish I could stare at the pattern a while to take my mind off how nervous I feel. “You’re happy he’s with me?” I ask quietly. 
 
    “Yes. I was so thankful when he ended things with Whitney. He was miserable for years, but now he’s different. He’s hopeful and happy.” 
 
    “I wish Ron and Mary Ann felt the same.” 
 
    She shrugs. “They’re coming around. People often lose sight of what’s important when money’s involved.”  
 
    “What do you mean when money’s involved? Like how they want Greyson marrying someone from another wealthy family?” 
 
    Her eyes flit around the room. “Um, I probably shouldn’t—” 
 
    “I’m here,” Camilla says breathlessly as she strides into the room. “Aspen, hi. How are you?” 
 
    “Excited. Are you ready for your big day?” 
 
    “I am.” My sister tugs upward on her blue tank that’s being pulled down over her boob by her purse and another bag she’s holding in her left hand. 
 
    “Great. I’ll head downstairs to watch for the stylist to arrive.” Unlike earlier, Aspen’s eager to leave and is out the door before we can respond. 
 
    “Sasha, I’m so sorry,” Camilla says before she drops her things and pulls me in for a hug. I smell her shampoo, and it relaxes me. “I planned to be here when you arrived, but I got sick, and then I was trying to gather up all the stuff we’d need today and get Liam and Ellis out the door.” 
 
    I grab her shoulders. “Sis, it’s OK. I understand.” 
 
    “Lord, I could use a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Same here, sister”–I cock my head to the side and grin–“but instead, we’re going to be high on life.”  
 
    “So, how did the introductions go?” 
 
    “Everyone was nice, and Ron was a hoot like you said he’d be.” 
 
    “They accepted me, and you’ll be no different, especially once they realize how happy you make Greyson.” 
 
    “Aspen said she’s noticed the changes in him.” 
 
    “See, it’s happening already.” 
 
    “Maybe, but enough about me. Let’s get you ready for this wedding.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ellis 
 
      
 
    I put on my black tux jacket and adjust it to fit right. Anxious as hell, I shift my shoulders around a half-dozen times, and it’s during moments like this that I wish my brother was still alive.  
 
    Tony would know what to say to help me relax. I’m thankful I’m the lucky one marrying Camilla, not him, but I still miss the asshole whether he deserves to be missed or not.  
 
    Damn, I need a drink. Where is everyone? I grab my phone and type a text to Greyson. 
 
    Me: Can you bring me a scotch? Maybe two? 
 
    Greyson: Give me a minute. Camilla’s asking for me, too. 
 
    Me: Why? What’s wrong? 
 
    Greyson: Who said anything’s wrong? Chill. 
 
    Me: Forget it, I’ll have James bring me up a drink. 
 
    I dial my father’s number. “Dad, could you bring up the scotch?” 
 
    “I was already on it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I hang up and take a deep breath. 
 
    Chill? That’s not possible on a day like today, and Greyson knows it. I thought Camilla and I were getting married in Italy with only a few people in attendance.  
 
    There weren’t supposed to be a couple hundred spectators, a jumpy play house and birthday balloons. My wedding day has turned into a circus. 
 
    My father walks in with a tray of glasses full of amber scotch, which should help calm my nerves.  
 
    “I thought we could make a toast with Ron and the boys.”  
 
    I swipe a glass off the tray. “I can’t wait that long.”  
 
    James chuckles. 
 
    “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “I get how hard this is on you. I mean, I don’t really understand, but I know how worked up you get. Think about that beautiful bride and family you’re starting.  
 
    “When the year began, I never would’ve dreamed you’d be marrying today and expecting your second, third and fourth child.” 
 
    He cackles next, and the tray he’s holding shakes. 
 
    “Set that down before you spill our drinks.” 
 
    “Sorry, son, but it’s funny.” 
 
    “Don’t think for a second I’m not happy. This is one of the most important moments of my life, so I don’t exactly wish to share it with people I hardly know or like.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll feel that way once you see Camilla walking down the aisle. When I saw your mother in her gown, headed toward me with a smile, I wanted the whole world to see what a lucky bastard I was.” 
 
    The door opens and Uncle Rich, Lawrence and Greyson stroll in. 
 
    “How’s my nervous nephew doing?” Rich asks in his loud Texan accent. 
 
    “Good. Grab a drink. We’re making a toast before I throw this back and have another.” They all take a glass off the tray. 
 
    “I want to do the toast,” Greyson says. 
 
    “No, you’re the best man,” Uncle Rich replies, “so you get to do that after the wedding. Right now, I’m toasting my favorite nephew.” 
 
    My dad rolls his eyes at his brother. 
 
    “To Ellis. He might be the most uptight of our bunch, but he’s also the most loyal and honest man of this family.” Uncle Rich looks at his sons.  
 
    “Sorry, boys. I love ya, but it’s the truth. Ellis will put you in your place when you’re doing wrong, and he’s always had our backs when we’ve acted like idiots. So, to Ellis... May he live a happy life with his gorgeous wife and learn how to use fucking condoms. Cheers.” 
 
    The laughter ensues as I roll my eyes and smile. I swallow down my drink, and Greyson holds out an envelope afterward.  
 
    “This is from Camilla.” The room becomes quiet as I take it from his hand. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it better not be a Dear John letter because that’d be pretty fucked up about now, especially when she’s full of your offspring.” 
 
    “Shut up, Greyson,” Lawrence says. 
 
    “Should I be alone when I open this?” I utter as I open it. I guess a part of me doesn’t want to be. Reading the paper in my hands, I bring a fist up to my mouth and fight back the tears. 
 
    “Well, what the hell does it say?” Uncle Rich asks. 
 
    To regain my composure, I swallow.  
 
    “It’s a Voluntary Acknowledgment of Parentage form.” Wiping my eyes, I smile. “It’s the application to add my name to Liam’s birth certificate. It’s felt like an eternity waiting for her to bring this up.” I blow out a breath. “I needed Camilla to do it on her own when she felt I was worthy.” 
 
    My father smacks me on the back. “I guess she was waiting for you to make an honest woman out of her.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “She told me to give you this after the envelope.” Greyson pulls a small white box from his tux jacket. I open it and find a folded note inside that says, “To Daddy, from Liam.” It appears he traced each letter.  
 
    I look in the box, and there’s a set of cufflinks with an imprinted drawing of a man’s face on each with the word Dad below it. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” Rushing from the bedroom, I bustle down the hallway to the room Camilla’s in. I swing the door open, and Sasha gasps before yanking down the sundress she’s got pulled up to her neck. 
 
    “Ellis!” Camilla yells. 
 
    “Sorry, shit,” I say as I cover my eyes, but it’s a little too late. OK, a lot too late. 
 
    “Thank goodness I wasn’t in my gown yet,” Camilla snaps. I look around the room as my cheeks warm. My mother, Aunt Mary Ann, Sasha and Camilla are staring back at me with scowls on their faces. 
 
    “Sasha, I’m sorry, but all of you need to give me a minute alone with my fiancée.” 
 
    “She has to get her dress on. The wedding’s starting soon,” my mother says. “I swear, you’ve never had any patience.” Pursing her lips, she lifts her eyebrows. 
 
    “I know, but I need a damn minute alone with her, so out.” Groaning, they all start to leave the room, but Sasha crosses her arms and stops at the doorway. 
 
    “I’m telling Greyson you saw me in my sexy bra and panties so he can bitch at you about it for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “Fair enough; now go.” 
 
    They leave, and Camilla smiles bashfully, eyeing what’s in my hand. 
 
    “This is about your gifts,” she says. I head right for her and pull her into my arms. “Oh, don’t mess up my hair,” she adds. 
 
    “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” I lean back to get a good look at her beautiful face. “It’s like I found out he’s mine all over again. It feels fucking amazing.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s amazing. I meant for him to give you the cufflinks this morning, but things were too hectic, and now Aspen’s entertaining him downstairs. That’s his actual drawing of you, Ellis.” 
 
    “That makes it even better. I’ll go find him to help me put them on.” Giving her a kiss on the forehead, I smile. “I have a present for you, too. You’ll find out what it is after the ceremony.” 
 
    “OK, I guess I won’t get mad since this sounds like one of those good secrets.” 
 
    I wink at her. “Get your gown on, my Rose. I’m ready to show you off to the world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Greyson says. He stares at me, seeming lost for words, as I wait behind a white screen that shields us from the wedding guests.  
 
    Like Ellis, he doesn’t seem to understand he’s not supposed to be hanging out with the girls before the ceremony. 
 
    “Thank you. You look amazing today, as well.” 
 
    “I’m a dude. We can only do so much to improve our appearance, and I’m not saying you need to improve anything; you’re always beautiful, but you look, I don’t know … angelic today. Yeah, how a hot angel would look.” 
 
    I glance down at my flowy pale pink dress and snicker. 
 
    “I don’t believe angels are to be viewed as hot.” 
 
    Clutching my waist, he brings me in close. “Well, I have my very own angel now, and I think she’s pretty hot.”  
 
    I push back a feathery stray strand of my updo and give him a kiss.   
 
    “I’m so nervous,” I murmur against his mouth. 
 
    “I’m damn excited. Everyone gets to see you on my arm. It’s my F-you to all those who gave up their happiness for the dollar.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s supposed to be your intentions when in a wedding, but OK.” I bump his arm. “You better get back to the guys; we’re about to begin.” 
 
    Giving me one last kiss, he strolls off, and I take a deep breath.  
 
    “I get to carry the rings,” Liam shouts. 
 
    “I know,” I say to him with excitement as he waits in front of me and Aspen with the flower girl. Her mother, who I believe is a distant cousin to Ellis, squats down to talk to her. 
 
    Camilla hurries up to say something to Liam, and once she’s behind me again, I straighten the bottom of her gorgeous dress. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, and I can say that with certainty.” 
 
    I feel bad that my sister doesn’t have a father to escort her down the aisle, but ours wasn’t deserving of the honor to begin with.  
 
    It’s cool her soon-to-be father-in-law already thinks the world of her and offered his services. 
 
    Beautiful music begins to play, and the flower girl and Liam begin their walk. I hear the awws as the two of them pass by the guests. Aspen looks back at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Here we go.” She and Lawrence are in the wedding party, too, and once again, I’m glad to have her here for support.  
 
    I walk around the makeshift screen, and as soon as I spot everyone sitting in their white chairs, dressed impeccably, I struggle to breathe.  
 
    Thankfully, the sky is clear today, so there was no need to move people under the reception tent for the ceremony, but I’d like to go hide under it at this moment.  
 
    Being with Greyson means I’ll have to attend many uncomfortable social functions, so I need to get used to this. I hear these people host more parties than nightclubs. 
 
    I keep walking forward, not taking my eyes off the guys at the end of the white runner, but I think I hear whispers as I pass people. 
 
    Along with Lawrence and Greyson, Ellis is grinning, which I seldom see. My nervousness increases the closer I get, so I squeeze my bouquet of pink and white roses. 
 
    Reaching the end, I stand across from Greyson. We gaze at each other, but it’s brief since Camilla is beginning her walk with James. 
 
    Everyone stands to watch them, and my sister struggles not to bite her lip, which means she’s nervous, too, but the grin she’s boasting reveals her happiness, as well. 
 
    Once she approaches me, I take her flowers. She turns her back to me, and I admire the row of white buttons trailing down it over a sheer material.  
 
    Her gown flares out at the waist and is embellished with vines and flowers made of lace. My sister looks stunning today. 
 
    The minister from James and Estella’s church talks a bit, and once he’s finished, a song begins to play. It’s coming from behind me, so I turn my head to have a look.  
 
    My mouth falls open as soon as I spot Whitney Peterson, but I snap it shut and shift back to the guys.  
 
    Greyson frowns before his eyes dart to mine, and I see the way they attempt to apologize. His wrinkled forehead adds a sorry, too. 
 
    The sounds from Whitney’s cello are mesmerizing, and I’m not surprised she’s performing since Mary Ann and Estella planned the wedding.  
 
    My sister’s easy to please, and considering how quickly the event was pulled together, she let them take the reins. 
 
    Knowing Whitney’s here, I have a difficult time focusing on the rest of the wedding. Since Ellis struggles with social anxiety, he and Camilla chose not to say their own vows, so my mind is elsewhere as they speak, worrying about Greyson being around his ex today. 
 
    I’m also wondering if she’ll confront me and spout vicious words about how I’m beneath her and couldn’t make Greyson happy. 
 
    “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” I snap out of my negative train of thoughts and join the other guests in clapping for my sister and brother-in-law. “I introduce to you, Mr. and Mrs. Burke,” the minister adds. 
 
    Looking ecstatic, Ellis and Camilla walk down the aisle. Greyson and I hook arms and follow them, and I focus straight ahead, not wanting to risk eye contact with Whitney, wherever she may be. 
 
    Once we’re away from the guests, Greyson pulls me by the hand to the white screen I’d waited behind earlier. 
 
    “Baby, I’m sorry. I found out she was here the same time you did.” 
 
    “It’s OK. I know you would’ve told me if you had known.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, her family is tight with mine, so she’s going to make appearances on occasion, but I don’t believe she’ll cause a scene. I’m sure she doesn’t want anyone to see us together since it would only be a reminder of what happened.” 
 
    I clutch his arm. “Really, it’s fine. If she does confront me, I’ll walk away. I better get inside to help Camilla change.” I giggle. “I wonder if she and Ellis are the first to have a kid’s birthday party/reception.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    This is not like any wedding reception I’ve attended. After the ceremony, we did the champagne toasts and cut the wedding cake, but to preempt meltdowns by the children, we’re putting the rest of the wedding festivities on hold. 
 
    Instead, everyone is singing the happy birthday song to Liam and Ellis. Liam smiles bashfully, his eyes bouncing from one group of people to the next as he stands up in a chair at a long table under the white party tent. 
 
    As the singing stops, he and Ellis simultaneously blow out the lit candles on their obnoxiously large sheet cake decorated in red, yellow and blue icing.  
 
    Because we needed more cake.  
 
    Ellis leaves a lot of the candles for Liam to blow out, and I chuckle amongst the crowd, knowing how hard this is for my cousin.  
 
    Ellis is being a good sport considering how much he hates being the center of attention. Man, his life sure has changed.  
 
    Sasha slips an arm around my waist before she looks up at me with tears in her eyes. She doesn’t say anything, but she doesn’t need to. I know what she’s thinking.  
 
    Sasha’s life has probably changed the most, and unlike a lot of the guests here, she’s appreciating every second of this celebration. 
 
    Right after the ceremony, Ellis surprised her and Camilla with a video call to their grandmother in Italy. All three women were crying, so then I got teary-eyed.  
 
    I swear, if my cock wasn’t getting hard for Sasha every hour of the day, I’d think I was low on testosterone. I need to get her alone to ensure that’s not the problem. 
 
    Liam claps his hands, but he stops fast and points his finger toward the jumpy blow-up contraption some of the other children have raided. 
 
    After the wedding, Sasha helped him change into shorts, so he’s ready to play. Ellis sets him down on the ground, and he takes off running. 
 
    “Maybe I should go watch him,” Sasha says. She waves at Ellis and points in Liam’s direction, signaling she’ll keep an eye on him. 
 
    “Let me grab a drink first, and then I’ll be over.” I give her a kiss and head to one of the two bars in the tent. I start to order a scotch, but then I think of Sasha and change my mind. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” a young girl asks as she bats her long lashes at me and flips her blond hair over her shoulder. I appreciate how it doesn’t affect me.  
 
    When I was miserable with Whitney, I would’ve enjoyed flirting with the bartender or taking her behind the tent for a good time, but that was the old Greyson. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, just give me … hell, two waters I guess please.”  
 
    “Easing up on the booze today?” a male voice asks from behind me. 
 
    I turn around, and shit, it’s Sebastian, Whitney’s boyfriend. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You don’t want to drink around that girlfriend of yours. I heard about her problem.” 
 
    Not wanting to knock the asshole out at my cousin’s wedding, I say, “Yeah, and I heard about yours, too. Enjoy a lifetime with Whit. Keeping her pleased is not an easy task.” 
 
    “Maybe you just didn’t know how to give it to her right.” 
 
    I throw a twenty in the tip jar for the bartender and pick up the waters. 
 
    “So, I saw your new billboard off i-25. Your smiling face sure is big and out there for the world to see.” Smirking, I take a drink. 
 
    He slides a hand through his jet hair.  
 
    “What are you bringing that up for?” 
 
    “No reason. I’m sure it’s going to draw in a lot of business for your law firm.” I let out a clipped laugh. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a hot chick waiting for me. Good luck with the high-maintenance one.” 
 
    Strolling away, I’m proud of the changes I’ve made by being with Sasha. OK, I can still be an ass to those who deserve it, but my girl has shown me that an abundance of money and success aren’t the most important things in life, and neither is the Gant-Peterson empire. Sebastian can have it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “Has Liam clotheslined anyone yet?” Greyson asks as he walks up beside me at the jumpy house. He hands me a water before taking a drink of his own. 
 
    “My nephew is too sweet for that.” 
 
    “Then I need to spend more time with him.” He winks at me, and the sun shining down enhances the sparkle in his bluish-green eyes. 
 
    “What if Camilla has three more boys?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, then we better pray for her sanity. Burke boys are full of piss.” 
 
    “No kidding.” I wink back at him. “Hey, speaking of … I need to use the ladies’ room. Do you mind keeping an eye on him for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    Giving him a kiss first, I leave Greyson and head to the back door of the house. I consider checking on my sister, but I see her with Ellis, talking to some people I don’t know.  
 
    I think dinner’s being served soon, and then I imagine the adults who don’t have children will be partying it up on the dance floor. 
 
    I find the hall bathroom and toss my cup into the wastebasket. I do my business, wash my hands and gaze in the mirror. It’s a hot July day, so my makeup is beginning to run.  
 
    I dab away the mascara under my eyes and push back the fallen strands of my updo, but I need a better touchup. Remembering that my cosmetic bag is in the sewing room upstairs, I walk to the staircase. 
 
    Once I’m on the second floor, I have to count the doors to remember which one has my belongings in it. I find my makeup and go to the adjoining bathroom. 
 
    I finish my touchup, and as I’m putting my cosmetic bag away in the sewing room, I catch a glimpse of a guy passing by the door. He steps back and strolls right into the room. 
 
    “Hi, we haven’t met.” 
 
    I glance around, finding it uncomfortable that he walked in without permission. 
 
    “No, we haven’t.” 
 
    “I’m Sebastian.” He holds his hand out for me to shake, and his name’s familiar. The guy is well over six feet tall, and his eyes are onyx, the eerie color reminding me of Rusty’s. After shaking his hand, I grip my opposite arm across my chest and glance away. 
 
    “I’m Sasha, Camilla’s sister.” 
 
    “You’re also here with Greyson, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I live with him actually.” Sebastian steps closer, and I take a step back. He’s in my personal space, and if someone saw us, they’d get the wrong impression. “I should go. I’m responsible for watching my nephew right now.” 
 
    “You know, I was shocked when I heard Greyson turned down all that money. I mean, it was good for me since I’m a better fit for Whitney and the Gant-Peterson business, but I was still surprised.” 
 
    “What money? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He slides a hand through is coal-black hair and smirks. 
 
    “Are you telling me you have no idea about the inheritance Greyson would’ve received had he married Whitney?” 
 
    “No, I don’t, but I’ll be sure to ask him about it.” I start to walk around Sebastian, but he holds out his arm and gently pushes me back while he looks at the ceiling and laughs. 
 
    “Oh, this is too good to be true. I can’t believe I get to be the one to tell you.” 
 
    “You’re making me uncomfortable.” 
 
    Slowly lowering his head, he pierces me with a look of warning and grazes the back of his hand down my arm. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering what’s so enticing about you to make a man turn down seventy-five million dollars. How tight is your pussy, Sasha, that Greyson would give up all that money?” 
 
    Seventy-five million dollars?  
 
    My lip quivers, and I feel the panic take hold, erupting throughout my body like a fiery volcano. 
 
    “Or, maybe you prefer it in the ass.” He nods. “Bingo, I bet that’s it, but still, he could get that elsewhere, too.” 
 
    I shove around him to run away, but he grabs my wrist and jerks it until I’m spinning back toward him.  
 
    I slam against his chest, and wrapping an arm around my waist, he stares down at me, his gaze calculating and sinister, and even through his black irises, I see his vulgar thoughts. I push on his chest, but he won’t budge. 
 
    “Get off me!” 
 
    “Not until I find out what’s so special about you. It’ll be a sweet revenge; sort of like an eye for an eye. He’s fucked my girl, so I should get to fuck his, too. Seems only fair.” 
 
    “I said get off me, you sociopath!” I jerk back and forth in his arms, but I can’t break free, so I bring my knee back and swing it up between his legs, nailing him right in his testicles. 
 
    “Ohhh, fuuuck!” he groans before he doubles over. I turn to run out the door and smack right into another man. 
 
    “Get out of my way!” I slap at his chest. “Let me go.” 
 
    “Sasha, Sasha, it’s me, Greyson.” He tilts my chin up. “What’s wrong? I heard you yelling from down the hall.” Furrowing his brow as I cry and shake, he looks around me at Sebastian. “Did he fucking touch you?” 
 
    I nod fast, and he lets me go so he can charge at the asshole. I turn around and watch him sucker punch Sebastian about the time he was trying to stand straight. Greyson grabs him by the collar and hits him in the nose. 
 
    “Fucker, if you ever touch her again, I’ll kill you. I mean it with every fiber of my being. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Covering his bleeding nose, Sebastian manages to grin. 
 
    “Who knew white trash could be worth so much money? By the way, I told her how you gave up all those millions. I was only trying to see if her pussy was worth it.” 
 
    “I’m gonna murder you!” Swinging his arm back again, Greyson throws another punch before tackling Sebastian to the floor. I scream, unsure of what to do, until Lawrence shoves past me.  
 
    I watch as he grabs Greyson by the biceps and pulls him off Sebastian. He drags him back, and Greyson fights to get free the entire time.  
 
    “Sasha, out in the hallway,” Lawrence barks at me, so I turn and run from the room. He exits with Greyson and forces him into a bedroom across from us, so I hurry behind them, not wanting to be left alone with the asshole. 
 
    “What happened?” Lawrence asks. 
 
    “He put his hands on Sasha. He was going to hurt her. I swear, I’m going back there to kill him if he doesn’t leave this property now.” 
 
    “I’ll get him out of here.” Lawrence leaves, slamming the door behind him. I jump from the loud noise and cover my face, sobbing once again.  
 
    Greyson’s arms wrap around my trembling body, but I’m furious with him, so I shove with all my might until I’m free from his hold. 
 
    “Don’t touch me. How could you keep another secret from me?”  
 
    Shaking his head, he opens and closes his fist, his knuckles already red and swollen. 
 
    “Sasha, it’s not as bad as you think. I don’t need the money.” 
 
    “You can honestly stand here and tell me it’s no big deal that you gave up seventy-five million dollars? I can’t even comprehend it.” Crying, I cross my arms around my waist. God, I might vomit. 
 
    “I did it for you, Sasha. You’re worth more than any amount of money, and I’d give away every cent I have if I was made to choose between it and our relationship. That’s how much you mean to me.” 
 
    I cover my ears. “Stop. Just stop it. You don’t understand. By giving up that money, you added the weight of the world onto my shoulders.  
 
    “How could I ever measure up, Greyson? How?” My last word is garbled through my cries. He tries to grab my arms, but I jerk away. 
 
    “How do I even begin to be a girlfriend, wife or mother whose value is worth millions of dollars? I could never screw up.”  
 
    I hold out my arm. “And now, your fellow pretentious assholes think they can touch me, too. Sebastian found it fucking humorous. Did everyone know about the money but me?” 
 
    He looks out the window and blows out a breath. 
 
    “The news got around, but I don’t think Camilla knows. Ellis didn’t think it was a big deal, either, so I doubt he told her. Look, I understand you’re upset over what Sebastian did, and I’m sorry another man forced himself on you.”  
 
    He shakes his head. “God, I want to kill the bastard, but you’re overreacting about the money. I knew the news would stress you out, and that’s why I didn’t tell you, but I never dreamed you’d be this upset.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ve done. What unfathomable expectations you’ve placed on me, but I guess someone who has enough money to set on fire and watch it burn wouldn’t get it.” I hold out my hand. “Give me your keys. I’m leaving.” 
 
    “You can’t get the car out of the garage. There are too many vehicles behind it.” 
 
    “Then I’ll find someone who’ll take me back to the city.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving.” 
 
    “Oh, yes I am. You’re not going to tell me what I can or can’t do, and you’re not going to breathe a word about this to my sister. It would ruin her and Ellis’s special day, so you tell her I got sick and went home. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    He lowers his head. “Yes, but where are you going?” 
 
    “Far away from you and this life. I don’t belong in it.” I storm out, and peeking into the sewing room, I see Sebastian’s gone. There’s blood all over the rug, and I weep as I grab my purse.  
 
    I run down the stairs, almost falling on the slick hardwood like I imagined I could do. Fleeing out the front door, I look around, but there’s no one leaving. I don’t know what to do. I can’t wait for an Uber driver to come all this way. 
 
    “Sasha, wait,” Greyson says.  
 
    I spin around. “I told you I need space, and I’ve earned it.” 
 
    “Let me drive you to the penthouse. I promise I’ll come back here to sleep.” 
 
    Clenching my eyes shut, I ball my hands into fists.  
 
    “What part of I don’t want to be near you do you not understand?” 
 
    “I’ll take her,” I hear someone say. I open my eyes, and Lawrence is leaning against the house with a cigarette in his hand. His shirt is untucked from his dress pants, and his jacket is hanging over his arm above where his hand is shoved in his pocket. 
 
    “Since when do you smoke?” Greyson asks. 
 
    “Since the day before I had to tell my wife I was a cheating sack of shit.” Aspen… “Sasha, I’ll drive you back to the penthouse. My car’s not blocked.” 
 
    Greyson looks back at me. “Will you at least let Lawrence drive you? I need to know you made it home safely.” 
 
    “You need to know I’m safe?” I ask sarcastically. “I’m obviously not safe here now that your friends think I have a pussy made of diamonds and gold.  
 
    “I mean, there has to be something spectacular about it, right? For you to give up seventy-five million dollars.” I grab my stomach. “I can’t even say it without wanting to throw up.” 
 
    “Sasha, let me take you home,” Lawrence says. “I just need to tell Aspen first.” 
 
    “Fine.” I glare at Greyson. “I’m sure Katherine would have plenty to say about this incident.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Do you? Or, did you want to stick it to your family so badly that you gave up all that money? You said showing me off today was your fuck you to everyone. Is that what you meant by the comment? Maybe this had nothing to do with me after all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    We’re twenty minutes into our ride back to Denver, and Lawrence hasn’t said a word. The silence is awkward, especially since I know he’s nervous. The way he scratches the back of his head is a dead giveaway since Greyson often does it, too. 
 
    “Thank you for offering to drive me home.” 
 
    “It’s no problem. I needed a break from the chaos.” 
 
    “I really love Aspen. She’s been nothing but kind to me since we met.” 
 
    “That’s Aspen. She’s damn near perfect.” 
 
    I look over at him, and he tightens his hand around the steering wheel. 
 
    “Then can I ask why you did it?” 
 
    “I think you just did.” He finally glances over at me and displays a smile, but it doesn’t reach his sad eyes. “What’s fucked up is you’re the only person besides Greyson and Aspen to ask me why.” 
 
    “What? How is that possible?” 
 
    He shrugs. “In our high-society, cheating happens often. I don’t think anyone figured there was a specific reason, other than temptation maybe.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Is that something else I can look forward to if I stay with Greyson?” 
 
    Lawrence looks over and scowls.  
 
    “Greyson would never cheat on you.” 
 
    “He cheated on Whitney.” 
 
    “Stop looking for another reason to bail.”  
 
    Crossing my arms, I huff. “I think I already have enough of those.” 
 
    “Look, he and Whit hadn’t been in a relationship in a long damn time. Not the kind that matters, anyway. He loves you and would never do that.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll answer it, but then you have to answer one of mine.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Aspen and I have been trying to have kids for years.” 
 
    “Oh”–I look at my lap–“and that made you cheat how?” 
 
    “Our infertility issues were starting to cause problems in our marriage. A fucking calendar was dictating my sex life, I was shooting my load into a cup in a sterile office, and she was in tears every month when she discovered she wasn’t pregnant–again.”  
 
    I hear his exhale over the air conditioning. “One night I was drunk at a party, one of the many I’m expected to attend each year. Aspen wasn’t with me, and a woman who didn’t remind me of my failures was trying her damndest to get me to fuck her. 
 
    “For once, I just wanted to have sex for the satisfaction of having it. No expectations. A fun, giggling woman looking for a good time with a guy she thought was a catch. In that moment, I didn’t have to be perfect, yet the woman with me thought I was.” 
 
    He rubs the back of his neck. “Anyway, my reasoning didn’t make it right, and I’ll go to my grave regretting it. I spend every day trying to make it up to Aspen, and one of the reasons she’s so bubbly right now is because it finally happened.  
 
    “She’s pregnant, and I’m terrified something will go wrong, and we’ll be back to where we were before, month after month–in a constant state of disappointment.” 
 
    “It’s wonderful news that she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He looks over at me with a pleading gaze, his blue eyes reminding me of Ellis’s. “Look, please don’t share this with anyone. Aspen told her parents, but you’re the only other person who knows. I haven’t even told Greyson yet. I guess I’m worried I’ll have to take it back.” 
 
    “I won’t tell, but I’m sure Greyson would be there for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, he would. That leads me to my question.” 
 
    I look back down at my lap. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Without taking into account what happened with the money, or any other stupid shit Greyson’s done, do you love my brother enough to spend the rest of your life with him?” 
 
    “That’s an easy question to answer; yes, I can’t imagine spending my life with anyone else.” 
 
    “Then forgive him for this fuck up. He had no choice but to choose you or the money. It was a decision he was forced to make, and it was fucking wrong that our grandfather put him in that position.” 
 
    “I don’t know all the details, but I think you two are forgetting the amount of money we’re talking about here.” 
 
    “No, I think you don’t understand the net worth of our family. Yes, I agree that for most people on the planet, it’s a shit-ton of money, but if you consider the amount Greyson already has, what he’ll make from working, along with the inheritance he’ll receive once our parents die, what he gave up is miniscule.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. “I can’t fathom that.” 
 
    “I know, but in our world, it is fathomable, and if you want to spend your life with my brother, you’ll at least try to wrap your mind around it.” 
 
    Biting my lip, I look out the passenger window. 
 
    “I’m not worth it.” 
 
    “He thinks you are. I hope you won’t be pissed at him, but before the wedding this morning, he shared with me a little about your past. My brother always wants to talk about the shit eating at him.  
 
    “Anyway, he said you told him that ending up with him was worth every bit of the abuse you suffered. He can’t wrap his mind around that. He doesn’t see how he’s worth it, and he worries about keeping you happy. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is the way you think he’s worth the abuse you endured doesn’t seem all that different than the way he thinks you’re worth more than the money he forfeited.” 
 
    I look at Lawrence, and his eyes shift between mine and the road. 
 
    “I guess that’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “If you love my brother, then it’s the only way.” He pulls into the parking garage below the penthouse, and it’s the perfect time to conclude our intense conversation. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were a man of this many words.” 
 
    “I’m not, so don’t get used to it.” He smiles, and the way it reminds me of Greyson’s handsome face creates a pain in my chest. “Aspen only forgave me because of the talk Greyson had with her. I owed him one, but I meant every word, Sasha. Forgive my brother.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I figured you’d be hiding out in your room,” Lawrence says as he pulls out a chair to sit beside me under the tent. 
 
    “I needed to talk to Whitney. I know she’s a bitch, but even she deserves someone better than Sebastian. I had to tell her what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “Did she believe you?” 
 
    “Fuck no. I guess she’ll find out the hard way.” I watch everyone dancing, but I feel a mile removed from the fun. The kids have gone home, minus Liam. He’s in the house with his grandparents, and the adults are partying.  
 
    After finishing off my drink, I look at Lawrence. 
 
    “Well, was Sasha OK? Did she say anything?” 
 
    “You can thank me later.” 
 
    “Is she forgiving me?” I ask urgently. 
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    “Then I’m heading to the penthouse.” I start to get up, but my brother grabs my arm.  
 
    “No, you’re not. First, your glazed-over eyes tell me you’ve had too much to drink, and second, you’re going to give her the space she asked for.” 
 
    I sit back down. “I have to be sure she understands.” 
 
    “I already explained it, so you’re going to keep your ass here tonight and talk to her tomorrow.  
 
    “You told me this morning that you’re supposed to stop being overprotective and let her make her own decisions. If that’s true, then you need to let her make this decision.” 
 
    I growl. “Women make me crazy.” 
 
    “Same here, but we can’t seem to live without them. I have something to tell you.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    Lawrence taps his fingers on the table in time with the music. He’s staring at someone, so I look in the same direction and see Aspen talking with our parents. 
 
    “Aspen’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Really? That’s great news.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. She wants to tell everyone, but I’ve stopped her. She’s only ten weeks, and I’m still worried something could go wrong.” 
 
    “Do Mom and Dad know?” 
 
    “No, but I should probably tell them.” 
 
    “I think you should, and be excited, bro. It’s great news.” 
 
    “I am excited. OK, I’ll go over there, but you have to promise me you won’t talk to Sasha tonight.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll give her space.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “Misty, it’s Sasha.” 
 
    “Sasha? Wow, where the hell have you been, girl?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to stay clean. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but I’ve been a little pissed at you. Rusty told me you were living the good life with your sister in some mansion.” 
 
    “Not exactly. Rusty’s still in jail, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. His cousin told me he’s getting years this time.” 
 
    “I wondered if you’d like to catch up.” 
 
    “I guess I can forgive you, but you better stay in touch from now on.” 
 
    “I will. Could you pick me up? I’ll give you gas money.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “There’s a gas station near where I live. I’ll text you the address, and you can meet me there.” 
 
    “What? Are you afraid for me to know where you live?” 
 
    “No, I want to get out of here before my boyfriend shows up, and I can’t park my car in your complex. No offense, but the vehicle’s too nice.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, you’re probably right. I’ll be there, chick.”  
 
    Ending the call, I will myself off the sofa where I’ve been crying for almost an hour. I text her the information and stride to the bedroom to pack a couple of outfits.  
 
    I shove stuff into a travel bag and remove my bridesmaid’s dress before changing into a yellow tank top and denim shorts. 
 
    I pull out all the bobby pins from my updo and finger my hair until the waves aren’t so tousled. Staring into my dresser mirror, I sigh, feeling so much better in my comfortable clothing. I feel more like myself. 
 
    Going through the motions, I prepare to leave. I lay my car keys on the kitchen island and pull my phone from my pocket to text Greyson. 
 
    Me: I’m going to stay with a friend in my old neighborhood. I need to feel how my past is wrong for me and your world is right. I’m sure you can’t make sense of this, but only I can decide if I’m worthy of a life with you. It’s my decision to make. I promise I’ll be careful, and I love you. 
 
    Greyson: No, Sasha, don’t go there! Please! 
 
    Me: Reread my first message. If you want our relationship to last, you’ll give me space. 
 
    My tears fall to my cheeks, and wiping them away does little good. More follow behind, the salt from my pain stinging my eyes. Every part of my being is raw enough to feel it.  
 
    I understand why Greyson didn’t tell me the truth, but it doesn’t change the fact that he should have.  
 
    More damage was done by keeping it a secret: I felt betrayed, he ruined a special day for us, and I was forced to fight off Sebastian. 
 
    As much as I need to trust Greyson, he should trust me, too, meaning he should believe it’s safe to tell me the truth. If I get upset and walk away, he has to believe I’ll come back so we can work through the messiness of life together.  
 
    I’m hoping I have the courage to prove that to him, and the final test will be if he can meet me halfway. 
 
    Wiping my eyes, I pick up my bag and leave the penthouse. I walk to the gas station, and with my tote and purse hanging over my shoulder, I have disturbing memories of times I had to walk home after running off for weeks at a time, staying in hellholes with lowlifes and druggies.  
 
    Maybe this was a stupid idea, but it’s the only way I believe Greyson and I can move forward. 
 
    I purchase candy and a soft drink in the gas station, and to ease some of my guilt over bailing on Misty months ago, I buy her a carton of cigarettes. 
 
    Waiting out front, I watch her roll up in the same junk Mazda two-door. I smile at her and walk around the front of the car. As I open the passenger door, I notice the way the white paint is chipping off of it. 
 
    Once inside, I suck in a breath, and the stale scent of cigarette smoke is pungent to my nose and a trigger for my memory. I loaded the bullets by calling Misty, and I pulled the trigger when I got inside this car. God, this already feels wrong. 
 
    “Girl, you look incredible,” she says. “It’s great to see you.” Her sunken hazel eyes are as wide as they’ll grow, and I don’t recall her looking this … empty. Did I look that hollow when Greyson found me? “Well, are you going to say something?” 
 
    “I–I’m sorry. Thank you, and it’s great to see you, too.” I lean over and hug her. 
 
    “Damn, you even smell good. I see you packed a bag. Are you returning home?” 
 
    My stomach tightens as I glance down at my stuff. 
 
    “No, only a visit.” 
 
    “Well, wherever you’ve been, the place has been good to you.” She picks up a strand of my hair. “Healthy hair and skin... You’ve put on the right amount of weight.”  
 
    She points a finger at me. “You’ve had a rich man in your life.” Grabbing hold of a piece of her own dark brown hair, she rubs her fingers over the dry ends. 
 
    “Yeah, I have a boyfriend. He’s intense but in a good way. We have some things to figure out, so I thought I should get away for a day or two.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Oh, I have something for you.” I reach in the grocery bag and pull out her cigarettes. “Will you forgive me for not calling?” 
 
    “Of course. You know you’re my favorite girl, and damn, a whole carton. I feel special.” 
 
    “Let’s grab some food and take it back to your place.” 
 
    “OK, but my new boyfriend is living with me, so I hope you don’t mind that he’ll be there.” 
 
    “Oh, are you sure you have space for me?” 
 
    “The spare room is free, but I’m storing a lot of shit in there.” 
 
    “That’s OK.” 
 
    Misty and I hit a drive-thru and head to the apartment complex I swore I’d never go back to. The anxiety bubbles in my veins, but it’s more of a simmer than a full-boil, and I believe it’s because I’ve been mentally preparing myself on the ride.  
 
    My heart pounds in my chest as we approach her apartment, and the smell of the burgers and fries in my lap, along with car fumes, make me want to puke.  
 
    Leaning my head back against the seat, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and talk myself off the cliff. 
 
    “Here, I’ll take the food bags, and you can carry your things.” Having lost my appetite, I hand over the bags without hesitation. We walk inside her apartment, and I smell weed in an instant.  
 
    As my nerves get the best of me, my stomach churns, and I’m tempted to call Greyson to come get me.  
 
    He’d comfort me by smothering me with attention, and it would be so easy to become addicted to that, too. It’s one of the reasons I’m here and why I refuse to call him. 
 
    “Carter, get your damn feet off the coffee table. We have to eat there,” Misty says to her boyfriend. I’m guessing this is him. He takes a hit off his green bong, surveying my body in the process. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he asks as he removes his boots, one foot at a time, off an old wooden table in front of him. 
 
    “I told you before I left. She’s my friend Sasha, so be nice. She’s staying the night.” 
 
    Smirking, he leans back against the couch. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I won’t let you feel like the third wheel.” 
 
    “Carter, really? You’re going to hit on my friend?” 
 
    “What can I say? She looks pretty damn fine.” 
 
    Sick of all the bullshit from the day, I plant a hand on my hip. 
 
    “I already had a man get grabby with me today, and my knee had good aim as it connected with his balls, so if you’re smart, you’ll stop now.” 
 
    “Damn, you need to relax. Want a hit?” He holds the bong out toward me. 
 
    “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “She bought you food, so eat up,” Misty says before she hands him a burger and sits next to him on their dingy light blue couch. 
 
    “Perfect timing. I’m hungry, so thank you.” He tucks a strand of his chin-length brown hair behind his ear.  
 
    He’s about my age, covered in tats, and his clothes are tattered, too, but his outer appearance doesn’t mean he’s evil like my ex. 
 
    No, evil can even hide in a clean-cut, handsome, and wealthy man like Sebastian. Those attributes don’t equal kindness. 
 
    “Sit down, Sasha. We don’t bite. You act like you’ve never been here before.” I set my tote bag and purse on the floor and take a seat in their recliner. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s been a long day. I was in a wedding, and I’m tired. Why don’t you fill me in on all I’ve missed?” 
 
    Nodding, Misty chews up the French fries she shoved in her mouth and takes a swig of her beer. She begins rattling off gossip about people I’ve met or have hung out with in the complex, and it sounds like nothing has changed but me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Two hours have passed since I began chatting with Misty and Carter. She gets out a baggie of coke, and I guess our visit is feeling like old times to her. Or, she can’t wait another minute for the high. I’d guess it’s the latter. 
 
    Seeing her make neat lines of the white powder ignites a strong urge inside me to do the same.  
 
    I thought by not touching their alcohol and pot, I had a good handle on my recovery, but eyeing the coke is testing my restraint.  
 
    My mouth waters and pulse races, and although the pleasure center of my brain is begging for the drug, my heart and mind tell me otherwise. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’m going to crash.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. Let me do this line first, and I’ll show you where the spare bedroom is.” Misty leans over with a rolled-up dollar bill at her nose, so I get up and walk to the kitchen to get a drink of water. I can’t watch this. 
 
    I find a glass in the cabinet, and as I fill it with tap water, I look around the small, dirty kitchen. Even if you don’t have a nice, new house, or new belongings, you can keep the old clean, but I recall how I felt when I was using, and I can’t judge Misty.  
 
    Cleaning was the last thing on my mind. Most of the time, I was depressed and lethargic. If I did get a rush from the high, it didn’t last.  
 
    I recall not understanding how Camilla had so much energy, but she wasn’t using, and she wasn’t distracted by the thoughts of how she’d get her next high.  
 
    Not to mention, she had to do everything she could to keep us from starving since I was no help at all. 
 
    God, I was an ass of a sister. I tear up as my past smacks me in the face. I deserve to wallow in regret and guilt, but that will get me nowhere except back into the other room with powder up my nose. 
 
    I take a drink of the water and brush tears from my cheeks. I hate how I’m feeling, which is lonely and sad.  
 
    I want to be blanketed by Greyson’s embrace, but I came here to face my demons. I was dragged out against my will the last time, so I need the chance to leave on my own. 
 
    “Ready?” Misty asks. With my back to her, I take another drink. 
 
    “Sure. Let me grab my things.” I don’t make eye contact as I walk into the living room. I pick up my bags and follow her down the short hallway.  
 
    There’s a bathroom and bedroom on the right, but she leads me to the room on the left. 
 
    She wasn’t kidding. There’s barely enough space to walk around the mattress, which is sitting on the carpet without a frame. Junk and piles of clothes are stacked everywhere.  
 
    “Uh, I can’t remember who slept on the bed last, so let me at least find you a clean sheet.” 
 
    While she’s gone, I use the bathroom and brush my teeth. When I return to the bedroom, she has the new sheet put on, but the same old, fuzzy tan blanket is on top of it. 
 
    “Sorry about the room. If I’d known you were coming, I would’ve cleaned.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” I smile at her. “I get to catch up with one of my only friends.” Gnawing on my lip, I debate whether I want to try to save her the way people saved me. It’s the right thing to do, but I also don’t want to lose her as a friend.  
 
    “My life has been so much better since I got clean, Misty, and it’s not because I have a wealthy boyfriend. I feel better. My head’s clearer, and my body is healthier. I’m happy and have more energy. I’m even working and starting college soon.” 
 
    She holds her hand up. “I know what you’re doing, and don’t be like those people who find religion and then decide they need to plant the holy ghost in every person they know.” 
 
    “I’m only telling you how getting clean has made me feel, but you deserve a better life, too.” 
 
    Placing a hand on her thin hip, she smirks. “So, are you saying you’re better than me now?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. Fortunate is the word I’d use to describe myself, not better. I’m blessed that there were people who fought for me when I couldn’t. If there’s anyone I’d like to pay it forward to, it’s you.” 
 
    She messes with the top of her messy brown hair.  
 
    “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I don’t have money for rehab, and I don’t have a rich man who’d be waiting for me when I got out.” 
 
    “But you have me. I’ll pay for you to go to rehab.” 
 
    She quirks an eyebrow. “You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “Yes, and after you’re out, I’ll pay for you to live in a safer neighborhood until you’re working steadily. I’ll connect you with a sponsor, and we’ll go to meetings together. Oh, and you’d love my boyfriend, Greyson. He’s cool and funny, and—” 
 
    Misty grabs my arms. “Stop. You’re a walking pamphlet for the holy ghost.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Look, think about it, OK? I couldn’t see you for the last several months because the drugs would’ve been too tempting, but it doesn’t mean I didn’t miss you or care. I promise I’d be there for you.” 
 
    She hugs me, and the way she clings to me tells me her answer. She’s thankful I care, but she’s saying goodbye. Without a word, she leaves the room, and once I’m sure she can’t hear, I lock the door.  
 
    I don’t trust Carter or anyone else who could show up at this house. My stomach aches, and I realize this time it’s from hunger pangs.  
 
    I didn’t eat the food we bought, and I hadn’t eaten all day before that. Finding a Snicker’s bar in my grocery bag, I take a bite of it and chase it down with my bottle of Pepsi. So much for brushing my teeth. 
 
    Not bothering to change, I lie on the bed and hold my phone up in front of me. Greyson has to be worried, and he deserves to know I’m OK. 
 
    Me: Hi. I’m at my friend Misty’s, and I’m safe, meaning I’m not using. I’ll be in touch tomorrow. 
 
    Greyson: I fucked up. I know it, and I’m sorry. I should’ve told you about the money and dealt with the consequences. It physically hurts me to be apart from you, but I’ll respect your wishes and not be a begging man. I love you. 
 
    Covering my mouth, I clench my eyes shut. I feel his words in my tightening chest. He’s sorry, and I want to forgive him.  
 
    I thought it would take at least a day or two to feel certain of my decision, but it only took me a few hours to figure out all I needed to know. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I call out with a groan after someone knocks on my bedroom door. Rolling over to face it, I hear the creaking sound before Lawrence walks in. 
 
    “You have to get up. Brunch is in fifteen, and Camilla’s already mentioned Sasha’s name a few times this morning.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “You do realize you were an idiot last night and said she was sick and in this room, right?” 
 
    Sitting up, I rub my face. “Yes, I recall, and I’m telling Camilla the truth. If I don’t, she’ll demand to come up here and check on Sasha.” Irritated over the situation, the little sleep I got, and my newly forming headache, I wave my hand toward the door. “Go. I’ll shower and be down in a few.”  
 
    I pick up my phone to see if there are any new messages from Sasha, but only the time stares back at me. It’s 11:15 a.m., and I thought I might’ve heard from her by now.  
 
    I was up most of the night, checking my phone frequently with the hope that she’d want to see me. 
 
    I trudge to the adjoining bathroom to shower. This conversation with Camilla will be torturous, especially if she doesn’t know about the money I gave up. Ellis might be going on his four-day honeymoon alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Greyson, perfect timing,” Aspen says with a smile before she hands me a plate out on the patio of my parents’ home. I squint from the bright sun, and if I can’t be with Sasha, I’d prefer to go back to bed and draw the curtains closed. “Have you heard from her?” she asks, leaning into me. 
 
    “No, and I’m sorry you had to put up with my pathetic ass for an hour last night.” 
 
    “I was happy to listen, and I’m sure you’ll hear from her soon.” 
 
    “Greyson,” Camilla calls out. Dammit. She pushes her chair back and heads straight for me.  
 
    Fortunately, most everyone is already eating: Ellis, Liam, Lawrence, Mom, Dad, Estella and James. Aspen and I are at the food table, and my parents’ housekeeper, Harriet, is refilling some of the trays. 
 
    “Sorry, I think it’s too late to hide under the table,” Aspen whispers. 
 
    “Where’s Sasha?” Camilla asks. She searches my face while concern is etched on hers. Sighing, I set my plate back down. “Is she still upstairs?” 
 
    “Sasha’s not here.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Can we talk inside?”  
 
    “You’re scaring me.” She glances over her shoulder. “Ellis, can you come here please?” Her worried gaze returns, but it’s morphing into one of suspicion.  
 
    Her forehead wrinkles, eyes squint, and she’s going to cause a scene if I don’t start talking. 
 
    “Come inside, and I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    “No, you’re going to tell me where my sister is right now.” 
 
    “Fine. We had an argument yesterday, and she left. She told me to tell you she was sick.” 
 
    Camilla’s eyes widen. “All this time she wasn’t upstairs in bed?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is she at the penthouse?” 
 
    “No.” I look away as Ellis walks up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Greyson said Sasha was never sick. She went home because they had a fight.” 
 
    “Did you tell Camilla about my inheritance?” I ask, looking at Ellis. “You know, the deal with me marrying Whitney.” 
 
    “Shit, no. Why?” 
 
    “Whitney’s douchebag, Sebastian, tried to force himself on Sasha, and he told her about the money.” 
 
    Camilla grabs my wrist. “Wait, what? A man tried to hurt her?” 
 
    “Yes, but I kicked his ass. Sasha’s fine.” 
 
    “What’s this about money?” 
 
    “Ah, shit. Camilla, I wasn’t trying to keep this a secret,” Ellis says. “It was Greyson’s personal business, and it didn’t even cross my mind to tell you.” 
 
    She gives him a sideways glance. “Well, it seems to have become my business, and Sasha’s, too. Not to mention, you’re looking pretty guilty right about now.” 
 
    “Don’t give Ellis shit over this. It was my place to tell Sasha. Not Ellis’s or yours. This is all on me.” 
 
    “OK, so what upset her enough that she’d leave our wedding and Liam’s party?”  
 
    I inhale a breath, and while glancing around, I discover our family is staring at us, waiting for my response. Great. Like all my drama hasn’t already been out there for the world to gossip about. 
 
    Only Liam is oblivious to what’s happening as he eats a piece of bacon and swings his legs under the table. He’s a happy-camper since he gets to be spoiled by his grandparents the next several days while his parents are away. 
 
    “Greyson, answer me.” 
 
    Shit. I look back at her. “When I had to choose between Sasha or Whitney, it was actually Whitney plus seventy-five million dollars.” 
 
    Her mouth falls open. “Wait. You mean you had to choose Whitney or give up seventy-five million dollars?” 
 
    I nod, but Camilla giggles, which confuses the hell out of me. 
 
    “Who thought of this joke this morning? You?” She points at me. “I can’t see Sasha coming up with this one.” 
 
    “Baby, it’s not a joke,” Ellis says to her. “He had to pick the money or Sasha, and he chose your sister.” 
 
    Like she has to think about it a while, she gathers all her auburn hair in the back and lifts it up, holding it against her head. 
 
    “I’m supposed to believe that you had to give up seventy-five million dollars?” 
 
    “It’s the truth, Camilla. My grandfather was determined I was marrying a Peterson, so it was a stipulation to receive the money.” 
 
    Looking toward the sky, she whispers, “Wow.” 
 
    “I know it’s crazy. I should’ve told Sasha, but I knew it would upset her. Whitney and my family were warned not to say anything, so I thought it would stay in the past. I never considered Sebastian telling her, but I should’ve known since the asshole hates me.” 
 
    “Where’s Sasha now?” Camilla asks. 
 
    “Don’t panic, but she’s at her friend Misty’s house.” 
 
    “What? Greyson, no. We have to go get her. That girl is a drug addict.” 
 
    “I don’t believe Sasha will do anything. She told me last night she was safe. She said something about having to see for herself that her past isn’t where she belongs.” 
 
    Camilla rubs her forehead. “That girl is going to stress me out until the day I die.” 
 
    “Sasha knows you and Ellis are leaving for a few days, so I’m sure she’ll text or call you soon.” 
 
    “How are you being so calm about this?” she asks me. 
 
    “If I hunt her down and make demands, she’s not going to forgive me. She was adamant about having her space. Look, it’s complicated, but I trust that she knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’m calling her. She never told me not to.” She starts toward the door to go inside. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    “And I need coffee.” I walk to the end of the table and pour myself a cup from the silver pot. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Ellis asks. 
 
    “No, but I will be once I’m with Sasha. Everything feels right when I’m with her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “It was a stupid thing to do,” Camilla says to me on the phone. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing, and you need to trust me the same way Greyson needs to. I mean, I know I didn’t give you a reason to trust me for a lot of years, but I’m not that person any longer.” 
 
    “But why would you go to Misty’s?” 
 
    “Greyson tries to control everything happening around us, and I’m tired of him treating me like I can’t handle bad shit.  
 
    “When I lost it after therapy over my past, I didn’t exactly help my case, so I needed to do this to prove to him that I can make decisions on my own and be in situations that could test my sobriety. He didn’t see it, but I handled Sebastian on my own.” 
 
    “OK, I don’t entirely understand, but as long as you do, and you plan to come home, I’ll leave it alone.” 
 
    “Thank you, and I’m sorry you had to hear about this today. I was trying not to involve you and Ellis. Are you leaving for Aspen soon?” 
 
    “Yes, in an hour, and I’m ready to put my feet up in the cabin and do nothing but relax. After yesterday, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    Cabin… 
 
    “I hope you have a good time, and if Estella and James need me to watch Liam while you’re gone, tell them to call me.” 
 
    “I will. Please, Sasha, come back to Greyson. He did an amazing thing for you by giving up that money, but he’s lucky to have you, too, so you both need to figure out how to fix this once and for all.” 
 
    “You’re right. I have to go. I love you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Son,” Dad says as he grips my shoulder. He takes the chair next to me on the patio and lays a white envelope on the table. I guess my leave me the fuck alone vibe wore off. 
 
    “This might help.” 
 
    “Help what?” I shove my plate away and take a drink of my coffee. 
 
    “Your situation with Sasha.” 
 
    “Since when do you care about my relationship with her?” 
 
    “I like the girl. She’s a sweetheart, and I saw how happy you were yesterday before shit hit the fan. I’m partly to blame for this mess, so let me fix it.” He pushes the envelope closer to me. 
 
    Blowing out a breath, I pick it up and pull out the paper inside it. My eyes scan the legal document. 
 
    “Slick as always, Dad. Slick as always. Do you think this will work?” 
 
    “It would’ve on your mother, and Sasha’s sweet like her.” 
 
    “Yeah, she is.” 
 
    “Not to mention, I passed on the charm gene to you. I’m sure you’re capable of adding some of that to your spiel.”  
 
    My phone vibrates, so I grab it off the table. 
 
    Sasha: If you want to talk, meet me at our favorite place. I’ll be there gazing at a magnificent view while listening to my favorite song. Once while I was dancing to it, a man made me feel like I was the only woman on this earth. He gave me hope, and I’m not about to lose it now. 
 
    “Hell. Yes.” Shoving my chair back, I jump up. “Dad, I have to go. Thank you for this.” I hold up the paper he gave me and run to the garage. I’m going to get my girl.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    While talking to my sister, I was reminded of her trip to Aspen where she and Ellis will be staying in a cabin for a few days. Unfortunately, with her high-risk pregnancy, they can’t take a longer honeymoon.  
 
    Discussing her trip made me realize where I wanted to meet Greyson to talk, so instead of wasting time having Misty drive me back to the penthouse, I ordered an Uber ride from her apartment to take me to Greyson’s cabin. It was added insurance that we’d be going back home together. 
 
    The driver drops me off, and once I tip him, I find the hidden key stored in a small fake rock at the side of the cabin. The record player is still set up on a table in the living room from the last time we were here.  
 
    I put on Bob Seger’s “We’ve Got Tonight” and leave the back door open so the music can filter outside. I’ll play it over and over again until Greyson arrives and hears it.  
 
    He’s going to see it was safe to trust me and how if he’s always honest with me and respectful of our relationship, I’ll be willing to work things out. I’m sure I’ll need forgiveness for doing stupid shit, too. 
 
    I walk out onto the deck, and taking advantage of the wait, I behold the beautiful view before me.  
 
    The landscape projects solitude and peacefulness, but it’s only perfect when Greyson’s appreciating it with me. I didn’t know it was possible to miss someone so much in only a day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    I park at my secluded cabin, and as soon as I’m close to the front door, the faint sound of music fills my ears. Sasha beat me here, but where is her car? 
 
    I smile, liking the fact she felt comfortable enough to use the hidden key. I walk in the door, and I can see her through the windows spanning the back of the cabin. 
 
    She’s on the deck, resting her arms on the wooden railing as she looks out at the view of the mountains. I love the look of her ass in tiny black shorts.  
 
    Her hot pink tank top reminds me of her youthful appearance, and I feel all warm inside as I recall the one she wears with the rainbow and unicorn on the front. 
 
    Bob Seger’s “We’ve Got Tonight” is playing on the turntable, but I stroll over and remove the needle from the album. She glances over her shoulder for only a split-second before turning forward again.  
 
    I stopped it since she needs to hear all I have to say. Also, it can’t be our song any longer, and I’ll explain to her why. 
 
    Walking onto the deck, I stand only a few feet behind her. I remove the folded-up paper from my pocket, and before I can read it to her, I take a deep breath.  
 
    My entire future rests on my ability to convey what I’m feeling, and for a man, that’s not an easy task. 
 
    “The Breast Cancer Research Foundation. St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital. Make a Wish Foundation. American Cancer Society. The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse. The Salvation Army...” 
 
    Sasha turns around, and her eyebrows knit as she hangs on to my every word. 
 
    “American Foundation for Suicide Prevention. Habitat for Humanity. Ronald McDonald House. Boys and Girls Club of America. YMCA of the USA. Alzheimer’s Association. Paralyzed Veterans of America... 
 
    “Those, along with several hundred more charities, received the seventy-five million dollars I forfeited to spend my life with you. Sasha, I get that you don’t understand how I could give up that amount of money, but to me, this was a win in every way imaginable. 
 
    “See, Whitney and I wouldn’t have left a mark on this world with that inheritance, but you would have. I want to spend my life with a woman who’ll think of others and appreciate what’s important in life.” 
 
    She takes a step toward me, so I fold the paper up and put it back in my pocket. 
 
    “Yes, I have the money to show you the world, but the world’s only magical to me with you in it. You make my life richer than any amount of money ever could.” 
 
    “Greyson…” She swipes tears from her cheeks. “That’s so sweet.” Striding over, she loops her arms around my neck, and I’m overwhelmed by the affection present in her golden-brown eyes. “I love you, and thank you for loving me.  
 
    “I went to Misty’s to prove that I was strong enough to leave that life on my own. I needed you to believe I could do it, too, and it’s why I wouldn’t let you rescue me.  
 
    “I need a partner to help me navigate through life, not one to control my life. I know you didn’t mean to do it. It was only to keep me safe and to ensure I wouldn’t leave you, but you need to know that I have no intentions of ever leaving.  
 
    “We’ll screw up together and fix it together, but most of all, we’ll continue to love and laugh.” She starts to cry but brandishes a smile the entire time. “You have no idea how much I love when we joke and laugh, snuggle and make love. You’re the light in my life.” 
 
    I back up and get down on one knee. Her eyes widen as she brushes away more tears. Pulling a ring box from my pocket, I open it up for her to see what’s inside. She gasps and covers her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “I’d planned to do this at brunch today, with our family present, and I apologize for screwing that up, but I can’t wait another day to ask you this question. 
 
    “Sasha, I promise to trust in our relationship from this moment on, never doubting your strength or love for me. Will you do me the honor of being my wife? Will you marry me so I can love you all the remaining days of our lives?” 
 
    Nodding swiftly, she grins. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”  
 
    I grin back at her and slide the five carat, round diamond ring onto her trembling finger, noticing how my hands are shaking, too. 
 
    Standing up, I hug her, never wanting to let go. She fits perfectly in my arms, and her hair has the scent of pine trees and fresh air. I’m so fucking in love.  
 
    Baby,” I murmur in her ear, “ ‘We’ve got Tonight’ can’t be our song.” 
 
    She pulls back, and her fingers play in my hair as she scrutinizes my words.  
 
    “But I have fond memories tied to that song.” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ve got more than tonight, Ladybug. We’ve got forever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    Fifteen Months Later 
 
    Sasha 
 
      
 
    “I asked you to zip up my dress, not unzip it,” I say to Greyson, grinning at him through the mirror in front of us. He kisses his way up the back of my neck, and I murmur, “Mmm…” 
 
    “But unzipping and removing your dresses is way more fun.” 
 
    “What if I promise to let you do that after the masquerade ball?” 
 
    “What if you promise to let me do that during the masquerade ball? It is our one-year wedding anniversary, and I’ve proven to be an amazing husband during that time.”  
 
    Snaking his arms around my waist, he pulls me back against him and licks my ear, causing me to shiver in his embrace. “We could do it say … in the women’s restroom. Or, maybe the coat check area.”  
 
    “Maybe I want to act like a lady tonight.” 
 
    “It’s Halloween. You’re supposed to be my naughty girl.” 
 
    “No, I’m your angel.” 
 
    I feel his chuckle against my back before he turns me around in his arms. 
 
    “After the dirty things you’ve let me do to you over the last year, I’d hardly call you an angel.” He nips at my lower lip. “But I’m not complaining in the least.” 
 
    “Since it is Halloween, I guess I can be your naughty girl.” I step back and look down at my short black dress. “What do you think? Is it formal enough for your parents’ party yet still sexy enough for you?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He slips his fingers up underneath the lace and grazes them along my thigh. “See, there’s easy access for when I fuck you in the coat check area.” 
 
    I swat his chest. “My sister is so screwed having all those Burke boys.” 
 
    Greyson looks down at his watch.  
 
    “Speaking of which, Ellis said to pick them up at seven. That’s in thirty minutes.” He starts to turn away, but I pull him back and kiss him passionately. 
 
    “Thank you for finding me irresistible, for tolerating my time-consuming school schedule, and for being an amazing friend. I was going to wait until we got home to give you your anniversary present, but I don’t want to wait.” 
 
    He boasts a devilish grin. “Does it involve me seeing under this short dress?” 
 
    “Actually, it does. Remember that meeting I told you I had yesterday with my guidance counselor?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, it was actually with a tattoo artist.” I lift the lace skirt of my dress, revealing my smooth legs. I lower my black thong to reveal the small heart tattoo I’ve had for years on my lower abdomen. “I added your name inside the heart.  
 
    “I told you when I first showed it to you that I’d fill it in with a man’s name when I felt confident that he’d be the only man who would ever see it.  
 
    “I’ve believed since before we were engaged that you were that man, but I wanted it to be a surprise for our first anniversary.” 
 
    “Damn, I love seeing my name stamped on your body.” He traces the heart with his fingers. “Even better that it’s right above your pussy.” He drops to his knees, and I suck in a breath. His tongue darts out, and he traces the tattoo with his tongue. 
 
    “Damn, you need a reward for this. It’s fucking hot and has me so turned on.” Spreading my legs apart, he lowers my thong to the floor and licks me right where it counts. I moan, and every part of me wants to latch on to his hair to pull him closer.  
 
    I don’t since he’s already styled it for our night out, but he leans back and says, “Pull it. I know you want to.” He flicks at my clit again, egging me on to take hold of his hair.  
 
    That’s all it takes for me to grab his blond strands and use them to push his face against my pussy.  
 
    He licks me as I stand in my heels, legs spread and shaking for him. As he presses his fingers into my thighs, a growl rumbles from deep in his chest.  
 
    “God, Greyson, yes!” His tongue’s merciless until I’m coming on his face and moaning shamelessly. While still gripping my thighs, he presses his forehead to the front of one of them.  
 
    “Making you come drives me fucking wild. It’s not only about the sex. It’s serving you, baby. I signed on the line to do it for the rest of our lives, and I will. I’ll always give you whatever it is you want.” 
 
    I tug on his shoulders, signaling for him to stand. Cupping his cheeks, I stare into his ocean eyes, getting lost in them like always. 
 
    “I know, and it’s one of the many reasons I love you. Happy Anniversary, Greyson.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Greyson 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, what do I do?” I ask Ellis as I pace in his office. 
 
    “You need to give her the letter. If we’ve learned anything by being with the Rose sisters, it’s that we can’t keep shit from them. They always find out, and it never ends well.” 
 
    “I know, but why does it say I have to give it to her today? Would it be the end of the world if I waited until tomorrow?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “She’ll think you’re protecting her feelings again since it’s your anniversary.” 
 
    “You’re right. Fuck it, I’ll give her the letter. She’s strong, so I’m sure she can handle whatever it says. She’s in a great mood, too, thanks to my talented tongue.” I grin at Ellis, and he makes a disgusted face. “That should help, right?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    I laugh. “In all seriousness, can I at least give her the letter with you and Camilla present? We’ll do it in your study.” 
 
    “Sure. I need to say goodbye to the kids first. Beatrice and Emma are tag-teaming it tonight with the triplets, along with Liam. We already took him to a trick-or-treating event the other day, so he’s squared away for Halloween.” 
 
    “Cool. Even with your nannies, I don’t know how you and Camilla manage. At least the triplets are getting closer to a year old.” 
 
    “Yeah, about three more months, but then they’ll be walking, and the stairs in this house are becoming a nightmare. We need all our bedrooms on the lower level, so I think it’s time to find a new home.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s time for us to find a new house, too. I still owe Sasha a puppy.”  
 
    Ellis tugs on his bowtie, seeming more stressed now that we’re talking about walking triplets. “Anyway, come on before we’re late.” 
 
    We stroll downstairs, and I feel my stomach twisting as we get closer to the family room. Every day for over a year now has been amazing with Sasha. I don’t want a letter from my grandfather to set us back. 
 
    It’s total mayhem in the family room when we walk inside. Liam is jumping around in front of the television, which is blaring cartoons, while his nanny Emma talks to him. 
 
    The other nanny, Beatrice, is holding Laken. He couldn’t look more like Ellis. He has the same shade of light brown hair, along with deep blue eyes like his dad’s and Liam’s.  
 
    Standing at a changing table, which I’m certain is not the kind of table that belongs in a family room, Camilla is putting a diaper on Evan. It’s a funny sight since his mom’s in a long, wine-colored evening gown.  
 
    Evan’s the difficult one of the three, and I’m not surprised at all to hear him crying. I hear it’s all he does for about eighteen hours a day. He looks like Ellis, too, but somehow the boy ended up with strawberry-blond hair.  
 
    Lastly, Sasha’s bouncing Rosy. The baby girl has the same dark auburn hair as her mother. Thick curls shape her round face, and I admit I’m attached to the little sweetheart. She gives me a whopping grin that reaches her vibrant green eyes every time I see her.  
 
    I thought it’d be the boys I’d want to spoil, if any of them, but I’m finding it’s her. Sasha’s partial, too. 
 
    I walk up to them. “Hi, there, Rosy.” Like always, she grins and stretches her chubby arms out toward me. 
 
    “Yes, please take her. I’m scared she’s going to spit up on my dress.” 
 
    “Actually, there’s something I need to talk to you about in the study before we leave.” 
 
    “Oh, OK.” She takes Rosy to Beatrice, who just laid Laken down on a play mat on the floor, and as she strolls back toward me, I nod to Ellis, praying he and Camilla won’t be far behind. 
 
    We get to the study, and as much as the chaos in the family room was stressing me out, it wasn’t near as intimidating as the silence is in here. Sasha’s going to ask me what’s up, and I’m going to have to give her the letter that’s in my pocket. 
 
    Her eyebrows lift. “Greyson, what did you want to talk about?”  
 
    “OK, here goes. My Grandfather Orson’s attorney had a letter couriered over for you.” I hand it to her about the time Ellis and Camilla walk into the room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Camilla asks. “We need to get going.” 
 
    “Greyson has a letter for me to read. It’s from his grandpa Orson.” She looks at me, and I swallow the lump in my throat. “Why are you giving me this now?” 
 
    “I was instructed to give it to you today, and I didn’t want you to be pissed at me for withholding it just because it’s our anniversary.” 
 
    She smiles at me. “Smart move then, but I can’t imagine what it would say. Surely, he wasn’t cruel enough to send me an angry letter about how you’ve stayed married to me for a year.” 
 
    She opens it, and I scratch the back of my head. Ellis and Camilla wait silently, too, and it’s taking Sasha forever to read it.  
 
    She covers her heart. “Oh, my god. Listen to this. 
 
      
 
    ‘If you’re reading this letter, then you’re the woman who stole my grandson’s heart and prevented him from marrying Ms. Peterson.  
 
    ‘Before my death, I instructed my attorney to wait a year from your wedding date to deliver this letter to ensure Greyson hadn’t done something foolish like married a stranger in Vegas in an inebriated state, where he soon found himself needing an annulment. The boy was so miserable with the Peterson girl that it wouldn’t have surprised me. 
 
    ‘Greyson was faced with a serious decision to make when he fell in love with you, and I tested him on purpose. See, my grandson probably thinks I loved him the least since he chose not to join the Gant-Peterson Oil business, but I respected him more than any man in our family. He stood up for what he believed was best for him.  
 
    ‘He wanted to prove he could be successful on his own, and his brave decision earned my utmost respect. I decided to give him the ultimate test. A test to see if he had enough faith in himself to continue down the road of self-reliance.  
 
    ‘Would he give in to the temptation of immense wealth, along with the pressures from those involved with Gant-Peterson Oil, or would he stay true to his beliefs? 
 
    ‘The fact he turned down his inheritance to marry you is enough for me to believe you’re an amazing woman, and I wish I were alive to meet the girl who was able to make him grow a pair and tell that snot Whitney to take a hike. The Gants always were after my share of the business. 
 
    ‘With that said, I feel you’re the one entitled to an inheritance. Contact my attorney to receive your seventy-five million dollars, the share Greyson’s ass-kissing father isn’t getting his hands on.  
 
    ‘All I ask in return is two things: be a good wife to Greyson, and give my grandsons a hug for me, along with my beautiful daughter, Mary Ann. 
 
                                                              Sincerely, 
 
                                                                      Orson Gant’ ” 
 
      
 
    Tears coat my eyes as I stare at Sasha and soak in the words my late grandfather left for us. I’m also grinning like a fool since I could picture the old geezer and hear his voice while my girl read his letter. He respected me after all. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” Sasha says. 
 
    “Well, I think you’re seventy-five million dollars richer,” I reply. 
 
    Sasha smiles at me. “I have everything I need except for your children, so I’ll set some of the money aside for their trust funds.” She looks at Camilla. “Oh, and some for our niece and nephews, too. I’m going to need your expertise on what charities to donate the rest to.” 
 
    “No problem. Um, we’ll go grab our masks for the party.” She glances to Ellis before they give us a minute alone. I pull Sasha into my arms. 
 
    “See, even my grandfather knew you were exceptional.”  
 
    “No, he knew you were, Greyson, and he’s thanking me for realizing it, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 END NOTES 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading The Price: Greyson and Sasha’s Story (A Novel Addition to The Terms Duet).  
 
    I hope you’ll check out other books by Ruby Rowe. 
 
      
 
    Keep up with release information at www.rubyrowe.com. You can also follow Ruby on Amazon, BookBub, Facebook Goodreads, Instagram, Pinterest and Twitter. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoy my writing, you may enjoy my Facebook fan group, Ruby's Rompers, where information about my books is shared first: titles, covers, teasers, excerpts, etc. There are fun games and giveaways held, as well! 
 
      
 
    Lastly, I’d greatly appreciate it if you would leave me ratings or reviews. Thank you! 
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