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      Dear Readers,

      This was my very first book. Or, should I say, collection. Originally, this story was a set of four novellas but after being revised, re-edited, and re-covered, here they are.

      Mona is one of the heroines I’ll always connect with. She’s regular. She isn’t super beautiful, she doesn’t have the tightest ass, and she has an ordinary job, and an even more ordinary love life. Zane comes along, bringing Jake with him, drawing her into a different world, one where love, no matter how unusual, reigns supreme.

      I hope you enjoy the story. This book contains Mona’s full journey, making this a standalone within an ongoing series arc. There is no cliffhanger so you can indulge in this whopper of a read with ease.

      Happy reading <3

      Serena xoxo
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      As much as I love my friends, I always feel like I’m completely out of my depth with them. As though I’m the ugly stepsister, and they’re twin Cinderellas.

      I'm probably making myself sound like some sort of ogre. Either that or some monster from a swamp, but in comparison to Eddie and Marina, sometimes, I feel it.

      Sure, my figure is decent, if I don’t say so myself. It belongs to another age, when childbearing hips were a positive and not a negative, but they’re that way from a wide pelvis and not eating too much ice cream.

      My boobs are nice and round, not porn star huge but a generous handful, and my waist dips in. My legs are short—not absurdly so—but unlike Marina and Edwina, they don’t go all the way up to my armpits.

      All in all, I’m not a bad prospect, but when I’m sitting with them in a busy club, is it any wonder guys look at me and then immediately drool at my two supermodel-lookalike friends?

      Hell, I’d do the same if I were gay. Which I’m not. Straight, from the tip of my waist-length hair to my shining red-lacquered toes.

      At least if I were bi, I'd have double the pool of potential lovers, but I'm not interesting enough to be bisexual. I'm bland. That's me.

      Boring.

      Why the hell would any guy want to fuck someone who describes herself with two of the most blah words in the English language? It's no wonder the last time I got laid was about four years ago. And you might snigger at that, but hey, I’ve been busy since then.

      Trying to keep a roof over my head, screaming at my husband and then divorcing the bastard…it all takes time. Still, four years? I know, it’s too long. Especially as the last man to work his cock into me was my husband, and God help me, what a letdown that was. 

      That son of a bitch—and his mother deserves that title too—was quite content for me to work my ass off in three jobs and for him to stay at home. House husband, my ass. Lazy bastard more like.

      By the end, I might as well have stuck a brush up my butt and swept up as I tried to hold down all my jobs and keep the household going. Not even that was enough for Dan. Oh no, he had the audacity to complain that I didn’t come on to him enough.

      Ha.

      Why would I want to?

      Shattered from seventeen hour days, I wasn't exactly primed for a marathon in bed. And even if I had been, gray-skinned, pasty-faced couch potatoes are not my idea of hot.

      He made me diet, glared at me if I dared to eat ice cream around him, but that rule didn't apply to the Lord and Master. He ate junk food until it came out of his ears, gained weight like a goose being prepared for Christmas lunch, and generally did everything he could to stop making himself attractive for me. From being mean to making disparaging comments about how I looked, my interest in Dan died a natural death.

      Are all men like that? Interested in themselves and their own needs? It seems like they are. My daddy was. At least Dan's weapon of choice had been his words and not his fists like my father.

      Talk about being thankful for small blessings!

      “Oh Christ, she’s in a mood.”

      Marina’s voice penetrates my glumness. Rather than answer, I raise a brow and pick up my drink. An inappropriate cocktail with too many umbrellas and a slice of pineapple floating in the glop. I hate cocktails, but they always make me drink them. I guess it’s in the vain hope that I’ll loosen up and actually take some interest in the club scene.

      It never works.

      I hate clubs and I hate dancing. No amount of pineapple vodka mojitos is going to change that.

      “Simone, come on, it’s Friday night. It’s time to let your hair down, relax, and have fun.” Edwina encourages me, reaching forward to squeeze my hand. Her earnest desire for me to enjoy myself is endearing.

      It’s no wonder I love both of my friends. Even if they’re the reason I get no male attention on a night out. I return the hand-squeeze and try to cheer up for their sakes.

      “I’m alright. I’m not in a mood, I’m just thinking. You know I hate this bar. The waiters are all creeps.”

      Marina snorts. “You just don’t like it when men pinch your butt.”

      “Well, it’s not my idea of service.”

      “I don’t know,” Edwina teases. “I’d whack an extra dollar or two on to the tip. Especially for the hunks around here.”

      When I only roll my eyes, Marina grunts at me as she simultaneously wags a finger. “Stop being difficult, Simone. Anyone would think that you don’t want to get laid. I know Dan was a jerk…”

      “Make that major jerk,” Edwina butts in.

      “You won’t hear me arguing, Eddie. That’s the exact reason why you don’t have to seek atonement, Mona—you did nothing wrong. You divorced him, because he was a pig. You don’t have to wear a chastity belt for the rest of your life as punishment. You read the papers. Hell, divorce is always on the rise. Stop feeling guilty for taking the bull by the balls and deciding to emancipate yourself from that jerk-off.”

      Her mention of atonement does make me uncomfortable. She might sound like she has overdosed on Oprah but Marina inevitably makes sense. My background is orthodox, my grandfather was a pastor and my father holds stringent views on religion. I escaped without being indoctrinated. I also escaped having to marry one of the boys from our church, but royally fucked up, when only a few years after my fugue, I married the bastard extraordinaire, as Edwina likes to call him.

      Divorce was a big no no in my house, and maybe, I didn’t flee fast enough from my parents’ religious beliefs. Maybe some small part of me feels worthless for getting divorced.

      Okay, a large part.

      Even knowing that I did everything I could to make my marriage successful, it wasn’t good enough.

      I wasn’t good enough.

      In the pitch black, with strobe lights flashing around the room, people with black-light paints, coating various parts of flesh, dancing as though tonight’s their last, and music blaring from the speakers at a volume that has to cause the DJ some kind of ear damage, I ask myself if that’s why I’ve not been laid in four years.

      Even though I feel like I’ve been actively seeking a relationship, have I had some invisible sign on me? Hands off unless you want to draw back a nub?

      The thought holds merit.

      While it sickens me to think that I’ve wasted more time on my ex, it’s quite a relief to think that my lack of suitors doesn’t stem from unfortunate comparisons to the Cinderellas sitting opposite me. I’m not an ugly stepsister. I’m more like Sleeping Beauty. But I didn’t need Prince Charming to wake me up. I can manage that by myself.

      I come back to the surface with a bang, when Marina clicks her fingers directly in front of my face. “What?” I snap, and draw back.

      The action is an unfortunate move on my part. Before I can do more than glare at her, my spine fails to touch the non-existent backrest of the bar stool, and I fall backwards.

      Those two seconds, as my spine hangs suspended in mid-air before crashing downward, seem to last an eternity. The discordant beat of the music matches that of my pulse. The odd angle of my body has my stomach twisting and churning, and the pineapple and vodka concoction Marina forced me to order is sloshing unpleasantly around my gut.

      The stasis abruptly disappears and real time footage restarts. As the floor crashes toward me, my entire body tensing with the expectation of pain, I’m too shocked even to shout out.

      And then, rather than have brittle bone crash into unyielding tile, my shoulders are grabbed, the balls of the joints cupped with strong hands, and I’m slowly brought back into my original position.

      Cheeks flushed, blood rushing to my head, I don’t know whether to be mortified or intensely grateful to my savior.

      With dazed eyes, I see the aghast looks on my friends’ faces. Even in the darkness, their faces are white and taut with horror at my almost-accident. Hell, I’m feeling taut myself. My finances would in no way stretch to my taking off a few days with a back injury.

      Swallowing so that my stomach returns to its usual place, I slowly turn and, as loud as I’m able, say, “Thank you so much.”

      If it was more choked than usual, then surely that can be forgiven. Not only had I been an inch away from a nasty injury, the guy standing before me is hotter than hell.

      Sure, he’s not pretty boy handsome. He wouldn’t grace the poster of the latest movies or famous magazines. In the flashing strobe lights, and to me, he looks like sex on a stick.

      All dark hair and brooding looks, eyes rimmed with dark lashes and thick slashes for brows that make him look all the more grim. I want to ask Marina when grim became an attractive quality, because if anyone knows, it’s Marina. Or maybe grim isn’t the right adjective. Maybe brooding is, and I’ve been a sucker for that ever since English Lit. Class when I fell in love with Heathcliff.

      Once upon a time, I even made the mistake of describing my ex as that. When really, he’d been a lazy SOB with the personality of a mosquito.

      “Are you okay, ma’am?” the man, my nightclub Heathcliff, shouts as he bends toward me so I can hear him better.

      As he moves, his aftershave permeates the air around me, and as the cleansing tang of sandalwood and lime tinges my personal space, the heat of his body seems to augment the scent and simultaneously make my own temperature surge.

      Swallowing, I straighten my back so I can move closer to his ear, either that or I use that excuse to get a teeny weeny bit closer to him… only God knows which, because I’m not up to self-analysis at the moment. For the first time in a long while, I’m interested in someone of the opposite sex. Interest combined with an adrenaline rush from the almost accident has me doing something unheard of, proffering an invitation. “I’m fine. Thanks to you. Can I buy you a drink as a thank you?”

      Even knowing I’m gushing doesn’t hold me back. This so isn’t me. I never do anything like this and I’m fully aware of Eddie and Marina flicking each other surprised looks.

      One time, I managed to lodge my heel in between a piece of decking at a garden party. A man had kindly helped me, I’d turned redder than a beet, mumbled my thanks and disappeared as quickly as I could. At no point of that embarrassing interlude had I asked the man if he’d like a drink.

      Now, I could be termed as superficial at this juncture. But my previous savior hadn’t been too hard on the eyes. Not the same as this man here, but nothing to sniff at.

      Heathcliff frowns at me–not quite the response I’d hoped for–and says, “That isn’t necessary, ma’am.”

      I’ve never been known for my courage, but I urge all of my gumption together and reach forward to grab his hand. “Please. I’d like to thank you properly.”

      Rather than reply he nods and, beaming at him, I turn and grab my purse, widening my eyes, fluttering the lashes to indicate my excitement at my two friends. I might look insane, but I don’t give a damn. Marina and Eddie seem to understand the message. Their grins are so wide they might as well be Cheshire cats.

      Scuttling off the barstool, I beam another smile at him as he automatically reaches for my arm to help me down. Maybe this is Heathcliff come to life? I’d thought chivalry was dead. Apparently not, if this guy is anything to go by.

      He lets me walk in front of him, and I’m conscious of every movement, every sway of my hips. It’s as if I’m in the center of a spotlight and all eyes are on me. But in this case, only one set matters.

      Instant attraction has never been my thing. I’ve never felt that click of chemistry that my friends gush about. Never felt on fire for somebody before, not even my ex. But this, this is different. I don’t understand it, certainly can’t explain it, but boy, this feels electric.

      My blood is pumping through my veins at a mile a minute. I feel alive. Vibrant with energy and it’s all for this stranger.

      Crazy.

      Working my way over to the bar, I can feel the brush of him at my back. The club’s packed. People litter every inch. Not quiet people, either. Not like the sort at a cheese and wine party. But the kind who are quite happy to jump up and down to a beat I can’t understand, one that doesn’t get me going. Prior to meeting this man, I was bored, restless and wanting, no, waiting, to go home.

      Now, home is the last thing on my mind. He’s taken center stage.

      We reach the bar and I turn to him, shouting, “What do you want to drink?”

      “A Bud will be fine.” His eyes are on me, but he’s speaking to the bartender who just appeared.

      Something that in itself is a miracle.

      Getting service is notoriously difficult here, as the staff are always overworked and there are never enough of them to attend to the crowds that pack this place out every weekend.

      “Cranberry juice,” I croak out, feeling very overwhelmed at being in the center of this man’s attention.

      My fingers fumble as I work at the clasp of my purse, knowing that the drinks will be there any second. Before I can, two twenty dollar bills are passed before my eyes to be snapped up by the bartender. My knight in black chinos grabs our drinks and as I’m trying to get my mouth to work a protest, he swoops low and whispers in my ear, “Meet you in the garden.”

      Nodding dumbly, it’s my turn to follow him.

      The garden, as this place terms it, is nothing more than a forty feet by forty feet yard. They’ve put modern furniture in, trying to make it look like a chill out lounge, but it’s really only for the smokers and as there is no music piped outside, it’s always dead.

      I’d prefer to sit out here on my infrequent visits to this place with Marina and Eddie, but they won’t let me.

      The bullies.

      Amused at the thought, I tread through the crowd, carefully ignoring waved-about arms and grinding bodies. This is so not my scene, but it is that of my friends and if they like to get felt up on the dance floor then that’s their prerogative.

      Walking through the doorway into the fresher, cooler air outside—at least, as cool as New York does it in high summer during a heat wave—I suck in a breath. Even the musty humidity is better than the recycled air con of inside, something which is never strong enough to deal with the mass of body heat.

      As soon as the door swoops closed behind me and I can finally speak like a normal person, I immediately say, “I wanted to buy you a drink. As a thank you.”

      The garden is more illuminated than the club. That means I can see this guy who has my heart beating like a drum in perfect clarity. And he’s even better than I first thought.

      Christ.

      My inbuilt teachings don’t let me wince at the blasphemy, because if anything, I’m entirely floored by how attracted I am to this man. My palms are sweaty and I feel more flushed than I would be after leaving an air-conditioned club and entering nearly one hundred degrees of sweltering heat.

      “My mama would clip me around the ear, if I let a lady pay for my drinks.”

      The southern drawl in his voice does things to my insides that I didn’t think possible. I hadn’t heard that twang back in the club, and I’m ecstatic that I had the balls to ask him for a drink and that I eventually got to hear it. His attraction level just shoots up another notch.

      “Even if you already acted the gentleman by saving me from making a fool of myself in there?”

      He smiles at me and God, that smile is lethal. “Just doing what anyone would have done.”

      “I doubt it. It’s more likely that anyone would have filmed it and uploaded it on to the net.”

      His lips twitch. “Yeah, well, maybe I’m a tad different, then.”

      “If your mama taught you to treat a lady kindly, then didn’t she tell you it’s impolite to fail to introduce yourself?” Oh, dear God, I’m being coy.

      What. The. Fuck?

      “Zane Matthews, ma’am. Pleasure to meet you.” He almost salutes. “And shouldn’t a good southern lady like yourself also do me the honor of an introduction?”

      “You can take the girl out of Georgia but not the drawl.” Chuckling, I smile up at him. “It’s still there, even though I left a long time ago. I’m Simone. Simone Barranquet.”

      “Creole?”

      “No. My father has some Spanish blood in him. It goes a long way back, though.”

      “What finds you in the Big Apple?”

      “What teen doesn’t dream of the city that never sleeps? Especially one tucked away in a backwater?” I shrug, but throw the question back at him. “And you? My twang is still there, just, but yours is thicker than grits. You here on vacation?”

      “You could say that. It’s a working vacation.”

      “A working vacation?” I ask, curious. “What kind?”

      “I’m a writer. I’m on the PR trail.”

      “A writer? That’s awesome. What do you write?”

      He shrugs and for the first time, I can see he’s been knocked out of his self-assurance. “This and that.”

      “Tell me. I’d like to know. The minute the bookstores open, I’ll go and buy one of your books. Then I can show my friends and say, this is the guy who saved my butt.”

      “I’d appreciate the boost in sales, but really, it’s not necessary.” He takes a sip of his beer as though that’s the last he has to say on that matter, and that sup just finalizes it.

      Ha. As if.

      “Please. I’d like to know.”

      Now, his smile’s odd. A quirk of the lips that holds no amusement, not exactly embarrassment but discomfort more than anything else.

      With a jerk of his shoulder that says ‘what the hell’, he mutters, “This last book is called Devil May Have.”

      “And you write under Zane Matthews? You don’t have a pseudonym?”

      He shakes his head and, once again, looks mighty uncomfortable.

      “I’ll look forward to buying it.”

      Licking my lips, I take a sip of my cranberry juice and with this man at my side, begin to enjoy the sultry heat of a New York night. Perfumed with Zane’s aftershave, it’s even hotter. My senses feel alive. I feel alive and for the first time in a long while, I’ve been driven out of my apathy.

      I’m not being bigheaded when I say that I can feel his eyes on the movement of my tongue as it tries to catch a lingering drop of juice on my lips.

      That his awareness of me is as augmented as mine is of him, fills me with relief. This attraction isn’t lopsided. Phew.

      I let my own gaze drift up to his and whisper, “How long are you here for?”

      “A few months.”

      “Then you go back down south?”

      Another shake of the head. “No. I live up north now. Near Maine.”

      “We’re real traitors to our Confederate ancestors, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, ma’am. But it suits me. My family and I, we don’t get on all that well.”

      As soon as he utters the words, I can tell he’s surprised that he mentioned it. Rather than pounce on something he hadn’t meant to say, I ask, “How come you’re here for so long?”

      “I have other business too.”

      That he’s here for a prolonged stay shouldn’t make me feel so urgent. It’s not like he’s leaving tomorrow and I might never see him again. If I play my cards right, invite him out for a meal tomorrow, then maybe he can, if he has an opening in his schedule.

      But somehow, I do feel urgent. It’s riding me like I want to ride him.

      The thought makes me flush and I know that he can see my reaction. It doesn’t embarrass me, if anything, it encourages me. Gives me the courage I need to ask, “Are you hungry?”

      I’d have liked to tag on, for me? But my courage doesn’t take me that far.

      He nods at the question and as silent as it was, I know he’s answered the voiceless addendum too. There’s a heat in his gaze, a shimmering light that tells me I’m not alone in this peculiar need I feel for him. He shares it and that gives me such a rush, I feel as though I’ve just leapt out of a plane and am skydiving toward the ground.

      “Would you like to go for something to eat?”

      “I’d like that.” The rippling melody of his voice is raked with gravel and every part of me reacts to the sound. I don’t think there’s one part of me that isn’t turned on by this man.

      “You would?” I’m almost embarrassed by the squeak of my voice, but hell, when faced with a man who makes male models look butt ugly and who would like to go on a spur-of-the-minute date, I think anyone would be shocked. Especially when I’m not model material.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll just let my friends know. Otherwise they’ll worry.” Rather than battle my way through the dancing crowds again, I dig out my cell phone from my purse and send a text.

      Going to eat with sex god. Will call later. Wish me luck.

      Two seconds later, before I even have the chance to put my phone away, the receiver beeps:

      Aren’t you glad we made you wear THAT dress? Go get laid. Love you. E & M.

      They’re not wrong. I’m super relieved that I’m wearing the dress I am. Earlier on, when I’d come out of my bedroom dressed in a shirtwaist dress and low heels, they’d frog-marched me into my room and forced me to wear an outfit that had been moldering away in the back of my closet since last year’s Black Friday sales. Marina had bought it for me as a gift, knowing that I couldn’t justify the cost of a dress into my budget. She’d guilt-tripped me into wearing it tonight. Using crocodile tears to get me into the wispy bit o’nothing that revealed more than it hid.

      Fortunately, I’ve lost weight since Thanksgiving. It seems that worrying about paying bills does have its advantages.

      Sighing at the thought, I brush it away and congratulate myself for having trimmed down. The dress that had only just fit, now sits nicely on my shape. It’s amazing the difference a couple of pounds can make. The waist cutouts no longer have blobs of fat popping out of them, but display peeps of porcelain flesh, which seem even paler against the burnt orange of the silk blend. It cups my hips and thighs, the curve of my behind as well as my breasts. It’s a simple dress, pencil skirt, boat-neckline. The only decoration comes from those bared expanses of flesh.

      To say I’m relieved I’m wearing this dress is like a mountain climber being content at reaching Everest’s summit.

      I might just kiss Marina the next time I see her.

      “So, is there anything in particular you want to eat?” Zane asks me, as I slip my phone back into my clutch purse.

      I would love to say something risqué, but let’s face it, Rome was not built in a day. I need to take this nice and slow. This is the first time I’ve ever come on to someone. In the past, my dates have all asked me. Few those occasions might have been, but that doesn’t change the fact that tonight, I’ve shown more guts than I have in a long time.

      “I’d be happy with a sandwich.”

      Zane’s smile is wicked incarnate as he turns to me and says in an exaggerated drawl, “Y’all might be from Georgia, but I’m a Louisiana boy. Are there any places hereabouts that do justice to a Po’boy?”

      Amused, I wink up at him. As soon as I make the gesture, I wonder what the hell is going on with me, but I quickly reject the thought and tell him, “Yeah. I know just the place.”

      “Then lead me there, ma’am.”

      He raises his arm for me to rest my hand on his wrist and I comply, settling my palm on the bony joint. The gesture’s so old fashioned that I feel swept away into bygone days. But I’m no lady. I left behind my family’s dictates: I swear and curse and sweat. The mortal sin of southern belles. Tonight can be my charade and I’ll make the most out of it.

      He makes the move to set off, but I dig my fingers into his wrist and say, “I’ll take you there on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Okay. I lied. Two conditions. Firstly, my mama is the ma’am in my family. Just call me Mona, everyone else does. Secondly, I’m buying.”

      His grimace makes me smile. “You’re making me go against the teachings of my mama, Mona. You wouldn’t want me to get a slug around the ear next time I go home, would you?”

      “No. This is a special occasion, though, so I’ll make the request. If there’s a problem, I’ll give you my number. She can call me if she takes exception.”

      Well, that gives me an excuse to make sure we don’t part without him having my contact details.

      Score one for me.

      “Okay. Just this once,” he mutters, his reluctance audible.

      Man, you just gotta love chivalry.

      In the half-shadowed garden, I can feel his eyes on me, even as we move away from the direct light and toward the garden’s exit. Seconds later, we come to a gradual halt and in the murky grimness beneath the verdant glowing ‘Exit’ sign, I still can’t really see where he’s looking. He could be staring at my boobs or deep into my eyes. Either way, I don’t know, but I can feel his gaze on me.

      A part of me realizes what’s going to happen a second before it actually does. As I feel a slight gust of air brush my lips, I suck in a breath as his mouth gently rubs my own.

      The move is so subtle that I can’t help but stand on tiptoe to edge a little closer to him. My height, as insubstantial as it is, isn’t important because within a minute, his arm is wrapped around my waist and I’m lifted up, raised against him. My back brushes against the nearest wall and it’s my turn to wrap myself around him. Clasping his neck with my hands, I press my lips harder against his and drag my tongue along the line of his mouth. When it opens, I immediately accept his invitation and whimper as all control is taken from my grasp and his tongue begins to twine around my own.

      I’m too far gone to feel embarrassed. I can feel the subtle pulse of my hips as I rock against him and know that I’m mortifyingly close to cupping his waist with my thighs, settling the notch of my sex against his hopefully ridged one and rocking myself to an orgasm.

      I can’t breathe, he’s stolen all my breath. Every single oxygen-drenched gulp of it. My lungs are burning but I don’t give a damn. All I know is that this is a kiss to end all kisses and if I die, it will have been with a bang.
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      I didn’t die.

      And as I sit opposite Zane in the minute Matthesons’ Deli on 42nd and 3rd munching on a French-dipped, roast beef Po’boy, I know that this is the appetizer for an upcoming event. Call me bigheaded, but I can tell.

      Or at least, I think I can.

      The excitement pumping through my veins at the prospect is indescribable.

      This is definitely a top-of-the-world kind of feeling.

      I’m so relieved that I went to the club with Marina and Eddie. I could so easily have refused, so easily have stayed in. Instead, I met this hunk of a guy, who is going to knock me off the celibacy path.

      I could be wrong. He could be on the brink of taking me home without an orgasm as a thank you for a pretty decent sandwich. But I doubt it. That kiss, that scorching, panty-wetter of a kiss was a message. It said, soon. Very soon. Don’t worry. I’ll make good with my promise.

      And damn, I can’t wait for that moment.

      I’m not even hungry. I don’t want to eat. But I’m conserving my calories for the bout of exercise I’m on the brink of undertaking.

      I made sure there’s not even a whiff of raw onion on my roast beef Po’boy and considering Zane did as well, I know we’re both on the same page.

      In the harsh, overhead lighting of the rundown yet popular diner, beneath a scarred and scratched table, my legs are slightly separated and one of his rests neatly between them.

      Another message of intent.

      I’m out of practice, hell, I never had all that much in the first place, but I can’t be totally wrong here, I can’t be misreading the signals, can I?

      I hope to God I’m not and even though it’s an inappropriate use, I run through the Lord’s Prayer, hoping that divine intervention will get me laid tonight.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      My blush gives me away and his chuckle has me blushing all the harder. His laugh is light and carefree, and that’s something I can tell isn’t common for him. He’s as brooding in the light as he is in the darkness. He looks like a gangster. All hard muscles and stubbled jaw with grim eyes that rarely light up… unless they’re glancing over me. Then, a strange heat appears, and I feel as though I can bask in the warmth they emit.

      “And I thought you were a good southern girl.”

      “Well, I’m not as good as I ought to be, but in comparison to my friends, I am,” I admit with a wry grimace. “Too good. It’s about time I misbehaved.”

      “Then I’m one lucky bastard,” he retorts with a twist to his own lips. “Good girls always make the best bad girls.”

      “I’m not sure I get the logic there.”

      “When you let go, you’ll be dynamite. All that pent-up energy has to go somewhere.”

      The surety in his voice has me frowning. I’ve never been dynamite before. I can only hope I will be now.

      “I hope I don’t disappoint.” I totally fail at trying to be light-hearted. My attempt at levity sinks to the ground like a sack of sugar.

      “I doubt it, honey. I doubt it.” As he reaches for his coffee, the rolled up sleeves of his shirt jerk up a little.

      Spotting a symbol I’ve seen before, I ask, “Were you a Marine?”

      “How did you know that?”

      Reaching over, I trail my finger over the ink. It’s half-covered by his shirt, but still, I recognize it. “It’s a long time since I’ve seen the symbol, but I’d know it anywhere. My grandpa had the exact same ink. Not that mother or grandmother approved of it. He always had to wear shirts to cover it, but to me, it was proof he was a hero.” Without knowing it, my top lip curls. “The only man I’ve ever met who deserved the title.”

      I flinch as his finger trails over my snarled lip and my eyes flicker toward him. “Most people aren’t appreciative of what a soldier does.”

      “That’s why you cover it up?” I ask, my eyes tracing over the tattoo of the US Marine Corps logo. An eagle proudly astride a globe, scored through the center with a rope-entwined anchor. It isn’t colored, just stark black and white. It suits him and I have the feeling that there are similar tattoos all over his form.

      Hardly the usual uniform of a southern gent, but who said they can’t be modernized?

      “Sometimes. Mostly, I don’t like to remember.”

      “Where did you serve?”

      “Middle East. First, second and third tour of duty. That was a long while back, though.”

      The briskness of his answers gives me a clue about that brooding quality of his. Memories can be a real bitch.

      How many times did I watch my father slap my mother for breaking some religious dictate he’d laid down?

      How many times was I careful to watch my words where my ex was concerned, so he’d never have the excuse to do the same to me?

      Vicious cycles… and sometimes there’s no escaping them.

      “You finished?” he asks me, his voice rough.

      It sickens me that I’ve upset him and once again, his hand comes up to tug at my lower lip.

      “Hey, no biting.” He grins. The quick shift in his mood has my heart seesawing. “That’s for me to do. Later on.”

      The promise sets me alight and I can’t deny I’m relieved. I hadn’t intended to broach a mood-killer of a conversation topic. I’d just seen the tattoo and been reminded of the only worthy man I’ve ever met.

      It’s early days to say that this is a potential candidate for that role.

      But I have a good gut feeling going on.

      And God help me, but what a story to tell our grandkids. That granddad saved grandma, when she nearly broke her back in a nightclub. A unique first meeting, or what?

      Eek. I shouldn’t be thinking so far ahead and this is the main reason I’ve never partaken in one-night stands. I sink too deeply, too quickly into thinking something exists, where it doesn’t. Differentiating between sex and feeling is nigh on impossible for me, another reason for my celibate state. Not just my latent guilt over divorcing.  

      “That sounds like a promise,” I murmur, trying to remember what we were talking about and getting hot and bothered at the same time.

      “Might be because it’s just that.”

      “Just?” Pretending to be put out, I pout.

      Honest to God pucker up.

      I’m not a pouter, have never been one either. If anyone in my little trio of friends is likely to pucker up, it’s Marina. She has that whole sulky, sultriness that men go crazy for, down cold. But for me, that kind of thing has never worked. I’m way too much the girl-next-door. The girl that gets ignored, that gets looked over and then finally, if she’s lucky, gets seen and snapped up. In my experience that rarely happens.

      So why, if I am the girl-next-door type, am I pouting?

      I have no idea. From the glint in his eye, he likes this newly discovered side of me. 

      “Just?” I repeat, waiting to see how he’ll answer.

      He grins at me, eyes sparkling and says, “Well, the reason I managed to save you, was because I was studying your butt all night. The minute it moved an inch, I did too.”

      As soon as those words escape his mouth, relief fills me. Not one part of me wants to mess this up and now, I know I can’t. He wants me like I want him.

      This isn’t some coyote-ugly situation.

      Thank. Fuck.

      “Ah, so you weren’t my knight in shining armor,” I tease, tongue in cheek. “But a stalker.”

      The richness of his chuckle surprises even him. I can tell. He looks almost shocked that he can be amused. As though he can’t believe it’s possible for him to laugh anymore.

      Such engrained sorrow disturbs me. What made him like that? The war? Life? I don’t know… I’d like to find out.

      This man of few words has me on the edge of my seat, wanting to know more.

      I’m in dangerous territory, but who can resist a brooding hunk?

      I know I can’t.

      “Well, I wouldn’t class myself as a stalker, honey. But you never know. I guess it depends on how deep you hook your claws into me.”

      Tapping my nails against the scratched and scarred tabletop, I curl my fingers, lifting them to my mouth and blow along my nails as though I’ve just painted them. Then, proffering them to him, say, “I doubt they can do much damage.”

      My nails are short. Practical. And un-lacquered. Unlike Marina and Eddie who seem to change the color of their nails every day of the week. I only bother to paint my toes.

      If I could ask why he’d been watching me, why his eyes had been on me and not them, without sounding needy or insecure, I would have. Instead, I keep quiet and stop myself from messing up a good thing.

      The more I see him in unflattering or flattering light—either way works just fine for Zane—the more attractive I realize he is. It’s also more astounding that he’s settled for little old me, but in light of this new information, he hasn’t settled. I’ve been chosen by him.

      And suddenly, my self-esteem shoots up another ten notches. I hate the fact that a guy has done that. Twenty-first century or not, a woman should not be relying on a man to feel good. But dammit, when a man looks this fine, how can I not be pleased?

      Hell, how can I not gloat?.

      “Where are you staying?” I ask, hoping he’ll make an invitation of his own.

      Smiling a little as he accepts my hand and curls his own fingers about mine, he says, “Oh, just the Kensington Park.”

      I chortle at the use of the word just with the Kensington Park hotel. There’s no just about it. A boutique hotel in central Manhattan, it costs a bomb to stay there. I only know because Eddie works there as PA to the MD of the company.

      “Wow, you’ve really made it, huh?” I mutter with a low whistle. “I thought all writers were struggling artists.”

      He shrugs and for a moment, looks completely uncomfortable. “I’ve done okay, I guess.”

      There’s made it, and then there’s the Kensington Park made it. But rather than argue, when I know it has to be anything but okay to afford those kinds of prices, I let the topic drop. I’m not interested in the man’s pockets, more like what lies between them.

      “I can’t wait to find one of your books. Are you sure you don’t write under a pseudonym? Why haven’t I heard of you?”

      “Mustn’t be your kind of genre,” he murmurs with a shrug and looks away. The discomfort I noticed earlier when discussing his work has reappeared. I don’t want to give it a chance to fester and spoil the moment.

      So, I change the subject again and ask, “Do you want to show me your hotel room?”

      “Ouch,” he mutters with a grin. “First base, thanks to my hotel room. I could be staying in a cardboard box down in the basement. Complete with fleas and mites. Does that hold the same appeal?”

      Rather than reply, I allow my foot to slip out of my shoe and slip it between his legs. “If that’s the case, I’ll give it a chance.”

      His brows lift and his eyes widen as my foot nudges his cock, rubbing along the length. I’m surprised at my own audacity, so it’s no wonder he is. “Really? Want me, want my cardboard box?”

      Slowly, I nod and let my foot move away. The sensitive flesh of the sole tingles with sensory memory of that hardness against my flesh. Christ, I’m wet already. By the time he does anything in any way sexual with me, I’ll be a pile of molten goo.

      And you know what? I’m not entirely averse to that thought.

      With his hand still in mine, he stands and tugs me up and on to my feet. Before I can do anything, he pulls out three ten dollar bills from his pocket, places them on the table underneath a sweating glass of soda, and pulls me out of the booth before I can do more than squeak in complaint.

      I only get a chance to glare at him, when we’re outside and sitting in a taxi.

      “You did it again.” I whine. Despite myself, I can’t help it. I’m charmed. Not every southern boy is a gent, just like not every southern girl is a lady. Chivalry is a dying trait, even down south, but still, that Zane had been taught it, gets to me like wildfire. Being treated with respect is thrilling. After years of marriage to a man who didn’t give a damn about me or my wants, to come face to face with someone who does is heady stuff.

      I’ll willingly pay my way. It’s not like I can afford it, but that doesn’t matter. I’ll do it. Going Dutch, at a minimum, is only fair. And I’m nothing if not fair.

      Didn’t I, the only spouse who brought any income into the household, who paid for everything from eggcups to a TV set, agree to go halves with all our worldly possessions when Dan and I got divorced?

      You can’t say fairer than that, can you?

      Either that or I’m a moron.

      Could be that makes more sense.

      “I’ll pay for something,” I promise him, the words a warning.

      He merely smiles. “How about breakfast in bed, tomorrow?” In the shadowed cab of the taxi, I can see the gleam of his white teeth as his grin widens. “Did that sound as corny as it sounded to me?”

      “Yeah,” I admit with a chuckle. “It did. But I’ll pay for breakfast in bed, with pleasure.”

      There’s a huge smile on my face as I turn to look out of the window. As my head turns, my eyes are caught by the taxi driver’s in the rear-view mirror. It’s only then that I realize the driver is a woman and that she’s looking at me with an amused, envious, damn-I-wish-I’d-seen-him-first look. My smile merely increases in power and the strange woman winks at me in congratulations.

      That moment of female camaraderie was most peculiar, but it was confirmation that this man is a sex god. And I’m about to have him in my bed. Or should I say his? Aagh.

      New York is as manic as ever, even at two AM and the drive seems to be taking an age. There are cars everywhere. The exhaust fumes never stop, even in the midst of a heat wave when the gases feel even weightier, making the atmosphere as heavy as lead. And even though it’s early morning, the temperatures are constricting. 

      In the car, with the windows open, the air is hot and sweaty. Clammy. My dress, my expensive silk dress, has wilted and clings to my flesh. I know that the only way I’ll be able to salvage it is if I have it sent to the dry cleaners. As soon as I think that, I reprimand myself, I’m with the hottest man I’ve seen in a lifetime. I shouldn’t be thinking about the dry cleaners and the bill I can’t afford.

      With an inner tut, I stop all useless thought processes and turn to look out of the windshield. Spying the Kensington Park straight ahead, I mutter inconsequentially, “We’re almost there.”

      I can’t help the fact that there’s a gleeful note to my voice. Any woman in their right mind would share my satisfaction. Either that or they’d envy me. Just as the cabdriver does. I’ve never been envied before. It’s not something I’d want to repeat, but it’s a pretty cool novelty. Eventually though, I guess I’d feel inadequate. Not up to fulfilling the job as this guy’s lover. Even if at this moment, I’d like to take on that role on a full time basis. I doubt I’d be enough for him.

      But for one night only... hell, I’m up for the ride and I’ll give it my best goddamn shot.

      Zane pays for the cab fare and this time, I let him. I’ll pay for breakfast tomorrow, even if it comes close to bankrupting me.

      He helps me out of the car and as we enter the hotel, he steps aside to let me walk through the door first. A doorman, dressed in a smart coat, holds it open for me and allows me to walk into the sumptuous ornateness of the reception.

      The modern austerity of the furniture should clash with the exaggerated gilt cornices and royal reds and blues of the decorative palette. But it doesn’t. It somehow manages to look as though the entire hall belongs in a palace, where past and present are embraced and not engaged in battle.

      Even in my expensive silk dress, I’m out of place here, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the scenery. This place shrieks class and I’m nothing more than a cleaner/housekeeper, trying to survive in the city.

      This is definitely my Cinderella moment.

      I just try not to feel inadequate.

      Yeah, that’s really working out for me.

      After telling me to wait for him, I watch as Zane strides over to the reception desk to collect his key card. As he walks toward the receptionist, I take the opportunity to watch him and his butt. Yum. Yum. Two ‘sounds’ but they say it all.

      I doubt I’m the only woman in the world to notice how men’s asses no longer fill their pants. And I don’t mean the baggy, round-the-hips-pants-that-show-all-the-underwear look. I mean chinos and jeans, for example. They’re like empty sacks. All material and no filling.

      As the human race evolves, men seem to be losing something that women are gaining.

      I can attest to that fact.

      My butt is nowhere near as trim as it ought to be. Regardless of how many squats I do, or of how much sweat drips off me as I scrub floors and iron clothes.

      Zane, on the other hand, is going some way to disproving my belief. That firm gluteus maximus of his fills his chinos to perfection. The muscles roll together in a tight circular motion that has my eyes mesmerized. I can’t wait to see it sans pants. I can see the delineated lines and know from that and the exposed length of his muscular forearms, where the sleeves of his shirt are rolled up, how muscled he is.

      He’s the only man I’ve ever met who probably has an eight-pack.

      Christ, I’m drooling. And down below, I’m wet. Actually, wet. I can feel the moisture against my panties.

      I fight the blush because there’s no one to chide me for sinful thoughts, no one to make me feel guilty. My parents aren’t here, they haven’t been a part of my life for a long time and they can no longer judge me. I am who I am. I’ve made myself into an independent woman. I might not be the richest—that’s for damned sure—but I can pay my bills and put food on the table. I’m autonomous.

      If at times, that isn’t enough. If it at times I crave more, whatever more might be, then that’s just the way it is.

      That’s life.

      It will come with time, or it won’t. I’m used to disappointment, but not tonight. Every part of me is telling me that tonight will more than live up to any expectations I might have.

      As he turns toward me, key card in hand, I notice a change in his features. An intensity, a hunger that wasn’t there before. It had only lingered in the very depths of his eyes, it hadn’t cast a shadow over his entire face. Now, however, it has overtaken him and that thrills me to the bone.

      There’s an austerity to the harsh lines of his face, from the surprisingly full bottom lip to the taut firmness of his jaw. It’s lust. And I’m more excited than I’ve ever been.

      The ride up to his room takes place in silence. I follow him into the elevator and travel to his floor without a word being shared between the pair of us. I don’t mind. The time for talking has passed and as thrilled as I am, as gleeful as I feel, I’m slightly nervous. How can I not be?

      This man is a dream hunk and I feel like a teenager calling him that, but it’s the truth. He is, and I’m not a match for him at all. I’m his polar opposite, in fact. But I refuse to let nerves get the better of me and continue to follow in his wake as he moves out of the elevator and toward his room.

      With no sound at all, we’re in his suite and it is a suite. Not a single room or a double. A suite with different rooms. A lounge, even.

      Either the man has put a huge notch in his credit card or he can well afford this place. He’s obviously quite famous in his circles and I hate that I’m ignorant of his name. In this world, knowledge doesn’t cost a thing and I do my best to keep abreast of current events. But this man, this obviously successful writer, has slipped past my net.

      Damn.

      As soon as the door closes behind us, in such close quarters, we stand opposite each other in the short vestibule. Surrounded by expensive furnishings and antique furniture, I refuse to feel overwhelmed. He looks at me, and I at him. He swallows and I see the bob of his Adam’s apple. I know his eyes are following the heaving thrust of my breasts and I know my nipples have puckered in welcome. For a moment, we just stand there. In a weird kind of stasis. A beat pulses silently through the room, and then comes a click. A noiseless click that is somehow connected to the pair of us.

      Instantly, we’re upon each other.

      My fingers are at the buttons of his shirt, tugging and pulling at them, trying to free his body to my gaze with maximum speed. Each inch of bare flesh I lay open to my eyes, I caress with my fingertips, reveling in the silken touch of his skin and the harsh, crispy hair that rests there.

      There’s little softness to the mating of our mouths. Because in the flurry of frenzied activity, I’m intent on getting his shirt off and getting to the good stuff. By the time I reach his belt and fly, his hands have gripped my waist and have come up to cup my breasts. All the while that I’m clawing at him, trying to devour him, his lips are on mine. His mouth suckles, while his tongue and teeth tug, pull, curl, and rub. Tomorrow, I know my lips will be as bruised as hell.

      Bring it on.

      His kiss is a full frontal attack and I’m more than ready to surrender.

      The instant he thrusts, I parry by opening my mouth to accept his tongue. Mine curls about his, suckling, teasing. Inciting. I feel as though we’re almost eating each other with our intensity and I’m slowly reaching the point where I can’t think at all. The physical begins to take precedence over the emotional. Over the sensible, even.

      With his shirt stripped off and his belt unfastened, my hands reach down to grip his cock. The minute I touch bare flesh, I groan against his mouth, realizing he isn’t wearing underwear. His slight chuckle seems to reverberate against my lips and vibrate through my body. My hands pull away and tug at my skirt, lifting it and dragging it over my thighs toward my waist, uncaring if the fabric is forever creased. This is worth it. This kiss. This simple kiss is more passion than I’ve ever felt in my entire life. It’s consuming me in its fire and I’m a willing victim to its power.

       As soon as the silk has settled there, I lift a leg and cock it over his hip. His fingers grip the soft flesh of my thigh and he drags me closer and closer still. Within seconds, urging my other leg upwards, and settling me so that my entire body weight is being carried by him. Not for one minute do I wonder if he’ll drop me. Nor do I question if I’m too heavy for him. The size of the erection nudging me right where it counts tells me all I need to know.

       I arch my hips, jerking my cloth-covered pussy against the ridge of his dick. His trousers are still a barrier, as are my panties, but for a few endless minutes, our hips jerk against each other. There’s no smooth seduction about this, nothing practiced or full of artifice. This is raw. Desperate. Needy. And I’m not alone. He feels the same, I can sense it and in a way, it helps me relax, because I don’t have to hide the way he makes me feel.

      And the way I feel is incredible. With this little-known man, a relative stranger, I feel like a thousand fireworks have been ignited in my heart and the sparks are sizzling down through the labyrinth of my veins and arteries so that every part of me is affected.

      With my mouth clasped to his, the whimpers and moans escaping me are barely audible. He swallows each and every one as he ravages my mouth, his tongue almost battling my own as our sexes collide and ride along the other. With each bump of his cock against my pussy, I feel like my insides are imploding. My fingers claw, the nails digging into his now-bare shoulders and raking downwards as the pressure has me on the point of bursting. I want to scream, want his hand—or even my hand would suffice—down there, bringing me to release.

      His mouth pulls free of my own and latches on to my throat, where he suckles the flesh and rakes it between his teeth. Finally able to speak, to voice my needs, I find myself unable to utter a word. Only sounds burst free from my throat and had this ravenous creature not overtaken me at some point, I think I’d have been embarrassed to hear the noises coming from me. The guttural grunts and broken mewls make me sound like a sex-mad harlot, but God help me, for this moment in time, that’s just what I am.

      “Please. Please.” Eventually I find my voice and a low growl barks free from him, I’m pulled from the wall and even though I’m half out of my mind with the need to fuck, with the need to come, a part of me marvels at his strength. Not one grunt of ‘Shit, this bitch is heavy,’ escapes him. He carries me as though I’m as light as a bag of feathers and within seconds, I’m transported to the bedroom and being pressed on to the bed.

      He breaks free from the tangled hold of my arms about his body and the lights suddenly blare on. I’ve never been a fan of sex in the light. I’ve too many imperfections to enjoy having them held under the spotlight, but with this guy, I don’t care. I feel like a sex goddess to his sex god and I’m going to enjoy every damn minute of it.

      With his eyes on me, I arch my back and feel the looseness of my dress along my shoulders. Realizing he’s unzipped me without my really knowing it, I pull the thick straps down and bare my bra-fettered breasts to his gaze. Still with his eyes glued to me, I unhook the front clasp and release my breasts from the cups. The sound of his breathing is suddenly very loud in the room and I look up at him and notice his erection is pulsing a little bit stronger with his arousal. It’s playing peek-a-boo with his fly. Now I see it and now I don’t. But I’m obsessed with it. My eyes are glued to his dick and my body is silently preparing itself for such a massive intrusion.  

      And hell, he’s already double the size of my ex. The thought of having every inch of Zane’s dick inside me is enough to have me feeling both panicked and lust-fuelled. I want him to fuck me like I’ve never been fucked before and perhaps he spies that in my eyes, because he cups his cock, dragging it fully out of his fly, before slowly pulling down his chinos and kicking out of them.

      Stood before me with no clothes on, my pulse rockets into the stratosphere. This man should not wear clothes. To deny any female the privilege of drooling over him is a crime against nature.

      Rippling muscles scored with ink, cut glass sinews marked with his battle scars, olive-tinted flesh gleaming with good health. And a cock that has my pussy pulsing with need.

      I’ve watched porn with Marina and Eddie, a bowl of popcorn between us as we tilt our heads to get a hold on all the angles and this man, definitely, without a doubt, belongs in a porn flick.

      Wow.

      He jolts me out of my stupor by grabbing the skirt of my dress and pulling it down over my hips and legs, leaving me in my strappy shoes and panties. Thank fuck, I’m wearing my sole pair of bikini panties and not the high-waisters I usually wear, mostly because they’re cheap and this underwear set was a present from Eddie a Christmas or so ago.

      I don’t care that it’s weird my friends buy me this kind of stuff. My poverty isn’t of interest at the moment. I’m just relieved to be wearing something sexier than granny panties. Next time I see Eddie, she’s going to get a thank you kiss, too.

      In fact, screw it. I’m going to snog both women.

      Mona’s got her groove back.

      Woohoo.

      With my insides doing a celebratory jiggle, Zane’s body is doing some reacting of its very own. His cock flexes and twitches as he looks at me, imperfections and all. And for that moment, I feel on fire, because this man wants me. He actually wants me.

      He crouches a little to grab my feet and tugs me forward. His fingers grip the sides of my panties when he leans over me, and they follow the same path as my dress. On the floor, they go. His hands cup my feet and slowly, he spreads my legs.

      Knowing where this is heading has excitement fluttering around my belly. As soon as my legs are fully parted, he bends them at the knee and presses down so that I’m completely spread, wide open for his gaze, and for his touch. He proceeds to bend down, and the first puff of air against my pussy has my back arching.

      I’m an inch away from an orgasm.

      Maybe not even that much.

      A half-inch.

      If I’m lucky.

      Or unlucky. Whichever way you look at it.  

      That slight gust of air from the gentle stream he directs along the length of my pussy has every inch of me quivering and gooseflesh coursing over my body like a tidal wave.

      The first lick, that slight flicker of his tongue against my clit has me shuddering, quaking internally. The moist muscle against the steadily growing slickness of my sex creates a soundtrack of its own. It should have embarrassed me, but as his lips and tongue slide through my pussy lips and down to the entrance of my body, I feel anything but embarrassment.

      I feel full of life.

      For the first time in my life, as a serial creature, I am alive.

      The tip of his tongue rims the sodden entrance, his teeth tug and pull at the labia, and his nose—yes, dear God, his nose—nudges my clit.

      My hands alternate between gripping the sheets and reaching for his head and shoulders, holding him against me. Slight muffled chuckles penetrate the haze of my pre-orgasmic bliss but I’m way too gone to give a damn he’s laughing at me. I’m just focused on what his mouth is doing.

      And then, it comes. I cum. At that moment, I realize that the little bursts of pleasure I’ve found with myself and my own hand are nothing in comparison to the explosion that can occur with the right man. God help me, but this man is the right man.

      The thought and the sensation pummel me with their power. Like a hundred punches to my head, body, and sex, I feel as though I’m being dragged through an assault course, but rather than feel the agony of such a beating, I feel delirious. My head is spinning, I’m almost light-headed, a brink away from my eyes fluttering shut to pass out or fall asleep, I’m not sure which.

      And then, it’s there. He’s there. His cock. Sliding through my pussy lips, nudging my already drunken clit and then pushing through the slight resistance of my sex to be welcomed by tight, slick walls of still-pulsing, post-orgasmic heat.

      As he penetrates me, the fingers of his left hand are tugging at my nipple, pinching it mostly. I’d prefer a light suckle, maybe a play of teeth and tongue, but with my dazed gaze, I can see the level of concentration on his face.

      At his temple, there are beads of sweat and a pulsing vein. His eyes are focused on the area of our joining, something that encourages me to look as well.

      As I do, my pussy quivers and the walls clench down on him, gripping him within their snug clasp. The move has him groaning and gritting his teeth. Spying his size, gauging it in comparison to my relatively inexperienced sex, his caution is appreciated.

      In comparison to my ex’s hotdog wiener, Zane’s cock is enormous. The only reason I’m not on the brink of panic is the fact that I’m far too relaxed and sated after my orgasm. Plus, that powerful image of the flushed flesh of his cock, with its slight pulse as his arousal beats him hard, against the almost raw pink of my pussy… it’s hotter than any porn I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s intense, real, and as thrilling as all hell.

      Apparently Zane is accustomed to inciting terror into the hearts of most women. Let them climax first and then they won’t run away in terror at his size… That’s his plan of attack and I’m mighty appreciative of it.

      All my mind and my pussy is capable of, is feeling. At this moment in time, as discomforting as his size is, I’m feeling fantastic.

      It seems to take an age for him to penetrate me fully. His hips rock back and forth, back and forth until he’s all the way in. Any bliss I felt has wavered slightly as he butts the throat of my womb, but it still feels too damn good to complain. Seeming to realize my quandary of emotion and sensation, he places his hands either side of my head and leans over, joining our mouths together.

      The move does two things. Inadvertently, it nudges him deeper until I feel as though I can taste him at the back of my throat, but it also takes my mind off the fact that every inch of my pussy has been claimed by him.

      With our mouths joined, he begins to thrust his hips. Slowly impaling me on his shaft and then quickly retreating, ramming into me only to pull all the way out. Keeping me entirely on edge has my body leaping toward another orgasm. No thrust is ever the same until finally, he reaches between us and pinches my clit.

      And he hits a home run. The ball soars out of the park and my minute amount of baseball trivia flies out with it.  

      As do I.

      I’m out for the count.

      Yeehaw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wow.”

      The first words to leave my lips are hardly profound, but I’m capable of little else.

      When I think of what I’ve experienced in the past and what I’ve done tonight, I want to curse my ex for ruining sex for me.

      My mind wanders to memories of being buried under the sheets as Dan rutted away on top of me, uncaring of my pleasure, only of his own. Then I compare it to tonight. Zane, a stranger, laid me bare to his gaze in ways that my husband of four years didn’t. He saw, tasted, and touched what feels like every part of me.

      And what’s better, his softening, limp cock is still inside me. Just. It’s less terrifying in this state, less enormous, but still, pretty damned impressive.

      At my inarticulate murmur of wonder, Zane chuckles. I’m pleased to say that he sounds a little hoarse himself.

      On my back, with him on top of me, I stare up at the ceiling. What do I spy? Nothing less than a damn mirror. A laugh bubbles up inside me, but it fades away as I note the differences between us.

      His lean length of olive perfection compared to my pale and peaky white skin. The short tight waves of black hair compared to my strawberry blonde, tangled waist-length locks. His face is pressed against my breast, a light stubble bristles against the tender flesh, but in the mirror, with his head turned to the side, I can see his eyes are open.

      The comparison between us is immense.

      I’m light to his dark. Day to his night.

      Lifting a hand, I raise it to his head and run my fingers through his hair. It’s soft and thick and tickles the tips of my digits. “I don’t usually do this, you know.”

      “I know. Me neither.”

      Unable to help myself, I snort. “Yeah, right. I’m sure.”

      He turns his face to press his forehead between my breasts. “You’ve no idea how infrequently this occurs.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, unable to believe it. A nasty thought pops into my head. “You are single, right? I should have asked that before. You’re not married? You don’t have a wife and kids?” Dammit, this is another reason I don’t do one-night stands.

      How will I live with myself if I know I helped some guy cheat on his wife?

      “No, no wife or kids. There’s no need to worry on that front.”

      Sighing with relief, I let my fingers continue their slight play with his hair. As I lay there, completely squashed by him and loving every minute of it, I’m trying to build up the courage to ask him something.

      I really want to touch him. All over. I want to taste him and revel in his flavor, because this is one night out of my mundane existence and I want to fulfill my own desires. Even if it is selfish.

      “Spit it out, Mona. I can hear the cogs working in your head.”

      There’s a gruffness to his voice that almost has me frowning, but I ignore it to burst out, “Can I touch you? I mean, really touch you?”

      A stunned silence fills the room for a moment and then, his muffled laughter rumbles across my breasts, urging my nipples into life.

      His lips open, but not to speak, to tug at the still-turgid peaks of my tits. I moan a little as inside, my belly squirms with the power of such a gentle touch. His answer eventually comes as he heaves himself upwards, letting his cock slip out of my warm sex to roll on to his back. “Knock yourself out.”

      The invitation is too much to ignore. My body is limp and my limbs are like wet noodles, so much so that as I sit up and press my weight on to my elbows, I almost fall backward. But I force some starch into my arms and legs, and crawl over to him.

      Immediately, my eyes are glued to his cock. It’s glistening with my moisture and the condom covering his length is filled with his cum. It’s a statement of how my mind had imploded that I didn’t realize he’d protected the pair of us.

      Thank God one of us had the foresight to be careful.

      I’m momentarily ashamed of myself and then my eyes wander over his balls and my attention is captured. Hanging heavily between his slightly parted legs, they’re a darker brown than his body. And it’s only then that I realize he’s completely bare down there. I’ve never done more than a quick trim and before I can let myself dwell on worries of my un-denuded state freaking him out, I urge myself to touch him.

      Gripping the base of his shaft, I slowly roll the condom upwards, revealing the slightly brown, purply pink flesh to my gaze. This too is wet. With the condom in my hand, I climb off the bed, uncaring of my nakedness—something which has never happened before—and I stride toward a door I can only assume houses the bathroom.

      The opulence of the suite astounds me. The bathroom is a mass of Italian amber marble complete with chrome and glass accessories. A huge tub fills one corner, a shower with an astounding amount of shower heads another. One wall is taken up with a vanity mirror and sinks. Spotting a bin underneath the vanity, I dispose of the condom and then, spying a wad of washcloths on the counter, I grab one, turn the faucet and run the water until it’s tepid warm then douse the material in it.

      Retreating to the suite with its impressive decor, a bed that takes up half the room and soft furnishings that I would love to have in my own place but could never afford, their luxuriousness disappears as I focus on Zane.

      He’s still laying there, his body bared to mine, but his arm is covering his eyes. Wondering if he’s embarrassed, I say nothing, just wrap the washcloth about his cock and clean it as gently as I can. Marina said to me once that I didn’t have to be careful when giving a guy a hand job. That they liked a hard and firm grip. Whether that’s true or not, I don’t know, but I’ll give it a go tonight. My ex didn’t like me to touch him.

      I’m only now starting to see how weird he was.

      Zane hisses as I slowly stroke him with the washcloth, and I’m thrilled when his cock is once more revived into an erection with only that slight touch. His breathing comes harder, I watch the fast fall and rise of his torso. The tattoo on his bicep, a hissing snake, undulates as he tenses his arms, seeking control.

      Removing the washcloth once I can feel it grow cold, I lick my lips at the sight of the impressive piece of flesh in my hand. It’s huge. My hands are pretty small, dainty I guess you could call them, but my left one barely fits around him. I press down and start to stroke him, while with my right, I cup his balls and begin to squeeze.

      In my mind, I’m running through everything Marina and Eddie ever taught me. The advice and tips they gave me during the drought years of my marriage, as I sought to entice and please my husband.

      That might have been a waste, but those lessons are coming in handy now.

      My own body quickens at the sight of his pleasure as I gently fist his balls and rub the two together like two Chinese Baoding balls, only without the chime. All the while, I’m trying to be careful, but mindful of the fact that men supposedly like a firm hand.

      When a bead of pre-cum appears, I bend down and lap at it with my tongue, pleased at the visual confirmation that I’m doing a good job. It tastes salty, slightly disgusting if I’m honest, but it’s more than just semen. It’s arousal. A physical reaction that I alone inspired and as such, it tastes like amber nectar.

      My tongue laps away whenever a bead appears and at my touch, more and more make an appearance. I begin to suck down on the glans, pleased when his hips jerk and one hand reaches down to grip the back of my head.

      The pressure from his clasp is urging me down and I allow myself to sink further on to his cock, accepting the thick shaft between my lips. The placing of my hand prevents him from choking me, nevertheless I try to swallow as much of his length as I can. Wanting to please him and slip my way into his memory banks. The thought makes me feel a little pathetic, but I ignore it. Telling myself that thinking is for the morning. Not tonight.

      My oral technique is inexperienced and filled with imperfections, I know this—I’m not stupid. Christ, whose first blowjob could win an award? But his reaction is a confidence booster in itself. I can hear the panting of his breath, can hear the rough in- and ex-halations as his need pours out of him. Pre-cum is drizzling down my throat and his once-soft balls are now tight and drawn up against his body.

      Moving my head up and down, I suck and lick and do my damnedest to make him cum. And when he does, I’m relieved.

      I did it.

      Phew.

      His hand tightens in my hair, almost to the point of pain, as he climaxes. In a sick way, the bite of discomfort thrills me. As his cum hits the back of my throat, I almost gag, but force myself to calm down and swallow. Accepting every single drop, I pull away and stare as a strand of saliva connects my mouth to his dick until distance breaks it apart.

      It’s hardly the kinkiest sex act in the world, but I feel as though I’ve just won the gold medal. I did it. He came. An interesting feat considering the fact he’d only just cum a short while ago. That has to bode well, right?

      Feeling pleased with myself, I collapse beside him and stare once more up at the ceiling. The crimson paint beside the mirror blends perfectly with the natty gold and black wallpaper print that is set on the back wall behind the bed. The soft furnishings match, and even though it’s all very expensive and tasteful, I feel like I’m in a bordello. After what I’ve just done, my folks would probably condemn me to hell.

      What a way to go, though.

      Feeling smug and pleased with myself, I grab a pillow and turn on my side, tucking it under my head to ready myself for sleep. When he curls about me, his now lax cock butting my ass, I murmur, “Wake me when you’re ready for round three.”

      Smiling at his chuckle, I allow myself to sleep and am not surprised when it takes two minutes to toddle off into the land of nod. Pass out I might have done, but I’ve just come twice, when I’ve never really climaxed before. And with the power of a supernova, I’d say I deserve a short nap after expending such energy.

      How long he let me sleep, I don’t really know. The first inkling that something was happening, was when I felt a finger twiddle with the nubbin of my clit. Just a flicker at first, then a pinch as it was drawn between two digits and tightly pressed. 

      The move jolts me out of sleep and into wakefulness faster than a bat out of hell.

      My legs clamp down on his wrist, not in rejection but welcome. I want to keep him there. Whatever this night heralds, I want to enjoy every damned minute of it.

      His hands, those strong, dexterous paws, clamp down on my thighs and force them apart.

      It’s only as he slides into me from behind that I realize I’m still lying on my side and that he’s lying tightly pressed behind me. In this position, he hasn’t exactly diminished in size, but I don’t feel as impaled as I was earlier. He’s still an enormous presence inside me. I feel scorched, branded. Desperate to feel the friction as he pounds into me.

      The rocking of our bodies has an edge to it, as we can’t move as smoothly or quickly as before. It takes a while to maintain a proper rhythm, where each and every time he thrusts, he butts something inside of me that has never been touched before. My panting breaths grow increasingly loud, embarrassingly so, but I’m too far gone to give a damn. My entire body is shaking with need as we work together to climax. 

      It seems to take a lifetime, but it happens. I orgasm. Another momentous experience and seconds later, he joins me. His own sounds of pleasure as loud as mine.

      Still locked in his arms, this time with his cock inside me, we sleep. He drifts off before I do, and the gusts of his breath at my nape, as well as his clasp as he embraces me during his slumber, have me thinking things I’ve no right to think.

      One night, Mona, I tell myself.

      It’s just the one night.

      I repeat the mantra as I join him in the land of nod.

      A few hours later, as the early hours of the morning set upon us, round four takes place. Once more, he takes me to orgasm with his hands and mouth. His lips suckle and bite, his fingers impale and thrust. As pleasure bursts inside me yet again, I wonder if I’ve died and gone to heaven. If I have, then what did I do to deserve such a gift?

      And the most amazing part of the experience is that my orgasm isn’t the best bit.

      I expect him to crash down beside me, either that or to spread my legs and fuck me again. Even as my pussy winces at the prospect of being plundered once more, it begins to ready itself for his intrusion.

      But he doesn’t do as expected. His fingers return to my sex, they and not his cock plunder inside, brushing super-sensitive flesh that has me almost rejecting his touch with the strength of my sensitivity. He ignores my flinch, removes his hand and takes it to his cock. I watch, awe-struck, as he coats himself with the juices from my sex. His fingers return to my pussy twice more until his dick is gleaming with liquid arousal. My gleaming arousal.

      As I watch him, my own body heats up again. There’s a lump in my throat at the sheer animalism of this act, at its raw crudeness and he’s so unaffected by it. This is him. The sexual creature behind the chivalrous gent.

      As alien as this beast is to me, I prefer him. The sexual animal has made me feel more than I’ve ever felt. So, how can I not prefer him?

      He crouches over me so that he’s almost sitting in my lap. The move brings his cock tantalizingly close to my mouth and face. I lick my lips in expectation, wanting to taste the silken cream that explodes from his body when his arousal reaches culmination. But he doesn’t come much closer, in fact, he jerks his hips upwards and simultaneously grabs my breasts. Lifting them, he creates a channel for his cock and over the next few minutes, I watch him in awe.

      This is for him. But it’s also for me. The pleasure he’s finding in my body sends shockwaves of heat throughout me. The slickness of his cock thanks to my juices is a pungent reminder of my arousal. I smell of myself and him now, as pre-cum leaks down to lubricate his journey all the more.

      His hips rock jerkily, there’s no smooth roll to his pumping. It’s edgy, filled with need. His body is tense with strain, the muscles delineated and the protruding veins tell me he’s close.

      With a roar, he comes and pulls away. Rather than spill his seed on to the sheets, he releases his clasp on my breasts and begins to stroke himself. His cum drops down on to my chest. Spilling on to my nipples and the fleshy mounds of my tits. As I look down, it looks as though someone has spilled correction fluid all over me.

      A bit stunned by him, I stare at the small splats of cum and take a moment to analyze the way I feel. It takes two seconds to realize that I’m not disgusted by this.

      When he lowers a hand and scoops some cum on to his finger and massages it into my nipple, I feel anything but disgusted. When he then proceeds to bend down and lick his own seed from my flesh, while taking obvious pleasure in the act, disgust is far from the main topic on my mind.

      If anything, the only thing floating around my brain is oxygen. Because as he sucks down, taking his juices and mine into his mouth while tugging at a turgid nipple, I climax.

      Where it came from, I don’t know. Maybe the pull of his teeth and tongue at my nipple? The build-up of tension as I watched him near his own peak? I don’t know and don’t care. In comparison to the explosions of before, this is just a gentle quake, but its power is still incredible. Awe inducing, even.

      The spontaneous and unexpected climax knocks me out.

      And this time, I stay out.

      The hours seem to pass by in a blur and the next time I awaken, he’s still beside me and sleeping heavily. He’s borderline snoring and I’m feeling rather proud of myself at having worn this experienced man out—because no one with moves like this guy could be labeled innocent. Inwardly, I chuckle at the idea.

      From the clock on the bedside table, I can tell it’s time for me to be going. The idea of not seeing Zane again doesn’t fill me with glee. In fact, I hate the very idea of it. I meant it when I said I feel connected to this guy. I don’t know why or even how, but I do.

      Maybe it’s just the sex. We’re obviously very compatible in the bedroom and after tonight, I’d gladly settle for a few more hook-ups. Eddie and Marina have been pushing me to break free from my inhibitions.

      As Marina put it, “You need a party in your panties.”

      After that experience… I’m in total agreement.

      That being said, I have a feeling that this could go somewhere, don’t ask me why. But I’ve never been the pushy sort. I’ll let him make the decision, because I won’t humiliate myself by trying to press ahead if that’s the last thing he wants.

      He picked me up, he might want a one-night stand, nothing more, nothing less. On the other hand, more might be what he’s after and if that’s the case, then I do too.

      I’ve already made a fool out of myself over a man. And a worthless sack of shit Dan was too. Never again. Even if Zane is a sex god, both in bed and out.

      Carefully climbing out of bed, I dress myself with the pieces of clothing I find dotted about the room. I’m a cleaner, used to being invisible, so I know that Zane isn’t pretending to be asleep to avoid me. There’s no way, not even with his experiences in the war, that he can hear me. I’m paid to exist but not to show it.

      Eventually, I source my purse. Tucked within is my wallet and inside, there are a few cards Marina insisted I had printed after my divorce. She said that it was far more sophisticated than writing down my number on a scrappy piece of paper. Leaning one in front of the alarm clock, I leave the decision up to him. And let fate take control of the game.

      Because that’s what it is. No matter how I feel, if he doesn’t feel the same connection, then that’s that. Bye bye, Zane.

      The thought depresses me. It feels like a dumb move leaving the ball in his court, but what do they say? A woman has to play hard to get if she wants a man and I won’t be messed around again.

      If he wants to call me, he can.

      If not, then I’ll be gutted, but I’ll have a fabulous night to show for it. And hell, he’s opened my eyes to how sex can really be. How it should be.

      I know I promised him breakfast in bed, but I’d hate for him to feel trapped with me. Having never taken part in a one-night stand, I can’t say that I know how these things work. If he calls me, then I’ll treat him to a sandwich this time. Otherwise, I won’t be made to feel like an unwanted encumbrance who should have known the score and should have disappeared before his alarm call.

      Letting myself out of the suite and then the hotel itself, I try not to feel ragged or rumpled, when I’m just that. My dress is in a real state and I’m not sure if even a visit to the dry cleaners will salvage it. I stink of sex. Beneath my nose, I can smell him and me and know that both of our sexual fluids have mingled in with sweat at my pulse points, so that I’m wearing sex as a perfume.

      It wouldn’t sell in the shops, of that I’m sure.

      It’s as embarrassing as hell leaving the hotel in the same clothes as I wore last night, especially when the silk is showing signs of being worse for wear, but the skeleton staff isn’t interested in the goings on of the foyer, and I escape without too much attention being cast my way.

      It being a Saturday morning and before nine, things are pretty quiet and the majority of the reception’s crowd are cleaners wiping and polishing and keeping the vestibule in tiptop condition.   

      As soon as I step foot onto the sidewalk, I call a cab and damn the expense. I’m not entirely sure that my legs are up to the challenge of getting me home. They’re usually quite capable of the hike, but after last night, they’ve had enough exercise.

      The thought brings a smile to my face and as a cab pulls up, I climb in, and let the driver take me home.

      As we drive throughout the city in silence, I process every single one of my aches and revel in the slight pain. Who knew? Who the hell knew that it could feel so good?

      The way I feel, the things he made me feel belong in a romance novel. A part of me wants to believe that the power of our orgasms came from some deeper meaning, some emotional bond, but if I was to even mutter those kinds of thoughts to Eddie or Marina they’d knock them out of my head.

      Sex is sex, they’d say to me. I can hear it now. Their lecture as they look at me with concern for feeling too much with a drive-by encounter.

      Sighing at the thought, I watch the city wake up. In truth, this place never sleeps. Just like the old adage says. But there are quieter periods and early Sunday morning is one of them. Or it is in my neighborhood.

      The transition from Kensington Park to my building is a nasty one. I’m ashamed of the rough area and the even rougher state of my apartment. Back in Georgia, had I married one of the boys from the local church, I’d have had a small but well-kept house, a kitchen with all the modern conveniences. Nothing like this dump. And probably three or four tow-headed kids tugging at my apron strings.

      Great.

      Not.

      That life suits some folk, but not me. Never me. I’ve always wanted more, that’s what brought me to New York. It didn’t work out for me. A messy divorce, too many bills, and a shitty home would be proof enough to my daddy that I’d made a mistake. Over the years,  I never doubted my decision to leave,  but slowly, as I grind ever deeper below the poverty line, regardless of how hard I work, I’d been losing hope.

      But now, it all makes sense. I was meant to leave Georgia, I was meant to meet Eddie and Marina, because they were meant to lead me to Zane.

      Oh, I’m not saying he’s my soul mate. No matter how much my romantic heart likes the idea of it.

      I’m saying he was meant to open my eyes to sex and all its possibilities.

      Not for me tame couplings under the cover of darkness, where I’m made to feel shame for receiving any pleasure from the act. Because that’s how it would have been. My parents and their church were zealous in their beliefs. Sex, to their minds, isn’t about pleasure but about reproduction.

      Tonight has opened my eyes to the truth and I’ll never forget those teachings, even if I never see Zane again.

      My dingy flat is stifling, airless by the time I let myself in. There’s an unpleasant smell emanating from the kitchen, which could either be rotten fruit or sour milk. I’ve only been gone for twelve or so hours, but in this heat, maybe a rat died behind the wall partition and is already making its presence known.

      My life is never dull, is it?

      What with housekeeping, worrying over bills, and dead rats rotting behind my walls, I really live a full life, don’t I?

      Refusing to think of such inanities, I ignore the weird smell in favor of checking my voicemail. In the cab, I noticed my cell had died so I plug it in, load it up and see there are messages from Eddie and Marina. Eddie’s concern leaps off the text, so I message her and tell I’m her fine, because before I call them with the good news—that my celibate state is no more—I want answers. My curiosity has most definitely been piqued.

      Retreating to my lounge, where my laptop is, I turn it on and wait for it to boot up. As it chugs away, I look at the mirror I’ve hung on the back wall of the room and study myself. Because internally, I feel like a brand new person, it comes as something as a shock to realize that I look no different. If a little rumpled. Okay, a lot rumpled. The dress is a complete write off and I do something I’ve never done before, outside of my bathroom that is.

      I pull the confining material over my head and wander in my bra and panties to my bathroom, where I tug on a dressing robe.

      Such ease with myself and my body might not last long, but even if it’s just for the morning, it feels very freeing.

      As I look in the bathroom mirror this time, with its harsh fluorescent light, I seek changes, because surely there’s something. Some change. But as far as I can tell, there’s no difference between the Mona of yesterday and the Mona of this morning. My green eyes haven’t matured with my sexual awakening. There’s no coquettish vamp hidden within their depth. It’s just me. Mona.

      I’m not sure if that disappoints me or relieves me.

      What I do know is that I feel better, inside and out. And while there are no radical changes, there’s a slight smile curving my lips. Almost like another famous Mona… this time, the Mona Lisa. Barely there, mysterious and teasing and all the while, hinting at what happened last night.

      When my computer plays a sound, telling me it’s loaded, I walk back to the lounge and sink on to my sofa. I instantly load up the internet and log into my E-book store. Determined to know more about Zane, I also type his name into a search engine and let the internet tell me the secrets I didn’t dare ask him last night.

      Typing in Zane’s name to the online bookstore this time, I wait for the search to be processed and grin when a list of forty books appears as well as a short biography. He’s more prolific than I thought.

      At first, as I read more about him, feeling naughty at learning about his past and background without his knowledge, that faint, mysterious smile gradually disappears.

      As I read the blurbs of his novels, purchase the newest one, the one he mentioned last night, Devil May Have and download it and then scour the internet for information about him, my incredulity grows.

      Any feelings of guilt for intruding into Zane’s past and present fade as my confusion explodes and with it, my hurt and my anger grow. When the phone rings, I blindly seek my cell with my hand, patting the cushions as I look sightlessly for it on the cushions. As my hands stumble to find the ringing phone, I’m on the brink of tears and while the tone endlessly churns away, I fail to hear it. I’m deaf to the irritating sound.

      It’s pathetic, wanting to cry for a man I don’t even know all that well, but I feel as though I’ve been knocked out. The more I read, the more astounded I am.

      Trying to match the Zane of last night with the Zane I’m reading about online… the two barely compute, but the pictures match. As does the history, he was in the Marines and he did serve three tours of duty in the Middle East. The last one brought him home ahead of time thanks to a blast that nearly took off his leg and did major damage to his spine. It was only by the grace of God that he could walk at all.

      The louse.

      As my eyes dredge over the endless source of information about him, my ears start to work again. My fingers eventually touch upon my cell. Answering the call, all of my focus on the laptop, I mutter with complete lack of interest in the caller, “Hello?”

      Only as I utter the word does terror fill me. What if it’s him? What if he saw my card and has decided to call me?

      Feeling sick at the idea, I mutter a silent prayer of thanks as Marina’s voice fills the sound waves. Relief crawls through me.

      At the same time, I wish it had been him.

      Maybe he could explain. Maybe he could tell me why he did what he did. Why he acted out such a pointless charade.

      “How was last night? Tell me every single detail. The filthier the better,” Marina bursts out, her glee weighing down every word so that it almost oozes with her satisfaction.

      Marina thinks it’s unnatural for human beings to be celibate. For the last few years or so, she’s paired me up with ridiculous matches, all in the hope that I’ll have sex.

      Now, I wish I’d just fucked the first guy she’d set me up with four years ago.

      Hell, I wouldn’t feel so frigging betrayed if I’d listened to her and hadn’t waited so goddamned long.

      “It was wonderful.”

      Even to me, it sounds unconvincing. Wooden as hell.

      Knowing Marina as I do, I know that she’ll be forcing herself not to frown. She has this thing about aging, but she doesn’t believe in fillers to erase the signs of time. As such, she tries to stop herself from making facial expressions.

      Marina’s quirks take a lot of getting used to. But once she’s your friend, she’s there for life and by that time, you’re used to her oddities and grow to love them.

      At this moment in time, I’m not feeling love for anyone.

      I’m feeling hurt. And I’m feeling dirty. As though I’ll never be clean again, because of the situation in which Zane has involved me.

       “Well, why don’t you sound like you’re happy? You should be dancing in circles. You’ve finally done it. The drought is over, bring on the wet season.”

      “He’s gay, Marina. Gay. So what the fuck was last night about? Some kind of experiment for him?” The words burst out with the staccato of a machine gun. Her silence after such exuberance is more telling than any word she can utter.

      Eventually, she grits out, “What do you mean he’s gay? You had sex with him, right?”

      “Yeah. I did. Lots of sex.”

      “Well, he can’t be gay then, can he? I suppose he could be bi, but how the hell do you even know that anyway? You can’t just sense these things, honey. Did he do something… weird?”

      “He’s a writer,” I croak out. “He told me his name early on in the evening and I’ve just looked online. His books are all LGBT. He’s really famous, he wrote a book that hit the mainstream and sold millions. He revolutionized the genre.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Marina retorts, a huff of relief to her voice. She obviously believes that she has the solution to my problem. “I know a lot of women who write gay erotica. Gay erotica about men. It’s only fiction, Mona. And anyway, he’s only a one-night stand. It doesn’t matter what he is. He popped your celibacy cherry and you can both go your separate ways now.”

      “Of course, it matters. I liked him. I wanted to see him again.”

      “Oh, honey, that’s not how these things work.”

      “I don’t care. Sometimes they work out the way they’re supposed to. I left him my card. I wanted him to call me again. I wanted to meet up with him.” I suck in a breath. “And he lied to me, Marina. By omission, but still, that’s a lie too, right?”

      “Yeah, but he didn’t make a solemn vow to you last night, Mona. He just fucked you. He made you no promises.”

      My mouth tightens as I glance at the picture I found on a news website. A picture of his wedding day. Zane dressed in a tux with a guy in a matching suit at his side. Two beautiful orchids, the color of sunlight, fill their buttonholes. My stomach churns at the happiness on their faces.

      What went wrong?

      Why did Zane spend the night with me if he’s gay? Gay and married?

      “He told me that he had no wife and kids, he forgot to mention that he’s in a civil union.”

      “Shit. He cheated on his husband?”

      “Yeah. With me.”

      “Look, I know you, Monie. You can’t let this get to you. If you do, then it will be another four years before you have sex again. You enjoyed yourself, right?”

      Feeling choked up and on the brink of tears, I press the heel of my hand to my left eye, keeping the right trained on a picture of Zane with his husband.

      His fucking husband.

      I don’t know what would feel worse.

      If it was a picture of him with his wife or this.

      I have nothing against gay people. My parents do, but I’m a full advocate of live and let live, because life is way too short to be miserable all the damned time. That’s why I left Georgia and made a new start for myself.

      But this?

      What the hell am I supposed to think?

      Why would Zane do this? And why did he pick me to commit adultery with?

      “How could he do that? How could he do this to me? What was I? A goddamn fag hag? Or an experiment to see if he can still get it up for women? What’s he doing chasing skirt if he’s gay?” I start to cry again and it’s only because it’s Marina that I don’t feel like a complete idiot. This woman is like my sister and I’ve never been more relieved to have her for a friend.

      “No. Stop it, Mona. Don’t be dumb. Some men aren’t…” She breaks off, sucks in a breath and starts again. I can tell she’s trying to convince both herself and me. “If he’s bi, sometimes, he might need a change. He might love his husband but he just needs something a little different, that’s all. It’s a compliment. He picked you over all the other women in that club. And he was hot. H-O-T.”

      “He made me a party to adultery.” My voice is high-pitched and nigh on close to panic. As I look at the man Zane legally bound himself to five years ago, a great wave of guilt gushes through me.

      I helped this man’s husband cheat on him.

      We broke an oath together.

      That might not mean a lot to some people, but it does to me. I don’t live my life by my parents’ rules anymore, but their mores are deeply rooted in my own belief system. If Zane’s husband discovers what we did together, that will make me a home-wrecker.

      A fucking home-wrecker.

      Me. Mona Barranquet. The only cleaner on her boss’ lists who doesn’t steal cleaning supplies from the company.

      I wish to God I’d never left my card there this morning.

      What if he calls me?

      What the hell will I do? What will I say to him?

      “I’ve got to go, Marina. I think I’m going to be sick.”

      It’s a lie. If anything, I want to fall asleep and pretend last night didn’t happen. Lying is the only way to get my well-meaning best friend off the phone, though.

      “Mona.” she snaps. “Don’t you dare put your goddamned phone down. Listen to me, do not be stupid. You had sex with him, you didn’t make a commitment. If anyone’s in the wrong, it’s him.”

      She might be right, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling used, jaded and degraded. What had been a perfect night, what had enlightened me to the way sex can really be, has all turned to ashes.

      I’ve been burnt. Badly.

      But it won’t happen again.

      If Zane comes anywhere near me, he’ll regret it. No more Mrs. Nice Guy.

      That’s a vow, and unlike him, I don’t break mine.
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      “How many times has he called?”

      Marina’s questions are starting to piss me off. How many times do we have to go over this? For a woman who tried to convince me that my one night with Zane Matthews was just that, one night, she’s getting pretty insistent over the calls and messages with which he’s been bombarding me.

      Why aren’t they labeling him as a psycho stalker? Urging me to call the police and to get a restraining order?.

      Hell, why are they telling me everything I don’t want to hear?

      I don’t need them to tell me how sincere he sounds as he pleads with me to call him. And yes, that is the correct verb. Pleads. Sex god is actually pleading with me to contact him again.

      What is this? A parallel universe?

      Could very well be, and I’m at its very center.

      It’s been a week since I met, fucked, and was then crushed by Zane Matthews.

      Oh, I don’t mean he sat on me. Two-hundred and fifty pounds of muscular man meat didn’t roll over and squish me in bed after he’d fucked me senseless. What I mean is, he crushed my…

      If I’m honest, I don’t even know what he destroyed.

      He didn’t break my heart, because even I’m not pathetic enough to fall in love at first sight. He didn’t crush my spirit or shatter my dreams, so what did he do?

      Why do I feel so down? So damned disappointed?

      Glumly, I trail my finger down the length of my perspiring glass. The heat wave hasn’t abated any, and I lift the tumbler to my forehead and roll it over my skin. It cools me down some, but a part of me is wishing that we could have held this impromptu conference at either Marina or Eddie’s pads.

      They have air conditioning.

      I don’t.

      Maybe I wouldn’t be so testy if it wasn’t so damned hot.

      Pondering the thought for a moment, inwardly I shake my head. No way in hell could I be anything but pissed, when talking about Zane. A one-night stand it might have been, but it had seemed to embrace some kind of promise. And now that’s broken, well, to my mind, there’s nothing to discuss.

      With a sigh, I take a sip of water and mutter, “I don’t know, Marina. Ten? Maybe, fifteen times? I haven’t counted.”

      “And how many messages did he leave?”

      “Four, according to my voicemail log.”

      “I think you should give him a break, Mona.”

      Up until now, Eddie has been rather silent. With an absentminded look on her face, she’s been twirling a strand of black hair around and around her finger. To be honest, her silence or disinterest have been appreciated in the face of Marina’s about-turn.

      Apparently, I’m the only one not rooting for team Zane.

      “You think what?” I ask, incredulity seeping into my tone. I stare at her, wondering where the hell Eddie, my ordinarily man-cautious, friend has disappeared. Maybe this is a parallel universe?

      “Who are you? And what have you done with Eddie?” I ask, lifting a hand in an attempt to press it to her forehead, because surely only a fever would explain such insanity escaping her mouth?

      She backs away and sinks into my crappy sofa, with its broken springs and patched-up covers, then glares at me. “This is no joke,” she says and I can’t disagree with her.  

      “You’re damned right, it’s not.”

      I definitely need a moment of time-out. With a shake of my head, I stand and head toward my kitchen. As a weird stench assails my nostrils, I pause in the doorway and hover, trying to figure out where it’s coming from.

      Ever since the morning after I left Zane, an odd smell has begun to permeate the apartment. I called the super, but in this rat-keep of a building, nothing ever gets done. Even though there’s an elevator, in the four years I’ve lived here, it hasn’t worked once.

      So, why I was stupid enough to believe the guy would come because of a weird smell… I’m obviously not on fighting form. Zane must have fried all of my faculties.

      “What’s wrong?” Marina asks with a frown.

      “Nothing, there’s just a weird smell. Don’t tell me you can’t smell it. The super won’t come and it’s starting to get worse.”

      “We need to get you out of this dump. The place is filled with hookers and pimps,” Eddie grumbles.

      “My neighbors are very friendly, I’ll have you know.”

      Nose in the air, I retreat to the kitchen, ignoring the fact that Eddie is right. I’m surrounded by pimps, pushers and prostitutes. Hardly the best people to make a Neighborhood Watch team.

      With a sigh, I head over to the fridge and retrieve a plate I’d placed there earlier. Sandwiches aren’t the gourmet fare my friends are used to, but for tonight, they’ll just have to slum it. It won’t kill them.

      It’s not that I have an appetite, but this is one of my mother’s dictates that I’ve never been able to rid myself of, never been able to forget. That a hostess never stops, never sits down and never relaxes until the guests are gone.

      Remaining silent until I’ve arranged the platter, I return to the living room and place the plate on the coffee table. My laptop is buzzing away, pictures of Zane and his husband litter the screen and all thoughts of pervasive odors disappear, and the subject at hand rears its ugly head.

      Over the last couple of days, I’ve found myself staring more and more at the images I’ve found online. Trying to reconcile the man I knew with the man I’m reading about.

      And the discrepancies are unnerving.

      He’s older than I first thought. I’d calculated him as being around thirty-five, but he’s nearer forty.

      He wasn’t just in the Marines, a regular worker bee, or in this case soldier bee like my granddad. He’d retired in the middle of a promising and successful career at the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.

      Even though I know I shouldn’t, even though I know I should forget him, these past seven days, after I’ve finished work and taken note of the one or two missed calls he’s left on my cell, I find myself cyber-stalking him.

      I’d mockingly accused him of being a stalker and now I’ve turned into one myself. Great.

      It’s amazing what you can find on the net, and as creepy as that sounds and as nonsensical as the situation is, I’m beginning to understand the man I met. I can appreciate his confusion when he laughed, why he always looked shocked. Almost as though humor is a rarity in his life. I can now see behind that slight discomfort about his career, not only that it was proof he was gay, but I’d read in an online paper that his family had ostracized him since his coming out.

      He wasn’t from poor stock, but rich. His father had won a Medal of Honor in the middle of the Vietnam War, something which made Zane a shoe-in for the US Naval Academy, if his family’s credentials hadn’t been enough.

      Graduating at the top of his class, within fifteen years of surfing to the top of the pile, he was promoted to Lt. Colonel and bam. An insurgent’s bomb exploded at his base. Killing nearly a third of his six hundred-strong battalion as well as leaving Zane on the brink of permanent disability and with his life in tatters. Not that you’d notice he was in any way disabled, he didn’t favor one leg over the other. I’d have noticed when I was checking out his ass in the reception at his hotel.

      That I need to get a life is a given. I could probably tell my friends his entire biography in explicit detail, were they to ask.

      My eyes flicker away from the pictures that I loaded for the pair of them to see and toward the coffee table, where I set down the platter of snacks.

      Taking a seat at Eddie’s side, because Marina is slouched in my one and only armchair, I watch as Marina reaches forward for a sandwich, eventually deciding to say: “You think I should give him another chance, when not only is he gay, but he’s married too? People who are cheats tend to be liars and you think that somebody like that is good for me, Eddie?”

      “I admit the circumstances aren’t ideal.” At my snort, she harrumphs. Honest to God, harrumphs. Her mouth tautening and pursing with her irritation, as she tells me, “All these years I’ve never seen you affected by anyone as strongly as him. For the first time in our friendship, you actually asked someone for a drink. I’ve never seen you do that and I’ve known you what? Ten years? Surely there’s a reasonable explanation for why he acted the way he did?”

      “The man’s married, Eddie. There’s nothing reasonable about that. There’s no explaining it away, no way to make it acceptable.”

      “You don’t know that he’s married. Some pictures and old articles on the guy when he got out of the Marines, do not make the biography one hundred percent authentic. They could be getting divorced or on the verge of separation, you don’t know. Married does not mean happy. And that, you do know.”

      Swallowing back my anger, I glare at her. “Dan was a bastard, he treated me like crap and I let him, but at no point did I cheat on him.”

      “I’m not saying you did, but was there, or was there not, a period of time when you separated? Officially, you were still married to the louse, but you were a free agent. Maybe that’s where Zane’s at now.”

      “I might have been free, but I was still tied to Dan until the papers came through. I wouldn’t have slept with anyone else until it was all official.”

      “I hate to say it, honey,” Marina butts in. “But you’re a little Puritan. No one in their right mind stays faithful to a guy they’re divorcing, especially if he’s a louse. You’re unique and you can’t hold everyone to your own principles.”

      “Marina’s right,” Eddie tells me. “If he did cheat, then that’s never okay. But until you know all the facts, don’t block this guy out of your life. You could regret it forever. Just hear him out. After all, if the situation wasn’t as bad as it seemed, why does he keep on calling? If he’s what you think he is, then he could just go back to another club and pick up another girl and fuck her instead. But he’s gone to the trouble of contacting you, and doing so repeatedly. Why? Because you’re special. And it’s about time that somebody realized that, Monie.

      “I’m sick of you being passed over as though you’re a wallflower, when you’re anything but. Tell her, Marina, maybe she’ll listen to you.”

      Snorting, Marina reaches for another sandwich. “She’ll believe what she wants to, you know what she’s like.”

      “Hey. I am here, you know.”

      “Yeah. And you’re unique, honey. Look, Mona, you’re the only woman I know who could calmly prepare a platter of snacks for a discussion about your love life. You live to your own rules and that’s why we love you, but those rules can be a little constricting at times. Maybe to you and with your background especially, it doesn’t seem that way. Not everybody can be like you.

      “Eddie’s right. There could be a simple explanation behind it all. There’s no harm in talking to the guy.”

      “You were the one telling me that it was just a one-night-stand. What’s changed your tune?” I bite out, frustrated at being cornered by my two friends. I’d expected support, but for myself and not for Zane.

      She shrugs and swallows down some of her diet soda. “He called you.”

      “And that makes a difference?”

      “Of course, it does. Honey, this is New York. Not Backwater, Georgia. For God’s sake, the man could go out and choose any woman he wants, just like Eddie says. Instead, he’s calling you?

      “I can imagine, with the right circumstances, you’re hot stuff in bed—you uptight, anal retentives have a tendency of being firecrackers, but guys don’t need to chase nowadays. Not if all they’re after is sex. Plenty of women are good in bed, and looking the way he does, there will be chicks throwing their panties at him all over the city.” She takes another sip of her drink. “This matter needs investigation and if you let it drop, if you don’t contact him then I’m with Eddie. You could regret it for the rest of your life.”

      Forgetting my role as hostess, I slink back into the red chintz sofa, shoulders hunched and stare down at my knees. I don’t like what they’re saying. In fact, I hate what they’re telling me.

      I’m my own woman, I make my own decisions but I’ve grown used to listening to these two for advice. I can’t take this set, because I don’t agree.

      Lifting my arm, I settle my elbow on the armrest and support my head with my hand. For a few moments, nobody talks. As I remain quiet, Marina and Eddie start to chat but their voices are drones that I’m tuning out.

      If he was separated then, as prolific an author as he is, it would be somewhere on the net.

      Do they think I’m stupid?

      After experiencing upset, then anger and then a desire to maim him, I sought the pathetic option of looking to clear Zane’s name in my own mind.

      I’ve checked article after article, websites to blogs, nothing. Nada.

      Not even an inkling that all is not right with Zane and his partner. And what do they say? There’s no smoke without fire.

      My eyes wander to the pictures on my laptop screen. The smiles are blinding and it isn’t thanks to regular visits to the dental hygienist.

      Zane, standing there in a tux, looking more like Heathcliff than ever, still has the power to make my heart flutter. Those happy grins mock me. For once the brooding darkness about him has dissipated somewhat, which in itself tells me he’s content. Satisfied with his life and not feeling one regret for the dissension in his family that the civil partnership must have caused.

      So why, did he fuck me?

      Why did he cheat?

      Because he did. They can reason it away as much as they want and I’ll admit, it’s peculiar that he keeps on calling me, but they’re still together.

      I can feel it in my bones.

      No matter how much I wish my friends were right, and wish I do, I know, instinctively, that they’re wrong.

      I’ve wasted too much time thinking about a guy, who was only a one-night stand. Sure, that connection that buzzed between us had been unique, but I’ve made mistakes before and I’ll make them again.

      If anything, I can be relied upon to make a fool of myself.

      And picking up a gay, married guy is just something else to add to the ‘most embarrassing moments of my life’ segment of my biography. Zane will fit right in with all the other bungled catastrophes that have been the sum total of my love life.

      Maybe, it’s time to get a cat. A cat wouldn’t destroy my self-esteem or make me doubt myself and hey, I could work my way up to being the old, spinster lady with the house full of kitties. That’s something to really look forward to.

      Not.
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        * * *

      

      Working as a housekeeper has few perks, the money’s pathetic, the job itself is degrading, and the people I work for are jerks.

      Okay, the latter isn’t fair. The majority of people I work for are jerks. Not all of them. I have a few old dears, who like to chat about their families as I work, and then I have the city slickers that leave their pieds a terre in a complete mess with unmentionables strewn about the place.

      The amount of used condoms I have to clear up, is astonishing.

      Especially considering the way my employers look. How they get laid at all is a wonder. All I’ll say is that money really does talk.

      Today, I’m cleaning for a new client, so as yet, I’m unable to judge whether or not he’s a bastard and/or ugly with the manners of a pig.

      My conversation with Marina and Eddie didn’t exactly go downhill thereafter, but it kind of fizzled out altogether when my boss called and sent me on to this job. At nine o’clock at night, no less.

      I’m the only one on the team without a kid so, I get the shitty hours.

      Even though I understand why, it doesn’t make me any happier to be called in the middle of the night to clean some guy’s bachelor pad. Because this place is most definitely that.

      All sleek black leather couches and minimal furniture in the lounge, a kitchen that looks as though it’s never touched, a slate washroom with no female cosmetic products in the vanity, glass units displaying a serious entertainment system, and a chunky recliner in what I’d term a ‘man-cave’.

      In point of fact, that’s the only room that looks as though it’s been used. Although, obviously, the bedroom must have its fair share of usage but the man cave is quite definitely this guy’s main room.

      Psycho-analyzing my employers is the only fun part of my job. Trying to ascertain what sort of person he or she is, what they do for a living… those kinds of things. Mopping, dusting and ironing aren’t exactly stimulating tasks, I need to do something to occupy my brain. And while I don’t consider it something to brag about, I need more stimulation than most.

      If I’d had the money, I could have gone to any college, my SAT scores would have enabled me to do whatever I wanted, I could have studied and made a success of my life. Instead, poverty means I clean for a living.

      So, if psycho-analyzing my clients is the only way to keep me sane, I do it. Every day.

      My boss told me that I’m to wait for this new client to return, and the nerve of it, if he wants something cooking, then I have to prepare it for him.

      Trying to tell my boss that I clean, not cook, was like trying to bash my head against a wall and not bleed.

      Impossible.

      That jackass hears what he wants to hear.

      On top of that, I had two hours’ deadline to get this place spic and span, something which was only possible because the rooms are minimally decorated to the point of emptiness.

      At this point of the night, at half-past-ten, when I should be tucked in bed ready for my six a.m. start, I’m sitting in a kitchen that would make a restaurant look under-stocked with gadgets, and I’m sipping a cup of chamomile and honey tea, because bizarrely enough, they were in the cupboard.

      The stainless steel work surfaces, units and utensils gleam brightly in the overhead light. I feel like I’m in a spaceship and the engines are vibrating and ready to go.

      As am I.

      But I want to go home, not to the mother ship.

      Sighing, I’m on the cusp of taking another sip, when I hear the door hinge in the hallway work. My eyes glance at the clock and I take in the time, ten-forty, and hope to God that I won’t have to start cooking in this monstrosity of a room.

      I’m dressed in my cleaning gear, a neat, light blue pinafore that makes me look like I’m a full-sized Mona homemaker doll. I hate my uniform, but it’s smart and easy to clean. Straightening myself up, I cross the kitchen and step into the hallway.

      The same part of me that had questioned Eddie’s sanity earlier and prodded me to wonder if I’d entered a parallel universe, kicks into life. Because standing not twenty feet from me is Zane and that parallel universe is looking like a pretty fine destination.

      It’s a testament to how far gone I was on this man that my first reaction isn’t anger at being duped, because that’s exactly what happened, or rage at being used by a cheating louse.

      It’s embarrassment that I’m wearing a shitty uniform that makes my butt look enormous, and sensible sneakers that fashionable great-grandmothers wouldn’t be seen dead in.

      My cheeks flush, burning hotly as I stare him down. I then turn on my heel and retreat to the kitchen. Not the best place to hide, but still, it beats just standing there and blushing.

      I could have stormed out, that was an option, but considering the man is a wall of muscle and that wall is currently blocking the only exit, storming out was an option I quickly identified as being impossible.

      Sometimes, the best offense is defense and at this moment in time, I’m feeling very defensive. As well as pissed.

      Taking a seat at the kitchen counter in front of my steeped and tepid tea, I wait for Zane to make his appearance. Lost for words isn’t my current predicament. A whole torrent of bubbling fury is seething within me and as I’m going to be face to face with him, I see no reason to withhold my justifiable anger.

      The instant he steps inside the kitchen, I mimic one of his messages, “I know you’ll have seen some things on the internet. But it isn’t what you think.” As calmly as I’m able, I rest my elbows on the counter and tilt my head to the side in a questioning pose. “Firstly, a husband is much more than a thing, and there’s no other way to think about your marriage or the fact that you’re supposedly a gay man. The only thing I’ll say is that obviously, you were messing around with me and my affections, but what can I expect? I shouldn’t have engaged in a one-night stand, I guess it’s my just desserts.

      “What I don’t understand are all the messages and why you’ve gone to these lengths to orchestrate all this?”

      There’s a pained look on his face. His lips have twisted into a scowl of what can only be self-derision. “I never intended to hurt you or for you to feel humiliated.”

      “Well, you did a good job of doing just that.”

      “And I’m sorry. Like I said, it was never my intention.”

      “Okay, what was your intention?”

      “To give you a false name and to fuck you and to never call you again.”

      Stunned, for a moment, my mind is completely blank and then I croak out, “What went wrong?”

      “You did.”

      “Don’t you dare try and blame this on me.”

      “I’m not blaming anything on anybody. I’m just saying I saw you and my plan changed.”

      “What?” I mock. “You took one look at me and fell instantly in love?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” he says with painful honesty. “Lust’s a crazy little thing, Mona. Hits you in ways you can’t understand, just as powerful as love in its own way. I saw you, wanted you and had to have you. And even though I knew just the once wouldn’t be enough, I still told you my real name. I caused myself a lot of shit, when I told you that.”

      “Why did you, then?”

      “It was an accident. But I didn’t want to lie to you, and when I told you that what happened between us wasn’t something I did often, I wasn’t lying. It’s the truth. I hook up. The women don’t spend the night, and we don’t wake up together. They sure as hell don’t learn more about me than how I look naked. But those beautiful green eyes of yours called to me and I had to speak the truth.”

      What the hell am I supposed to say about all of this? How am I supposed to respond?

      Not one part of what he’s said makes what he did any better or in any way right. So what does that mean? Basically, that we’re back at square one.

      “Where does he fit into all of this? By the sound of it, this isn’t an uncommon practice of yours. Whenever you’re on the PR trail you hook up with some easy lay and cheat on your husband?”

      Sucking in a breath, Zane steps forwards and edges his way nearer to the counter. I tense, not wanting him to come closer and he pauses directly opposite me. The breadth of the work surface separates us and his proximity is enough to remind me of what turned me to mush a week ago.

      There are pretty-boy men and then, there are men’s men. That’s Zane. There was a picture of him in his dress uniform. Short cropped hair, unlike the longer length that curls about his ears now. At his back, the Stars and Stripes hung in drapes and on his chest, medals adorned his jacket. In the picture, he was frowning. So stern and serious. Those wide shoulders of his had felt the weight of his responsibility and left their mark.

      And here he was today, from my calculations four years later, and he was still stern and serious. The frown didn’t look like a permanent fixture, but I can tell it still puckers his brow more often than it should.

      Everything about him appeals to me.

      Everything.

      I want to slap him, rail at him for doing this to me. Making me want him, when he isn’t free to be wanted by anyone, never mind a woman.

      “Are you gay or not?” I ask, breaking into the silence that’s a leftover from my earlier and still-unanswered questions.

      “I love my husband, Mona. It might not seem like it, but I do. I sacrificed a lot to marry him, I lost my family, any and all contact with my sisters, because if I’m gay, I have to be a pervert or a child molester too. I have no contact with my nieces and nephews. The only one still talking to me is my great-grandmother. And that’s only on the phone. I’m not complaining, I’m just telling you how it is.

      “If I didn’t and had never loved Jake, then I wouldn’t have put myself through all that. My family was close, once. We were all living in and out of each other’s pockets. That all changed the day I met Jake. But no, I’m not gay. I’m not even bi. I love Jake. And I love women.”

      “That makes no sense. You’re just making it up to mess with my head.”

      He shrugs, the move has his shoulder muscles rippling and his shirt pulling taut against his ripped pecs and bulging biceps. Despite myself, my mouth begins to water.

      “I’m not messing with your head. That isn’t my intention at all, but nothing is ever as black or white as it seems. Mona, from an early age, I’ve been what society wanted but I’ve never been typical. I was a jock with one of the best grade averages in my school. I followed my daddy’s footsteps into the army and soared through the ranks. I fought for my country and for freedom. And then I almost died and I met Jake. He’s bisexual. I’m me. I love him and I want women.”

      “So he knows what you do? And he isn’t hurt?” I ask, astounded by this odd relationship. “It sounds a bloody funny kind of marriage to me.”

      “He knows and of course, it hurts him. That’s why I do it when I’m out of state.”

      “If it hurts him and you love him, then why do you do it at all?”

      “Because it isn’t enough. He isn’t enough.”

      Faced with Zane’s pained honesty, I feel slightly off-kilter as well as feeling sorry for this Jake. Whatever Zane’s reasoning for doing what he did, I hadn’t expected this. Eddie and Marina were right, when he said he had an explanation. I’m just not sure if I trust it.

      Why would he love a man if he isn’t gay?

      “People have tried to pigeonhole me all my life and I’ve always resisted,” he comments easily, obviously understanding my perplexity at his sexual status.

      “Why are you still with him if he isn’t enough for you?”

      “I’ve told you. I love him and he loves me. We’re good together, just not your typical partnership.”

      Absorbing that, I clutch my chilled cup of chamomile tea and take a sip. It’s bitter, horrible and over-stewed, but it’s wet. And at this moment, my mouth is drier than the Sahara.

      “Why am I here, Zane? Why have you been calling me and leaving messages? Are you worried I’ll go to the press about this? Because believe me, the last thing I want is to be humiliated in the eyes of the world.”

      “No.” he barks and at that very moment, I can see the Marine in him. A man who would have six hundred men under his control and each one of them loyal to their leader.

      “Then, what? I’m confused, Zane. What the hell do you want with me?”

      He sighs and his shoulders slump. He takes a seat directly opposite me and the stool creaks as it accepts his weight. “I just want you. In my bed. Against the wall. Even on this counter.”

      It’s my turn to frown. “But you’re married. If I’d have known, then I would never have slept with you. You’re cheating on your husband and it causes him pain, you admitted that yourself.”

      “We have an understanding,” Zane argues.

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “You think I don’t know that? Do you think I want to feel this way? I can’t help it.”

      “There’s no such word as can’t. If you love somebody, you dedicate yourselves to them. You don’t fuck around behind their back.” Before he could argue, I hold up a hand. “He might know about it, so you can gloss over your conscience, but whenever you come here, he’ll know you’re sneaking around and he’ll be thinking about who you’re with and what you’re doing behind his back—it will torture him.”

      Zane, to his credit, looks discomforted and I start to feel uneasy. Who am I to judge the relationship between him and his husband? I didn’t exactly do a bang up job with Dan, and the only experiences I have with marriage are all negative. My parents’ marriage is a sham, my maternal grandmother was ashamed of my Marine grandfather… and the divorce rate is edging forever upwards for a reason.

      If it works for them, then I’m not my parents. I can’t and won’t judge him. Let he who is without sin cast the first stone, and all that jazz.

      Ironic how my father was a wife-beater and all he ever did was judge everybody. From the paper-boy to the attendant at the local gas pump.

      I won’t be like him.  

      “Why did you bring me here, Zane? What did you hope to achieve?”  

      “I wanted to clarify the situation to you, in the hope that you’d understand.”

      “Oh, you’ve clarified it all right, but I understand even less than I did before. You claim to love your husband and what? You want to sleep with me again? Want to pick up where we left off?”

      His mouth tightens and he releases the tightly pursed muscle with a sigh. “It’s an unorthodox situation. I know that, I really do. But I was hoping you’d be open-minded.”

      “I’ll tell you how open-minded I am, Zane. Last weekend was the first time I’ve had sex since my divorce four years ago. You’re the second man I’ve slept with and I’m just about to hit my twenty-ninth birthday. If you wanted someone who thought outside the box, you couldn’t have made a worse choice.”

      “You have no reason to trust what I’m saying, I’ve lied by omission and I can only imagine what you think of me, knowing that I’m married, not only to a man, but that I cheated on my spouse with you. But what we had that night was pretty unique. When I said that nights like that didn’t happen often, I wasn’t lying.”

      If Zane had had an ounce of easy charm in him, I’d have immediately suspected him and his motives. Instead, I can do no such thing, because he isn’t a silver-tongued lothario. He’s a Marine to his very bones, straightforward and no bullshitting.

      Just talking about that night is enough to have me overheating. My crappy uniform is sticking to my back and I’d pull it away, if I thought I could do so with any ounce of decorum. And not like a sex-starved woman who gets hot and sweaty at the mere memory of a night of intense passion.

      “You want to pick up where we left off, I guess?” He nods briskly, and I appreciate that more than I would do if he tried to coerce me with flirtation. “And you know I'm going to say no, right?”

      Another brisk nod.

      “It’s time for me to go home.”

      “I’m sorry for having requested you work this late at night, it was the earliest time I could vacate my tenant.”

      “You evicted your tenant? Why?” I ask, perplexed. “You’re not staying at the Kensington Park anymore?”

      “Yes, I vacated him. I thought you’d appreciate the privacy.”

      “You cannot be serious. You lost a tenant on the off chance that I’d agree to another night with you?”

      He shook his head. “I was hoping for a more permanent situation.”
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      Kept woman.

      Even now, twenty minutes later and in the middle of a traffic jam–where else in the world could there be a traffic jam past midnight on a Monday night?–the phrase is ricocheting around my brain.  

      I’m not sure whether to burst out laughing or to slap the man at my side.

      My eyes drift down over my pinafore and at the minute, I’ll admit to being on the brink of laughing. Who in their right mind could look at me and see mistress material?

      And the irony is that he was deadly serious. Hadn’t even had a drop to drink, because I made sure to ask him as soon as the proposition left his lips.

      But then, I get the feeling that Zane is very rarely anything but serious.

      Flickering my gaze over to his side of the car, I study him in silence. In the light of the streetlamps, I can see a lot, but not perfectly. I watch the easy rhythm of his driving. Note the slow, measured movements of a man in control. He’s a superb specimen of manhood and if wishes were horses, then I’d be riding him right this second.

      But I can’t go against my principles.

      I can’t.

      Can I?

      Will principles keep me warm, when I’m in bed? Will they shoot me from zero to one-twenty in two seconds flat and make me feel hot and bothered in even less time?

      The answer is most definitely no.

      But it’s hardly me, is it?

      This afternoon, Eddie was obviously disturbed by the idea of me being a wallflower. It was sweet of her to say that I’m not, but in comparison to my two best friends, I’m just that. I don’t stand out from the crowd. And even though the role of mistress is discreet, the women themselves aren’t, are they? They’re beautiful and mysterious and seductive.

      They wear silks and furs, pearls and diamonds. Not polyester pinafores and gold-plated studs that have seen better days.

      Now Eddie, she’s perfect mistress material. Cleopatra, eat your heart out. Although, I sincerely hope any relationship of hers doesn’t end in a double suicide.

      Marina is a bit too outspoken to be a mistress. She would never be content to be second best.

      And that’s what I would be, wouldn’t I? Second best to a husband.

      Now there’s a thought process that doesn’t pass through my brain every day.

      Christ, when did things get so complicated?

      BZ, or before Zane, all I had to worry about was paying my bills. And while they were and still are a huge concern, they didn’t get my head in a muddle and my panties in a knot like Zane does.

      And the sickest part is that for the first time in a long while, I’m full to the brim with vitality.

      My sigh has the man himself turning to look at me, his eyes flashing from me to the road again. We’re stuck behind a yellow cab whose passengers are making out so voraciously that I seriously doubt there’s much oxygen remaining in their lungs.

      Rather unfortunate, actually.

      I can remember when Zane kissed me like that and God help me, I wish he could just take my mouth and then proceed to take me right this very minute. Traffic jam and pedestrians be damned.

      Why does he have to be married?

      The lament is heartfelt.

      Why does he have to be gay?

      Complications, complications... they suck.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m as well as I can be.” The answer might be a slight reprimand but in truth, my voice is anything but punitive. I sound like a porn star gone wrong. All breathy and expectant. Hardly a suitable tone of voice when trying to tell someone to fuck off out of your life.

      But I haven’t exactly said that, have I?

      I haven’t told him no, just thrown him a spiel along the lines of, ‘I’m not that sort of girl.’

      I’m pathetic.

      Who in their right mind would turn this guy down?

      Rather than lie, I whisper, “Why did you have to be married?”

      That one question is imbued with longing. No other man has affected me the way this one has. Within a short period of time, he’s imprinted something upon me. Something that will make him unforgettable. Something that made me keep on looking on the net for more information, something that would exonerate him, even though I knew he was a liar, cheat, and gay to boot.

      “Because I am, sweetheart. That’s just the way it goes, sometimes.”

      Oh God, what a depressing answer. At least he seems to be as depressed as I feel.

      Am I being too rigid? Or am I being strong and sensible?

      After all, what has he offered me? A future together, yes. But I wouldn’t be a partner or a girlfriend, I’d be a financial burden.

      That isn’t my idea of a relationship.

      The roar of a fire engine surges behind us and Zane jerks his late-model sedan out of the way to let it pass. The move forces us into the other lane and he has to swing back to bring us to safety. With the glare of headlights moving toward us, my heart almost stops, but Zane’s cool and calm. He returns us to the safe if still-congested road, and silence settles between us again.

      As my fingers pick at a loose strand on my pinafore, my mind blank save for the glumness of my mood, a thought occurs to me.

      Frowning, I halt my fidgeting fingers and ask, “How the hell did you figure out where I worked?”

      A quick grin crosses his lips and he twists in his seat to look at me. “You’re not the only one with internet access.”

      For a moment, that flash of humor stuns me. If this man were to smile more often, he’d have women dropping at his feet. That isn’t to say that he doesn’t already, but he’s a bit forbidding. Unapproachable.

      Then, I realize what he said. “Bull. And what about where I live? My address isn’t online. And apparently, you seem to know where to go.”

      “No, it isn’t. But I still have contacts that owe me a few favors.”

      “You had me investigated?” My voice has reached screeching pitch. I’d thought cyber stalking was creepy, but that’s nothing compared to this.

      He shrugs, as though having someone rifle through my past was a perfectly natural thing to do. “Yes. In my world, it’s not that unusual.” He grimaces and I notice his fingers grip the steering wheel so tightly that even in the darkness, I can see the gleam of bone at his knuckles. “Or should I say that it didn’t used to be an unusual thing to do.”

      The amendment doesn’t soothe my irritation. But then I get the feeling it doesn’t make Zane feel that much better.

      “And is that supposed to make it okay?” My voice isn’t filled with the ire it should contain. My anger is justified, but I just don’t have it in me to go atomic over this. I’m four blocks away from my building and this is going to be the last time I’m with this man. I’ll probably never see him again, unless I accept his proposition.

      Is that a big enough motivation?

      Despite myself, despite all my principles, it’s starting to feel that way.

      This evening, when Eddie said that she’d never seen me ask any man for a drink, that’s because I’ve never wanted to. My four-year-long apathy was out of an unhappiness with my state of affairs. Adding a man to the mixture would have only made me feel worse. No matter what the romantics say, simply having a man in your life does not make everything okay. More often than not it can make a shitty situation a million times worse.

      I learnt that lesson during the mistake that was my marriage.

      My apathy has disintegrated into a very physical longing for a man I can’t have but still want.

      Why me? And damn, I hate how self-pitying that sounds.

      The rich, gorgeous war hero wants little, old Mona. Poor me.

      “No, it doesn’t make it okay. But I couldn’t just let it go, Mona.” He sighs and I can tell he’s feeling as crappy as I am. “Won’t you reconsider? I can’t offer you any more than what I already have.”

      “The leftovers,” I spit bitterly. “I deserve more than that.”

      I really do. I don’t want a half-there, half-not-there boyfriend. I want to share the highs and lows with somebody.

      A cynical thought drifts through my mind. Like you did with Dan?

      I shared nothing with Dan, and he shared nothing with me. We were married, we lived in the same house and shared the same bed but I might as well have been alone.

      “You do. But we could have something special together. If we were together and I wasn’t married, I’d still have to travel. I wouldn’t be with you all the time, I have responsibilities. I have to split my time in many different ways.”

      “So, I’d be a chore?”

      “Stop it, Mona. Stop taking everything I say the wrong way. I’ve felt this way once before and even though it meant destroying my family and rupturing my life, accepting that this person I loved wasn’t a woman, I did it. Sometimes you have to fight and change to take hold of something that was given to you. Something you’re lucky enough to be given. Don’t you think I asked myself, why does Jake have to be a guy? Don’t you think I was confused as hell?

      “I make it sound easy now. Oh, I’m not gay, not bi, I just love one man. Nobody and I mean nobody, not even Jake, understands. We’re all typecast, we all have our role and if we deviate from that, then God look after the poor schmuck in the middle of it all.

      “I’m not saying I love you. Because I don’t. But what I feel could develop into that and to lose that kind of potential, simply because what I’m offering isn’t the norm, would mean us losing out on something pretty unique. But if I can’t change your mind, then I can’t. It’s up to you.”

      His anger doesn’t cow me as Dan’s once did, and he is angry. He’s breathing heavily and he keeps tightening his grip on the wheel. But Zane, even in a snit, is fully in control. He’d never hurt me, like I feared Dan might have done, like my father did—and probably still does—my mother.

      Instead, I feel guilty for riling him to the point that he’s actually raised his voice. I can only imagine how agitated he is to do something as normal as that. Hell, it’s not even a shout, but that makes his anger all the more powerful. All the more meaningful.

      Am I being stupid by throwing away a gift from… I don’t know, fate?

      “Give me time to think about it.”

      The slow, hissing release of his breath is an indication of his relief. That slight noise makes me feel infinitely better. He doesn’t want this to end. And God help me, neither do I.

      “Thank you.”

      He really means it. This guy, who could probably have any woman he wants, is thanking me for considering his proposal. And I’m sitting here looking like a Victorian schoolgirl sans the plaited pigtails.

      The remainder of the drive passed in silence. The traffic abated, the cars slipping away on to side roads paving the way for us. Although, the number of fire trucks driving alongside is slightly concerning.

      “There must be one hell of a fire blazing,” I whisper, as the sixth hurries past us.

      As soon as I say the words, a nasty thought pops into my head.

      That smell.

      That odd, strong odor that has gradually devoured each of my rooms.

      I can remember my father knocking my mother against the stove, accidentally jostling one of the pans as he hit her for breaking the yolks on his daily duo of sunny side up eggs. She’d rushed off to get a bag of frozen peas to try and attempt some form of damage control, and the stench of burning plastic as the heat bit into the pan handle… It’s a similar smell as the one permeating my rooms.

      My stomach begins to roil and grind away with nerves as, slowly but surely, my worst fears come true. The closer our approach to my building, smoke begins to impede Zane’s view of the road. The crowd around us is large. I recognize Mrs. Danver from the floor below my apartment staring at our home as flames tear into it. Standing in a ratty dressing gown and with a red, standard paramedic issue blanket wrapped around her shoulders, she looks every single one of her seventy-four years.

      My eyes dart from her and to the faces in the crowd I recognize, before eventually staring at the building.

      This is no small fire. Someone didn’t leave the iron or their hair-straighteners on. Whatever it was that triggered it, the flames have gutted the top ten floors of the building.

      The bright orange glow highlights the damage, and my shitty building, as old and decrepit as it was, is no more. My home has gone, and with it every single memory I’ve ever retained. Gone are the photos and the memoirs that I took from home, knowing that as soon as I left, my father would throw them and any other memento of mine into the trash. I’d taken as much as I could carry all those years ago and trawled them around the city whenever I had to move. From Betsy, a doll I’d had since childhood, to my yearbooks and the scrapbooks of my grandfather’s life during the war. All of it is no more.

      As I watch the fire take more and more of my home, my ears hurt with the sound of the flames spitting and hissing.

      It’s only then that I remember my laptop. And the many poems I’ve written over the years stored on there. The poems that not even Marina or Eddie know about, and that are my sole conduit for all the pent-up emotions and rage I’ve felt all these years.

      I’d intended to send them to a publisher. Eventually.

      And now, that is no longer possible. The sound of another dream of mine biting the dust screeches through my ears, as the heat has the windows and all the glass within the shell exploding, sending shockwaves of noise around the area.

      I don’t even realize that I’m crying, or that Zane has unfastened my seat belt, until he’s grabbed me from my seat and tugged me on to his lap. Wrapping me in his arms, he presses my head against his chest to stop me from looking.

      For a few seconds, I try to fight his hold. At the backs of my eyes, the glaring white heat of the fire burns my retinas until they almost hurt with the sear, but I still want to look. He’s stronger than me and keeps me tucked against him so that I can’t watch everything I own, everything I care about from my past, disintegrate into ashes.

      It’s hard to believe that three hours ago, my place was fine. Stinking, but fine. Now, everything has gone and as poor as I was before, my situation has not improved.

      The tears really begin to flow now. With my life in tatters, the only real thing I have to hold on to, both physically and mentally, is the man holding on to me. My eyes burn with the cleansing wash of moisture and the sobs hacking their way through my chest cease to hurt as his embrace soothes all ills.

      Okay, that’s an exaggeration. Not even this man could have a hug good enough to make me forget I’ve just lost everything. But he’s trying his best and I appreciate it.

      Hours or minutes might have passed by the time he lets me up. Every bit of me feels red raw with the tangled web of my emotions, and that doesn’t improve when I lift my head and stare at the burnt shell of my old home.

      “You’re going to come and stay with me tonight, or for as long you need.”

      Dumbly, I shake my head, his words only just penetrating the fog surrounding my brain. “That isn’t necessary. I can stay at either Marina’s or Eddie’s place. They’re my best friends.”

      “Why bother them? I have plenty of room and you can stay with me until you’re back on your feet. You don’t have to be a burden to them.”

      The words cause a sting similar to the harsh tang of the smoke hitting the back of my nose. “I would never be a burden to my friends.” I snap, glaring at him for even daring to make such a suggestion.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. Calm down, Mona. I simply meant that you could move in with me without any fuss or without causing any disruption to their lives. It could take a while to get everything in order and you can do it all from my place.”

      A wedge of emotion lodges itself in my throat at his words and when I next speak, my voice gives it away. I’m about an inch from hysteria and it won’t take much to push me over the edge.

      “Did you do this? Did you start the fire?”

      The thought would never have crossed my mind if he didn’t have a place to stash me away, convenient or what? His casting a slur on my friends, as he tries to push me into this love nest of his and knowing his past as I do, this man is capable of anything to get what he wants.

      Zane’s frown is back in place. For some reason that reassures me, although his lack of an answer, be it yay or nay, has me backing away from him and against the door.

      “Did you? You found out where I worked. And where I live. The wiring has to be faulty in a place that old. And it’s rat-infested too. It could be staged to look like one of them chewed through the wires and started an electrical fire. Is that what you did?” I suck in a huge breath, but it’s swift and doesn’t give him enough time to butt in. “I read about some of your missions in Iraq. You were renowned for always getting the job done, it’s why you shot so high so fast. Was this your way of forcing me into being your goddamned mistress?”

      The last word is a screech and before I can do anything, move an inch to either slap him or scrabble at the door handle and try to escape, he grabs me by the forearms and drags me against him. This time there’s no affection, only aggression in his touch. He nearly lifts me upwards as he brings me close enough to stare him in the eye.

      “I want you, but not enough to destroy a building and countless homes. You’re hysterical and you’re not thinking right. If you’re going to concoct this kind of bullshit, then you need to sleep it off.” That being said, he releases me. Flung against my seat, I realize how high he lifted me. The landing isn’t pleasant, and I’m winded for the amount of time it takes for him to start the engine and for the wheels to screech as he takes us away from the still-sizzling apartment block.

      I don’t even bother looking at the door or think of trying to escape. I know it’s locked. He secured the doors within a second of us climbing into the car, however long ago that was. Disinterestedly, my eyes wander to the dash and I blink at the realization that nearly two hours have passed since that moment.

      We sat outside the building for that length of time.

      Shaking my head at the thought, I instantly feel guilty at my accusation. Of course, he didn’t set my building on fire. This man is an All-American hero. A shoe-in for G.I Zane. Those kinds of men aren’t arsonists.

      Biting my lip, I try to excuse my poor manners. The remnants of hysteria are still in my system. It wouldn’t take much to trigger it off again. Combined with grief, loss, and his words about my burdening Marina and Eddie, it made a volatile mixture. One that blew up in his face.

      I know I should apologize, but I’m still smarting about those comments of his.

      Marina and Eddie are my best friends, if anything like this ever happened to them, I’d do everything within my power to ensure that they were comfortable at my place. I’d do everything I could to help them.

      And deep down, I know they’d do the same for me.

      So why did he say such a thing? Is it a demonstration of the people he has or had, at some point, in his life? The reason he can’t understand loyalty? That when the going gets tough, the majority flee?

      The realization that his parents, his family and all of his relations save a great-grandmother have all ostracized him, could explain it. As soon as G.I Zane ceased to be that All American hero I was talking about, and did something unorthodox, he became an outcast.

      I need to know if that’s the reason for his comments, and so I ask, “Why do you think I’d be a burden to my friends? They love me. They’re my family.”

      My eyes are glued to the windshield, the glaring headlights hurt my senses, but so does the sound of the city that never sleeps. The tooting, the shouts, the still-packed sidewalks as clubbers seem to take this moment for a mass exodus from all the nightspots.

      I want to hide. Curl up into a ball and hibernate. Maybe when I wake up, the only pictures I have of my granddad won’t be burnt to shreds. My poems, the words I’ve poured my heart and soul into, will still exist.

      “Because most friends disappear if your status changes in any way.”

      The grimness to his voice isn’t exactly a new note, there’s always a slight tang of cynicism. Something I’ve gradually grown accustomed to in my short acquaintance with the man. But this bridges new lows.

      “When you married Jake, you didn’t just lose your family’s support, did you?”

      The gleam of his teeth and the snarled ruffle of his lips are an answer in itself. “No. I lost pretty much everyone. But I gained Jake. It was a huge trade-off, but sometimes, you have to follow your gut.”

      Hurting for him, I reach out a hand and rest it on his thigh. My fingers gently squeeze the roped muscle and his hand drops down to rest an inch away from mine, as though he’d like to connect but doesn’t dare chance a rebuff.

      With no compunction, I bridge the gap. As soon as our palms rub together, I can’t say that I’m happy. I can’t even say that I’m filled with peace at the connection. But I feel a little better. I’m not alone. Zane is too large, too robust, too Zane for me to ignore his presence. With the simple union of our hands, any isolated part of me is suddenly filled with him.

      “I’m guessing your gut got you out of some pretty nasty situations in Iraq, right?”

      “Yeah. Amazing how people forget that, though. I was accused of insanity, at one point. They blamed the blast, the injury, my retirement. It had to be anything but the truth.” He sucks in a breath and shakes his head. “Why are we even talking about this? We’ve bigger things to worry about at the moment.”

      Strange how with the change of subject pronoun, from you to we, he makes me feel a ton better. A physical reminder and now a verbal one, I’m not alone.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind me staying at your apartment? I know you had bad experiences, but Marina and Eddie would do pretty much anything for me. I stayed with Marina, when I got divorced a few years back, but Eddie offered too. She had a roommate and a sister at the time, so I didn’t want to intrude any more than necessary.”

      He nods, but from the tense line of his jaw, I can tell he doesn’t believe in the power of friendship. His cynicism hurts me. Not in the way it did earlier. I get why he’s distrusting. It hurts me because, as the saying goes, no man is an island. And Zane is doing a pretty good impression of just that.

      A part of me wonders at his interactions with Jake. How he deals with him and how Jake handles Zane’s inability to trust. It must make life very hard for their relationship. Although that being said, maybe Zane can’t trust, not only because of his background, but also because he himself isn’t trustworthy. Who’s the one cheating around on his husband? Zane is.

      It’s difficult to believe the rest of the human race possesses a quality, when the entire world around you seems incapable of it, and you yourself don’t have it either. I get the feeling that trust, to Zane, is as mythical as a unicorn. And even in New York, where the weirdest shit goes down, we don’t get many of them galloping around.

      “I don’t mind you staying there at all. Hell, it’s for you anyway.”

      “Do you really own that place?” Even though I know he’s rich and that his family is too, it still seems incredible that someone in my circle of acquaintances owns a place that has views of Central Park. And it’s even weirder that he wants me to live there.

      “Yeah.”

      “I can’t believe you evicted a tenant for me.”

      He shrugs. “Good thing I did. You’re not the sort to appreciate hotels.”

      Amazed at that throw-away insight, I turn to him and ask, “And how the hell do you know that? Wait a minute, it wasn’t in my file, was it? Because the only reason that I haven’t been in a hotel is because I’ve never been on vacation.”

      He shoots me a look. “If you had gone on vacation, would you have stayed in a hotel?”

      Busted. “No. I don’t like the idea of sleeping on something a thousand strangers have as well. When you’re a cleaner, you see a lot of nasty things. I like to sleep on my own bed with my own germs.”

      “So I was right?”

      “‘I told you so’,” I mock, hiding my smile at the flash of his teeth again. This time with humor and not cold hurt.

      It’s starting to feel like every time I get a laugh or a smile out of him, I’ve won the lottery.

      To say that I’ve never felt this way before is an understatement.

      I’m beginning to understand what Zane means. Life can’t always be cookie-cutter perfect, and you have to grab what happiness you can when fate is kind enough to hand you it.

      It’s all well and good me saying this now, after my home has just turned into toaster scrapings. But I think, in many ways, it clarifies my feelings. I have nothing and so, there’s nothing to lose.

      The idea of him believing I’m using him as an unpaid landlord does disconcert me, though. I’ll sit on my change of heart for the meantime, let it incubate and make sure that I really do want this for my future.

      A change of heart is one thing when you’ve just slalomed past the bottom rung and there’s no end in sight, but situations can and do change. I’ll accept his kindness tonight and see how I feel first thing in the morning.

      “It would be unseemly of me to say anything like that. But yeah, I told you so.”

      His southern drawl has made an abrupt reappearance. “Unseemly, huh? That’s a mighty fancy word for this time of the morning.”

      “We do accommodate all walks of life,” he teases, and smiles again at my chuckle. “Seriously though, I don’t mind at all. You use my place for as long as you need and if you decide to never leave, then that’s even better.”

      “We’ll see how it goes, but I really appreciate this, Zane. I won’t forget your kindness.”

      With my hand still tucked in his, the gentle squeeze demonstrates a tenderness I would never have thought he possessed. With my thoughts at peace for the moment, I let him drive me back to where the evening, in all honesty, started to go downhill.

      In comparison to my shitty place, which is even shittier now, his building is a dream. Art-deco-esque, it’s smaller than the other skyscrapers surrounding it. It’s still pretty huge, but this is no monument to steel and glass. Gray stone with cream touches, ornate cornices and heavy, almost Palladian, window surrounds.

      That this could be the place I call home, astounds me.

      There’s no parking, but I don’t have a car and can’t drive and the man at the concierge desk, who snapped at me earlier, glaring at me and my pinafore as though I was shit on his shoes before directing me to the service entrance, hits new levels of fawning when I appear at Zane’s side. There’s still a sneer at my uniform, but it’s quickly brought under control when a muscular arm is wrapped around my shoulder.

      “Park the car, please, Henry,” Zane orders, handing the man the key. “In the morning, send out for a personal shopper. I’ll need her here as early as possible.”

      With that being said, the pair of us walk over to the elevators. The layout of the building is such that four apartments have the top floor. The penthouses are all on different levels but they don’t overlap. Zane’s is one of the lowest and, in the old-fashioned cage and grill elevator, we make our way to the top.

      “Don’t worry. It might look old, but it’s just made to look it. It’s as high-tech as any elevator in the city.”

      “No, I’m not worried about the elevator.”

      “Then why the frown?”

      “Why do you want a personal shopper?”

      “Guess,” he retorts wryly.

      Biting my lip, I stare down at the floor. “I don’t like it.”

      “You have nothing, Mona. Nothing except your uniform. Let me help you. It’s nothing to me, hell, think of it this way, because of you, I’m not staying at the Kensington Park. You’ve saved me a fortune on a hotel bill.”

      “And cost you a fortune, because you’re missing out on the rent from this place.”

      He clicks his tongue. “It’s negligible. And you don’t understand. I want to help you. I want to do a hell of a lot more for you, but until you let me, a basic wardrobe is a necessity and something I doubt you can afford.”

      “That investigation didn’t happen to run into my bank account, did it?”

      “Perhaps.”

      For a minute I fume, and then when I realize I don’t have the energy to feel anger, my shoulders slump. Humiliation at him knowing the depths of my poverty adds a little starch to my spine but not enough. At this very moment, I’m bone-deep tired.

      As we enter the penthouse, directly from the elevator as Zane had to key in an entry code, he immediately ushers me to the bedroom.

      “I cleaned this place, so I know where you’re taking me. I know there’s only the one bedroom too.”

      “You’ll also know that there’s a rather large sofa. I can sleep on there.”

      I snort. “Yeah. That’s practical.”

      “You need a better night’s sleep than I do.”

      I remain silent, because he’s right. All of a sudden, the weariness of the day overpowers me and my knees feel weak and wobbly. Not only have I put in a twelve-hour shift at work, gone home to a heart-wringing discussion with friends, been forced to work again, I’ve then been pulled through the wringer once more with Zane, only to watch my home and all of my possessions plunge into a pit of fire.

      Yeah. I’m exhausted.

      It’s ironic then that, as soon as Zane leaves, closing the door without a word and I strip down to my underwear as I fall into bed, too tired to even take a shower, I suddenly wake up.

      My body is weary, my mind is too, but my brain won’t let me sleep. I’ve always been a planner. Never been a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kind of girl. And there’s a lot to plan and organize. A new life, a new place to live, clothes and stuff to buy… that is, if I don’t let myself be swallowed up in the tide of life that is Zane.

      Beside the bed there’s an alarm clock, and I watch the minutes tick by. The red digits taunting me with their slowly shifting shadows.

      An hour before dawn, a time when I’m usually up and about preparing to go to work, the door opens.

      At first, it’s a slight creak and I make sure to regulate my breathing to appear as though I’m sleeping. I learnt this as a child. I’m a pro sleep-faker. It was the only way to avoid my father at night time. His nightly lectures could only be evaded if I went to sleep, or pretended to, at eight o’clock.

      He never seemed to catch on. Or if he did, he was glad to get me out of the way.

      I can hear Zane’s breathing in the quiet of the room. It’s steady, rhythmic, but still loud. His footsteps are mere whispers of sound as he moves closer to the bed.

      Even though I’m regulating my own breathing, it quickens slightly at the very idea that he’s there and watching me. Maybe I should feel disturbed, my privacy violated, but I’m curious more than anything else.

      More whispers of sound appear as he rounds the bed and then there’s the slight gush of wind as he lifts the covers. A slight jostle of the mattress, a minute movement considering his bulk, then, he’s there. Beside me.

      In another agile move, he turns to me and wraps an arm over my waist.

      I fake a moan, a slight whimper of sleep-disturbed sound, just to see what he’ll do next.

      “Ssh, honey,” he whispers, rubbing his nose against my temple. “Sleep. I’ll take care of everything in the morning. You’re safe.”

      With that, he presses a kiss to the upper curve of my cheekbone and settles beside me.

      And the irony is that for the first time since I got into bed, I do feel safe. And I do feel at peace.

      Within minutes of his arrival, I fall into a deep sleep.
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      That night pretty much set the benchmark for the remainder of the week. I’d go to bed, be unable to sleep, pretend to be deeply asleep when he popped his head around the door, and then drift off as soon as he wrapped me up in his arms.

      Sounds stupid or sappy? Well, I guess it was really. I’ve never been able to rely on a guy and this week, as dangerous as it might have been, I’ve started to depend on Zane.

      My nights end well, if innocently, but the days start off shittily and for the most part have carried on in that vein.

      Why?

      Because when I wake up, Zane isn’t there.

      And after a week of hide and go seek, it’s getting a bit tedious.

      Monday was officially one of the worst days of my life and I’ve had some doozies in my time. I didn’t expect the remainder of the week to improve, but the only highlight of every day was being with Zane.

      And that all hung in the balance on Tuesday morning, when I could have taken out a lot of upset, hurt and anger on him.

      Not for the most obvious of reasons either. Not because it was the morning after the night before and I was officially homeless, without a thing to my name save a pinafore that didn’t belong to me and a pair of sneakers I wished didn’t. But because he was right.

      Marina and Eddie did and have let me down.

      I’ve always been slightly apart, detached even, by New York standards. But with those two women, I thought I’d found friends for life, family. And to learn that I can’t rely upon them, even in a time of need, well, it pretty much devastated me.

      Marina called me, in fairness. She said she’d heard about the fire on the news and she did sound pretty frantic, her worry for my wellness warming me in ways she would probably never understand. No one has ever really cared about me, not my parents or grandparents. My ex-Marine grandpa did, but he died when I was young. Being alone has become the status quo and knowing that someone out there cared for me just warmed me to the depth of my soul.

      And then, I told her I had nowhere to stay.

      I lied to her. Honest to God lied. Because I did have somewhere to stay but I was testing her. And even now, even though they did let me down, I feel guilty about that.

      But Zane’s complete lack of faith in the human race rubbed off on me that morning and I wanted to know how the women I classed as sisters would react.

      Marina offered me money. As did Eddie. The pair of them offered to put me up in a hotel for as long as I needed. But neither of them welcomed me into their house as I would have done, if the circumstances were reversed. Maybe it’s a southern thing, either that or part of my church teachings. When someone is in need, you help them as best you can.

      I don’t like the anonymity of hotels, in fact I hate them and they know that. But still, they tried to shove me in one.

      Their charity was kind, I guess. But I didn’t want them to offer me that. I didn’t want money or to be made to feel like I was in the market for donations. I didn’t want to cost them a dime, just wanted shelter for as long as it took to get me back on my feet. I wanted them to offer me what a relative stranger had done—Zane had welcomed me into his home, why couldn’t they have done that?

      And now, I feel like what I wanted was a huge request, but I know that if they’d come to me, I’d have done all I could to help them and make them feel welcome.

      I ended the call pretty abruptly after Marina offered me cash to tide me over. And when I called Eddie to let her know and she let me down too, I switched off my cell and have remained out of contact to the world at large.

      It’s cruel, really. Eddie was as concerned as Marina, her need to know if I was okay as urgent as her offer to give me money had been freely suggested. They don’t know where I am, if I’m okay or if I’m on the streets and still, I haven’t switched on my phone to let them know I’m alright.

      I don’t particularly like this part of my nature. It isn’t at all fair, but I can’t find it in me to care. I’m hurting and feeling betrayed and let down. Top that to feeling shit about losing everything I ever owned, my mood hasn’t exactly perked up.

      Zane doesn’t know that I called them, but he’s too damned clever to not realize that something’s happened and that I’m not happy about it.

      Especially as ever since that day, I’ve been… reckless.

      There’s no other word to describe it really. Other than a prick tease, that is.

      I’ve accidentally walked into the living room in nothing but a towel. Wandered around in a shirt and nothing else, even though he bought me something he considers a basic wardrobe, but is in fact more clothes than I’ve ever owned at one time.

      I’ve bent over, exposing my boobs. I’ve strutted into the bathroom, which for some reason has no lock on the door, when I know he’s in the shower. And the sights I’ve seen as the bathroom is nothing more than a washroom… yikes. Zane, stood in the center of the room, bared to me. Water sluicing down his body. Olive skin gleaming with vitality, muscles flexing, tattoos rippling. Yum.

      And do you know what? I’ve loved every damned minute of it.

      I love how Zane frowns at me, whenever I walk in a room. And I don’t have to be psychic to realize that he’s trying to figure out what I’m doing. Or what mischief I’m up to this time.

      I’m unpredictable. For the first time in my life, I’m not following the everyday slog. And teasing Zane, confusing him and riling him is the highlight of my day.

      When I waded out of the bedroom on Tuesday morning, after my unsuccessful calls to Marina and Eddie, he told me that he expected nothing from me. That he just wanted to help.

      And I believed him and still do.

      Now, I wish he hadn’t said that. Because the urge to tackle him to the ground and fuck him silly is becoming a priority.

      In my life, I’ve had a handful of inappropriate thoughts. And that guestimate is being generous. But this week, my brain has turned into a lust-fuelled monster. If this is how guys feel, thinking about sex every few seconds or so, then it must be horrible.

      I should be depressed, focused on my woes and homelessness. But am I?

      No.

      Sighing, I look at the clock. It’s just after nine AM and after a week of not working and not even calling in to the office, I doubt I’ve a job left. While the thought should bother me, it doesn’t. I’ve grown quite accustomed to waking up this late in the morning and I know, if I get up now and sneak into the lounge, Zane will be there. Usually without a shirt, dressed in nothing but a pair of briefs and a blanket covering the best bits.

      Lying flat on my back, staring up at the matte gray ceiling, I ponder my next move.

      I’m horny.

      Having one’s sexuality awoken by a sex god and then living with said sex god, puts sex at the top of your priorities.

      Especially when the sex god is intent on being honorable.

      At this moment, I want to tell him to fuck being honorable and fuck me instead.

      Pursing my lips, I sit up and shrug off the covers. Dressed in little more than a sleep shirt, I climb out of the bed and head toward the doorway. Grim sunlight is pouring through the windows and I follow the rays to the front of the apartment where Zane can be found on a morning.

      He’s there. Just as I thought he would be, naked except for a pair of briefs that reveal very little but manage to cup a lot, and a sheet that’s half-off and half-on him.

      Feeling like a voyeur, I watch as he rolls over on the too-small couch and shake my head in wonder. Asleep, the man is gorgeous. Awake, the man is gorgeous. I’m such a lucky bitch. This guy is, potentially, mine for the taking. If I have the courage to do just that.

      Even though I desperately want him, it takes a surprising amount of cojones to take a step into the lounge and toward him.

      As I move, I ensure that my breathing is regulated, because a panic attack would not be the sexiest of come-ons, and all the while I’m self-coaching myself, I reach his side. Perching on the edge of the sofa, something which isn’t very generous because he takes up a considerable amount of space, I settle there and gently press a hand to his abs.

      Letting my finger drift along the line of those ripped muscles, I’m having too much fun to realize that his eyes have opened and that he’s watching me with amusement. The instant I do, I blush. Christ, being a strawberry blonde is a killer sometimes.

      “You know what you’re starting, right?”

      His voice is usually deep, but this early morning rumble sets me on fire.

      An unfortunate turn of phrase for someone in my circumstances, but hey, it’s the truth.

      “Very aware,” I retort, and continue to trail my finger over his flesh, taking particular pleasure in rubbing the line of his obliques. Dee-lish.

      He grabs my hand and curls upright, in a move that has each muscular square of his stomach curling and tautening. “Let’s clean up, first.”

      For a moment, I wonder if I stink. And then, I remember two things. Christ, this isn’t a romance story. Morning breath does exist in this world, as does the garlic-rich spaghetti sauce we both consumed last night. Because of that, I’m not offended and jump up and run to the bathroom, my bare feet padding on the wooden floor. Stuffing my toothpaste-loaded toothbrush into my mouth, I jump in the shower for a quick wash. And squeal, when an equally toothbrush-touting Zane pops up in front of me.

      Until now and unlike myself, he’s always respected my privacy. Somehow, I know this marks the start of the demise of privacy as I know it.

      He grins at me around a mouth of toothpaste and I can’t help but laugh. This is not how I envisaged this scene. I expected to be ravished, ravaged. I expected to take part in a lot of that too. Instead, we’re both in the shower, preparing ourselves for the main event.

      For a minute, my eyes lose focus as I watch him grab the soap and begin to clean himself up. I should probably do the same, try, in some way, to entice him. But enticement isn’t a part of my vocabulary. I’ve about as much seductive appeal as the toothbrush shoved in my mouth.

      Zane, on the other hand, has it down to pat.

      I can only imagine what he’s capable of, when he really tries. The easy strokes as he grips his cock with a soap suds-lubricated hand are effortlessly arousing. Blindly following the motion of his hand, my mouth drools a little and it sure as hell isn’t watering over the sandalwood soap.

      On the way to full arousal, his cock is impressively large. Just looking at it makes me question how on earth I managed to accept all of it into my body. At that thought, my mouth isn’t the only part of me growing moist.

      Something inside me wants to touch it, to feel it, but something else is simply enjoying the show. And it’s quite definitely that, a show. There’s no way in hell it takes that long to wash even something as huge as Zane’s dick.

      I take the chance to study his movements, to see what he likes. Watch the small flick of his wrist as he reaches the glans and notice the faint twitch of his eyelashes at the movement. The whitening of his knuckles as he presses down at the base of the shaft and then, with his other soapy hand, the firm grip as he rolls his balls together. He frees one hand and passes me the soap. The invitation is just that, a gentle request and in the face of such lack of pressure, I suck in a breath and take it.

      Feeling like a bit of an idiot, I roll the clear amber block over my breasts, making sure to rub the nipples and to cover them in suds too. Letting the soap glide over my belly, past the mons of my sex, something which I’ve taken to trimming during my stay at Zane’s as he is completely bare down there, I let it slip between my pussy lips. I’ve never touched myself in front of anyone before. Dan was happy to rut away under the sheets, he wasn’t interested in me or my pleasure. Anything of this nature has most definitely occurred in private.

      I’m a little hesitant, because I really don’t want to make a fool out of myself. At the same time, the reckless creature that has appeared out of the ashes of her apartment building is squawking away. Reveling in the slow burn of Zane’s eyes, enjoying every second of being at the center of this hunk’s attention.

      Allowing my fingers to drift around my clit, I bite my lip as the gentle brush has sparks sizzling from there to my belly. With my spare hand, I retreat to my breasts and rub and tweak my left nipple. As the skin puckers up, I pinch a little and force myself to cease concentrating on my own pleasure and to start watching the show taking place before me.  

      The drift of Zane’s hand up and down the length of his cock has changed. The pace is a little slower and his grip is a little firmer. His free hand is doing nothing more than being held in a tight fist. That I’m affecting him at all is a miracle in itself. That he’s trying to dampen his arousal down is like hearing the angels sing overhead.

      Okay, probably not the best time to be thinking about God, but my point is made.

      Dan made me feel like a sexless slug.

      With Zane, I’m anything but.

      My fingers haven’t ceased the gentle play with my clit. I can’t imagine what I look like. My hair wet and clinging to my shoulders and a part of my décolletage. One hand massaging a soapy breast and the other delving between my thighs and rubbing my pleasure spot. All the while a bright pink toothbrush is dangling from my lips.

      Rather than be embarrassed, I’m empowered.

      For the first time in my existence.

      And it’s down to this man and the attraction I have for him, and that he has for me.

      The beauty of the washroom is such that I only have to walk a few steps away from the central showerhead to the sink. Releasing the toothpaste from my mouth as daintily as I can, I return to the shower and watch as Zane does the same thing. The spray is hot, but not as hot as my blood. He turns around and from the basin, watches me or should I say, watches the water as it runs in rivulets down my length. I’ve never been at the center of anyone’s attention for very long, but this week, it feels like I’ve been nothing but the epicenter of Zane’s focus.

      In a way, the intensity of the pleasure he finds in me, even if I can’t understand it, enables me to stand there with no real embarrassment or discomfort. I cup my breasts, not in an attempt to entice, but to proffer them to the showerhead so that the soap suds will dissipate. I twirl around, making sure all the soap has gone and then retreat to the faucet to switch off the water.

      I don’t bother reaching for a towel, I just head straight across the room and stand myself a foot away from Zane, who is leaning against the basin, watching every move I make with a force that could be classed as unnerving. Think puma, and then think of me as the big cat’s dinner.

      The amber striations in his coffee brown eyes seem to fluctuate, rippling with the power of his focus. His hands grip the vanity yet his biceps are as strained as though he’s lifting weights. His chest is also tensed, the pectoral muscles flexed and those luscious abs are delineated as though I’ve taken a ruler and drawn them onto his flesh.

      One hand breaks free from the vanity and he reaches for me, turning it palm side up in offering. I slip mine into his and let myself be brought against him. The minute my skin touches his, something inside me sighs. Relief? Maybe. It just feels so damn good to be this close to him. To have my softness pressed to his hardness, to have my curves meld to his lean muscularity.

      He raises his other arm and links it around my back, bringing me into a loose embrace. His erection burrows itself into my belly and my breasts mold to his pecs. For a moment, we just stand there. The desperation surging through my veins has dissipated into a slow burn. When I first began to touch him on the sofa, to say I’d wanted to fuck him raw would be putting it mildly. But now, the need is there, but not with the urgency of before.

      There’s a different kind of urgency now.

      And it stems from the fact that if my apartment building hadn’t burnt down, I might not have seen this man again.

      That thought is terrifying. I burrow deeper into his arms and press my face against his throat, where his scent is strongest.

      This last week, I’ve been with him pretty much constantly. He’s been working on his laptop in the lounge, while I’ve been behaving like the role he wants me to take on permanently, a kept woman. I’ve done nothing. Relaxed, watched TV, read or listened to music.

      My old life burned away with all of my possessions and do you know what? Aside from a few things I’d have preferred not to have lost, I don’t mourn anything.

      This man might not be mine, he might never be so, but when I’m with him, I feel more than I’ve ever felt before. That can’t be wrong, can it? I’ve known of him for two or so weeks, been with him for eight days including our one night together. It’s far too soon to even think of being in love with the man, but that’s just how I feel.

      And it frightens me at the same time as it motivates me.

      He has a husband.

      I’ll never be his priority, always hidden in the shadows of his life.

      I’ll live for the moments we’re together and probably feel desperately lonely when he has to leave me.

      Just the thought has me burrowing all the more closer into his arms and maybe he understands, even though I haven’t muttered a word, because his loose embrace tightens and I’m wrapped up in one hundred per cent Zane.

      How long we stand there, I don’t know. But it feels good and eventually, his hands begin to slide along the length of my spine, rubbing and massaging slightly wherever they fall.

      In between us, his cock begins to harden again and all thoughts of our situation swirl away like the soap suds did down the drain.

      Zane begins to palm my ass, grabbing the cheeks, separating them and then releasing before starting the cycle again. I’m on tenterhooks, waiting for his touch to grow more intimate and in preparation I stand on tiptoe, bringing myself closer to him by a few inches.

      One hand drops away only to return when the other pulls one cheek aside and fingers slide down the nook of my sex from behind.

      Having never experienced such an approach, it makes me jump and I laugh, the sound husky with need and longing, as my flesh quivers at his touch.

      Slowly, his fingers rim the entrance to my body and in a silent welcome, my pussy floods with juice that slickens his fingers enough to lodge two digits inside. He scissors them, pushing the walls of my pussy aside and gently thrusting as he does. My own fingers bite into his arms, as I stand frozen within his embrace. The only part of me really moving is my hips, as they rock to a beat I can’t hear but one that my body instinctively knows.

      For a few seconds longer, he continues to touch me inside out and then the digits of his hand slip away and slide upwards to my clit. A moan bursts free from my throat and I urge my legs apart to enable him further access. I don’t regret the move. He begins to frig the nubbin and the only thing I can do is bite down on the closest thing at hand.

      His nipple.

      He hisses and grunts a little, but his fingers don’t stop their almost-torturous glide and his cock perks up between us, from half-mast to full-mast in no time at all. And now, each rough rock of my hips massages his dick, so much so that pre-cum lubricates our way and makes the passage easier.

      My mouth tangles with his nipple, rubbing, licking, twirling the erect bud but suddenly, my head is grabbed and jerked upright. Our lips collide. Mine instantly opening to accept the smaller penetration of his tongue, and it doesn’t escape my notice that his thumb hooks itself inside my pussy and that the small thrusts down there are in time with his penetration of my mouth.

      I can’t breathe. Oxygen-dense air floats about me, but Zane is denying me it with his all-encompassing kiss. I try and fight back, take control from him. Jerking my hips to excite him all the more, I revel in the moment when he draws away, his head rocking backwards to groan his pleasure at my movements.

      One minute, he’s defenseless and the next, I am.

      He grabs my hips and lifts me up, spinning us both around so that my back is against the vanity. In one move, I’m perched on the edge and, in the second, my legs are spread wide apart.

      Like a steel trap, I snap them together and grip Zane with my thighs. So close, his cock is resting inches away from my pussy and I tighten the clasp so that it’s there, lying directly against the lips shielding my sex. The image welds itself into my sensory memory and my mouth waters at the sight.

      Hard to my soft.

      Male to my female.

      I tilt my pelvis and jolt as the move has his dick rolling upwards and nudging my clit. A faint chuckle sounds from him, and I watch as he grabs his cock and begins to frig the small nubbin with the tip of his shaft.

      A part of me feels like yowling. Screeching like a cat. Electrical sparks pummel me with both the actual touch as well as the visual power of such a move.

      Within his tight grasp, his cock seems to pulse with his own arousal, and I get the feeling that what he’s doing is torture for us both. Of the pleasant kind, of course.

      My slick sex welcomes him, the outer lips clinging to him in a silent salute and silently begging for him to cease his torment and yet loving every minute of it.

      The glans breaches the entrance to my pussy, only to retreat and leave me gasping as it slides on up to abuse my clit with its rough prodding. My hips arch upwards and I fall back, allowing him to push his way even closer by the simple movement of spreading my legs wider apart.

      The vanity mirror is cold at my back and in contrast to the dynamic heat at my front, my senses feel overloaded with the strain of it all. But that’s nothing to the blast of energy that consumes me when his cock ceases its tease and finally forces its way into the tight clasp of my pussy.

      I scream.

      There’s no pretty way to describe the discordant screech that escapes me at that moment.

      But do I care?

      No.

      I fucking don’t.

      With the heat and resilience of a branding iron, he forges a path inside me until I feel just that. Branded by him.

      It seems to take him an age to fill me entirely and in this position, with my pelvis tilted and my hips arched, I doubt an inch of my sex is Zane-free. He rests, pressing his forehead to mine so that his mint-edged breath brushes my lips, silently communicating that this is as intense for him as it is for me.

      His breathing steadies, or it’s as steady as it can be in this situation and slowly, he pulls free from my body’s clasp only to retreat.

      His thrusts are rhythmic at first. Neither too slow or fast, too rough or weak. He’s gently claiming me, all of me. Allowing me to become accustomed to his size once more.

      I want to look at him, want my eyes to study the fierce concentration on his face but I can do nothing but squeeze them shut. Because even they are sizzling in reaction to his claiming.

      The long, slow drag of his cock against the soft tissues of my sex is as powerful as an earthquake. Down to my bones, I feel the connection between us and while one part of me wants to cling, the other wants to push away because this is too much.

      Sparks flash behind my eyes and under the upper layer of my skin. Think pleasurable but intense pins and needles. My nerves are surging and a power cut is near. Even my brain feels on the brink of implosion with the endless, sawing drag of his cock inside my sheath.

      I want to scream, screech. Rake my nails down his back and draw blood, but I don’t. I grip the vanity, close my eyes and try to endure. Because this kind of pleasure is almost painful.

      My breathing is so fast, it’s like a panic attack. I’m locking everything down inside me, because if I don’t, I feel like I’m going to shatter into a million pieces. And while it would be in an absolutely awesome way, such intensity is scary as hell. Every single thrust is a trigger and I don’t know which one will cause a big enough explosion. He’s playing Russian roulette with my body.

      In a way, I feel as boneless as a ragged doll. My limbs limp and unable to claw back at the endless penetration, unable to fuck him back. And then something snaps inside me. The Russian roulette has backfired and I begin to clamp down on him, start to meet his thrusts until his hips hammer into me. His hand moves to cup the back of my head so it doesn’t smash against the wall and he drags me closer to him, making the angle of penetration hit something deep inside that has me keening.

      My back arches as my clit nudges against the base of his penis and within a few more thrusts, that’s it.

      Boom.
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      If I say that was one of the best orgasms I’ve ever had, it actually doesn’t mean all that much. I’ve had few so I can still rate them as explosive, heart-racing excitement, and then leg-crossing good. That last one has augmented the list and now, above explosive is supernova serious.

      But no matter how serious it was, no matter how it made my eyes cross, the aftermath wasn’t pretty.

      And I mean that in two ways.

      One, we didn’t use a condom.

      Two, well, too much information and all that, let me just say this, I’ve officially had a cream pie. Something which is proof that I’ve watched too much porn with Eddie and Marina. That I’m even aware of such a term has me fidgeting with discomfort, but my sexual education has been complete and Marina especially was a prudent sex professor.

      A cream pie. I’ll never think of éclairs or profiteroles in the same way, ever again. Christ, another thing to cross off the bucket list. Not that that was actually on it, because hell’s bells, the last thing I need is to get pregnant.

      I’ll be honest and say it felt good. Hot and sticky and natural but still… shit. Dan didn’t want kids, and when I realized the mistake I’d made by marrying such a jerk off, I didn’t want kids with him either. He always used a condom so I’ve never experienced this before.

      The instant I felt the splash of Zane’s seed inside me, I came down from my high and even though he’s slumped against me, his breathing still too fast and the connection of flesh to flesh is amazing, it doesn’t make me feel better.

      In fact, it makes me feel worse. It reminds me of what I don’t have and never will and it reminds me of what I need to do.

      I need to go to a pharmacy.

      Now.

      Swallowing, I try not to let my panic overcome me and gently stroke his back. Pressing my lips to his ear, I whisper, “Zane, I need to go.”

      His head jolts back, wavering a little as though his neck doesn’t have the strength to support his skull. His dazed frown is rather sweet, and he blinks at me. “Go?”

      “Yeah. I have to go to the pharmacy, babe.”

      “The pharmacy?” He blinks again and then awareness bleeds into his gaze, and he slams his eyes shut. “Shit.”

      I hum under my breath in agreement. Maybe I should be annoyed, but I can’t be. This is my fault as much as his and I guess I should visit a doctor and go on the pill so that this doesn’t happen again. As long as I deal with this situation now, there’ll be no repercussions and I can’t afford for there to be any consequences.

      And I don’t just mean in the monetary sense.

      If I ever have a child, then I’ll need more than the promise of being a kept woman.

      “Let me up, honey,” I murmur, and squeeze his arm in what I hope is a reassuring way.

      “I’m sorry, Mona,” he replies, as he moves away and watches me as I return to the shower and turn it on.

      “Don’t be. Mistakes happen and we can sort this out.”

      “Still.”

      I shrug and quickly get washed. “Like I said, we can sort this out. I don’t want to be pregnant as much as you don’t want me to be either. I just need to get the emergency contraceptive and it will take care of it.”

      He nods and I zone him out, concentrating on rectifying the problem and cleaning up—who knew there was so much cum in one ejaculation? Christ, I’m having a biology lesson at the same time as a panic attack.

      Within the hour, I’ve popped over to a pharmacy, been humiliated by the attendant who looked at me with scorn, I could almost hear her thoughts. She should know better at her age.

      Hell, talk about making me feel old before my time.

      And I’ve taken the damned pill.

      A part of me needed Zane to watch me take it, for him to know that I wouldn’t trap him by getting pregnant and I could sense his relief as I swallowed it and took care of the morning’s mistake.

      While it saddened me to think of such a glorious experience as a mistake, it’s too late for regrets. In my mind, it’s under the title of don’t go there again.

      The next day, with Zane signing the check and waiting outside in the waiting area, we visited the gynecologist and I was hooked up with the pill. And they say money doesn’t talk. Ha!

      Can I say that that morning’s incident didn’t change things?

      No. I can’t. It has, but not necessarily in either a bad or a good way. But things are definitely different.

      I think it brought it all home to Zane, what he’s doing with me and the danger he’s involving himself in. Hell, this isn’t Iraq, but it warrants its own precautions.

      The upside is that every night, I go to bed by myself and wake up in the early hours of the morning to find him there. At eight AM, he’s still there and let me just say that’s becoming my favorite time of the day.

      And not just for the obvious reasons.

      I didn’t realize it until now, but I’ve led a pretty lonely life for the last four years. I have Edwina and Marina, and yeah, I’m pissed at them at the minute but we’ll make up soon. They’ve always been there in the past and they’ll still be there in the future. This is just a blip in a long friendship, I know that. Regardless, I also know they lead separate lives to me and we connect, often, but still, they have their own things to do and I have mine.

      Being with Zane has made me realize how wonderful it is to be with someone, to see something comical on the TV and to have another person share in that humor or to listen to a song and have someone else tap their foot to the beat.

      And the best part is not waking up alone. Sometimes, he’s sprawled across the entire bed. Other times, he’s curled up behind me.

      Whatever, I like it.

      Too much.

      When he goes home, returns to the man he pledged his life to, I’ll be alone.

      I try not to dwell on that, and take advantage of the moments we have together.

      Like now.

      I’m curled up behind him for once and rather than wake him up with a morning kiss, I’ve reached around and grabbed his already impressive morning wood. Over the last week, I’ve grown rather adept at hand jobs and blowjobs and while I can’t be considered an expert, Zane’s reactions are more than pleasing.

      And while it’s all about him and his pleasure, at the same time, I receive an enormous amount of satisfaction out of playing with him.

      He represents freedom. The freedom to taste and to touch, and that’s something I’ve never known before.

      Beneath my palm, his cock is hot, so hot my skin tingles in reaction. I enjoy waking him up this way, because I know I’ll get my reward—as he terms it—very, very soon.

      I’ve started to look upon orgasms as treats. Grinning at the thought, I continue to touch him however I want until I know he’s awake. His body stiffens, and then relaxes. From the few nightmares he’s had, I’d hazard a guess that he finds it difficult to sleep with someone else and whenever he does awaken, I get the feeling I should be grateful he isn’t choking me for daring to be within an inch of his personal space.

      You can take the man away from the battlefield but not the war from the man.

      “Morning, shug,” he almost grunts, his voice deep and as dark as molten chocolate this early in the morning. He’s gone from calling me sweetheart to sweets and sugar to shugs within a week. Christ knows what he’ll be calling me in a few months’ time. “Fuck, that feels good,” he bites out around a low, long groan.

      Despite myself, pleasure jolts through me at his words and it’s merely compounded when he rolls his hips in reaction and grunts a little as he pumps his hips even more to thrust into my hand. The tension in his body transmits the idea that he’s on the brink of coming and when I tighten my hand in expectance, he surprises me.

      Rather than cum, he scares the hell out of me by simultaneously rolling over, urging me on to my belly and pinning me to the bed. Before I have a chance to do little more than shriek, my wrists are grabbed in one of his huge mitts and shackled over my head.

      “That’s not fair, no guerilla tactics. We agreed.” I yell, the sound muffled around a mouthful of sheet.

      “All’s fair in love and war, sweets,” he murmurs with a chuckle and bends down to nibble at my ear. Jolting at the tracing of his tongue down the length of the lobe, I’m entirely unprepared for his hand slipping between my legs and a finger thrusting into my pussy.

      “You could warn a girl,” I growl, my hips arching as the welcoming walls of my sex clamp down on the investigating finger.

      In this position though, it’s hard to do little more than accept his actions and my hips can rock about an inch upwards before slamming into his abs. My belly is squished into the mattress thanks to two hundred pounds of man holding me down, and the only reason I don’t feel entirely squashed is thanks to the bed they use in the space shuttles. Something I’d only seen on infomercials in the past, and slobbered over.

      How the hell he’s managed to work a finger into me is anyone’s guess, because my legs are in no way akimbo. But then, the man’s sneaky as hell. I can see why he shot through the ranks of the Marines.

      I squirm as he begins to thrust, the thick digit no way near as large as his dick, but still an intrusive presence. One that merely demonstrates how turned on I am by both giving Zane a hand job and being pinned down to the bed.

      Christ, talk about cavewoman desires.

      His thumb slides down to my clit and nudges against that, the sudden gush of juices should embarrass me but that slight touch has my engines revving like nobody’s business.

      I try to spread my legs, invite him closer, urge another part of Zane’s body inside of me, but again, I can’t move.

      His finger taunts and teases my pussy, stroking, tickling, thrusting. My blood must have turned to steam, because I’m hotter than hell with the sensations ricocheting through me, sparks so powerful that it’s a wonder I don’t self-combust on the bed.

      It should be embarrassing, but I can feel the sweat dripping off me as arousal combines with the reality of my position. My lungs are feeling the strain of fighting for air, when he keeps taking it away by shocking me with his touch as well as his weight pressing into my back. My hair is clinging to my face and neck, and at that moment, I ponder chopping it off. Waist-length hair isn’t practical, when you have an active sex life.

      His lips suddenly appear at my temple and his tongue darts out to sup the beads of sweat that have gathered there. With the gentleness of that touch, I sigh and his mouth works its way down to my ear.

      “If you keep your hands right where they are, you’ll get a reward. If you don’t, then all that juice will go to waste.”

      I want to pout, denial after a four-year long stint at celibacy does not fill me with glee, but rather than argue as I’ll get back at him later, I nod, and wriggle my fingers once his grip has disappeared. Slowly, the pressure relents along my spine and I have some freedom of movement, but I make sure to remain still lest I lose my reward.

      I feel my legs dragged toward the edge of the bed and I remain silent as he positions me so that my knees touch the ground. My cheeks flush as he separates my legs and fiddles with the angle until the outer lips of my sex are sandwiched between my inner thighs.

      It doesn’t take much of an imagination to gather what he’s going to do next.

      Against my butt, I can feel his lower abdomen and at my shoulders, his pecs as he reaches upwards to once again have control of my wrists.

      And then, I feel the slippery slide of his cock against the lips of my pussy. Up and down, up and down, nudging them apart, ramming against my clit and then, the almost blunt force as his dick begins to enter my body.

      Tissues that have had some practice this week begin to transmit to me their panic at the steady and incredibly deep angle of penetration.

      If my calculations don’t deceive me, then he’s not a third of the way in and the walls of my sex are already fluttering about like millions of butterfly wings in a state of hysteria.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to cry out, to ask him to stop, but another part of me doesn’t want to. He’s big and he has been touching me deep inside on a regular basis regardless of new positions. But this? Even with the shallow thrust, I feel incredibly full.

      He’s taking his time, not just ramming into me, but slowly and surely working his way inside. I don’t know which is worse. Jackhammering inside me would get it out of the way. Rip off a bandage and the pain hurts for a few seconds, and then disappears.

      This is prolonged. Steady. And all the more nerve-wracking because of it.

      With each inch of my pussy he claims, he steals another gasp of breath from my lungs and the deeper he gets, the easier it is to grab hold of the sheet with my teeth and bite down. It’s either that or… I don’t actually know what. I don’t want to scream, nor do I want him to stop. I feel like I want to grunt and curse and swear at him, fight him and buck away, entice him into slamming into me.

      But I don’t.

      I bite down and wait for him, allow him to take control.

      When every inch is inside me, he gives me a second. Maybe I’m being generous with the time estimate. Perhaps a nanosecond for me to get accustomed to the depth of his penetration is the reality. And then, bam. He starts. The hammering thrusts begin and only my location with my knees pressed tightly against the bed, stops me from rocking and jerking back and forth.

      Later, I realize that his grip on my wrists kept me pinned to the bed more than my position, but as he fucks me, honest to God, fucks me silly, I feel like I’m in the middle of a tornado.

      I’m not unaccustomed to Mother Nature’s fury, but this, this is both better and worse.

      I have no say in this.

      Oh, I don’t mean he’s forcing me. It’s simply that I can’t urge him on, or plead with him to slow down. He’s totally in control of me and my body and I can do nothing but accept him.

      And as crazy as it seems, because this shouldn’t have been pleasurable, the psychology of it, does something to me.

      When I should have screamed at him to stop the hammer of his hips, instead whimpers work in my throat. I’m his. To do with as he wants. At this moment in time, I’m the receptacle of his body and he’ll give me pleasure.

      Later on, the tides will turn—Oh, I’ll make sure of that. Payback can be a bitch—but at this moment, I’m his.

      And with my emotions already up in the air where this man is concerned, those thoughts are incredibly powerful. He hasn’t just possessed me physically, but mentally too.

      Each thrust of his cock slams against nerve-rich flesh, burrows into unchartered territory that I’ve only ever read about in books. And the weirdest thing is that I’m aware of it all. I’m not mindless as I’ve been before.

      I’m cognizant of every jerk of his hips, every curl of his pelvis as he changes the angle of his thrust.

      In this position, I’d thought it impossible to cum. I’ve realized that my clit has to be touched or massaged or nudged by his pubis or fingers to climax. And this is a lesson, because I was wrong.

      Before, a numbness seemed to overtake my sex. It tingled and sparked and burned hotly. And the latter, I mean in the best possible way.

      This time, the walls of my pussy are quaking with the intensity of the thrusts. The sensations find their epicenter in the depths of my body, and as his pumping hips take on a wildness that tells me he’s as crazed as I am, I come.

      This is no pleasant burst of pleasure. There are no fireworks behind my eyes. This is complete detonation.

      I scream. Honest to God, scream and I don’t know for how long. It could have been five seconds or a full minute. I don’t know which.

      And the aftermath of my supernova-serious climax ain’t pretty.

      My hands pull free of his clasp and begin to claw their way through the sheets and even though I’m unaware of it, my senses register the tearing of the cloth as I rip through it with my twisting fingers.

      My body bucks against his and the urgent growl bursting free from his throat tells me that he’s coming too. His hands make another grab for mine and I’m about to jerk them away, when he bridges his fingers with my own and rides out his release.

      Even when he stops, my body is tingling and deep within my belly too. Pressed close to him, his front to my back, I feel infinitely connected to him, it’s unfortunate that the first words to pop out of my mouth aren’t deep and meaningful and represent the way he makes me feel.

      The words are garbled against the sheet, but he hears and immediately begins to chuckle in a lazy kind of way that tells me how relaxed he is. Something which instantly makes me happy.

      “I can’t feel my toes.”

      “That’s good, shugs. Means I’ve done it right.”

      He presses a kiss to my shoulder but makes no move to, well, move.

      Hell, he nuzzles his face into my nape and seems content to settle down for the morning, but I retort, “No. I really can’t feel my toes.”

      “Is that a hint?” he mock-complains, but immediately sits up and my lungs appreciate the move as does my spine.

      But I remain still, even though I’d love to roll on to my back and lay flat out even if I’d be lying on the floor. I have the feeling pulling out is going to be… memorable and I want to remember each sensory memory.

      And I’m not wrong.

      Burnt-out nerve endings burst into life like miniature phoenixes, and I whimper as tender tissues begin to complain but at the same time, gloat at what they’ve just gone through.

      And me? Well, I just feel wrecked as hell.

      Sated, but fucked. Well and truly fucked.
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      It was a happy me that eventually rolled out of bed. I hummed my way into the shower, sang my way through a few songs as I washed, and then proceeded to playing the air guitar as I wandered through the apartment in a shirt and panties toward the kitchen.

      Sex, I’m discovering, creates a ravenous appetite and even better, it’s burnt some fat from those hard to reach places. Enough so that I’ve allowed myself a few scoops of Cookie Dough every day. I figure the calories burnt while having sex more than makes up for my sinful treat.

      As I wander into the kitchen, I decide that I might just have ice cream for breakfast.

      Why the hell not?

      At this very moment in time, I feel happy. Deliriously so.

      My body is still tingling from its workout, my pussy may never recover but what a way to go, and my stomach is rumbling and demanding sustenance. Physically, I’m replete. Emotionally, at this exact moment, I’m on top of the world, and mentally, I feel fabulous.

      I should have known that something would ruin it.

      That the great bowling ball that is life would come and knock down a strike that would ruin everything.

      Two weeks, that’s how long I’ve been with him.

      Fourteen days. And I’ve managed to fuck it up already.

      It’s no consolation that it was his fault as much as mine.

      That it wasn’t planned. It happened and now, with the shit hitting the fan, we have to deal with it. But as I traverse down the corridor, I’m unaware of the nasty mess fate has made of my life.

      Humming away as I enter the kitchen and zero in on the fridge, in my peripheral vision I notice that Zane’s staring at the newspaper. He reads it every morning, and even though he could read it online, he prefers the feel of paper in his hands and the ink that stains his fingers. Every day he has gossip rags sent to him as well as highbrow reports that bore me senseless—the range of interests he has is astounding. Everything from the political situation in the Middle East to the economy in Ireland.

      Our routine is that I make coffee while he reads, then he makes toast as I peruse the broadsheets.

      But as I turn around with the tub of ice cream in my hand, my focus centers on Zane for a moment. I’d intended for it to be a quiet minute, one where I could enjoy the man that has changed my life. But that went by the by as I noticed the frozen look of horror on his face.

      Rather than say anything, rather than utter a word, I drop the ice cream carton on the counter and rush toward him. He’s staring at one of the papers as though it’s his worst nightmare and for a moment, he’s petrified. Not in the terrified way, but in the turned-into-stone way.

      My eyes glance over the articles, trying to find what could trigger such a reaction. I’m looking for columns on the War against Terror or on the Marines. Something that could have fear trapping him in its jaws. But all I see is a picture of the pair of us.

      I blink, the image entirely unexpected. I’d expected a picture of a Marine in dress uniform with news of his death in an explosion in the Middle East. A friend of Zane’s that he was grieving.

      Instead, it’s the pair of us, holding hands inside the gynecologist’s clinic.

      The pair of us look worried.

      And that look alone answers a thousand questions.

      There’s no way the hand clasp could be dismissed as a supportive gesture.

      Zane isn’t there to ensure his friend is okay.

      There’s intimacy to our positioning. I’m leaning on him. I can’t even remember doing that. The morning we visited the clinic, I’d been as embarrassed as hell at his paying for my visit. Zane had put me at ease by teasing me a little, but my expression and body language tells its own tale.

      I suck in a breath, wondering what to say, how I can make it better, when my eyes glance over the headline.

      I want to laugh at the angle the press has spun on the picture.

      ‘Prolific LGBT author: potential father-to-be?’

      In the column, it detailed the likelihood that I’m Zane and his husband’s surrogate.

      Inner umbrage ignites at the idea that the entire state now thinks I’m pregnant and, as childish as it is, I’m glad I didn’t eat a scoop of ice cream. I might just never eat it again.

      My hand reaches up to squeeze Zane’s shoulder but he flinches at my touch. I try not to be hurt, but I understand. His first priority is Jake. I get that, have always got that even before he propositioned me. Doesn’t mean I have to like it but I won’t bitch. I’m aware of what I signed up for.

      In silence, I step away from him and return to the ice cream carton. Replacing it in the freezer, I stand there awkwardly. Unsure of what to say and what to do, wondering why, when living the still-in-diapers life I’ve created out of the ashes of my apartment building’s burnout, I’m worrying about melting ice cream.

      Surrogacy might hide the sordid details of what has been going on between Zane and me to the world at large, but it wouldn’t to Jake. Zane’s husband will know the truth and to the man who’s starting to mean more to me than I’d ever calculated, it’s Jake who’ll count.

      And as big a bitch as it makes me, at this moment, I don’t feel for Jake.

      I feel for myself.

      Two weeks, I’ve had him.

      Fourteen miserly days of happiness, blown into smithereens because the pair of us forgot to wear a condom and because some bastard was handy with his phone and felt nothing, no compunction, about sending something of this delicate nature to the press, and some revolting news editor felt no shame in publishing it either.

      I’ve lost him, before I even had a real chance to have him.

      Lust is crazy, it’s driven me into this man’s sphere as he’s driven himself into my heart.

      In two short weeks, I’ve fallen into lust with a man who doesn’t belong to me and it’s only now that he’s going to disappear out of my life that I realize lust has turned into love.

      A moment ago, life, fate and destiny had all been my bosom pals.

      But now, I’ve four words ricocheting around my brain.

      Isn’t life a bitch?
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      “How’s the search going?”

      If my voice is glum, I can’t help it. Personally, I think I’ve good reason to be grimmer than the Reaper. It’s been a fortnight since the newspaper article informing the world—incorrectly I might add—that I was Zane and his husband’s surrogate, hit the stands.

      This gloriously embarrassing news has since spread, like a smallpox pandemic, into the national papers and gossip rags. It hasn’t helped that actual news has been slow of late. It’s getting so bad that I’m praying for a government scandal.

      In the supermarket, local stores and cafés, I’m surrounded by women glaring at me. Hiding behind cereal boxes or menus and bitching about me, blatantly, to their friends. Their eyes like a basilisk’s stare as they drench me with their hatred and envy. I’m starting to feel a little like one of the Salem witches, just waiting for the ducking stool.

      It’s a good job my hide is tough. Because while the media is content to describe me as Zane and his husband’s surrogate, the rest of the world ain’t. Especially Zane’s fans. They’re jealous and obviously think I’m the lover. The Scarlet Woman, as it were.

      Although, I’m not that tough. Because having just completed my shopping, surrounded by the store’s anti-Mona clients and now out on the street, I’ve pulled out my cell and called Zane and hearing his tired and distracted voice makes me feel infinitely better.

      Christ, how pathetic is that?

      “I’m getting nowhere. Jake isn’t at home and no one’s seen him in town for the last two weeks.”

      When he’s so down about Jake, it’s inappropriate to tell him I miss him. But I really do. In a relatively short space of time, he’s become such a huge presence in my life. My earlier predictions, that I’d be incredibly lonely once he returned to his husband, have come to fruition.

      Although, the circumstances aren’t as pleasant.

      Zane’s concern for his partner is tangible.

      A part of me can’t help but wish that at some point in the future, his feelings for me will be as potent.

      Horrible, eh? Thinking about myself, when Jake Harris has discovered what and who I am to his husband, is very selfish. The man’s life is in ruins and it’s all down to me. Because I could have told Zane no and didn’t. And all I can do is think about myself. Sometimes, I really don’t like me.

      “Mona? You still there?”

      In the middle of a manic sidewalk, filled to bursting with the different walks of life inhabiting New York, from green Mohican-sporting punks to charcoal-suited businessman, I spot a bench and scurry over to it. Hugging the paper bags loaded with my groceries, I sink down and stare straight ahead at a beetle attempting to cross the mass of concrete.

      Watching the tiny insect attempt what in human terms would be the equivalent of embarking over the Grand Canyon on a tightrope, I mutter, “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “You don’t sound so good. Is everything okay? If there are any problems, just tell Henry, the concierge. He knows what to do.”

      “Yeah, right. The guy looks at me like I’m a hooker.”

      “What?”

      Biting my lip, I wish the words back, but it’s too late. More of them spew out of my mouth with the force of a bubbling torrent of whitewater.

      “In fact, everyone is. I can’t go anywhere without being looked at as though I should be burnt at the fucking stake. Last night, I went to a diner. I-I was lonely…” Making the admission is hard, but it’s the truth. I was. “I sat down and the waitress, she, I mean she said it was an accident, but she spilled a hot cup of coffee all over my lap. There was no way it was incidental. And then last week at the cinema, the attendant called me a whore.”

      “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry.” Zane’s heartfelt statement makes my lip wobble all the more and even though I’d rather die than start to sob in the middle of the street, tears begin to streak down my cheeks. “I wish I was there to protect you, to make it better, but you understand why I’m not, don’t you?”

      Of course, I do. But that doesn’t make it any easier to accept, when I’m Public Enemy Number One.

      I don’t say that, though, just duck my head. Releasing my chokehold on the paper bags, I rifle through my purse for a tissue and finding one, mop at my cheeks.

      “Mona? Honey?”

      “I-I know, Zane. I’m sorry that you can’t find Jake. And I never wanted to offload this on to you, but it’s really quite hard here at the moment.” Even hating how pitiful I sound, I can’t force myself to cheer up. I’m feeling miserable and alone. Isolated.

      Having ignored my friends, Marina and Eddie, for the last month, I’m thinking about calling them. Anything for the sound of a friendly voice.

      That is if they don’t totally vilify me for having an affair with a married man.

      “Offload? You’re not offloading, honey. This, what we have, might not be what most people have, but we’re together. That’s what we decided, right? We’re a couple. You have to tell me these things, I’d be offended if you didn’t.”

      Hell, that’s more than my ex-husband ever said. Those words alone improve my mood. “Maybe I’m just being a baby.”

      “No. As soon as I get back, I’ll have a word with Henry. That’s one thing I can sort out. Christ, he’s the concierge, not our moral guardian.”

      I’d like to ask him not to, but Henry deserves it. His rudeness is appalling and I’m sick of it. Sick of his eyes crawling over me, whenever he’s on shift at the front desk. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t have to. His eyes are very expressive and so demeaning.

      “I’d appreciate that, Zane.”

      He sucks in a breath. “It’s worse than you’re letting on.”

      “What?” I ask, shocked at the seething anger in his voice.

      “Has he… done anything to you?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “Don’t lie, Mona. You know that if I talk to him, it will probably end up with him receiving an official warning from his boss, you know that and yet, you haven’t tried to stop me.”

      The logic has me staring at the ground with rapidly-warming cheeks.

      “And that means he’s done something if you don’t care about the man potentially losing his job.”

      “No, I swear he hasn’t, Zane. I promise. It’s just the way he looks at me.”

      Silence hums over the line. And then, “I miss you.”

      His tone indicates his surprise. Whether that’s over the fact he misses me at all or that he’s shocked at making such an admission, I don’t know.

      I find that I don’t give a damn which. Those three words have hope soaring through my heart. “I miss you, too.”

      “Regrets?”

      “I-I don’t like this situation. I feel like a bit of a prisoner in a gilded cage, because wherever I go, I get dirty looks. I thought this was New York, an anonymous city. Where everyone’s a stranger. But not in my case.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question.”

      “No. Maybe it doesn’t.” I sigh. “I regret the instance that caused this situation. But I don’t regret our getting together. Even if Jake is hurt. That’s horrible and I’m really sorry he had to find out this way, if at all. But I can’t help the way you make me feel.” I suck in a breath. “Do you have any regrets?”

      “Like you, I regret being snapped together in a gynecologist’s office, of all places. But hell, the lawyers are thrashing that out. I’m just relieved that they haven’t revealed your name. They’ve managed to bring enough pressure down on some of the major titles.”

      Zane had sued the original publisher of the photo, who had been dragged to hell and back by the courts, thanks to the location of the shot. Because of that, not that I understand it, but the lawyers had managed to suppress some of the information leaking out with further threats of lawsuits.

      As such, the articles floating about at the moment, are all rehashes. Information and gossip about Zane and Jake and nothing but a huge question mark over my identity.

      The public has spotted me often enough as I attempt to lead a normal life in Zane’s absence and have made me even more miserable. So how photographers have missed me, I don’t really know. Unless they haven’t, but those photos have been withheld, too.

      The power of Zane’s wealth and family name is a frightening thing.

      For all that, I’m just relieved that my past hasn’t been revealed to the entire world, that there haven’t been character annihilations on me by gossip columnists. Even if I deserve them.

      “But you don’t regret us getting together?” I need him to say the words. I really do.

      My relief is gargantuan, when he says, “I hate that Jake’s been hurt and I’ll try and rectify it—if that’s even possible—as soon as I find him, but no. I can’t wish we hadn’t happened.” His swallow is audible over the line. That faint sound of vulnerability moves me more than any declaration could. “I know this is all my fault and I’m being selfish and greedy.

      “I’ve hurt far too many people and the ones that matter to me, you and Jake, the most. I wish I could make it better, but I can’t let you go, Mona. I can’t.” He sucks in a breath. “I wish I could explain it to you, but you won't understand. You’re my…” He breaks off, his voice catching as he eventually whispers, “…salvation.”

      Before I can ask what he means, because he’s right—I don’t understand—the call disconnects. For a second, I’m frozen dumb. Then I call his number again but there’s no answer. Repeated attempts reveal the same fact, he’s avoiding me now.

      What had he meant by that?

      His salvation?

      My eyes drift down to take in what a man like Zane’s idea of salvation is. I’m dressed better than I would have been in the past, thanks to the wardrobe he bought me. But still, the personal shopper Zane hired bought me things that aren’t the most fashionable of items thanks to my size.

      New York is still basking in a warm glow, not like the heat wave of a few weeks ago, but still hot enough that I’m wearing a silky, ruby-red camisole that should wash me out thanks to my strawberry blond hair, but actually enhances the auburn tones streaking through it, and a pair of jeans that are as skinny as my size twelve shape can be.

      I’m not exactly a man like Zane’s type.

      And maybe beauty in the eye of the beholder isn’t complete and utter bullshit.

      Regardless of my earlier mood, that thought and my chat with Zane, even though it wasn’t the most cheerful of conversations, puts a spring in my step.

      Crossing the street, I ignore the odd stare that comes my way. The closer I am to the apartment block, the quieter and more refined the crowd gets. This means fewer stares, which is a relief. Stepping into the front entrance, I ignore Henry and those creepy-crawly eyes of his and rush over to the elevator.

      My good mood lasts as long as it takes me to unlock my door. The instant I do, I know that something’s wrong. The atmosphere isn’t empty. Someone’s in the apartment. I don’t know how I know, but I do.

      Marina once told me that as a single woman living alone in New York City, it was my duty and my responsibility to learn self-defense. She pushed and prodded me into a few classes, something I half-heartedly partook in simply to shut her up, as Marina with the bit between the teeth is worse than a bee chasing after pollen. Persistent. Endless. Drone.

      But I dropped out as soon as I could. Slamming the edge of my wrist against some attacker’s nose and breaking it, just isn’t my kind of thing. Too much blood to clear up afterwards. Yuck. I’m more of an ‘aim high between the legs and hope to God my foot or knee connects with something squelchy’ kind of girl.

      And that being said, even though I’ve always been confident in my aim, the sound of metal tinkling against metal travels from the kitchen down the hall and I instantly freeze.

      It can’t be Zane, so who is it?

      Maintenance?

      Henry would have informed me about any repairs, and I didn’t complain about any appliances being in poor working order.

      Like a deer turned to stone in front of a set of headlamps, my body turns rigid as my mind attempts to identify the who and the why.

      It has to be a burglar.

      My imagination skips into overdrive. Didn’t I just read that there have been a string of burglaries in this neighborhood?

      Why not this apartment?

      And why not with me in it?

      Envisaging myself in all sorts of scenarios, wishing I’d listened to Marina and then, after five minutes of continued statue-like behavior, I start to feel like a dumbass. Because there has been no other move or sound from the kitchen and I’m standing in the vestibule, directly opposite the kitchen door. No burglar goes to the kitchen, when there are a couple of prints on the back wall in the living room worth my yearly salary three times over.

      Sucking in a breath, relief fills me. I’m just being paranoid.

      My ears played a trick on me, it has to be.

      Even so, I leave the door open behind me and tread lightly to the kitchen door. The swing hinge doesn’t squeak as I nudge it open a sliver and peek through.

      What I see makes me wish it was a burglar.

      Because while I’ve never met the guy, I’ve seen enough pictures to recognize that Zane’s AWOL husband is, in fact, standing by the stove watching over a hissing coffee pot.

      “You don’t have to hide behind the door, I know you’re there.”

      His voice jolts through me with the power of an electric shock, and I suck in a breath, seeking calm and patience. The last thing I need is to get upset. It doesn’t matter that inside, my gut is bubbling like Mount Vesuvius on the brink of another devastating explosion. I have to hide the way I really feel or start to break down like a big wimp.

      Am I scared?

      No.

      Ashamed?

      Yes.

      That’s where my anguish finds its root but there’s little I can do to improve the situation.

      I analyze his words, seeking hidden weapons that could detonate in my face. But for a man scorned, he’s doing a good impression of sounding unaffected by my presence in this apartment and what it signifies.

      Because even though Zane immediately went chasing after Jake, I’m still in his property, he hasn’t kicked me out even though it’s a good two weeks after the first printing of that damning article.

      Which means the affair looks as though it’s still ongoing.

      Which it is.

      And for all my principles, for all my beliefs and dictates, I can’t find it in me to let Zane go.

      “I need to shut the front door. I thought you were a burglar,” I murmur as coolly and as calmly as I’m able.

      It’s important that I don’t sound like a fool in front of this man, who for whatever reason is standing here, obviously wanting to talk to the woman who is fucking his husband.

      Why it’s important, I don’t really know.

      Jake will, understandably, be pissed off. With me, and with the situation itself. And that is one-hundred percent justified.

      My speaking nicely or intelligently won’t make him accept the torrid affair Zane and I are involved in.

      As I shut the front door and deadlock it, I wonder if I’m about to get bitch-slapped. Gathering my groceries, I hug them to my chest, blow out a breath and prepare for war.

      Dumping my purchases on the counter, I say nothing as the coffee pot begins to spit and whine, merely place a carton of milk on the side of the stove on my way to the fridge with a packet of cheese and some butter.

      In silence, he prepares himself a drink and I unload the groceries. When everything is packed away, I notice that he’s taken a seat at the counter.

      “There’s enough in there for another cup,” he tells me and had he been a woman, my suspicions would have skyrocketed. There’s nothing to his tone; no anger, no rage, no pain. It’s bland and blank.

      With women, that’s like a flashing ‘warning’ sign.

      And with men, I’m not experienced enough to really read them, but I don’t think it’s as dangerous as it would be with someone of my own gender.

      Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking.

      Could be.

      “Thank you.”

      It’s hard to maintain eye contact, hard not to shift my gaze whenever our glances brush. I hold my own, taking in the clean lines of his face, admitting that in the flesh he’s even more attractive than in the photos I’ve seen.

      He’s not the archetypal hunk that Zane is. Jake is about five inches shorter, but that’s still a head taller than me. He’s stocky, bulky. Zane looks sleek and lean, like a jungle cat. Jake’s built like a boxer. In fact, at some point in his life, he obviously broke his nose. There’s a dent at the bridge before it returns to the shape of a sleek blade. High brows, hazel eyes that give him the look of a hawk… he’s attractive but if I were Zane, would I completely overturn my life for him?

      I don’t know.

      That thought makes me want to dig deep beneath the surface and find the man capable of turning another man gay.

      And I know, Zane says he isn’t gay. But hell, let’s face it, he gets a hard-on for this guy. There has to be some gay about Zane for the semantics to even work.

      I make myself a cup of coffee, even though I get the feeling I’m about to choke on it. His very lack of emotion is disturbing. So disturbing, I don’t know what to do with myself. My fingers fumble with the spoon as I stir in the sugar and milk, and it’s with great discomfort that I place the dirty utensil in the sink and turn around, coffee cup in hand.

      His eyes are on me.

      Not in any unpleasant kind of way like Henry. But even so, it’s unnerving.

      I like to think that I’m not a coward, so I make sure to retain eye contact with him. It’s hard. But, my stubbornness comes into play and I refuse to back down. Even when I take a sip of my coffee, I make sure he knows I’m not intimidated. And even though he’s emotionless, even though there’s no real intensity behind his stare, I know he’s trying to pressure me. Into what, I’m not sure. But I can feel it. And I’m not being paranoid.

      I’d understand if he wanted to yell at me, shout at me, demand I stop seeing Zane. But he isn’t doing any of that. He’s sitting there, calmly sipping from his cup as though he didn’t have a care in the world. And it’s only down to my obstinacy, something that has my eyes glued to his, that I can feel the tension emanating from him. The man makes a poker-face look about as emotional as the characters on a soap opera. Jake’s features are as placid as a robot’s.

      Unsure of what to do or what to say, I eventually, in the ever-growing silence, move around the counter and sit opposite him. I wonder if he’s waiting for me to break the ice or if it’s vice versa. I really don’t know.

      Nearly three-quarters of my coffee is gone by the time he speaks, and not only are my nerves at breaking point, I’m starting to feel like that beetle from earlier. On the edge of a tightrope. Below me is a six thousand feet deep pit, and the only thing between me and that fall is a man who isn’t even here. Who is in fact searching for the AWOL husband seated opposite me.

      When Jake does eventually speak, the break of silence almost scares me. For the last fifteen or so minutes I’ve just sat here with a man who, I can only imagine, hates my guts.

      I bet anyone in my circumstances would be slightly nervous.

      “Are you pregnant?”

      The question makes sense, considering where Zane and I were 'papped', but it still shocks me. “No.”

      “That’s some consolation, I guess.” He purses his lips, staring at me like I’m a bug under a microscope. “Would you say, Mona, that Zane loves me?”

      The question is unexpected and extremely discomforting. At that moment, I’m in the spotlight and I know I could easily lie. Tell Jacob that Zane doesn’t love him. That he loves and wants me. That Jake isn’t enough for him because he needs me. But I can’t do that.

      I’ve been with Zane for four weeks, and for two of those weeks he’s been looking for Jake. Zane’s feelings are quite evident: no matter the circumstances, Jake is of the utmost importance to him.

      So, how can I make a claim that would destroy Zane’s life as well as this man’s?

      I’m not that spiteful.

      Maybe if I felt like Zane had been anything but honest with me, I could be vindictive. Nothing like a woman scorned and all that jazz. But he hasn’t. Save for that first night, he’s been completely honest.

      He might be playing a game with my affections, then again, he might not. Personally, I think Zane is more confused than myself or Jake. We know what we want. Zane. Whereas he’s lost in the quagmire of his sexuality. He loves Jake, probably has a crush on him and wants to fuck him raw. But in his heart, he still needs a woman. And at this moment in time, I fit the bill.

      I’m guessing that I do more than that, for him to have changed the way he picks up and deals with the women in his life.

      My feelings for Zane are complicated. When I saw him react to the news report on our relationship, I felt sure I loved him. And to this day, I know that the seedlings of love are there. But I’m no fool and I don’t want to tumble head first into a relationship where there’s only heartache down the road.

      What I feel for Zane is more heart wrenching than anything I’ve ever known in my life. Maybe, no matter what I do, pain is at the end of all of this for me.

      And if I do wreck Zane’s relationship with Jake, there’ll be no benefit in it for me. There’s no guarantee that he’ll stay with me, that he’ll even come to me. And there sure as hell is no guarantee that he’ll make us permanent.

      For that reason, I murmur, “Yes. He loves you. Very much.”

      I can tell that shocks him. He expected a bitter reply and he didn’t get one. His head tilts to the side in question, and I shrug. There’s nothing else for me to say. In that one gesture, I silently tell him that Zane could pretty much and pretty quickly become the center of my world. But on his part, Zane has made me no real or lasting promises. I can’t forget that. And salvation I might be, but for how long?

      “He chose well,” is Jake’s reply. Something that in turn, shocks me.

      A compliment. I certainly hadn’t expected that.

      “Your honesty does you credit, Mona.”

      I want to tell him that only close friends call me Mona but rather than nitpick, I jerk a shoulder and say, “I’m from a Christian background.”

      I hadn’t meant for it to sound as wry as it did, but he laughs in amusement at my words.

      “That doesn’t stop some Christians from lying,” he remarks, a chuckle to his tone.

      “No, I guess not. But it does me.”

      “Apparently not from engaging in adultery with my husband, though.”

      As his comment slices through me, I freeze. My gaze collides with the counter for endless seconds as mortification slams through me. Then, urging myself to speak, I retort, “Why are you here, Jake? I’d understand if you wanted to rip me limb from limb, and looking at the size of you, you’re perfectly capable of that, so, why haven’t you?”

      “Beating a woman isn’t my style.”

      The flippant answer agitates me more than anything else he’s done this morning. I slam my cup down and yell, “Stop playing games with me. Why are you here? Have you come to cause trouble? Or have you come to confront me? What? Because whatever it is, just do it.”

      “I’ve come to proposition you.”

      “Proposition me?” My voice is, quite definitely, a squeak.

      Now, the definition of proposition is varied. It can mean many things. And while I don’t think he intends to proposition me as Zane did, there’s something about him that makes me think he’s not far from doing just that.

      Even though the looks he shoots my way are in no way sexual, hell, they’re in no way anything. He could be looking at a dog. To him, I could be a dog. I’m neither the most beautiful woman in the world nor the most hideous and to Zane, I’m attractive. Otherwise he wouldn’t have gotten himself into this mess.

      “What kind of proposition?” I ask, when there’s still no answer from my earlier squeak.

      “You’ve admitted that Zane loves me, correct?”

      Don’t rub it in, I want to say. But I don’t. I just nod.

      “With that admission in mind, I want to know if you love him.”

      “Would that make it more acceptable? The fact that I’m screwing your husband? Does it make you feel better, knowing my feelings for him?”

      “Actually, it would. I know Zane. He has these moments. And I’m perfectly comfortable with that. I love women too. And I know Zane’s sexual orientation is not as cut and dried as my own. I forgive him for his little affairs, because he never does them in Maine, he never flaunts them or mentions them. And I know he’s ashamed of himself, I know he hates doing this, because he loves me. But I’m not enough for him, he needs something I can’t give him. I know that and to keep him, I’m willing to do a hell of a lot.” He grimaces, but the look in his eyes is rueful, when absorbing my surprised gasp at his leniency.

      “So yes, it would help to know if you’re crazy about him. Because you’re the woman who made Zane change. Who’s turned him off course from being discreet, who’s living in one of his properties and who isn’t just another one-night stand. It would help to know that you aren’t screwing him over for his money.”

      His brutally painful honesty encourages me to be equally as frank. Maybe if he wasn’t dealing with me in such a candid way, I’d hedge and hesitate. Umm and aah over what to tell him. But faced with such candor, it would be disrespectful to react in such a way.

      And let’s face it, I’ve disrespected the guy enough as it is.

      “If I told you that I think I do, I don’t know if that tells you enough. I’ve never felt this way for another man. I’ve never compromised my principles for anyone the way I have Zane. And it was his idea. I’m not saying that to hurt you. It’s the truth. I met him in a bar and things went from there.” Sighing, unsure of why it’s important he knows that, when it can only cause Zane more problems, I circle my finger around the rim of the coffee cup. “Jake, if I’m honest, I don’t know what to say to you. I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “I appreciate that honesty and I know you’re hesitating because you’re coming to terms with the way he makes you feel. Zane is one of those people. Magnetic. Dynamic. Different from anyone else on this earth. I don’t know what it is or why I was lucky enough to capture his attention for long enough, when. . .” His sigh is as heartfelt as mine was.

      “You see, Zane thinks I don’t know that he isn’t really gay. He loves me but not men. And it’s because I never talk about it that he thinks it’s a taboo subject. But it would be stupid to question the best thing that’s ever happened to me, wouldn’t it? All I know is, I’m grateful Zane wrecked his life for me and if that makes me lenient, then that’s another thing entirely.

      “But this changes everything. This is a catalyst and I have to act.” He rests his elbows on the counter and bridges his hands. His eyes are still pinned to mine.

      This time I’m not nervous. If anything, I’m curious. “A catalyst to what?” I ask.

      “A new life path.” He tilts his head to the side again and studies me in that unnerving way of his. “If I asked you to do something to save my marriage, would you do it?”

      “I’d prefer it if you didn’t place me in that position.”

      “Well, your preferences at this moment aren’t my entire concern. You’ve set up home with my husband and I think you owe me a favor or two.”

      I want to tell him that I owe him nothing. But I can’t. I’m fully aware that I’ve become what I most feared: a home wrecker. And if Zane weren’t exactly as he’d said, powerful, energetic, dynamic, magnetic… then I’d feel as guilty as hell.

      But just like this man opposite me, I’m wrapped up in Zane’s web. And I’m stuck, trapped. A willing victim.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to come away with me.”

      “Come away with you?” My voice returns to that irritating squeak and I want to roll my eyes at myself, but the stuff coming out of this man’s mouth is truly astonishing.

      “Yes,” he grits out.

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “To save Zane’s marriage. Because if you don’t do just as I say, then I’ll file for a legal separation.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never left the country before. I’ve always wanted to, always hoped, that one day, I’d travel around the world and visit the places I’ve seen in movies and on TV. But in all the dreams, I never imagined it would be under duress or in the height of luxury. Even in my fantasies, I never aimed high.

      The flight from JFK to Charles de Gaulle was very uneventful, aside from the fact that I was with my boyfriend’s husband in first class.

      The ease in which Jake displays his wealth is equal to that of Zane’s, the pair of them are so accustomed to being rich, they’re not even showing off. Neither man flaunts it, but I find it no less discomforting to be at the center of such largesse. I doubt I’ll ever be at ease with such frivolous spending. I’ve been on a budget for far too much time.

      Saying that though, I don’t know how long I’ll be exposed to it, so there’s little point in being irritated, or in growing accustomed to it. Maybe it’s a good thing I’m uncomfortable around such displays. When it’s gone, I won’t miss it… Yeah, right. That’s the theory, anyway.

      He’s bought me magazines that cost three-quarters my monthly budget on books, a few shirts with designer labels and price tags that had my eyes crossing, a leather bag that shines in the dull glare of the overhead light of the airport, and a heavy watch with stones at the fifteen-minute marks that are honest-to-God rubies. In fact, he’s spent a small fortune on me, and I don’t entirely know why.

      The man’s motives are suspicious, to say the least. And the only reason I’m here, is because two days ago, after Jake made his proposition, he showed me the legal separation papers his attorneys had drawn up to dissolve the civil union he has with Zane, and which he’d already signed.

      He told me that unless I agreed to come away with him, he would send those papers to Zane, and the ball would start rolling.

      Now in all honesty, I didn’t expect to be taken to Paris. Certainly not in first class, nor did I expect to be showered with gifts.

      It might seem horrible of me to have accepted his presents, but Jake has a way of making you do whatever he wants without you even realizing it.

      One minute I’m telling him I can’t accept the watch and the next, I’m wrapping the damned thing around my wrist.

      I can’t explain it, but I’ll have to watch out for this tendency of his to get his own way through manipulation. But it will be a bitch to figure out how he does it, as I’m still in the dark.

      The charm Zane effortlessly oozes, so silently you don’t realize you’re being beguiled by him as he’s so gruff and brooding, is absent in Jake. He’s straight talking, blunt, very honest, in fact. So honest he’s unnerving. It’s strange, then, that I feel more manipulated by Jake than I do Zane.

      Weird doesn’t describe my confusion.

      He doesn’t speak all that much, but whenever he does, he’s very kind to me. And that in itself is disturbing. The man could have taken me to the Bronx, made me stay in a sixty dollar-a-night shit-heap motel that even stray dogs wouldn’t want to sleep in. Instead, I’m here.

      Whatever’s going on, I don’t understand it or the root of his motivations. I’ll just have to watch Jake, and see the way the dice roll.

      The crowds are enormous, as we head through Customs and push our way to the Arrivals exit. A man in a crisp black suit with streamlined, knife-point creases is waiting for us with Jacob’s name written on a board. Jake’s carrying my case, and he stops in the middle of the vestibule and points. I follow his lead and do so, until we’re both led to a car which is parked illegally outside. Within thirty minutes, we’re driven away from the lunacy of the airport and the red-faced policeman who’d tried to fine our driver, and into the city center. Something that is equally manic, thanks to the time: midday.

      The sights, the sounds, and the smells are all so different from what I’m used to. I know small town living and big city living and while this is huge, it’s so different to New York and Manhattan, and so much nicer. Even the highway is overloaded with greenery, dense, rich foliage that sparkles thanks to an earlier shower, something I haven’t seen since I left Georgia. We pass buildings that have endured two world wars, then soccer fields and industrial estates that are younger than I am.

      The air smells of rain and overhead, even though a grim sun peeks out between thick and woolly gray clouds, more showers are imminent. Even in such gloom, Paris sizzles and sparkles. I don’t know why or what it is, but the vibrancy is dazzling. NYC is the city that never sleeps, and being able to do anything twenty-four-seven is pretty neat. There’s always something open, be it a dentist or a bookstore. But Paris’s history-drenched ambience just blows me away.

      Cars buzz about like crazed bees, toots and horns scream as drivers wend their way in and out of the traffic, trying to get to their destination at Mach speed. Art Deco and vintage structures lead us to the Arc de Triomphe, which is ten times huger than I imagined. I open the window, allowing the stench of gas to fill my lungs as I stare up at the impressive arch.

      I’m not the only one.

      Crowds of chattering tourists raise their cameras and take snapshots of their day in Paris, the noise they emit, as loud as I’m sure it is, can’t be overheard in the thundering traffic.

      We move on to the Champs-Élysées and it’s far more beautiful than I ever thought possible. Carefully pruned horse-chestnut trees line the roads filled with cafés and luxury shops and businesses… the entire street oozes money and class. Every inch of me longs to explore it, and it’s only then that I realize that this is an impromptu tour of the city.

      Jake’s silent but deadly organizational skills are as big a threat as Zane’s effortless charm. You never know when he’s going to blindside you next, and once again that feeling of being enticed into God-only-knows what, makes yet another appearance.

      They’ve been coming more and more often these last few hours. Can you understand why I’m starting to feel manipulated?

      He’s treating me like a welcome guest, someone he’s trying to impress and please. Not the bitch who is fucking his husband.

      What the hell is going on?

      With the threat of legally separating from Zane, Jake has managed to make me cross the Atlantic. What else will he try and make me do? And why?

      There has to be a reason for what Jake’s doing, for his behavior toward me. There has to be some ulterior motive for his actions and I simply can’t figure out what that reason might be. And when I don’t, or can’t understand, I’m uncomfortable and have to seek answers to the many questions floating around inside my head.

      “What are we doing here, Jake?”

      Don’t get me wrong, this isn’t the first time I’ve asked him this question, and I expect it won’t be the last. This is the seventh variation of the same request I’ve made over the last day or so. He’s yet to answer.

      But that doesn’t stop me from asking.

      And aren’t I shocked, when he finally deigns to explain?

      “I’m here on work and I need your help.”

      Blinking, I turn my head from the majesty that is Paris and toward him. He’s staring at me in that way of his that is neither creepy nor lecherous. In a way, it makes it all the more disturbing. I feel like he’s trying to look into my soul, trying to see who and what I am.

      Every now and then, I’ll feel his eyes on me and sometimes, I’ll bridge mine to them, otherwise I ignore the prickling sensation and carry on with what I’m doing.

      I wish I knew what he was thinking, what his intentions were when he does this. To freak me out? To intimidate me? He does neither, but I feel awkward. Until Zane, I’ve spent the majority of my life outside of most men’s radar. Especially good-looking ones. And while Jake is a seven in comparison to Zane’s ten, he’s still hotter than any guy who has been in my vicinity in the recent past.

      Not only is he stacked, he wears a suit. Constantly. I haven’t seen him in anything else. And he wears this cute little waistcoat underneath with an old pocket watch. The buttons aren’t pulled taut against a bulging belly. They neatly rest over the lean length of his stomach. The expensive fabric, the cost-a-fortune tailoring, all of it translates to one thing.

      My interest.

      Even though I don’t want to, I can’t help it. I’m a sucker for a suit, and Jake fills his so nicely.

      So lusciously.

      I hate to say it, I feel treacherous for even thinking it, but… yum. Hardly articulate, but hell, what’s a girl to say about her boyfriend’s husband? I shouldn’t even be pondering such thoughts, when in one breath, I’m devoting myself to the crusade of saving Zane’s marriage and then in the other, I’m drooling over the spouse in question.

      But when it hits you in the face, smack bang in the middle, there are few ways to escape.

      And denying or hiding from the truth has never been my way. Regardless of how much pain it can cause me.

      This situation is already complicated without my having noticed how handsome Jake is. Although I did want to know what Zane saw in Jake... Maybe this is just one of those characteristics that turned him gay? Hell, maybe Jake manipulated him into it. He's obviously skilled at getting what he wants from the people in his circle.

      And his saying he wants my help indicates this is the reason for his relaxed attitude with me. This instantly makes the hairs at the back of my neck spring up.

      Sucking in a breath, I shift my thoughts to the man at my side. “What do you mean, you need my help?”

      “Did Zane say anything about my career?” As soon as he finished uttering the words, a smirk crossed his lips and he shook his head. “Yeah, because I can imagine you did nothing but talk about me, when you were together.” He blows out a breath, breaks eye contact, and turns to stare out of the window.

      Even though we’re driving past the Eiffel Tower, it doesn’t hold my interest. Jake, all of a sudden, has every ounce of my attention.

      Every now and then, these little breaks in his control make an appearance. These, at least, are real. Honest. And they make me react in turn.

      “He told me he loved you, Jake. But, no, we didn’t talk about you a lot.”

      His self-derisive smirk softens and he chuckles a little. The man’s character is certainly disarming. His moods are almost mercurial but considering his marriage is on the rocks, he’s surprisingly proactive. After all, what’s this whole deal about if he isn’t working his way toward something?

      I’m here for a reason, Zane’s whizzing about like a blue-assed fly looking for Jake, and at this moment, the man scorned is the only one in the know.

      “I’m an investigator.”

      “You’re a cop?” Startled at the idea, my eyes wander over the expensive suit and I immediately draw a line through that career option. No cop earns enough to wear that kind of attire.

      Apparently amused at my assumption, his lips flatten into a grin. “No. But I work with them sometimes. Primarily, I look for stolen goods that have been insured by the various insurance companies I consult for. Zane based a few of his stories on my cases.” The grin quivers. “It’s how we met.”

      I’d love to know more, even though it should have been a taboo subject. But I’m curious, so interested to know the ins and outs of Jake and Zane’s peculiar marriage that it should be wrong.

      He told me that he knows about and condones Zane’s extra-marital activities, because he’s glad to have him. And I’m as pathetic as he is, so we’re in good company. But it’s hard to imagine this man, this boxer-brute being so weak, where his partner is concerned. It just goes to show the devastation Zane leaves behind in his wake. The man’s capable of turning up down, of making black white. Is it any wonder we’re both lost?

      It would be easy to ask what makes Zane so special. Special enough to forget your principles, to forgo beliefs that form your foundation. All I’ll say is, Zane is a knockout. Looks wise, yeah, but personality wise is where he ensnares you.

      He accepts me, flaws and all. He likes me, my shyness, my wallflower ways. He gets that, he gets me, and embraces those facets that should make me go under a guy like Zane’s radar. He doesn’t judge. He listens then will make a remark, an informed answer in reply to your words.

      He might come across as selfish, as greedy, but Zane is a giver.

      In the short time I’ve known him, I feel like a different woman.

      Because of him, and the way he makes me feel, I am more accepting of who I am, and no matter where this goes, if heartache does lay at the end of the road, I will always thank him for making me see myself in this way. I’m not beautiful, not model material, and I don’t really measure up to my friends’ beauty, but that doesn’t define my worth anymore. None of that matters now.

      Only I can decide my value, and Zane, in the short time I’ve known him, taught me that. That crazy beautiful man fell for me for a reason. I’m special. Unique in my own way, and that’s on me and nobody else. I forged the Mona standing here today.

      The thought empowers me, encourages me to ask, “And you’re here on a case?”

      “I thought I could kill a few birds with the one stone.”

      Great choice of words there. I know it’s an old proverb, but kill? Really?

      “I hope no blood will be shed,” is all I say, and he grins at me again.

      “No. No blood. But I do need your help if you’re willing.” Settling back on his seat, he half-turns to me and says, “I’ll be busy and out a lot of the time, so you’ll be left to yourself and your own devices if you choose not to help. But if you do, you’ll see more of Paris and France.”

      The idea holds merit. I’m picturing myself with Faye Dunaway nude talons, and Jake as my Steve McQueen… I wonder if that’s the kind of thing Jake gets involved in. Thomas Crown kind of cases. Instantly, my brain starts to sizzle with interest. And curiosity has me biting, when it might have been more prudent to stand back and leave well alone.

      “What’s the case?”

      “A jade bi has been stolen from a museum in Copenhagen. It was the only piece targeted and it was removed from the country last week. I’ve been assured that it has entered France.”

      “And you want to track it?”

      “Yes. No artifact, no commission for me.” His brows arch in surprise. “Do you know what a bi is?”

      I should be annoyed that he thinks I’m an idiot. But I’m too used to being considered one that I don’t let my irritation show. I’m a cleaner, therefore I must be dumber than a jackass.

      Go figure.

      “Disks, sometimes made from glass or jade, usually for burial purposes in ancient Chinese culture as they represented Heaven. Those the kind of bi you’re talking about?” I mockingly ask, paraphrasing an article I’d once read.

      “Well, considering I had to research them before I accepted the case, I’d say that was a pretty accurate summary.”

      I shrug, both peeved at his impression and smug at his reaction to my answer. “I read a lot.”

      “I’ll bet.” He shakes his head at me and I see a glint of respect lurking within the topaz of his eyes. I hate that I want more of it. That I want his full respect.

      And how likely is that? Really?

      Why do I even want it? I didn’t realize I had masochistic tendencies until this very moment.

      “They’re pretty common, as far as I can remember. What’s so special about this one?” I revert to the original subject, hoping that my thoughts will meander down more interesting and less confusing paths.

      “Let me show you.”

      He leans over and reaches for the briefcase that has been at his side throughout the journey. Upon opening it, I can see the anal-retentive neatness of the compartmented case.

      If I had a briefcase, it would look just like Jake’s.

      Papers in one section, all neatly banded together with different colored binders. Pens, expensive ones too, all slotted neatly into the holders. His cell is tucked into the pocket and each of the subsequent slots hold more papers, this time in different shades, which is obviously a way to cross reference the information with nothing more than a glance.

      There are plastic boxes, thin and transparent, that contain smaller pieces of paper and with a quick glance, I see they’re hand-written notes. His super-sleek laptop sits in a different section and the charger is coiled perfectly and in a way that minimizes space consumption.

      Zane is a product of his environment. Neat and tidy, but subconsciously so. As though cleanliness is ingrained through practice.

      For Jake, like me, it’s a necessity. I can tell from the way each pen in its holder is precisely the same length and all in a neat column. We’re anal-retentive and proud of it.

      We’re here. We’re anal. Get used to it.

      He rifles through the colored binders and selects one, carefully restoring the case to its earlier precision and closing it, before placing it on the ground.

      A color print photo is on the top and a part of me is both impressed and skeptical. From the long distance shot, it looks like a hundred other bi I’ve seen in Chinatown. A violent shade of green, although this one does have gold striations in it, smoothly polished to a high sheen and held between two metal arms on a long stand with a heavy wooden base.

      On another close-up, I see there are etchings and raised Chinese letters on the surface, and as Jake peruses the pile of photos, I can see detailed close-ups of the work.

      Chinese symbols that make no sense to me. Some housed in a raised box.

      A bi is like a jade version of a CD disk. A friend at school once gave me a small bi for a birthday present. Something my xenophobic and racist father couldn’t stand. Not that the dumbass knew what a bi actually was. He just saw Mei give it to me one day, when he came to collect me from school.

      It was unfortunate she’d waited until the end of the day to give it to me, but the instant he’d seen it pass from her hand to mine, that was it. He point-blank refused to have anything from a foreign country in his house.

      The household had been completely dominated by him, held under his iron-rule to the extent that I couldn’t point out all of our electronic goods were from Asia. Anyway if I’d done that, the TV would have gone in the trash. Something no teenager wants.

      More than anything, he couldn’t stand that I had an Asian girl for a friend, the jackass. He demanded I put a halt to the friendship, and I lied and told him Mei and I had fallen out. We hadn’t. We stayed friends until her family moved away.

      The small jade disk with its leather thong bit the dust alongside anything else my father disapproved of, but I still remember it and still think fondly of Mei, even though we lost touch a long, long time ago.

      Over the years, I’ve learnt friends are what make life on Earth bearable. The thought makes me feel guilty, because I never actually got in touch with Marina and Eddie. Ignoring them and hiding myself away has been inordinately cruel of me. They’ve got me through some tough times and I have a feeling that the future is going to be harder than anything I’ve ever experienced. Especially if it’s Zane-free.

      “What’s so unusual about this bi? It doesn’t look special, different with those raised symbols, but not special,” I mutter, forcing myself to concentrate.

      “It’s a bit far-fetched, but the story is this. A piece of jade was discovered by a man known as Bian He, circa 300BC. Eventually, they created something known as the Imperial Seal of China from that very stone. Prior to being turned into the seal, it was crafted into a bi, called the He Shi Bi. Or so the facts would lead us to believe. There are some who think this bi is the actual seal. Notice the raised edges here?”

      He points to the edges and then finds another photo. This one is a close-up of the small, thick-rimmed square filled with the Chinese symbols I noticed earlier.

      “Experts agree that its translation is the same as is supposed to be inscribed upon the seal. ‘Having received the Mandate from Heaven, may lead a long and prosperous life.’”

      “Hang on a minute, I think I read something about this.” Rummaging through my memory banks, I think back to the many archeological magazines I’ve read over the years and summon up the copy that included an article on an ancient Chinese artifact, supposedly a legend but one in which the interest is still current, as new pieces keep on coming forward for verification. “The seal was supposed to be lost between dynasties, am I right?”

      “Yes. By the time of the Ming Dynasty, it was lost.”

      “I’ve seen pictures of seals before. Especially seals used by Emperors. A bi wasn’t made for that purpose.”

      “No. But we’ve no idea of what it should or could look like. We’re blind. It could be this, or it might not. There are very few references to the actual Imperial Seal outside of the legend itself. Both from the origin of the He Shi Bi, as well as the eventual loss which occurred after being passed through the dynastic houses of China as they went to war and slaughtered each other.

      “But whether it is or isn’t the real artifact, it doesn’t actually matter.”

      “It doesn’t?” I ask and he shakes his head, frowning at the pictures. “So who do you think stole it?”

      “A man named Pierre Rousset. He’s a collector of all things expensive, but he’s also a fence. His particular Achilles’ heel is jade. I believe he commissioned the robbery, and I’ve put feelers out to see if he’s trying to sell it on or if he intends to keep it.”

      “It’s a large bi, isn’t it?” I ask, absent-mindedly. I know some bi have been discovered that weigh up to six or so pounds and this one is just a bit smaller.

      It’s also less ornate than I’d have imagined.

      In fact, it’s downright dull. Not something I could see playing an integral part in ancient history.

      “Disappointed?” Jake’s question breaks into my thoughts.

      “I thought it would be more impressive. Something with all that history should be, I don’t know, more ornate? Whether or not it’s the seal or something stuffed into a tomb.”

      “I think that’s the major argument against it being the Imperial Seal. Its simplicity. But as I said, we don’t know. The jade has been tested and it’s from the area that was once known as Mountain Chu and from the polishing technique, it has all the makings of a piece from that time period too. We’ll never know if it is the real seal or not. It’s not a sound investment for Rousset to make.

      “The bi itself isn’t worth all that much. A couple of thousand dollars. The insurance company I’m working for insured the museum structure, the actual building, from top to bottom, including the alarm system. I need to figure out how they managed to sneak in and out without detection, and take the perp into custody and return the artifact to the museum.

      “So far, the local police have come up with a few hypotheses, but no real concrete evidence as to how the crime went down. And before the insurance company I’m working with will pay out, they want hard evidence and reassurances that the security system can be recalibrated so this kind of theft can never happen again.”

      “Okay, so why do you need me?”

      “Rousset is homophobic.”

      “He is?”

      “Yes. Very homophobic. Any whiff of my sexuality or of my marriage and I’ll have no chance of working my way into his circle.”

      “And that’s what you want, to get close to him? Is that wise? I mean, isn’t he dangerous?”

      Jake shrugs. “Minimally so. I doubt I’d be in any danger and if you decided to help me, then I doubt you would be either. Of course, there’s always an element of risk, but that’s life, wouldn’t you say? No risks, no prizes.”

      I ponder that for a moment and let my fingers run over the smooth lines of the photographed bi. For all my disappointment, it’s still a majestic piece. To think that this was crafted from a hunk of rock and carved into something as soft and with a sheen like silk is a marvel. “Why do you need my help? I get that this guy’s anti-gay, but what could I do to help you?” My voice is low, my eyes still fixed on the bi.

      “You could pretend to be my wife.”

      “Your wife?” Now that has my eyes jerking up to meet his and my fingers dropping the photos in my hand. They scatter on my lap and around my feet. I bend down and gather the now-bent and scarred stills, flushing at his very audible sigh.

      “Is there a reason you’re always astounded whenever I ask you anything?”

      “You make the craziest propositions and you expect me not to be shocked?” I scowl at him, as I try and force the photos back into a neat pile. I start to get pissed off when they don’t behave how I want them to. “I’m not a mind reader. I don’t know what the hell is going to come out of your mouth next.”

      “Well, this is hardly a normal situation. You need to expect the unexpected. And I’m only asking, not demanding. If you’d prefer to wander around Paris by yourself, then be my guest. But this way, you get to see a lot more than the average tourist.”

      He’s annoyed at me and it’s the first time I’ve seen him be anything other than placid.

      My reaction wasn’t that outrageous. My voice rose in astonishment, but that’s only to be expected, right? It’s not every day I’m asked to take part in a hoax involving criminals and insurance agents as well as museum break-ins and ancient and potentially legendary artifacts.

      “Look, I didn’t mean to offend you. You just surprised me, is all.”

      “I’m sick of you flinching around me like I’m going to beat you. Slinking around quietly to keep out of my way. I’m not an ogre, Simone. And I’m not going to beat you. I wanted your help to save my marriage and you’ve done that for me. If anything, I’m going to thank you. Not hurt you.”

      “I’m not slinking around anywhere, and I’m not afraid of you.” It’s the truth. I’m not frightened of him. Wary. Cautious, yeah. But I think any sensible woman would feel the same. “You can’t deny this is an awkward situation, Jake. What am I supposed to do? Act like we’re friends? Best buddies? Or fellow members of the we-heart-Zane fan club?”

      My lips twitch when he chuckles at my last comment. “We-Heart-Zane? Seriously?”

      I shrug. “Why not?”

      “Well, you’re not wrong. We are fellow acolytes.”

      My eyes wander to the gorgeous new world that is Paris. They absorb the epicurean delights of this alien country, as I ponder his words: the ‘I wanted your help to save my marriage and you’ve done that for me’ part. Even as I question how I’m helping, I only murmur, “I wonder where he is.”

      I must have sounded more plaintive than intended, because he shoots a look at me and says, “He gets you that way, doesn’t he?”

      “Yeah.” The admission isn’t pulled from me with pincers, but it’s a solemn one nevertheless. It’s indicative of the confusion I feel over my current situation—even if Paris is more than I ever dreamed—as well as the desire I have to be in Zane’s company once again.

      It’s weird even talking about him to Jake, odder still how he’s commiserating with me.

      In fact, the more I think about it, the more perplexed I am.

      This love triangle has to be one of the most complex in history. I get the feeling not a one of us knows what the hell’s going on. It’s like being in a maze and as soon as you reach the center, it shifts somehow, and you’re lost again.

      But then, as I’m slowly coming to realize, love is blind. It flattens the barriers that are race, sexuality, gender. And as complicated as my love life currently is, it’s nothing in comparison to the state of Zane’s.

      He’s the one who is most fucked up by it all. I guess that’s what you get when you fall in love with a guy, when you’re straight.

      Talk about the fates fucking with you.

      Jake breaks into my thoughts. “Look, we both love the same man…” I shoot a glare at him, but he just shrugs. “Pretend you don’t, or admit that you’re an inch away from tripping down the same path as me, but we both have feelings for the same guy. We must have something in common.

      “I don’t intend for this stay to be complete torture for either of us and if you can help me, if you’re willing to help me, then all the better.”

      “What do you need me to do?” I concentrate on that part of his statement rather than any other aspect. It’s easier to think about putting my life in peril with dangerous criminals, than it is to think that I actually love Zane, and that there’s potential for a friendship to brew between Jake and myself.

      His cocked brow and fierce stare tells me he’s noticed the evasion, but he replies, “I just need you to pretend to be my wife. To help me become a part of Rousset’s circle of friends for the duration of our stay.

      “I have a contact over here and he’s managed to let me know what Rousset’s doing for the next few weeks. His socializing is notorious, even for Paris. Spends a small fortune on holding hunting parties down at his place in St. Tropez–Christ knows what he hunts. Up here, his wife holds a ton of events for charitable foundations.”

      “What’s your gut instinct on the bi, Jake?”

      “I think he has it down at his villa in St Tropez. According to local planning permission records, the security system is worth a couple of million in itself. It would be the perfect place to hide something like the bi. Especially if he intends to market it as the Imperial Heirloom Seal.”

      “So you want to get invited to one of these hunting parties?”

      “Yes. That’s the intention. My contact says he’s holding one in three weeks, so we don’t have that much time to get an invite. Will you help?”

      Screw it.

      “Why not?”
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      The strangest part about being Jake’s pseudo-wife is being rich, and being comfortable playing that role. Take tonight for example. I’m at the first event on Rousset’s social calendar, surrounded by skinny chicks dressed in barely there gowns but dripping in jewelry. And am I the odd one out?

      No.

      I’m drowning in emeralds, of all things. Mostly because Jake said they’d offset my coloring. And do you know what? He isn’t wrong.

      He hired a hairdresser who styled my hair into a chignon, but rather than just have it neatly tucked under as is usually the case, the stylist interwove it into a snood. Not your average snood, either. This has tiny emeralds that twinkle and glisten in the light at every woven joint so that my hair, wrapped in the glorified hair net, is alive with color.

      At my ears I have emerald cabochons, and the matching set is at my throat and wrist. The shops I’ve drooled over in NYC but have never been able to afford, well, these last few days, I’ve been shopping in them with an open checkbook. And the only thing holding me back from buying the whole store is that everything is about three sizes too damned small.

      I’ve found a couple of garments my size and tonight’s dress is one of them. Heart-shaped bodice with stays that are, at this exact moment in time, digging into my hipbones. Tomorrow, I’ll have a bruise. They’re also sweaty as hell, but it looks good and that’s all that counts at this soiree. The skirt skims over my hips and thighs, then swishes out into a mermaid’s tail so I can walk. The midnight black bodice cascades into scarlet swathes of material that cling to my curves without highlighting the fact I’m no size zero.

      For a small event, there’s a hell of a lot of people. But I can hold my head up high and be proud, because I look damned good. And I’m with someone who looks equally dishy. It’s hard to deny that we make a good couple, looks-wise. Beside Jake, I’m dainty and feminine.

      And if he looked good in a suit, it’s nothing to what he looks like in a tux. Phew-ee. The moment he stepped out of his bedroom and I took a look at him, well, it would be dishonest to say anything other than the truth. I stared at him for countless seconds, my tongue cleaving to my mouth in surprise as well as a teeny-weeny bit of attraction.

      That makes me feel so disloyal, but I have eyes and those eyes appreciate attractive objects. Be they a glittery, sparkly necklace in a glass case, or a well-dressed man in a tuxedo tailored to his every line.

      But no, I don’t feel out of place. For once, I’m very integrated into the night and I’ve even managed to practice a bit of my high-school French and not come out looking like a dumbass. But then, it always was one of my favorite classes and I’ve tried to maintain my level by reading French papers online.

      “He’s over there.”

      “Where?” I hiss in retort to Jake’s low whisper.

      The event is being held in a hotel’s function room. But this is like no function room I’ve ever seen in my life. Back in Fountain Springs, Georgia, there was a country club a few miles away from our street. My father was a member and he used to take my mother there on special occasions. I was never invited, save for once, when mother requested I be present at her birthday celebration.

      I can remember thinking it was the grandest place. Red velvet curtains in swags and tails ran around the circumference of the circular room, which had a glass façade that looked on to the club’s swimming pool and tennis courts. Matching tablecloths were embellished by brilliant white linen, and the amount of knives and forks either side of the plates as well as the gleaming crystalline glasses… I’d felt like a princess.

      This makes that look like a dump.

      Gilt-edged cornices decorate a ceiling that has a Renaissance fresco leaping over it, involving frolicking cherubs at play. The sky is a faded duck blue that is mirrored down the walls, before cream panels, edged in gold, take center stage every now and then. They house huge portraits of people that are long since dead. Jake told me this hotel had, once upon a time, been an aristocratic pied à terre.

      Parquet floors shine underfoot and as a cleaner, I wince at every step I take and every step every other stiletto-sporting woman takes too. Our heels notch and bite into the polish, and I pity the poor women who have to tend to it in the morning.

      At the compass points of the room, there are huge fireplaces topped by enormous gilt mirrors that reflect the ceiling and the sparkling chandeliers hanging overhead. Housed within the hearths are enormous bouquets of royal blue flowers. Gardening has never been my thing so I don’t have a clue what the names are, I can just recognize ten different toning kinds within the one bunch.

      Beside the fireplace at the east of the room there is a bar, and people to and fro from it, sipping drinks as though they were water and not strong liquors.

      “Look at the bar. The man in the black tuxedo with the silver shirt?”

      Silver makes him sound like Liberace, and I gaze about for someone similar and come across a man in a tasteful pearl-gray shirt. “Are you sure you’re gay?” I whisper, my voice furtive.

      I can feel his scowl as he glares down at me. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Silver? Are you color-blind?”

      “Because I happened to mistake the color you question my sexuality?” His incredulity has my cheeks flushing.

      “Forgive me for stereotyping,” I mock. “But that is definitely not silver. The lady in red’s his wife, I assume?”

      “Yeah, that’s Renée Rousset. She’s one of the fundraisers for tonight’s event. And I’m bi, not gay.”

      My cheeks flush all the brighter at his amendment of my assumption, but I ignore his words. A part of me wonders why he bothered to correct me, but before I can tumble further down that path, I clear my throat and bite out, “I did read the file you left in my room, you know.”

      “Oh. Well, I wasn’t sure if you would or not. Thanks for preparing.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Christ, it was the least I could do in repayment for the small fortune he’s spent on me. As well as the time he’s given me by showing me around Paris and guiding me as I purchased a mountain of stuff to play the part of a rich man’s bauble. And now I know what part I’m playing in this masquerade, I feel much better. All of those gifts he showered on me at the airport… all to play this role. That knowledge fills me with relief.

      Together, we’ve walked down the Champs-Elysées and dreams are no more as I’ve perused each and every single shop’s contents and bought several pieces. We’ve supped coffee and broken into steaming hot croissants in narrow cafés where the seating takes up the most minimal amount of sidewalk imaginable.

      Squished together, we’ve chatted about nothing in particular. What happened in the morning’s paper, because Jake is as obsessed about being current and up-to-date as Zane is, or the world that passed us by.

      One particular conversation had revolved around, of all things, dogs.

      Neither of us has ever had a dog, nor do we want one but of all the crazy outfits I’ve seen in New York, for some reason, near our hotel, there seems to be a mass of dogs dressed as human beings.

      “That isn’t a dog,” Jake had commented one morning, over a steaming café crème. Buttery flakes of pain au chocolat had dusted his fingers and he’d wiped them on a thick napkin before pointing at a particular pooch dressed, and this is no lie, like a beauty queen.

      “Maybe there’s an insane asylum close to here.”

      For a second, he’d contemplated the thought and nodded. “You could be right.”

      “I was joking, Jake. Christ.”

      He’d ignored my shake of the head and said, “No. To dress a dog that way indicates some level of psychological depravity.”

      “It could be functional. Maybe the poodle’s cold?” I’d argued the point, even though I could see shiny red lacquer on the dog’s claws.

      Jake had snorted. “Since when can pink spandex do anything but make you sweat like a pig?”

      With a grin, I’d taken a sip of my own drink, a piping-hot tisane de camomille, hiding my amusement in the face of Jake’s disgust. “Poodles were made to be dressed up.”

      “A dog is a dog is a dog.”

      “They’re performance dogs, actually.”

      “Performance, yeah. For dog shows. Not to walk about looking like the canine version of a hooker.” He’d grimaced. “No. There’s definitely something wrong with a person, if they can do that to a harmless creature.”

      “One of the women I cleaned for used to make her dog wear a sweater, she was a very nice old lady. Nothing sick or depraved about her. But her Yorkshire Terrier used to shiver in the cold.”

      “Dogs have fur. They don’t need sweaters.”

      “You didn’t see it shaking.”

      He’d harrumphed. “Well, there’s a difference between a sweater and that.” Another shake of the head. “And look at those diamonds.”

      “What? Do you think they’re real?” I’d teased.

      People watching had never been my thing before, but now, with Jake, I could embrace it wholeheartedly. And as Jake had studied the woman carrying a hot-pink leather lead, one that matched the spandex, he’d pursed his lips in intense study. “Yes.”

      “Don’t be stupid, nobody dresses their dogs in real gemstones.” And even though I’d insulted him, it hadn’t felt like an insult. I’ve grown quite at ease with him over these last few days, enough to call him names and to tease and mock.

      When he’d leaned close to me and murmured, “Look at her coat. That’s worth about twenty thousand dollars.” I hadn’t jerked out of the way, or felt as though he were intruding in my personal space.

      “What? For a piece of polyester masquerading as a dead animal?”

      With a shake of his head, he’d whispered, “Look at that shine. That’s real. Sable. You can tell from the gleam, it's impossible to fake.”

      “Who wears a sable fur coat with jeans?” I’d retorted, refusing to concede defeat.

      “Only the very, very rich.”

      Takes one to know one had been on the tip of my tongue, but I’d withheld it and merely said, “Well, no one is crazy enough to give their poodle real diamonds to wear. Not even the very, very rich.”

      “They tend to be the most eccentric.”

      “Well, she should give some of her very, very big fortune to charity. Either that, or she needs to get a life.”

      “So you agree with me, then?”

      I’d pursed my lips, studied the woman now chatting on a cellphone covered in what I could only hope were rhinestones, although the gold case looked suspiciously authentic. I’d have loved to say no, but I’d gritted out, “Yes.”

      His smile had been smug, but it had quickly disappeared when he’d popped the remainder of his breakfast between his lips.

      “And what about the psychologically depraved part?”

      “I refuse to believe that someone is insane, because they dress up their dog. Bored, in desperate need of a life, maybe. But depraved? That’s just so, so harsh.”

      “Okay, if I change the word to misguided, do you agree?”

      Whenever we got into an argument, he had this thing about making me admit it if I was losing. In turn, if I was winning, I’d started to make him do so too. I think we argued all the more, because Jake didn’t always win.

      In fact, that had become a point of pride.

      “Yeah. I’d agree, then,” I’d muttered to his resolute nod.

      And that hadn’t been the last discussion.

      Or the last trip to that café. In fact, only this morning, we’d breakfasted on ham and cheese croissants as well as gloriously milky chocolat chaud.

      It was also the first chance we’ve had to travel to the top of the Eiffel Tower and glance over Paris as the birds see it.

      Notre Dame with its two-towered gothic façade, ornate and grand in its antiquity.

      Sacré-Cœur with its three domes topped by small spires and a portico that lead to expanses of lush green grass.

      Not forgetting the Louvre, its ancient architecture only augmented by the presence of the Pyramid.

      And all around, mile after mile of white-roofed buildings.

      The sights of small parks and larger ones, of humanity at play… the Seine meandering leisurely through it all. Green water reminding man that a city this may be, but it still belongs to Mother Earth.

      And afterwards, he’d let me drool over the patisseries, dragging me in and forcing me to pick a selection of creamy delicacies that were each individually wrapped and tied in boxes with ribbons and which we’d eaten instead of dinner, feeling like naughty children as we’d licked and sucked at our chocolate-drenched fingers rather than go down to the hotel’s award-winning restaurant in which we’ve dined every night since our arrival.

      These last few days have been busy thanks to Jake’s unexpected but appreciated generosity. Perusing the notes he’d left me and studying the photos of the people close to Rousset were the least I could do.

      And glad I am for the studying. Rousset has many people in his life.

      At his wife’s side, I can see Geraldine Moreau. The most surprising aspect of that particular pairing is that Moreau is widely considered to be Rousset’s mistress. But then Paul Dubois, who is chatting to Rousset himself, is said to be Renée’s lover.

      The tangled webs would have once confused me, but no web is more tangled than the one in which Jake, Zane and I currently find ourselves.

      “What’s your plan, then?”

      “Rousset is a known womanizer. I want you to catch his eye.”

      “That’s your plan? That’s no plan at all. Do I have slut written on my forehead?”

      He hisses under his breath, half-turning from his position at my side to glare down at me. “Don’t overreact. I’m not asking you to whore yourself out. I just want you to be nice to him.”

      Huffing under my breath, I spit out, “How nice is nice? And will you be nice to Renée too?”

      “Yes, dammit. Stop making more out of this than what there is. I just want to infiltrate their little clique, that’s all. Just until we can gain entrance to Rousset’s villa in St. Tropez.”

      Logically, I understand where he’s coming from. It makes sense. Push a lecherous perv and a sexy woman together, and who knows what the perv will reveal during his seduction?

      But I’m not a sexy woman.

      I scrub up well and I look attractive tonight, but I’m not the sort of woman that men break down over. Or, up until this point in my life, I haven’t been. And why that should have changed now, I don’t know.

      “I don’t do flirting.”

      “Well, you obviously did a good enough job with Zane,” he snaps and at my recoil, he blows out a breath and it hisses between his teeth. For a moment he says nothing, and then his eyes catch mine and the genuine regret therein is evident.

      What’s the old saying?

      No smoke without fire. Hell, I guess it should be expected. The man has been kindness itself to a woman he must loathe. A woman who has dragged his marriage into the national spotlight and, if I’m not mistaken, the international eye too. I’ve seen a few pictures of Zane and myself on some of the French magazine covers. Zane is huge news at the moment thanks to his new book’s success.

      It’s weird being front page news. Thankfully, over here, people don’t recognize me. Especially all dressed up as I am now.

      Apparently, the Mona in NYC is night to the Simone of Paris’s day.

      Regardless of that, it doesn't matter that I'm helping him on this case or that I'm even enjoying it and his company... it's the principle. I'm here on sufferance. For a purpose. I can't forget that. But I have been doing.

      Stupid, stupid Mona to let myself be manipulated by Jake to the extent that I feel like we could eventually be friends.

      Like that could ever happen.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have done, but sometimes it’s difficult to contain the way you really feel. I understand that. I feel very guilty for what I’ve done to you, but it won’t push me into doing something that goes against everything I stand for.”

      Despite the understanding in my voice, I’m hurt.

      Ridiculous, but the truth.

      I feel like Jake and I have been developing quite the friendship, his words are simply another reminder that any relationship between the pair of us, even if it’s merely platonic, is doomed for failure.

      People don’t make friends with the person who lead their spouse astray.

      You can't forget that, Mona.

      “I’m not asking you to sleep with him, Mona. I just want you to talk to him. Flatter him, you can do that, surely?”

      “No, I really can’t, Jake.”

      He’s annoyed at me, but I’m telling the truth. Flirtatious or coquettish behavior just isn’t me.

      “You can talk to him, though?”

      “Of course. If it’s just general chat.”

      “You wouldn’t be uncomfortable or embarrassed?”

      “No. But if you wanted me to flirt with him, then I’d just screw it up, and I really want to help, Jake. Honestly. I’m not trying to be difficult. I just want you to know my limitations. I’m useless where men are concerned.”

      Even Marina agrees with me, and she says that every woman can be taught to flaunt her best assets. She’s tried and tried to help me open up, to get me to chat and flutter my lashes at guys. I always fail her test. It’s just not in me.

      “Okay, change of plan. We’ll blow him away with your brain.”

      “My brain?” I ask, unsure of where he’s heading.

      “He isn’t just attracted to dumb blondes, Mona. One of his old mistresses had a PHD in archaeology. Did you read up on the bi and the ancient Chinese dynasties involved?” At my nod, he grins. “Good. You can impress him with your knowledge.”

      “Will that even work?” Doubtfully, I flicker my gaze between Jake and Rousset. He doesn’t look the sort to be swayed with the size of a woman’s brain. Her boobs, yeah. But cerebral capacity? Uh-huh.

      “We can only try, Mona.”

      Frowning, I ponder something that’s been bugging me the last few days. “There’s more to this than the commission, Jake, isn’t there? Unless you’re really desperate for the cash, which I doubt, because you’ve spent a small fortune on me to play this part. So, what else is going on? Why are we even going to these lengths, or is this your usual modus operandi?”

      His eyes catch mine and there’s a chill to their depths. At the same time, as I’m growing accustomed to, there’s respect there too. I have quite the tendency of superseding his expectations of me. “Rousset is one of Paris’s most renowned fences. This isn’t the first time he’s crossed my radar and if I don’t stop him in his tracks, this won’t be the last either. He’s the only criminal to repeatedly slip through my fingers.”

      “So, he’s your nemesis?”

      My teasing lightens the harsh cast to his face, a gesture that had his jaw firming, his mouth pursing and tightening. “If nemeses even exist, then yeah, I guess he is.”

      “Okay. I’ll help.”

      “Thank you, Mona,” Jake murmurs, his gaze on Rousset and not on me. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      And boy, do I mean that.

      The ballroom is filled with people, so much so that the actual temperature of the room has been affected. It’s a crush, and wending our way through the crowd is more than difficult. It takes ten minutes to cross the room and to make it over to the bar. Thankfully, our marks are still in position.

      We’re about two feet away from them, waiting for a bartender to appear, when I say the first thing that pops into my head: “If he contacts you, you will buy it for me, darling, won’t you?”

      “I’ve told you, I won’t buy you anything illegal. It’s more than my life’s worth, you know how Father gets about wasting my inheritance on unimportant tchotchkes.” Jake is quick to act, thank God, and his words are bland enough that I can continue to weave a tale.

      One that will entice a man like Rousset and hold his attention.

      Big ask, or what?

      “But this isn’t a trifle. This is history. And not just any history. Ancient Chinese history. We’re talking about thousands of years of history wrapped up in one bi. Please, darling, I know you have contacts. Ask around. Look for it. I want it and you know I’ll do anything if you get me something I want.” There’d been about a foot of space between us, but as soon as my words drift off into the noise of the party, I lean into Jake and rest a hand on his shoulder. My other one slips down to his waist and could have been doing anything to Jake’s unsuspecting form. However, I know his jacket will hide my movements from sight.

      “You’ll need to make good on that promise if you want me to contact Henri Leroy.”

      As I have absolutely no idea who Henri Leroy is, I get the feeling the name was for Rousset’s benefit.

      “That’s a given, Jacob.” My voice is a low hum and, I hope, vibrating with seduction and sensual promise.

      Ha. Just the thought makes my lips quiver. Sensual promise? Me? Hopefully, my charade will withstand close scrutiny. Otherwise we’re up shit creek without a paddle.

      “You know how much I love that period of history. And I’m sure the bi from the Institute is the Imperial Heirloom Seal.”

      Jake snorts. “We both know that’s just a guestimate on your part. There’s nothing to substantiate that. I’m not willing to spend more than fifty thousand dollars on it, Mona,” he tells me in a voice that is quite obviously a warning to a cheeky wife.

      I pout. “But what if Leroy wants fifty-one thousand?” My hand creeps up to his lapel and inches upwards to almost cup his throat. My fingers spread before they can do that and I play with the lobe of his left ear, gently caressing it between my fingertips.

      He licks his lips, his eyelids lowering at the move, arousal making his pupils dilate and for a second, as our gazes clash, I know he isn’t pretending, because the body can’t fake that kind of response.

      And for my part, this come on isn’t the torment it would have been with another man.

      Gulping, I can feel myself slip out of the character I’ve created and I shake myself back into it.

      “If he plays fair, then I’ll get you the bi.”

      I squeal in excitement, throw my arms around his neck and leap… Thank God, he catches me, his hands cupping my hips and holding me against him. The brush of my breasts against the crisp wool of his tux is a silken glide thanks to the satin bodice of my dress. I try not to pull away too quickly to remove myself from his vicinity, as that would be counterproductive for the role play we’ve just established, but it’s a close-won thing. My cheeks are flushed and I’m hesitant and not entirely sure why I am, but for whatever reason, to look at him above the throat, where his bowtie is neatly knotted, is impossible.

      My discomfort isn’t given much time to lay fallow. All of a sudden, from being overheated, I’m drenched in an ice-cold liquid that has me gasping with shock.

      Sucking in two huge breaths, I seek calm and spin around to glare at the person behind me. It’s difficult to retain my cool, but I manage because it’s Renée Rousset with the empty champagne glass in her hand and a face with lines written in apology.

      And that can’t be a coincidence. Can it?

      “Pardonnez-moi, Madame.”

      “Je vous pardonne,” I grit out, telling the woman that I forgive her, even though I don’t.

      Christ, of all the ways to attract our attention, she had to throw champagne down my back? Not only scaring the crap out of me, but also ruining my first glam dress.

      Bitch.

      If I hadn’t agreed to help Jake, that would have cemented my avowal.

      Childish, perhaps, but dammit. Luxuries have been short in my life and that isn’t a moan or a complaint, just a fact. When I’m gifted something, I appreciate it and try to care for it. And tonight, I’ve failed to do that.

      I’ve never had to wash champagne out of anything. As I’m pondering how best to treat the stain, Jake steps forward and simultaneously Pierre Rousset drifts closer to us. There’s a quick garble of French, the majority of which I understand, running along the lines of, ‘You stupid woman. How could you be so careless. ’ etc. Etc.

      They were sticking to their part just in case we can speak their language.

      Clever kids.

      Rousset is a larger character than the photographs Jake has of him would have had me believe. He’s taller, for one thing. Still short and rotund, but his suits and clever tailoring have him looking more dapper than his humble face should allow. In one hand, even though it’s illegal to smoke indoors, a billowing cloud of smoke puffs free from a fat cigar. The scent makes me want to sneeze, but I manage to withhold the urge. In his other hand, he has a tumbler filled with amber liquid, undiluted as it’s free from any rocks. And his florid features tell me this isn’t the first rockless drink he’s supped tonight.

      “You must forgive my wife, Madame, I fear she has imbibed too much this evening. Please, here is my card, feel free to send the dry cleaning charge to my address.”

      Rousset proffered me the card, but Jake’s hand snatched out to intercept it. That same hand curls about my waist in what can only be described as a possessive hold.

      It’s entirely inappropriate, but a tingle shoots down my spine and back up again.

      “If she’s drunk, then you should have the decency to send her home rather than have her making a fool of herself in front of a crowd.” Jake’s voice sounds more American than I’ve ever heard it. And his tone is more akin to a yell than a soft chastisement.

      Rousset isn’t pleased, I can discern that from the clench of his jaw. He pulls his wife aside, his grip rough and pincer-like, if the red marks on her arm are anything to go by. He whispers something in her ear and Renée glares at us, before disappearing amidst the crowd.

      “Geraldine, please, help Madame. . . ?”

      “Matthews,” Jake inserts, using Zane’s surname rather than his own.

      Talk about bittersweet torture.

      Mrs. Zane Matthews.

      Christ, it’s too soon to want that but it sure as hell sounds good.

      “Oui. Geraldine, help Madame Matthews to clean up.”

      Geraldine smiles at me and immediately ushers me forwards and through the crowd toward a ladies’ sitting room. And that’s the only thing it can be described as, because it’s unlike any bathroom I’ve ever seen.

      There’s a large circular seating area, padded rose chintz with buttons on the brink of popping. Not from wear, but from thick padding. A wall of mirrors covers one side of the room and, directly opposite, a wall of vanities with a long row of dressing tables. Women are in various states as they pose into either set of mirrors. Some adjusting their make-up, others realigning their skirts or bodices. The room stinks of perfume, what smells like a thousand different scents clashing and battling for supremacy. The urge to sneeze makes another appearance, but once more, I manage to contain it.

      I’m at a complete loss as to what to do. I’m hovering, gawking at the women as they prod their boobs and try to arrange them for maximum, not minimum, exposure, and generally titivate themselves. Apparently noticing my fascination, Geraldine nudges me toward an alcove where the toilet stands are discreetly tucked away opposite vanities with sinks.

      There are cushioned, thick towels on the ledge between sink and mirror, and platters of soaps arranged in a pattern that follows the hotel’s logo.

      “Here, let me wash your back for you.”

      Geraldine’s comment has me jumping away from her. “No, thank you. I can manage.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she says in accented but charming English. “You cannot reach your back. Please, let me tend to you.”

      She forcibly moves me so that I face the mirror. Grabbing one of the washcloths from the side, she runs the water, dips the cloth into the cold stream, twists it to remove the excess liquid and then begins dabbing at my back. The instant it touches my flesh, I jolt with the cool, though, refreshing wave of moisture against my sticky skin.

      A smile graces her lips as she works and says, “Renée is one of those women most men forgive, for she is too beautiful.” Her eyes flash upwards and clash with mine in the mirror. “Amazing how that glamour fades after marriage, non?”

      I flush, uncertain of what to say and she grins at me. “I’m sorry if I make you uncomfortable. Let me say this is not her first ‘accident’. She is a foolish woman to drink so much at these kinds of events.”

      “These things will happen,” I tell Geraldine with a shrug that belies how pissed I am at the back of my dress being doused in champagne. I don’t care if it’s a thousand-dollar-a-bottle bubbly. I’d prefer it to be fizzing through my veins than drenching my dress.

      “I think it will survive for another time,” Geraldine tells me with a sickly sweet smile that I instantly distrust. “The black fabric clings to your back in a way that is most becoming. Almost intentional. Apparently, perfection can be improved upon.”

      I get the feeling I could be dressed in the hot pink-diamante spandex number that poodle Jake and I were arguing about the other day was wearing and still, this woman would tell me I look like perfection.

      She drops the washcloth on to the side and leaves it there, obviously expecting a cleaner to clear it away. I glance at it, habit almost urging me to straighten it out, but I force my attention from it and to Geraldine. “I must return to my husband.”

      At my comment, her smile widens into an almost feline pout that I can tell is an encouragement to divulge. A look that is female-to-female property. One that says without words, the man will never win. Her words merely confirm it.

      “I must confess to having overheard some of your conversation with your husband. I would say that you won the war, non?”

      At ease now the chatter is more on the matter at hand, I return her smile. “Hopefully. I’ve been looking for something like this to go in my sitting room for an absolute age.”

      Incredibly, I sound like spending fifty thousand dollars on an ornament is an ordinary occurrence.

      Maybe I missed my vocation as an actress.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what is it you think you have found?”

      Geraldine’s sweetly-accented voice encourages me to reveal all. On to her ploy, it behooves me to do just that. “Well, are you a fan of ancient Chinese artifacts? If you are, then I can’t tell you in case you try your luck.”

      “Moi? Non,” she murmurs around a tinkling laugh. “I am more a fan of recent history.”

      “Ah, well, that’s all right, then. Better to be safe than sorry.” As we walk out of the restroom, I tell her, “It’s an ancient bi. A disk of jade so old that it pre-dates Jesus Christ.” I sigh, as though thrilled at the prospect. “It recently came on the market and I’m willing to do anything to get it.” It goes without saying that I’m talking about the black market.

      “It seems to me that you are a smart woman, non? I’m sure you will soon have your piece.”

      As we approach the crowded function room, the noise nearly consumes her next comment. She’s a head taller than me, especially in the stalactites for high heels on her feet.

      “It would seem your husband and Pierre are now friends.”

      “Oh?” I ask, pretending to be disinterested, as I peer ahead, spying the jovial slap Jake lands on Rousset’s back.

      “Yes, Pierre is a good man to have in your circles. You never know when he can be of assistance.” There’s a smug grin on her lips, one that tells me she believes Jake and I, a.k.a wealthy, dumb Americans have been ensnared in Rousset’s game.

      She’s too busy being pleased with herself to notice that I’m equally as smug.

      Now who’s dumb?
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      Two hours or so later, in the bath of the ensuite shared by Jake and myself, my fingers are turning into juice-soaked prunes.

      If I say that I’ve never seen a bath this big, it would be an exaggeration.

      Take an average bath, double it, and then add on another half. It’s like a small swimming pool. Well, I can’t actually swim in it, but I can stretch out full length and chill.

      For the last three nights, I’ve done exactly the same thing. Indulged myself in a bath that has taken far too long, and felt decadent as I’ve done just that.

      It’s here that I’ve studied the papers Jake gave me about Rousset. And on the tablet that Zane bought me back home, tonight, I’m doing something I’ve never done before. It feels so wrong, but at the same time, I can’t help myself.

      When I walked into that ballroom and saw Jake deep in conversation with Rousset, my mind reverted to the pictures I’d once found on the net. Of Jake and Zane smiling at various events. The pair of them looking so damned hot together. And with Jake in a tux, it set my mind to thinking about the pair of them.

      It’s strange. In all the things I’ve seen and that have caused my jaw to drop open—mostly at Marina’s urging—I’ve never seen two men together. I mean, why would I want to? I’m straight. I don’t want to see man-on-man action. I want to see a man touching a woman, to drool over the way he licks a nipple or flutters his tongue over her clit. I don’t want to see a man sucking another man’s cock.

      Or I didn’t.

      That is to say I do now.

      Yeah.

      Weird or what?

      I’m confused as hell and, of all things, horny. Christ. What’s wrong with me? I’m almost disturbed by how difficult it was not to go searching online for pictures of man-on-man action as soon as I logged on to the net. And in the end, I caved. I searched, I saw and now… I’m looking at pictures.

      Stills of men sucking cock, of cocks being jerked off as the same man’s ass is being fucked, of tongues fluttering over buttholes, of hard pecs rubbing against hard pecs and not soft breasts.

      And it isn’t revolting.

      I feel like it should be. As though I should see these images and feel sick. Okay, that’s a bit strong, an exaggeration. But still. Why aren’t I repulsed?

      I don’t care that there are women all over the world who get off on this kind of thing. I never have but I’m slowly transmogrifying into one of those aforementioned women. And that’s what concerns me.

      The only turn off for me is that the clips I’ve seen, the pictures I’ve seen… not a one of them stars Jake or Zane.

      And what that signifies, I do not know.

      Hell, it’s not that I expect them to star in porn flicks. But every man I’ve seen, I’ve overlaid Zane and Jake’s faces over the porn stars. And they’re ‘doing’ each other.

      It looks strange. Men fucking men. Men sucking men. But regardless of how strange it is, it has something inside me quickening.

      My eyes feel glassy from how much I’ve been staring at the screen. My mouth is dry, and the bottle of water that I perched on the rim of the bath is nearly empty. And my fingers are twitching.

      Why?

      Because they’re longing to do more than just scroll down the screen.

      My skin feels tight. As though it’s too small for my body, and at the moment, that’s just how I feel. Like something wants to burst out of me. Explode.

      A part of me would like to reason all of this down to frustration. With Zane at my sexual beck and call for the best part of two weeks, going without has taken its toll. More than I’d imagined possible. I’ve never been what you’d call highly sexed. In fact, I’ve always considered myself anything but.

      I was the archetypal ‘Sorry, hun. I just started my period’ kind of wife. Thankfully for my sensibilities, Dan, my ex-husband, was terrible at math. Remembering one month, where I had my period nearly three times, I can’t help but grin. Especially when I take my current self into consideration.

      My right hand curls into a fist and clenches. The sinews showing white against the bright pink flesh of my fingers and knuckles.

      I’m fighting myself. Fighting what my body wants.

      Because it’s wrong, right?

      This can’t be normal.

      My right hand is literally itching to slip down over my body and to settle in the notch of my pussy. To strum at my clit, to watch as two men fuck each other, as my brain superimposes images of Jake and Zane over the porn stars’ faces, and climax.

      Before Zane, the term climax might as well have been in Swahili. And I might as well have been over in Africa, that’s how far away I always was from ever experiencing anything as gargantuan as a mild pulse of pleasure. Never mind a full blown orgasm.

      So to be denied one for as long as I have, my body isn’t used to it.

      Especially when I’ve such inspiration floating about me. Because even though Jake isn’t as gorgeous as Zane, he’s still handsome. And those suits he wears. Fuck me, they’re delicious. It’s so wrong to be thinking the way I have, but the more I try and tell myself to stop, the more images just pop into my head.

      Thoughts of pulling his cock through the zipper of his fly so that he’s fully dressed save for that part of him, me kneeling in front of him and taking him into my mouth. And that’s just one of the wrong, wrong, wrong images that have been crawling through my brain so that I have to study every part of the fantasy.

      Then there are the ones that include Zane.

      Just thinking about Zane, Jake and myself in a sexual situation has my hand doing that itching thing again.

      Frustrated, I put my tablet aside, duck under the surface of the water, and vent my spleen in a scream. I come up after a few moments, water trailing down my body in tracks that tickle and have gooseflesh coursing along my limbs. My ears are plugged with soap so it takes a few seconds to hear the banging on the door.

      “Jake?” I call out.

      “Yeah. Everything okay in there? I thought I heard a noise.”

      Mortified that he heard me scream, and the potential connotations he could place on the noise, my already bright pink skin turns a shade brighter. “I’m fine. Just happy. I got a message from a friend in New York.” The lie trips off my tongue way too easily.

      Thank God.

      “Oh. Well, that’s good. If you’re okay, then…” His voice trails off, indicating that he’ll leave me to my bath.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Thanks for checking on me.”

      “No worries. Night.”

      “Night,” I whisper, my eyes glued to the door.

      Sucking in a breath, I raise a hand and run it over my face. What the hell am I doing?

      What’s wrong with me?

      The guy’s been nothing but nice. I feel in no way threatened around him. Yeah, I lock the doors to my room at night, but I don’t fear him trying to rape me while I sleep or anything crazy like that. He’s pleasant to be around. He’s made my stay in Paris so much fun, and in truth, it’s his easy joviality that has switched me from cautious to at ease when I’m with him.

      I kind of wish I could be cautious and wary around him again. But it’s too late for that.

      Especially now I’ve seen his cock.

      In my mind’s eye only, but that’s still way too much information.

      Ducking my head underwater, I rise through the surface and sit up and reach for the towel I’ve placed on the bath’s edge to dry my fingers. I grab my tablet once more, and make to switch pages, to turn off the endless stream of gay porn pics, but I don’t.

      I spot an image of a man fucking another. A brown-haired guy is sitting on a sofa, his cock plowing in and out of a dark-haired man’s ass. And in between, as the dark dude fucks the other, a hard, thick dick jiggles with each thrust.

      Each man suddenly takes on my dream lovers’ faces and that’s without any instigation. Jake is being fucked in front of my very eyes and he’s loving every minute of it. Zane’s face is twisted and contorted with pleasure, and his hand reaches forward to grip Jake’s cock. The tautness of that clasp is almost painful and Zane howls with pleasure as that hungry hand slips down to cup his balls. He arches, his head thrown back and cum spurts out, splashing against Zane’s belly.

      The milky white liquid runs down the taut, tense slab of his abs. Each muscle clenched so that the lines of that luscious six-pack are heavily emphasized. And the creamy seed seems even brighter against that tanned flesh.

      As Jake jerks Zane’s cock, milking him of every drop, Zane pauses his rhythmic ride. He hovers there, in an almost stuporous phase of release as it assaults his every nerve ending. His back is hunched over, his muscles clenching and relaxing as though they don’t know what to do in the face of such pleasure.

      His hands come up to grip Jake’s shoulders, and he begins to massage the taut muscles as he works his way out of the pleasure haze that’s just overtaken him.

      Slowly, he begins that endless rise and fall.

      And that’s it. That’s all I can stand. My hands go under the water and my legs simultaneously slip apart. As wide as possible and in this bath, that’s an easy task. My fingers find my clit and they start to strum. I don’t realize it, but they’re in time to the thrusting of Zane’s hips as he rides Jake.

      My other hand reaches down and a finger slips into my shamefully wet sex. I’m drenched. My pussy eager and desperate for attention, more attention than my own hand can bestow upon me.

      I want teeth on my nipples and hands on my cunt. Cocks inside me, my mouth, my pussy, even my ass. I’ve never been taken there before and I don’t give a damn.

      I just need to be fucked. I need to come.

      My fingers pinch my clit, and the sharp sting has me arching my back and water sloshes over the side in reaction. I ignore it. The tips of my pointer finger and middle finger separate and take prisoner of my clit and they retreat up and down, directly rubbing the small nubbin that is the center of my pleasure.

      I feel like fire ants are crawling up and down my body. And as awful and as painful as that sounds, this is how it feels. I feel in pain. On fire. Desperate to come. To feel release. To be freed from the mass of images that have been bombarding my brain over the last few hours.

      From a woman who never has sex, to a nymphomaniac, and within the shortest space of time imaginable, I’d be concerned if the two men fueling this sudden burst of lust weren’t as sexy as fuck.

      I continue to strum my clit as Zane reaches down and with both hands pinches Jake’s nipples. Almost as though that’s all he can take, Jake’s face screws up. His brow clamping down, his mouth firming so that his lips almost disappear as the pleasure-pain of the moment overtakes him.

      As it overtakes me.

      I try and contain the sounds longing to burst free from my throat. But whether I succeed or not, I don’t know. And don’t really care.

      The pleasure searing my body is a kind of agony. It burns, where it settles. Scratches, where it should caress. It ignites my blood, making the liquid as flammable as gasoline so that when I shoot up, I do more than explode. I shatter into a million tiny stars, that in turn implode and combust.

      The drop down to Earth is in itself an eye-opener. My skin feels more than sensitive. My hair aches at the roots and my pussy is in shock: the lips pulsing, the opening to my body fluttering in the gentle heat of the water.

      But my mind doesn’t settle into post-orgasmic bliss as it has of late.

      It’s agitated. Pondering. Worrying.

      Even in the face of such release, what I just experienced feels wrong.

      And the worst part is that when my eyes cease to be dazed, when they cast a glance over the men in the film I’ve just watched, the two men look nothing like Zane or Jake.

      Nothing at all.

      The fantasy overtook me and it will continue to do so. Like some parasite intent on overtaking its host, it will continue to divide and conquer until the Mona of old is no more. And the Mona that suddenly craves two men is all that remains.

      What frightens me the most is that I’m not freaked out by that.

      And I should be.

      Right?
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        * * *

      

      I really shouldn’t be doing this.

      Talking to Zane with Jake in the other room… It’s just all kinds of wrong.

      But I can’t help myself. I haven’t spoken to him in the ten days I’ve been in Paris, out of guilt on my part and I miss him.

      God, there’s no hope for me.

      He’s called a few times, but I’ve ignored the persistent ringing. Only now, when I need to hear his voice, for no other reason than to connect with him, have I dialed his number.

      “Is everything okay over there now? Has it all calmed down?” he asks me, his voice tired but his words aren’t throw-away. I can tell he cares if I’m all right.

      “Much better,” I lie. “Nobody’s tried to insult me in at least a week.”

      My attempt to make him laugh works. A chuckle breaks free from a throat that sounds rusty. Laughter hasn’t been a close companion of late for Zane. But then, I get the feeling it never has been.

      The thought makes me immensely sad.

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he murmurs, sighing with satisfaction that all is right with me now.

      “Well, I prefer to hear the sound of you laughing. It doesn’t happen often.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, then he says, “You’re a special lady, Mona.” Touched, I’m a little unsure of what to say, when his voice suddenly deepens and he mutters, “Where are you?”

      “In bed.” Narrowing my eyes at the question, instinct tells me this is leading somewhere.

      Just where has my nipples budding into tight, taut tips.

      “At seven in the evening? Are you feeling unwell?”

      Shit. Time difference. Remember. Don’t let lust sizzle your brain cells, Mona.

      “No, I’m fine. Just sleepy.” Another lie.

      I hate being dishonest, but the situation merits it. Honesty would get me nowhere, at the moment.

      Zane grunts and the rumble of his voice makes my pussy tingle. “Wish I was there with you, baby. Are you wearing that nightie I like?”

      “What? My birthday suit?” I chuckle, and his reciprocating laugh has me looking down at the silky camisole and short-shorts I’m wearing and whispering, “Yeah. I like the feel of the sheets against my bare skin.”

      “That’s because you’re a little hedonist. Christ knows how you survived before you met me.”

      “I’m assuming that didn’t mean to come out as arrogantly as it sounded?” I ask, brows cocked in amusement.

      Another chuckle. “You know what I mean. You’re a ball of lust wrapped up in demure packaging. You need an outlet and, sweet cakes, I’m willing to donate my body to Hedonist 101.”

      “You’re so corny.” But that doesn’t stop a huge smile from my creasing my jaw. My sigh wafts its way over the phone line. “I wish you were here too. You left me all riled up. I’m used to at least two orgasms a day now.”

      “That’s because you’re greedy and I’m overly generous.” He hums under his breath, and it’s the sound of a man contented with his lot in life. For the moment, that is, before the confusion returns. And then, the tenor of the conversation changes and my instincts are proven to be correctly tuned to this man.

      Phone sex, here we come.

      In more ways than one, I hope.

      “Touch your nipples for me, baby. Tell me when they’re nice and hard.” Almost as an afterthought, he mutters, “Put the phone on speaker.”

      Quickly slipping the camisole straps down my arms to bare my breasts, I wriggle down the bed so that I’m flat on my back. Once positioned, I press the speaker button and place the cell beside my head. Retreating to the mattress, I grip my nipples between fore- and middle-finger and start to roll.

      “That feels good,” I purr.

      “As good as my mouth?”

      His voice sounds distant and I can tell that he’s on speaker too.

      What he’s doing, where his hands are… has me gulping with need.

      “No. But you’re not here,” I grouch around a pout.

      “Maybe not, but I am in spirit. Pinch down, Mona.” As a breathy moan escapes my mouth, he chuckles. “Are they hard?”

      “Yeah. They ache.”

      “We can’t have that. Lick your right nub, baby. Make it glisten. Can you do that?”

      My pussy should be glowing with the heat amassing down there. Him directing me, engaging my sense of hearing is like adding a light to a stick of dynamite. And that’s only a few instructions down the line.

      The result is inevitable and I, for one, can’t wait for the explosion.

      I cup my breast in my hand and urge it upwards. It’s a bit awkward, but I manage to rake my nipple with my tongue and nibble down a little too. I make sure to moan and feel flush with success as the sound of Zane’s breathing intensifies. “Are your hands on your cock, Zane? Do you wish I was there, sucking you deep?”

      That’s a lie. I can’t get even a quarter of his dick down my throat, but hey, this is phone sex. Anything is possible.

      “Yeah, I do, baby. Are you playing with your pussy?”

      I hum in affirmation, sliding my hands down to the waistband of my short-shorts and jerking them down over my hips and calves. Once I’m free from their hold, I spread my legs, reveling in the wetness gathering at my slit and the sensitivity that comes from the air brushing against my most intimate parts.

      It feels so decadently naughty to have my legs spread, my pussy completely on display to a man that’s on the other end of a telephone, but it has my belly burning. And not with indigestion.

      I trail a finger down through the clinging petals of my pussy and gather the moisture. I retreat upwards, coating my clit with my juices and a sharp moan breaks free. I can hear Zane’s chuckle on the other end of the line and I swallow, when he says, “Slide two fingers into your slit, Mona. Pretend it’s me. Pretend they fill you like I do. Smash your clit with the heel of your palm. Don’t rub it. Do you understand me?”

      Doing as ordered, I push my pointer and ring finger through the fluttering throat of my pussy. It isn’t enough and a needy sigh works its way out of me. I whisper, “I feel empty.”

      “I know, baby. But I’ll be with you soon.”

      “You will?” I ask, hope in my voice. “And you’ll fuck me, Zane? Slide that dick so deep into me that I don’t know where you begin and I end? And you’ll hammer into me so I feel like I’m going to go mad before I cum?”

      “If that’s what you want, Mona.” He swallows, and I revel in hearing his breathing pick up a pace.

      “It is. I want you to fuck me so hard and so deep that my pussy starts to panic. You’re so big, Zane,” I mutter around a groan, meaning every word.

      I start to fuck myself with my hand, but it’s not the same. Not as Zane’s cock. My fingers are needle-thin in comparison to the way he fills me. I need to feel him pushing through clinging tissues, forcing them apart even though they clamp down in distress. I need him to make me come. To push my legs apart, to bridge that physical connection that unites us.

      And my fingers aren’t doing the trick.

      It’s only then, that I realize I’m not talking. And neither is he.

      Licking my lips, I pull my fingers out of my pussy and slip them up to my clit. Maybe I can cum this way and I really want to. I want to listen to Zane’s climax as one rips through my body. It won’t be anywhere near as powerful as when he fucks me, but the mutual release will soothe that something inside of me that hates being apart from this man.

      My man.

      I start to frig my clit, ignoring his earlier order, using all four fingers of my right hand to slide through my juices and I can’t contain the sighs that break free as I time the pace of my movements to Zane’s breathing.

      As bereft as my cunt feels without his dick, the connection, simply being able to hear him, shoots this up to something far more than a session of masturbation.

      “Are you wishing you were fucking me, Zane?” I ask, swallowing around a sigh as a sharp slice of pleasure rips through my belly.

      “Yeah. I am, baby. I’m wishing I was right there and that instead of jerking off, your pussy was milking me dry.”

      My sex contracts at that. Almost as though concurring that it is a willing party to milking his cock completely of cum.

      My back arches, my stomach tautens with the strain of containing this pleasure. With my free hand, I retreat upwards and pull and tug at one of my nipples.

      “I wish I could watch you jack off, Zane. I want to watch. I want to see what you do, so that I can learn to touch you how you want to be touched.”

      “You can watch if I can see you slide those fingers of yours into your pretty pussy. Is that a deal?” His laughter is choked and suddenly, his breathing intensifies. It gets faster and choppier, almost as though the very idea has driven him to the limits of his control. There are great, big pauses between each gulp of air and then, there’s a burst of air. A grunt. A hiss.

      And that’s all I need.

      My fingers begin to move at warp speed, grinding back and forth, up and down, left and goddamn right through the slippery mess that is my gushing cunt. I wriggle and writhe around the bed, the muscles in my legs contracting and releasing as my feet dig into the mattress, my hips arching upward. But I don’t burst, or explode as I would do if Zane were here.

      It’s a miniature cacophony of sensation.

      My entire form tenses, launching toward the sky as a sharp jolt of relief ripples along my nerve endings, taking the edge off, calming me but making my body miss him all the more.

      By the time my breathing has calmed down a little, my limbs have turned to goo. I remain in the completely open position. My sex bared to the room, even though that once-thrilling brush of air against my nakedness is almost painful as it nudges my sensitive clit. My breasts free and exposed, the nipples still tingling in sensory memory. How long I laid there, listening to the sound of Zane breathing, I don’t know. But for those endless moments, I’m more than content.

      His voice eventually breaks into the white noise buzzing in my ears. “I want you to call me, when your present arrives.”

      For a second, I don’t really understand him. Even minor climaxes take a while to get over, so cut me some slack.

      “Gift?” I ask around a yawn.

      “Yeah.”

      “For me?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Zane. You didn’t have to do that. That’s so sweet of you.”

      “You deserve it. We’ve been apart longer than we’ve been together and it’s just an apology as well as a reminder of how much you mean to me.”

      Heart literally melting in my chest, tears sting my eyes. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      If you judged Zane by his actions, you might class him as a bastard. An A class swine. You might hate him but drool over him. Feel for his sexual confusion or be irritated by it.

      But he’s a good man.

      At the very heart of him, there’s a chunk of gold and at this moment in time, I’m brushing up against the 24 carat center and it’s anything but cold.

      He doesn’t reply to my comment, his silence has an energy to it, though. One I don’t understand and one, for some reason outside of my knowledge, I don’t want to question. Instead, I ask, “Can you give me a hint what it is?”

      “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, would it?”

      Despite himself, despite his weariness and concern over Jake and now the languor of having taken the edge off his need, there’s amusement rippling through his voice. Once again, it thrills me but also adds to my guilt.

      Should I tell him where his husband is? Resolve one issue for him?

      Jake didn’t tell me that I had to keep my or his whereabouts a secret. But… from the fatigue emanating from Zane, as well as the hurt I can sense he feels at Jake’s continued absence, it makes me feel horrible keeping something of this magnitude from him.

      “I hate surprises,” I mutter, and it’s the truth.

      I really do.

      They’re never good.

      I mean, it was a surprise to meet Zane and as much as I want him in my life, he isn’t good for me, is he? That doesn’t make me want him any less, but if I can’t be honest with myself, then why bother?

      The man has me engaging in extra marital affairs and then lusting after his husband.

      Okay, that’s not Zane’s fault. But I wouldn’t be in the position of rubbing myself to orgasm last night, and every night since my first exploratory bout of masturbation in the bath ten days ago, where only images of Zane and Jake in my head will eventually get me off… That wouldn’t be the case, if Zane hadn’t saved my butt back in New York, would it?

      As it is, if everything goes downhill from here on out, I still have no regrets. Misery might be heading my way, but damn, I’ll know what it is to really care for a man, as well as what real sexual pleasure feels like. It won’t be worth the heartache, but it will be some consolation, right?

      Yeah, I’m not doing a great job of convincing myself.

      “Well, whether you hate surprises or not, I’m not going to tell you.”

      Shit. Suddenly, his answer reminds me that I’m not actually in New York to collect the gift. And if he won’t tell me what it is, that means I’m completely in the dark and I can’t lie about having received it. For a second, I have no idea what to do.

      Tell Zane the truth or tell him another lie.

      The untruth drops off my tongue, before I can recall it.

      “I’m not at the apartment at the moment, Zane. I’m camping out with Marina.”

      The silence on the other end of the phone isn’t quite deafening, but it’s pulsing. The sound waves are transmitting Zane’s confusion and annoyance down the line.

      “Why?”

      Talk about making a stone sound warm.

      Before I can get in any way pissed at his growl, he grits out, “You aren’t lying to me, are you, Mona?” My heart stutters in my chest, but before guilt can eat me up, he continues, “The press aren’t bothering you, are they? Because if they are, I’ll get a security detail to protect you. Is that why you haven’t been answering your phone?” His words almost run into each other in his urgency.

      No guy has ever offered to give me bodyguards before.

      Wow.

      “…You should have told me before,” he carries on, not letting me speak and sounding even angrier now. Some of that anger aimed my way for not informing him earlier.

      As charming as the idea is, of being surrounded by a ‘security detail’ as he phrased it–Christ, I love it when he goes all military on me—it won’t exactly hide the fact that I’m not in his apartment and that I’m out of the country.

      “Zane. I’m not lying.” Not this time, anyway. “I promise, things have been really quiet. And it was never the press that were hounding me. It was everyone else.

      “Look, I’m at Marina’s, because she’s split up with her latest and she’s taken it hard, that’s all. I’ve been busy with her.” I cross my fingers at the lie. Childish, but hopefully it will work. How can I purport to be honest and expect him to deal with me honestly, when I go about lying here, there and everywhere.

      More guilt weighs me down until my mouth is pulled down at the edges and I’m feeling like crap.

      “Can’t you go back to the apartment? Take her with you if you want.”

      “That’s a sweet offer, Zane, but she wants to be in her own home. Why is it important I’m at the apartment anyway?”

      “The security. You’re safe there.”

      “I’m safe at Marina’s. Her building is a lot more secure than my old one was.”

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t know me when you were living in that shit heap.”

      “Hey. I made that shit heap into my home.”

      His snort has me scowling. “Honey, you deserve far better than that dump. You deserve to be where you’re supposed to be staying right this minute.”

      Heat trails along my cheeks and then brands them with a bright pink flush. The softness in his voice touches me deep inside, so deep that I have to swallow before I can speak again. Considering his apartment is top-end luxury, his words reveal his feelings for me.

      Alongside that comment of his from our last conversation, the part about me being his salvation, well, my heart feels like it’s going to explode.

      I want to ask him what he really feels about us, if he thinks we have a chance together, regardless of the odds. Regardless of his husband and the crush I have on him. Can this impossible relationship develop into something that really counts?

      But how can I ask that?

      When the man’s halfway around the world, somewhere in New England looking for his husband who just happens to be down the hall from me in France.

      I want to ask why this has to be so complicated. Why a guy couldn’t just meet a gal and the two fall in love, live happily ever after and make a baker’s dozen of babies?

      But I can’t.

      In his very depths, Zane’s a good man. He’s not perfect. He’s capable of doing wrong. But he’s just a man. A very confused guy with a husband he loves and a mistress he wants enough to damage the relationship he has with his spouse.

      Some might think he’s a jerk. After all, he has or had the best of both worlds for a short time, at any rate. Jake, me–he got his rocks off at both ends. But inside, Zane’s head is in a muddle and I don’t know what he has to do to clarify what he needs to do to unravel it all.

      “It’ll all be okay, won’t it, Zane?” I ask, feeling uncertain and insecure, where moments ago I’d been feeling the complete opposite. It’s a stupid question, but one that pops out of my mouth regardless.

      “Of course, honey,” he murmurs, his voice as molten as the endearment he just uttered. It isn’t a trite, throw-away of course, either. He means it. And even though nothing in our conversation warrants it, and even though I don’t know where it came from, it gives me the strength to ask:

      “Are you going to say goodbye to me soon?”

      His silence makes me choke up, but it’s soon cut through with a sigh. “No. I can’t.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      I wish I could see his face. Look into his eyes, study his features and make an analysis. But I’m just relying on the subtle nuances in his tone, and the picture I’m painting isn’t complete. In fact, it paints more questions than it answers.

      “I don’t know. But I can’t say goodbye to Jake either, unless he’s the one to break it off. I must seem like a real gluttonous bastard, Mona. Greedy and self-serving, but it’s not like that. I wish I could explain. Jake completes me. He’s the only guy I’ve ever wanted or needed, the only one I’ve ever wanted to fuck. But he isn’t enough. And then you came along. I didn’t realize that there was something missing until I met you and you just filled that space as though it was fated.” A sorrowful chuckle scurries along the line. “I sound like such a dick, but it’s the truth.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way, Zane. At least, if things don’t work out, I’ll have that.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “What else can I say? You made a promise, a vow to be with Jake. And Jake doesn’t have to accept me, you’re going to have to make a choice one day and I’ll lose out. It was wrong of me to ask if you were going to say goodbye to me soon. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you in that position.”

      “You’re apologizing to me?” His incredulity is almost comical. “If anyone needs to say sorry then I’m the one. I’ve dragged you into this, made you notorious in the gossip rags. I’ve completely upended your life. It’s a wonder you’re even talking to me.”

      “What you feel for me, I feel for you, Zane. I have to talk to you, otherwise I’d be punishing myself.” I blow out a breath and murmur, “I have to go. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

      “Have you moved out of the apartment, Mona?” His voice is chilly with the severity of his tone. Obviously, my questions have made him doubt me and the real reason behind my not being at the penthouse.

      “I’ll speak to you later, Zane.”

      “Mona.” he barks. “Are you at Marina’s because you’ve moved out?”

      “Take care,” I whisper and disconnect the call.

      Staring into space for a minute, I swallow back the tears and force myself to climb under the sheets.

      I have a decision to make.

      In that one conversation, I realize what I have and what I can never have.

      The bittersweet knowledge of having found a man who shares the intensity of my feelings for him, only for him to belong to someone else…

      But is it as cut and dry as that?

      Are there more options open to us?

      And if that’s the case, what lengths am I willing to sink to? What am I willing to do, how far am I willing to go to keep Zane in my life?

      The questions plague me all night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not ill, are you, Mona?” Jake asks me, for what has to be the tenth time today.

      It’s taking every ounce of my patience to reply in a civil manner. He’s being kind and courteous, if a little conniving. After all, we’re on our way to the house of Jake’s main suspect, and all in the guise of a charitable occasion. It would put a dent in his plans if I wasn’t there.

      As soon as the cynical thought crashes through my brain with the elegance of a bull in a china shop, I instantly feel guilty. I curl my fingers into a fist and press down so that my nails bite into the soft flesh of my palms. The stinging pain soothes my agitation somewhat.

      I can’t keep doing this.

      Can’t hold a grudge against Jake, because Zane loves him.

      It has to stop.

      Nor can I keep blaming Jake for my attraction to him.

      This entirely inappropriate attraction. As well as awkward, mistimed and discomforting, alongside every other negative word in existence for the feelings gathering in my belly for this man, who isn’t my man and whose man is mine.

      Phew.

      What a mouthful.

      Grunting under my breath, I shake my head. “I’m fine, Jake. How many times?”

      “Sorry, but I’ve never been so close to Rousset before and I need you to be on track. If you’re not feeling well, then I’d prefer to reschedule.”

      In a way, it’s a relief to hear such pragmatism coming from Jake’s lips. Someone has to have their feet on the ground. Because if it was up to me, they’d be far apart and Jake’s lips wouldn’t be talking. They’d be sucking on my clit. His tongue flickering and licking, his teeth nibbling until every part of his mouth was turning me into mush.

      A part of me wonders where these thoughts keep coming from and how they can keep on popping up when I’m agonizing over the future of my relationship with Zane. But pop up, they do and I grit out, “I know how important this is to you and I’m fine. I would have told you if I needed to cancel.”

      Christ, I’m not averse to using the old PMS excuse to get myself out of a tight spot. But in my current mood, I’m up for kicking some thieving scum’s butt.

      And scum is exactly what Rousset is.

      In the time that we’ve associated with the crook, he hasn’t risen very high in my estimations. In fact, I can see why Jake, at some point, has painted a rather large target on the guy’s forehead.

      Not only is he a schmuck, he’s a xenophobic, misogynistic, chauvinistic, racist homophobe. I think he’s in possession of every single –ist in existence.

      Nothing pleases him and nothing is good enough for him. He complains and bitches about everything, he’s such a pain in the ass. And the longer he courts us, obviously biding his time to reveal that he has the bi we’re looking for, the more evident his flaws become.

      Especially where his wife is concerned.

      As much as I dislike Renée—whose obsession with her plastic surgery-enhanced looks is her sole point of conversation and armed with a personality that makes milk look exotic—Rousset treats her like a dog and nobody deserves that. He tells her to go fetch, mostly to roll over and sometimes, to beg.

      The latter instance occurred one night at a new hot spot in the center of the city, a restaurant by the name of Chi-Chen. The menu a fusion of Asian dishes and traditional French classics. All in a restaurant that merged the modern minimalistic style of places I’ve only gawked at through the window back home with the more comfortable aspects of interior design.

      So, while the tables were simply formed with stark, austere lines, they were rustic too, created as they were out of rejuvenated driftwood. The chairs were high-backed, almost Puritan in style and yet, they were thickly padded with comfortable cushions. The lights overhead might have been shaded by great bowls of bright transparent, orange Perspex, but the bulbs were dim and they encompassed everyone underneath the shade in a warming, amber glow.

      I hadn't felt uncomfortable in the ultra-modern atmosphere, I'd been at ease. As I often am in Jake's company, even with Renée and Pierre Rousset for dinner companions.

      She and I rarely speak, as I prefer to join in the conversation with Rousset and Jake while the woman sulks into her wineglass. And on this particular occasion, she’d supped a bottle of Chablis to herself and had beckoned the waiter over to order another bottle.

      In quick-fire French that I’d only just understood, Rousset had called his wife an alcoholic in front of the flushed waiter. Hell, Jake and I hadn’t been all that comfortable, when Renée had had to plead for another glass.

      Her manicured hands, the talons gleaming even in the golden overhead light, had suddenly disappeared under the table.

      I don’t even want to know what she’d had to do—or where those hands had to go—to get that second bottle of wine.

      I shudder to think.

      Rousset’s mistress, Geraldine, the one who instigated a tidbit of cordiality between us, is the only one in his circle to whom he has a kind word to speak. And that’s only because she bites back. Renée sulks or stomps off. Geraldine smiles and says something to defuse the situation. Although he’s just as rude to her, her reactions dampen his insults down to an acceptable level.

      Why Geraldine puts up with him, is beyond me. She’s a true French beauty. Black hair as deep and dark as onyx, pure white skin that gleams with good health and an expensive beauty regime, navy blue eyes that see far too much and a figure that makes any gown look good.

      So what the hell she’s doing with Rousset is anyone’s guess.

      Renée has the wedding ring, I suppose that and Rousset’s wallet keeps her warm and cozy at night. As well as the fact, she has lovers of her own. But Geraldine? It has to be love. As impossible as it seems for a man like Rousset to be loved, I can see no other reason why she would be with him, when she could have any guy she wanted.

      But then, I’m in the perfect position to empathize. The power of love is just like the song. Sent from above, created to confound us and to bend our minds with its strength. Hell, at least my heart sent me in an exciting direction.

      And not to a bastard like Rousset.

      In truth, he’s kindest to me. But then, if he truly is in possession of the bi, I’m a potential buyer. Whatever he is, Rousset’s clever. Insulting me would hardly be the savviest act in the world.

      For the last ten days, as he’s courted us, I’ve seen and done things I’d never even dreamed of. He’s taken us to lunch, we’ve dined at an honest-to-God gentleman’s club under his patronage, attended the theatre, the opera, and the ballet. Jake hadn’t been lying when he said I’d see more of Paris if I chose to help him. I’ve seen it, and through the shimmering haze of wealth. Not for me the budget tourist traps. Not for me a shoestring vacation.

      God forbid.

      The complete contrast of my present to my recent past is astounding.

      From barely being able to afford my bills, to spending the cost of my yearly electricity consumption on a pair of shoes.

      I’m kind of sickened by it but, greedy bitch that I am, I’m having too much damned fun.

      It’s the only thing keeping me from wallowing in the concerns I have about Zane as well as this weird thing I have going on with Jake.

      The latter’s only consolation is that he’s completely unaware of my pathetic feelings for him.

      I must be a whore.

      That’s the only explanation. Or the only explanation my daddy would accept.

      How can I love Zane and yet want Jake too?

      No doubt if I told Marina about this weird emotional tangle I’ve got myself in, she’d have some psychotic and disturbing answer. I know her well enough to know she’d probably encourage me to get it on with both guys as that would neatly solve the issue I have with Zane.

      To Marina, life is an exploration. Mostly of cocks. Once upon a time, I was the opposite of that. I was a strictly one-guy-gal. But now… times are a-changing. The Mona of today is not the Mona Marina knew. And if I could be in a relationship with both men, well, it would resolve the entire situation.

      Clearing my throat at the thought, I drag myself back to the topic on Jake’s mind. To emphasize my perfect state of health, I tell him, “I’ve never been better. Hell, I haven’t lifted a finger in all the time we’ve been here.”

      He nods. “That’s okay, then.” It’s his turn to clear his throat. “You look beautiful.”

      This time, my blush is purely out of the eighth grade. Coyness isn’t a sexy characteristic, but I’m channeling it one-hundred percent.

      “Thanks, Jake.”

      He shrugs, turning his eyes from me and toward the window. I watch his Adam’s apple bob and wonder what he’s thinking. He simply says, “It’s the truth.”

      Strange how that bob of his throat has my mood lifting, and I join him in staring at the sights that Paris seems to breed on a daily basis. This place has more things to see per square inch than even Manhattan. I love it here.

      Even now, in the dark, the atmosphere is brimming with vivacity. The weather is grim and my dress is too light for it really, but I know this party is important. Next week, Rousset is heading down to St. Tropez for the hunting party that Jake wants to attend. Rousset has mentioned it a few times to Jake, apparently, so it’s likely we’ll be invited soon. Especially as we’ve been invited to some event day after day, night after night.

      In fact, I’d rather appreciate an evening in my hotel room.

      Maybe that’s just me being boring, but hey, a girl can only stand so much excitement after twenty-eight years of dullness.

      Even at this time of night, Paris glitters like a diamond. Lights twinkle in the distance and in the foreground. Ahead, I can see the Eiffel Tower, looking even more majestic to my eyes. I guess, to the locals, it’s a tourist trap but for me, it’s the symbol of this completely new chapter in my life.

      A chapter where Mona isn’t a cleaner. She isn’t a doormat, walked on by boss or husband. She’s strong. Capable of being sexy and beautiful. Capable of anything if she wants.

      Even sleeping with another guy, when she purports to love the man who swept her off her feet?

      Okay, not capable of anything.

      Not yet, at any rate.

      Somehow, that slight amendment disturbs me more than anything else. In the last two or so months, I’ve turned into a different woman. For the most part, I think that’s all for the good. But at times like these, when thoughts of this nature pop into my head, I’m not sure.

      What will the next two months bring?

      Will two men not be enough for my ravenous appetite?

      Will Jake and Zane retreat to each other’s arms, leaving me alone, abandoning me as I resort to fucking strangers just to feel something?

      Thoroughly frightened at the idea of a world without either man, I huddle deeper into the thin shawl around my shoulders. Without meaning to, I attract Jake’s attention and he frowns at me. “Are you cold?”

      I shake my head, but he rolls his eyes, noticing the shiver racking my shoulders and lifts an arm, wrapping it about my neck and bringing me closer to him.

      Talk about heaven and hell.

      As if it wasn’t hard enough having a guy who looked like a fuck on a stick in a suit holding me close, he has to smell good too.

      It’s almost a wail. An internal wail. But my body is too busy enjoying the close proximity to pay heed to my troubled mind.

      I seem to settle perfectly into the notch of his arms. Surrounded by his scent, by the clean essence of man and a slight tang of an expensive aftershave that has me sniffing appreciatively, I wonder if the Fates are working against me.

      Do the three bitches want me to fuck this guy?

      They send me Zane, then I find out he’s gay. He sets me up as his mistress, I accept the role after my goddamn home is burnt down. Then, our secret relationship is revealed to the entire world, and I meet Zane’s husband.

      I didn’t think this could be any more complicated.

      I want to laugh at that thought, because I was so wrong. So, goddamn wrong. The only reason I don’t laugh is because it would be tinged with hysteria, and just bursting out laughing in the silence of the limo would be awkward.

      Biting my tongue, I settle into Jake’s half-embrace and let him warm me up. When we arrive at the venue, Rousset’s home, my body is disappointed to have the molten furnace of the man at my side disappear. He jumps out, tells the driver to await our call and then helps me alight.

      Tonight’s number is a rather sleek outfit. A dark navy blue pencil skirt that showcases my overly-curvaceous ass in a flattering way, and a halter-neckline that shows a lot of my cleavage. I have a heavy silver velvet throw over my shoulders with detailed flowers in glittering beads.

      I’m part flustered and part flattered to note that Jake’s eyes are glued to my legs as I stand beside him. But then, they do look pretty good. Mostly because of all the walking I’ve been doing of late, plus the too-high high heels on my feet. After a lifetime of sneakers, yeah, I’ve had a few accidents. But if I clutch on to Jake, I’m pretty safe.

      And my treacherous body is quite willing to use him as a support system.

      Shameful hussy that I’m becoming, I only bought the damned shoes because I thought about wearing them if Zane ever returned to my bed. I can just imagine the scene. Me, naked except for my shoes. Him, fully clothed. Preferably in one of Jake’s suits. Yum.

      And if Jake just happened to be there… well, if it gets me hot and bothered, then it’s nobody’s business but my own, right?

      Cautiously sidestepping that thought, Jake and I walk up eight steps that lead to the front door, which opens as if by magic. A man, in a plain suit and with a bored look on his face, ticks our names off a list after requesting them and lets us in.

      When Jake told me where Rousset lived, in the sixteenth arrondissement, I had to search it online and when I did, I realized two things. One, cleaning is not the sort of career I should have undertaken and fencing should have been high on my choices back in school. Secondly, crime really does pay. In this area, a property like this one, is worth around ten or so million dollars.

      And Jake can afford what he does, because he’s on the opposite end of high-end crimes.

      I think I’d prefer Jake’s role, but how on earth do you get into that kind of job?

      Must just be good fortune.

      Five minutes after our arrival, we’re tucked into a long expansive room, filled with… nothing. There’s modern art on the wall. The kind of stuff that is a blank canvas in a black frame and called SPACE. It probably cost a small fortune. Or bits of scrap metal soldered together all in the name of ‘sculpture’. Whatever floats your boat, it certainly does nothing for me.

      In fact, I’m shocked that a guy like Rousset is into this kind of stuff. Renée, on the other hand, I can easily imagine her being a fan of flies around shit if the in crowd deemed it as being all the rage.

      She’s the sort of woman who dedicates herself to worthy causes, not because she gives a damn, but because she’s bored and wants to look good. Tonight’s event is for charity and even from our corner, where we’re standing with cocktails in hand, I can see her flittering about like the social butterfly she is. Her eyes are bright. Artificially so. Her energy is unnatural but she’s effervescent, and all the guests are laughing with her, not at her so she’s on the right side of drunk.

      For once.

      Rousset is acting the role of host. Cigar in hand, smoke fluttering upwards into his taller guests’ faces, he’s unaware of their discomfort. As self-obsessed as his wife, the pair make a good couple in that trait alone.

      Eventually, it’s our turn. “Simone and Jacob. How wonderful it is that you could make it.”

      Almost on cue, Renée appears at his side and she cuddles up to Jake. Resting her hand on his lapel, she murmurs, “You have had something to eat, oui?”

      Fighting the need to sling her hand away from Jake’s chest, and discomforted at that sudden flare of jealous possessiveness, my attention is taken as Rousset says, “I have something to show you, Simone.”

      Worked apart by the pair, and in truth, in their clutches is where we want to be, Jake and I allow ourselves to be separated. As we part, Jake glances at me, eyes flaring wide. My nod is tiny, but I silently tell him I’ll be on my guard for the jade bi. It would be a damned sight easier if it was here and then we wouldn’t have to travel down to St Tropez. Not that I wouldn’t want to visit, but not because of Rousset. I’m getting sick of him. The old letch.

      Even now, as he urges me through the crowd of people in his sitting room and toward the hall, his eyes are on my tits. I want to cover myself up, but that would just bring more attention to that area and encouragement is not something a guy like Rousset needs.

      Working our way into the hallway, he leads me to a staircase and, fearful for my life in my ridiculously high heels, I clutch the rail as I descend to the next level. My attention is focused solely on not falling flat on my face, so by the time I make it and my head rears up to stare in awe at the view, I fail to realize that Rousset has come up an inch or so behind me.

      This story is completely free from walls, save for supportive columns. And it’s only as I try and spin around to see if it’s a three hundred and sixty degree space dedicated to a personal art collection, that I realize he’s there.

      Forcing a chuckle, I step forward, relieved when he doesn’t try and stop me. Turning to face him, I say, “Incredible, Pierre. I didn’t realize you were such a collector.”

      “Pretty things, Simone, I’m a man who enjoys being surrounded by them.”

      I’ll bet, you dirty old bastard. The thought is an inch away from escaping my lips, but I retain it. Just.

      Even someone as relatively inexperienced as I, can’t fail to miss the look in his eyes. He deserves for me to insult him, because that one look alone is offensive to me.

      Christ, Rousset is Henry, the concierge, after a few decades’ study of Misogyny 101. Zane’s concierge has a long way to go, but the pair of them share those creepy eyes that make a woman feel as though slime is slithering down her spine.

      Someone should tell them it’s not the greatest of come-ons.

      Stepping away from him, I start to walk around the room. The backs of my heels begin to chafe within my new shoes and without missing a beat, I swoop down and remove them. Ignoring his delighted chuckle, I hang them from two fingers and meander through the various plinths topped with small bronzes and glass display units loaded with ancient pottery, and drool over what has to be an original Pissarro. Each piece has a light spotlighting it, highlighting each marvelous inch to my delighted eyes.

      And I can’t deny, this collection is better than some I’ve seen in museums.

      I recognize a piece or two of pottery from another archaeological magazine. It’s difficult to contain my reaction, when I realize that this must have been stolen from a museum, too, because these pieces had been excavated with foundation backing. From the soil to the museum. Not to private collectors.

      As I walk around, looking at a mannequin dressed in a gown I recognize as once belonging to Elizabeth Taylor, another smaller model, this time with a thick and ornate collar of large, glittering gems, I can’t help but wonder what else this man has stolen. All of it? Has he paid for any of it?

      And why is he showing me?

      And then, I spot it. The staircase led into the center of the room. And at the back, behind the stairs, tucked in a glittering nook carved out of the wall, supported by some kind of transparent plastic framework so it looks like it’s floating in midair, is the bi from Jake’s photos.

      I stop, my mouth dropping open at Rousset’s audacity.

      “Is this what I think it is?” I ask, when my voice returns.

      “Yes, it is.” Rousset’s heels click on the tiled floor. He comes up behind me again. Invading my personal space in a way that has me inching forwards. He grabs me by the upper arms and holds me still.

      “I thought Henri Leroy had it. My husband has been in negotiations with him to purchase it for me.” My throat is dry at the clammy hold Rousset has on my arm. And if the tight clasp wasn’t bad enough, his fingers are roughly massaging my flesh.

      Attempting to incite what, I don’t know.

      I’m taller than him by an inch or so, and as I’m a short ass that tells you how small Rousset is. His chin rests on my shoulder and the pressure behind the move tells me that he has to stand slightly upright to maintain the position.

      One hand drops down to cup my waist and he brings me deeper into his hold.

      My fingers tighten their grip on my heels. Instinct tells me that this situation isn’t going to improve any, and I’m distinctly grateful that I removed my shoes. Thank you, God, for the blister. There’s a reason stiletto heels were named after the knife.

      “I overheard you talking that first night we met, but then, that was your intention, non?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I burst out, hoping my irritation seems genuine and isn’t mistaken for fear. Does he know what I’m doing here?

      “Of course, you do. I heard that little act you put on with your husband. You want to buy this piece of ancient artwork for a paltry fifty thousand dollars?” He snorts as though the idea was ludicrous. Thank God he doesn’t have a clue as to why I’m really here. Our story hasn’t collapsed around us. Phew.

      “That’s more than generous. It’s been stolen from a museum,” I hiss, my umbrage genuine. Not at his insult, but at the fact his hand is inching ever upwards. Two inches away from reaching my breast, he stops. His fingers sliding along my lower rib.

      I want to pull away, but I know I’m going nowhere until this man has played out his role to the fullest.

      The only reason I’m not yelling for Jake is because I have a pair of stilettos in my hand and I’m not afraid to use them if this creep decides to do more than just touch. Secondly, I want to know what he’s going to say. How far he’s going to take this.

      Maybe I’m riding a dangerous rogue wave, maybe I’m not. But I’ve found that I rather enjoy this intrigue. Jake’s exposed me to a seething underbelly of crime and I’ve loved every minute of exploring it. And it’s changed me. This entire situation has forged a new woman out of the mouse that once existed.

      The Mona standing in the here and now wouldn’t mind slamming the edge of her palm against Rousset’s nose. In fact, she’d rather enjoy the gush of blood.

      With violence simmering in my veins, the sound of my pulse echoes in my ears as he bites out, “You think that matters? I have private collectors drooling at the idea of being this close to the bi. We both know what it is, regardless of what the experts say. It’s the Imperial Seal.”

      “So? How much do you want?” I ask, trying to break free of his hold. Jerking forward a little, only to be reeled back against him.

      The ridge of his erection is unexpected and unwanted.

      I want to say, whoa, there. Slow down, boy. But Rousset grinds, yes, grinds his hips against my butt and with his lips against my neck, whispers, “One hundred thousand.”

      “Even on the open market, it’s only worth a few thousand,” I argue.

      “Then why were you willing to pay fifty?”

      “Because I always get what I want.”

      “Your husband is very tolerant of your greed, then.” I can feel his lip curling against the soft flesh of my throat. That his touch is so intimate revolts me. I want to jerk away from him, disliking the tenor of this current path, but I know it will only incite him into more explorative touches.

      Creep.

      “If you were listening, then you know he’ll only pay fifty thousand. Not a cent more.”

      “Then you’ll have to persuade him if you really want the bi. And you do, don’t you, Simone? After all, you always get what you want.”

      For a second, my naivety blinds me. The part of me that was raised a Christian, who attended Sunday school until the end of high school, because my dad forced me to go regardless of my age, wonders what he’s after. The woman who has endured nearly a decade in New York, who has watched way too many movies, wonders if the guy’s for real.

      What does he expect me to do? Barter for the bi with my body?

      Get real.

      Apparently, I’m a far better actress than I realized. Because Rousset grinds his cock once more into my butt. It takes every single ounce of strength in my possession to not pull free and to remain in the game. This isn’t my fight, it’s Jake’s. I know that, but I’d still like to help him.

      Hell, earning him a decent commission is the least I can do for fucking his husband. If leading Rousset on a merry dance does that, then I’ll keep on at it until he freaks me out too much.

      And I get the feeling that this train has left the station. I have to play this out, because Rousset has no intention of letting me escape.

      That could scare me, in fact, I can't lie, it does. But I'm strong enough to handle this creep, I just have to believe in myself.

      I can do it.

      “What do you want?” I ask, my voice resigned.

      He chuckles. “Nothing that you haven’t gifted to others, Simone.”

      I hate the way he says my name. Almost as though he’s saying, ‘See-Moan’. I pull a face, because I know he can’t see my expression. The face contortion is also handy, because his hand finally makes the leap and cups my breast.

      His fingers are like pincers. Pinching, grabbing, squeezing.

      Revolting.

      From that one single touch, I make a comparison to Zane.

      And my next thought is, poor, poor Renée. Having to screw this useless fuck however many times he requires it.

      Shuddering at the thought, I tense and at his chuckle, want to laugh myself at the man’s ego. He thinks my reaction was because of his touch.

      He actually thinks I enjoy being groped by his little hands and pudgy fingers.

      “How many times would I have to sleep with you to make up the difference?” I ask, wincing as his other hand slides down to follow the line of my groin beneath my dress.

      “How long are you in Paris for?”

      “A week, maybe two more.”

      “Once a day for the duration of your stay. And whenever I am in the US, I may call upon you to avail myself of your services. As well as accommodation in your house.”

      “And how do I know you’ll honor that agreement?” I ask stiffly. “That you won’t ask me for the remaining fifty thousand after I sleep with you?”

      “You don’t. But the risk is yours. I, on the other hand, will accept no risk. I will keep evidence of your possession of the bi and if you ever refuse me access to your home or your body, then off it will fly to Interpol.” He huffs under his breath, as his hand continues its squeeze of my soft flesh. “You’re just like my wife, if you want something badly enough, your body is just another commodity. I suppose it all depends on how badly you want it, ma chérie.”

      “Oh, I do, Pierre. I really want it.” My voice is breathy. Just call me Marilyn. “I’ve never wanted anything so badly in all of my life.”

      Another chuckle, this time filled with arrogance. He thinks he’s won. He thinks I’m a slut, like Renée, willing to whore myself out for whatever current trinket takes my fancy. The man is obviously not living in reality. Or if he is, and that’s the way the women in his circle work—bartering with sex—then it’s a circle I’m glad I don’t inhabit.

      He reaches for my hand, the free one and prods it between our bodies. The instant my fingers brush his cock, I let them envelope the bulge, and with hands made strong from scrubbing floors and from other manual tasks, they bite down into the squelchy softness of his manhood.

      My smile is pleasant as he howls out his agony.
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      “You’d think I’d pulled his cock off the way he whined on and on.” My grouse is swallowed by Jake’s chuckle.

      “Would you like me to pull out your ovaries and kick them?” he asks, his left brow rising in question.

      Pouting, I shake my head. Jake’s mood is a strange one to explain. He’s both annoyed and exhilarated. Angry and amused. I’m not entirely sure how to handle him.

      “Well, then. You’ve no idea how much you hurt him.”

      “Is that a complaint?”

      “No, an explanation as to why he’s whining.”

      “Why are you mad at me? I thought you’d be pleased.”

      “I am,” he grits out.

      “Yeah, you really sound it.”

      “I wanted your help, Mona,” he spits after a few moments’ silence. “I didn’t ask you to nearly get raped as you did it.”

      “He was no way near raping me. I knew what I was doing.”

      Jake snorts. “Yeah, right. You’ve about as much street smarts as a kid in kindergarten.”

      “If I thought I couldn’t have handled it, I wouldn’t have got myself involved. As it was, I knew I could poke him in the eye with my shoe.”

      “Are you being serious?”

      The small explosion has me frowning at him. “What’s wrong with you? You got the bi, didn’t you? Rousset’s behind bars. What else do you want?”

      “Nothing.” His teeth clamp down. I can hear the crunching. “Nothing at all.”

      “Anyway, the bastard deserved it. Thinking I’d sell myself for a bit of ancient jade. Christ, who in their right mind would sleep with that creep to buy an artifact at half price?”

      “Renée?”

      His wry comment has me chuckling, and I tap him on the arm. “He really deserved it, Jake. Honestly. I could have left him alone once he fell to his knees, but if I hadn’t been in control, it could have been quite frightening. He’d have slept with me there, with or without my consent and with or without my agreement to purchase that bloody relic.”

      Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say.

      The tic in Jake’s jaw flares up again. Fluttering back and forth every few seconds or so.

      “So you thought you’d put your heels back on and stand on his dick again?”

      I shrug. “Why not? I had to run upstairs to get you. It would have been a lot harder if he’d been conscious.”

      “You’re probably going to be charged with assault,” he bellows at me.

      “I’ll counter the charge with attempted rape.”

      He simmers down a little, sinking back into his seat, and glaring out the window.

      “I’m sorry you’re mad, I thought I was helping.” My voice is small, if a little put out.

      What the hell else should I have done? I want to shout. But I don’t. There’s no point. He’s mad, and will be until he gets over my supposed misdemeanors. Whatever they are.

      I don’t think either of us expected Rousset to urge me into using my body as a currency. There was no backup plan. I mean, we didn’t really have a plan at all. Infiltrate Rousset’s circle and get invited to St Tropez, where hopefully we’d find the bi. Jake wanted proof of the artifact’s location, nothing more, nothing less. He hadn’t even wanted Rousset to be arrested yet.

      Which part of the loose itinerary indicated that I’d have to protect my modesty from the thief we were trying to catch in the act?

      I’ve always been an overachiever when I set my mind to something. Whoops.

      Silence simmers between us. Jake sits on his side of the car and I sit on my side. Around us, flashlights glare into the back seat, the ever-present honks and toots of the traffic haven’t dissipated any in deference to nightfall.

      We’re about a block away from our hotel, when eventually Jake grits out, “You have helped me, Mona. I should be thanking you, not yelling. I’m sorry.”

      I don’t know what made me do it, but my hand reaches out to connect with the one he’s resting on his left knee. I clasp his cool flesh for a moment and then immediately retreat. The chilly temperature of the silence has disappeared somewhat. It’s not as bone-numbing as it was, but there’s a charge zipping through the atmosphere. And I know what it is and it both terrifies and relieves me. Because at that moment, I know my crazy attraction to Zane’s husband is mutual.

      The driver discharges us at the front entrance of the hotel. The grand façade is riddled with the nineteenth century, ornate, antique, filled with history. And each step into the foyer declares that this place has withstood far more than I’ll ever hope to achieve. In a silence so thick it’s taken on a corporeal form of its own, we travel in the elevator to our suite of rooms, which are as decadent as the public area.

      In fact, they’re even more so.

      Our shared lounge is a mixture of old and new. There are comfortable cream sofas that blend in with console tables dripping with real antiques, paintings on the wall that aren’t regular, crappy prints but genuine works of art. Maybe not from the major players of the art world, but they’re the real deal. A baby grand piano overlooks the panoramic vista we have of Paris. A wet bar is nestled neatly into one side and is filled with expensive bottles of liquors. A plush carpet is a nightmare for my heels, and rugs that are undoubtedly of Middle Eastern origin cover great expanses of the huge floor space, adding bright shades of purples and reds to the otherwise creamy palette.

      There’s a kitchen that neither of us have used. A small cloakroom for outerwear. Then there are two bedrooms and the bathroom that joins them together.

      As soon as Jake unlocks the door, I retreat to my room. I know I’m running, hiding away from that charge of electricity that shot through the atmosphere back in the car, but as relieved as I am that Jake feels something for me—something that isn’t wholly negative—my next step is still freaking me out.

      After Zane’s last call, because I’ve ignored his subsequent ones, I’ve had a lot of thinking to do. And there are a few options open to us all. Some lead us down a path where one of us is left out in the cold. Another is simply leaving the status quo as is. And then, there are those which belong in either a porn movie or an erotic novel.

      As distasteful as the idea is to my very staid sensibilities, the latter option is the only real viable one. That is, if I still want Zane and if Jake does too.

      In the real world, ménage relationships are more than alien. They’re out of the Milky Way. They belong in another galaxy. They’re partnerships that are televised in documentaries for the world to gawk at and judge. They’re formed from religious foundations that are reported in the news and cause horror in those who read the articles.

      They’re not the happily-ever-afters that parents relate to their children over bedtime.

      They’re not what the average woman dreams about…

      But if I want Zane for keeps, this is a route I might have to travel.

      And I think Jake is on that very same page.

      For whatever reason, he brought me over here. He’s wined and dined me. Dressed me and impressed me. Made a friend out of me regardless of how weird it is, when I am who I am. So… why?

      It could have been to put a wedge between Zane and myself.

      But, with thoughts of everything that has occurred during these last weeks together, I can’t help but wonder if this is what he intended all along.

      To woo me, regardless of who I was, regardless of whether he found me attractive or not… with the intention of bringing me into his and Zane’s relationship.

      It seems to be psychotic reasoning, but I know how much he loves Zane. And I know, that deep down inside, it hurts that he’s not enough for him. This is a solution. A radical one but a solution.

      Didn’t he say that I’m the woman to break the status quo?

      That there was something about me that urged Zane from the path of discretion into inadvertently revealing to the entire world that another woman was, in some small way, involved in their marriage. Be it as the surrogate as the paper had incorrectly supposed or, as Jake knows for real, that I’m the ‘other woman’.

      Maybe it’s a good thing that I find him attractive and that he shares that attraction.

      On top of that, those weird fantasies of mine, of Jake and Zane together could become reality. They wouldn’t be something I’d masturbate to at night. The pair of them would be fucking each other in front of my very eyes. I’d have a front row seat…

      That is if this radical idea of mine and potentially of Jake’s ever comes to fruition.

      And a part of me would like it to, simply so that I could watch them together.

      My fingers curl into the palms of my hands. My nails bite down, causing me to wince a little but I take a seat on the edge of the bed and wait for Jake to use the facilities before I head to the bathroom and strip off my dress and pull on my nightie.

      As the cool air of the chilly bathroom brushes my naked flesh, my entire body feels as though it’s on a precipice. If I fall, I lose Zane. If I make it to the other side, Zane will be waiting there, as will Jake.

      Would I be taking him on sufferance?

      Simply to have the man I love in my life?

      Maybe.

      But that isn’t fair to Jake.

      It wouldn’t be fair to me either if Jake felt the same way about me.

      Are we willing to put up with one another for Zane?

      On my side, yes.

      Christ, I sound like a real patsy. But how can I describe how Zane makes me feel? All of this, our relationship, it’s been turbo-charged. A case of instant lust that has metamorphosed into love, even as unlikely as it ought to have been.

      Zane does something to me, something I’ve never known before. He turns me into a Mona that’s so much more than a small town girl in a big city. The Mona I become when I’m with him is capable of anything. She has the guts to come on to her man and fuck him senseless. She has the balls to stand up to him and argue. She has a voice. He gives me that.

      I can’t say that without him, I’d collapse and wither away. I’m no weakling. I’d survive. But why should I have to live without the man I want?

      What did Zane say to me, when he tried to convince me to be with him on a permanent basis as his ‘kept woman’?

      Sometimes you have to behave extraordinarily to retain possession of something that is equally as extraordinary. Or words to that effect.

      And what I feel for Zane is just that.

      And given time, maybe I could feel the same way for Jake.

      Could I?

      I’ve known him for a minute amount of time. But what I do know is that he’s a good man. He’s quiet, but eloquent. Interesting, and interested in the world around him.

      Had I met him and gone out on a date with him, I’d have gone out for a second one.

      That has to mean something, right?

      Or maybe I’m justifying an impossible and totally impractical relationship?

      Hell, Zane’s turned my life upside down. That I’m even contemplating this, that I’m trying to reason it out logically as I brush my teeth, says it all.

      What the hell is going on with my mind?

      I never thought love was like this. I thought it was pure, in both intentions and spirit. That it would illuminate my life… but then, all that glitters isn’t necessarily gold.

      That isn’t to say that I doubt my feelings. Being away from Zane has made me come to terms with how I really feel. And it’s way too late for regrets.

      Being incommunicado has done one thing, it’s made me realize that Zane shares my feelings. He hasn’t actually said the words, but his anger has a desperation to it. An edge that speaks louder than words.

      And it’s horrible, but every time I hear it, every time I listen to his angry messages, I’m thrilled.

      Now that isn’t nice, is it?

      But it’s proof positive to me that I’m not alone in this madcap situation. What started as turbo-charged lust has developed into love.

      It’s music to my ears, but the reason I don’t reply, that I don’t answer his calls is that I’m trying to reconcile myself to my fate.

      And that is to say, that if I want Zane, I have to accept Jake.

      And it’s time Jake realized that it was the same for him, where I’m concerned.

      Tonight hasn’t been exhausting. I don’t feel scarred by Rousset’s words or his vulgar actions. Had I really been Jake’s wife, and had I been stupid enough to barter for a bloody piece of jade with my body, then yeah, I’d be feeling worse for wear. But as it is, I feel like Superwoman. I’ve taken down a bad guy and potentially damaged the jackass’s balls for a little while.

      With such success rippling through my veins, I’m wondering whether I want to experience deflation.

      Am I ready to talk to Jake about where my thoughts have been drifting of late?

      The answer is no. But it won’t stop me. I need to see where he stands. Figure out where I stand, and all this before Zane goes nuts with worry about where the pair of us are.

      Spitting out my toothpaste, I wash up and head over to the door that connects to his room. I hover there, wondering if he’s asleep, and gently rap my fingers against it. When there’s no sound, I open it slightly, expecting to see darkness but wanting confirmation before I give up and go.

      The slight sliver reveals more than expected.

      And instantly has my belly doing somersaults.

      Jake, arm over his eyes, on top of the bed, hand on his cock, jerking off. A faint grunt seems to echo around the room, and tucked into that sound of agitated pleasure is my name.

      “Fuck. Mona,” he gasps out, his hips arching upwards before the tense muscles in his stomach seem to be delineated one by one as his body strains toward pleasure.

      In the tiny gap, I can’t see all that much but what I can see is enough to have my pussy flood with juices.

      It’s terrible, but I don’t think to step back and to gift Jake his privacy. I watch. My eyes taking in as much as they can with the small amount of space provided. I watch his hand rub along the length of his sex, his fingers grip and clench down as he tugs at his cock. His other palm rolls over the leaking glans, before sliding down to clasp his balls.

      My heart starts to go pitter patter in my chest. Any thoughts of taking Jake on sufferance disappear. I don’t love this man, but I sure as hell want him.

      Maybe I’ve turned into a slut, but what a fucking way to go.

      I’m only just realizing that a prim life is no life at all.

      I’ve had more excitement since Zane popped into my world than I’ve ever had in my entire existence. And I don’t want it to stop.

      Being a slut has way more advantages than being a goody-two-shoes. That’s for damned sure.

      I hover in the doorway, every part of me longing to step forwards and into the room and take over. I want Jake’s pleasure to be gifted by me. I want to own it, possess it.

      Once again, my nails dig deep into my palms as my fingers curl into claws. My breathing turns erratic, unsteady, as lust rips through my body and detonates. And as simple as that, the decision is made for me.

      Autonomously, without conscious thought, I step forwards. The door creaks as I walk into the room and Jake jerks upright.

      “What the hell are you doing, Simone?” he yells at me, cursing under his breath as he grabs the top sheet of his bedding to cover himself.

      It doesn’t escape my notice that he’s still hard.

      Something that’s visible even under the lightweight duvet.

      “You felt it in the car, didn’t you?” I ask, rather than confront his question, I urge him to answer my own.

      “Felt what? Anger? Annoyance? Yeah, I sure as hell did.”

      “Don’t deny it. I’m not slow, Jake. When I held your hand, you felt it too.” I step forward, closer to the bed and he seems to freeze all the more. The physical rejection has me stopping in my tracks, but I choose to ignore it in favor of approaching him. “What do you think it means?”

      “I think it means you’re crazy.”

      “Don’t lie, Jake. I heard you say my name just now.”

      If I thought he’d been deep-frozen before, that’s nothing to the iciness emanating from him now. “Get. Out.”

      Clenching my jaw, I shake my head. My hair flops on to my face, falling out of the loose topknot I’d set it in earlier as I changed. “No. What if I want it too?”

      I don’t give him a chance to speak, I don’t let his lips even firm in the precursor to talking, I just move forwards and grab a hold of the fabric covering him and tug. I’ve shocked him, and his grip is laxer than it probably would have been. I doubt he expected me to do this and, Christ, if I’m honest, I doubt I expected me to do this.

      Within a second, my hand is on his cock and whatever his depth of surprise, he’s harder than ever. I curl my fingers around his shaft, pressing the fingertips into the length, pushing down on the thick vein at the back. His hips jerk, almost lifting his butt flat off the mattress, and I take the opportunity to climb on to the bed beside him.

      His eyes clash with mine and there’s a war taking place behind his, but with that one joining of our gazes, I’ve made a declaration.

      I want him and I’m going to have him.

      One of his hands had been supporting him, keeping him upright while the other had clutched the sheet to his erection. Now, that hand slowly retreats from his lap in silent surrender and I start in earnest.

      With that one touch, I’ve broken all the barriers. Both with him and within myself. Something bursts free inside me, like a dam breaking, and I can start seducing him properly.

      I’m not a femme fatale. I’m not even seductive. But tonight, I’ll sell my soul to be whatever Jake wants. Because he’s what Zane needs. But this is no sacrifice. I fully intend to indulge in every moment, in every touch. I feel like I’ve wanted to be intimate with Jake for almost all the time I’ve known him. Because of that, this feels so right, even though it’s anything but.

      Sucking in a breath, I let my fingers trail up to the glans of his cock, making sure I circle that thick ridge, rimming it with my fingers and then, I dip down and flicker my tongue over the slit. There’s a single bead of pre-cum there and the instant it settles on my tongue, I shudder.

      With my hand and mouth still close to his cock, I awkwardly maneuver myself on the bed so I’m kneeling. I let my lips drop down to encompass the tip of his dick, warming it within the wet cavern, teasing him with my hot breath as I settle a knee on either side of his. The move spreads my legs and my nightie, while not short, rises upwards with the movement. The air in the room isn’t chilly, it’s perfectly temperate but what feels like a draught runs along the lips of my sex. And I know why. Because they’re getting wet. I’m turned on.

      This shouldn’t surprise me. But it does.

      I didn’t expect to be aroused by Jake so quickly. But then, I guess it makes sense. The guy has been doing something weird to my insides ever since I met him.

      He’s cut from the same cloth as Zane, where that’s concerned.

      And that alone makes me think this is all sanctioned by the Fates. That this was meant to be.

      Making sure I thoroughly wet the tip with my tongue, I let my saliva drip down on to his cock and use it to lubricate the passage of my hand. At the sight, Jake groans and that single noise has my belly fluttering. My pussy pulses a little and I blow out a breath, inadvertently chilling the hot piece of flesh in my grip. With a loose wrist, I begin to jerk my hand up and down, maintaining a tight clasp. With the other hand, I sink between his legs and grab his balls. I’m a little more expert in this act now after Zane’s tutelage, and I press down, squeeze a little and gently rotate them, pushing them together.

      With my mouth watering at the sight of even more pre-cum at the tip, I lean down and once again, settle my lips atop the crest of his cock. As I drop my head, accepting more and more of him into my mouth, a thought flutters through my mind.

      It’s a random thought, something I shouldn’t be thinking of, but it sets my veins alight. Has fire ripping through my bloodstream with the power of an incendiary device.

      My pussy is no longer just wet. I can feel juices slipping between the lips, dampening my thighs. And all from the thought that the last mouth around this cock was Zane’s.

      Maybe I should be repulsed at the very idea of that, but instead, an image of Zane being here… of his head between Jake’s legs. His mouth around this cock… It sets off explosive quakes in all of the important parts of my body.

      For a moment, I just hover, holding on to Jake’s dick with a faint suck and release rhythm. He breaks my stasis by curling his hands in my hair and gently urging me down. I moan around his cock as I comply and, unable to help myself, my hand retreats from his balls and begins to slip down my body.

      The instant my fingers come into contact with my pussy I moan again, and Jake grunts as the faint vibration sets his own nerves to pulsing in reaction.

      His hand on my head is a little firmer, a little more forceful. Urgent, now.

      I accept as much of his dick into my mouth as I’m able, and flutter the muscles in my cheeks back and forth as I lathe my tongue along the myriad veins twisting around his cock.

      My fingers slip into my pussy. The central finger sinking deep as the pointer frigs my clit. Despite myself, I jerk my hips in time to the thrusts and suddenly, the hands on my hair are more than urgent. They pull and jerk the strands at the root. He grabs my head and urges me off his cock, and before I even realize what’s happening, he’s rolled upwards, forcing me backwards and on to my back.

      My legs are spread as wide as can be, the tendons and sinews at my inner thighs wincing in reaction to the pull. I grimace, but have no chance to complain as a tongue makes itself known. Dragging down the central line of my pussy. Setting off quakes wherever it touches as it nudges my clit, separates the petals of my sex and bares the entrance of my body to the room and to that gentle pulsation of his tongue nudging my most intimate parts.

      Clenching down, my back arches with an urgent desperation to have it be his cock doing the touching, but as he returns upwards, his tongue focusing on my clit… any thoughts in my brain soon disappear in the face of such sensual torture.

      Accustomed to Zane’s methods of overwhelming me, forcing me into climaxing from the sheer mass of sensation overtaking me, Jake’s way of working is so different that it has my body edging ever upwards with little attempt.

      He doesn’t dive down and suckle my clit. Instead, he blows air along the pulsating nubbin. I can feel his eyes staring at me, so intently that my body flushes with discomfort at the depth of his study. And then, he washes that away by pressing a single open kiss to my clit. He pinches down with his lips, jerks it back and forth against his teeth, a move that has me shrieking and my legs clamping down, almost squashing him between them. But his hands are there, forcing them down, forcing me into spreading my thighs so that every inch of my cunt is bared to him.

      He wedges himself between my legs, making it so that I can’t move and with the new freedom to move his arms, his hands roam upwards and this time, he is anything but studious. His hands stroke over the silken flesh of my tits, part exposed by my nightie and part hidden by the cotton-blend. He pulls at the neckline, urging them into freedom. Gooseflesh ripples along my skin at his touch and when his fingertips reach my nipples, they don’t rub, or leisurely flick. They pinch. Enough to have me crying out with pain.

      My head jerks upwards and I glare down at him, but the intensity of his gaze isn’t on me, it’s on my sex. His tongue flickers out to lick at the sudden gush of moisture that has flooded my cunt–where the hell that came from, when that pinch hurt like hell, I don’t know, especially after Rousset’s abuse of my nipples this evening, but my body can’t remember and is only reacting to just the one man’s touch–and seeing that, seeing the tensile muscle flicker out, lap at my sex, suckle at the lips of my pussy, it sets off an inner detonation.

      There’s a great difference between that and a climax. A climax brings relief. This brings more agony.

      My nerves are still taut, stretched to the limit. The inner implosion is merely my mind yelling at me as sensory overload shuts my nervous system down. As it restarts itself, I’m left to his mercy, and he’s anything but merciful.

      Fingers appear, they prod at my clit and slip inside me, fucking me with them. Now wet and dripping with my juices, those fingers slip down and my eyes pop wide open as he flicks against my butthole. My eyelids flutter, my mouth opens in a silent gasp and my body tenses in rejection, but no word of rejection escapes my lips and he continues on his path.

      By the time my voice has returned, that open-kiss is pulling and tugging at my clit as he continually prods against the tight pucker of my ass.

      In one fell swoop, he bites down hard enough to have me shrieking as he forges into my butt with just the one digit. My back pushes down, pushing me deeper into the mattress in an attempt to escape, but he ignores my attempt at a fugue and sinks in to the knuckle. Even that depth of penetration feels like a huge intrusion and I wiggle about, once more trying to move away from him, but the hand that doesn’t have a finger stuck up my butt, slaps at my thigh and I grow still.

      This is so far from the rough tenderness that I’ve grown accustomed to with Zane and as alien as it is, it isn’t that far out of my comfort zone that I’m not as aroused as hell.

      The finger in my nether nether regions wiggles about, moving up and down, left and right and it has my hips wriggling in reaction. This time not with the aim of escaping but in a reflex action. Almost as though this is my body’s natural flow of motion when a finger is penetrating my asshole.

      His mouth edges away from my pussy and his teeth begin to nibble down, not on my sex where I need it most, but against my inner thighs. He bites down, suckles, and pushes the flesh against his teeth so that in the morning, I know I’ll have a hicky there.

      As blood rushes to the surface, I take a single moment where his attention is not entirely upon my breasts and pull my nightie down over my shoulders so that my tits are fully exposed. I cup them, twist my nipples, and roll them between my fingers as the burn in my ass meanders away from the path of pain and into the slow heat of growing arousal.

      Slowly, he pulls out of my butt, leaving a sting to remind me of where he’d just been. His next move is to eventually release the flesh he’d pulled into his mouth and I curl my neck upward to look at the bruised skin. My eyes clash with his and the heat burning there combined with the predatory posture of his shoulders—each muscle delineated, all of his weight carried by his arms—makes me feel very, very feminine. He’s hunting me. He’s caught me. Marked me. He’s going to take me.

      All of a sudden, I’m not so sure if I wasn’t lead into a trap.

      The amber-brown of his eyes is filled with a hunger that can’t be hidden. A hunger that hasn’t appeared overnight.

      He wants me.

      And God help me, I want him.

      With his weight on his hands, he pushes himself up and out from between my thighs. In one smooth move, he rolls upwards so that his head is at the same level as mine.

      His lips dive down and I can taste myself on his mouth, but do I care? No. I let my tongue roam out and sip at every single inch of his mouth, exploring and reveling in this man’s attention. His lips part and his tongue fights with mine.

      And then, out of nowhere, he launches himself off me. For a moment, I’m too stunned to react and then, I curl upwards in silent protest. On the brink of speaking, I open my mouth and then watch as he retreats to the bedside table and pulls open a drawer. His hand disappears inside it and eventually reappears with a foil packet in his hand.

      His eyes catch mine again and it’s strange how that simple connection can have shivers rushing up and down my spine. I watch, mouth dry, as he rips the condom packet open, places it to the tip of his cock and rolls it down. He catches it with his fingers, rolls it up his shaft and then back down again so it’s once more snug against his dick.

      I feel mesmerized by that touch and watch as he pads over to me, stopping at the edge of the bed and looking down at me with that red-hot hunger in his eyes. He grabs my hips and drags me to the edge. I let him position me, feeling strangely submissive in his hold. He lifts my right thigh and hooks it over his shoulder. The left, he simply moves to the side so that he can burrow between my legs again. His left arm traps my raised limb as he grips my hip with his hand and with his free one, he grabs a hold of his sheathed cock and presses it to my pussy.

      The rubbery condom slips against my juices and it’s almost embarrassingly easy for him to thrust deep inside me. My arousal has a slurping sound echoing through the room as he pushes deep, hovers, rolls his hips and then pulls out.

      All the way.

      At the roll of his hips, my eyelids had fluttered shut. I’d been intent on enjoying the moment, the sensation of pleasure arching through me like a few exploding fireworks. But at that complete withdrawal, they flicker open again and he grins at the accusation within their depths.

      It doesn’t stop him from doing it again and again.

      Pushing into me to the hilt, so that the wedged thickness of his shaft at its very base pushes the drenched tissues of my sex wide apart, inducing a slight thrill of very female panic through me. He then pulls out, abandoning my needy pussy and with each retreat, rubbing the tip of his cock against the very throat of my sex.

      That part of me has never had so much attention and it has my left thigh clinging to his waist, urging him closer to me so that he can’t torture me with the constant friction of his cock to the neck of my womb.

      But he ignores me. He removes his hand from my left side, and hooks both of my legs over his shoulders this time. Now, whenever he sinks into me, the penetration is even deeper. But with no attention to my clit or breasts, I feel like I’m on the brink of madness.

      My pussy is aching, aching with the sensation of being caressed throughout every part of its passageway. I can feel the juices of my arousal slipping down my butt cheeks—I feel as though I haven’t come in a million years, but this teasing, this edging is working me up and up a spiral staircase, and there’s nothing more that I want than to fall down those stairs and into the hungry arms of a climax.

      And what makes it harder is that his gaze is glued to our joined sexes. He’s watching every single thrust. Can see the glistening lips of my sex. Notice the flutter of my pussy lips as they close after his withdrawal. Sweat beads on his brow, dampens his shoulders and arms. The control he’s exerting is immense and watching that just makes me all the hotter.

      I move my hands to my breasts. Once again rubbing and manipulating my nipples in the vain attempt to urge myself into an orgasm that will hopefully knock me out.

      A big ask, but even though my body is reveling in every second of this, I know that what we’re doing is so wrong. I don’t focus on it, but a powerful, drugging bout of euphoria is just what the doctor ordered.

      As I start to moan at the extra stimuli of my fingers pulling at my nipples, his head jerks up with a ferocity that urges me into stillness.

      His mouth tightens and then, as he thrusts his cock to the hilt, he bends, curling his back to retain the depth of his penetration and finds the taut nubs of my breasts with his teeth, so that my legs ache with the strain of the position.

      But that's the least of my worries as suddenly, that’s it.

      His control has gone.

      How do I know? Because his hips start to hammer into me. Fucking me at a pace that should have been uncomfortable but is oh, so necessary. It’s just what I need. And then, he bites down on my right nipple. Enough so that in the morning, I’ll be sporting another bruise and that’s it, I’m done.

      My pussy contracts against his cock, squeezing, sucking him deeper into my depths with a voracious hunger for his dick. My legs cross at the ankle, behind his neck and my butt rises off the bed as like a sucker punch, pleasure-pain zigzags its way through my body. My nerves feel the electrical surge of a stimulus so great that a keening cry escapes me as my shoulders take the weight of my entire form as my butt arches upwards. And then, almost as though that was what he needed, a hoarse yell bursts from Jake’s throat. He cries out, his fingers digging into my still-wavering-in-midair hips. For countless moments, he’s frozen. His face strained with the tension, his eyes clenched, his forehead puckered almost as though he’s in pain.

      His breathing is rough, something I notice in the periphery of my attention. And then his hands, trembling in the aftermath, smooth down my thighs and carefully move them away from his chest. He moves them down to his waist and, on arms that shake, lowers himself against me so that his now-limp cock is still pushed into my quivering pussy. In one smooth move, he rolls us over so that he’s on his back and that I cover him. My body lax against his like a human if heavy blanket.

      I’m too dazed to be freaked out. Too astounded by what I’ve done to even have regrets.

      As I lay there, my eyes staring into the cotton blend of the sheets because they’re the only thing I can see at this proximity, I feel nothing more than replete.

      It’s in the morning that the regrets will come.

      It’s in the morning, when fear will raise its ugly head.

      And it’s in the morning, I’ll wonder if I sold my soul to the devil to keep Zane.

      Because Jake is up to something. Even in my completely disoriented brain, I’m aware of that.

      I can only hope that the chance I took to keep Zane in my life, to somehow merge the two warring factions of his love life, won’t turn out to be a complete disaster for me.

      Wishful thinking? Much?

      Even my thoroughly bewildered self has enough wherewithal to have butterflies crawling through my gut at the magnitude of what I’ve just committed myself to, of what I’ve just done.

      Maybe all of this has been too good to be true. Maybe it’s time for it all to come to an end. All that glitters can’t be gold, and that’s the life Jake and Zane have shown me during the time I’ve spent with them. A glittery, sparkly existence that isn’t real. That can’t be real.

      And reality is where I subsist.

      With my feet firmly planted on the ground.

      It’s a bitch that I want them to be raised in the air, rocking to every thrust of Zane’s cock into my pussy. So far away from the ground as is physically possible.

      My eyes eventually flutter shut, my brain feels as though an electrical surge has passed through it. And maybe it has. Maybe what Jake and I have done has wiped out the functioning synapses in my mind.

      Maybe I can plead temporary sanity?

      I wonder if Zane will accept that as a reasonable explanation.

      Somehow, I doubt it.

      I’m, quite literally, screwed.
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      “Rat bastard.” It’s all I’m capable of saying. Jake’s words have come to fruition. Rousset has had the audacity of pressing assault charges against me.

      Can you believe his nerve?

      The sheer bloody cheek of it.

      When Jake involved me in his current case, the retrieval of an artifact from a museum in Copenhagen, we’d come into contact with the fence trying to sell it on. We managed to recuperate the artifact, put Rousset the fence, in prison and achieve Jake’s goal—to learn how the criminals had entered the museum, as the local police hadn’t been able to figure out why. Dumb asses.

      Because of them—okay, that isn’t strictly fair—I’m engaged in an affair with my boyfriend’s husband. And yeah, it’s as complicated as it sounds.

      Fun, though.

      During the case, Rousset thought it would be a wise decision to try to feel me up, as well as sexually blackmail me. Hence the assault charges. According to him, I’ve caused permanent damage to his balls after I stood on them with my stiletto heel.

      My answer to that: don’t go wafting them around for every Thomasina, Ricki or Harriet to stand on.

      “It won’t come to anything,” Jake soothes, lifting an arm and curling it about my shoulders.

      While I’m mad, this is the first time I’ve ever even been inside a police station so I’m not averse to taking all the comfort I can. Pressing into his side, I let him embrace me and nuzzle my face against his soft throat.

      Where Zane has stubble, Jake is as smooth as silk. While stubble hasn’t lost its attraction, I find I appreciate silk just as much.

      Jake’s scent, his very essence is different too. Zane’s all sexy sandalwood, where Jake is lime and mint. Like a walking, talking mojito.

      Lifting my head, I press a kiss to the satin-like flesh of his throat. As I do, my nose nudges his Adam’s apple and a scent that is one hundred per cent Jake permeates the air. His hands cease their comforting rub for a moment, and then the rhythm starts again. Although I’m pleased to note, that even at that very innocent stimuli, something hard nudges my hip.

      Sure, it isn’t full mast. But hell, we’re standing outside a police station in the sixteenth arrondissement. Jake is as staid as I am—any visual sign of arousal is akin to a full-blown climax in the middle of the sidewalk.

      The very idea has me snickering, and then he grumbles in my ear, “What are you laughing at?”

      “Wouldn’t you just like to know?” I tease and with another kiss to his throat, followed by a sigh that can only be of regret, I step back and away from his hold.

      As I glance up at the building behind me, the creative part of me noticing that Paris even does police stations in style, I grimace.

      “Will Interpol put me on a list?”

      I have to give Jake credit. He tried not to laugh, his lips twitching in an attempt to remain serious before he eventually caved in and chuckled. It doesn’t stop my lower lip popping out sulkily.

      “Honey, you grabbed a guy by the balls. You aren’t one of Europe’s most infamous fences. If anyone’s going to make Interpol sit up, it’s Rousset. Not you. And anyway, I’ll sort it. This will all go away within a day or so. I’ll make sure it does. ”

      I cease nibbling my lip and smile at him, relief escaping every pore. “I’ve never even talked to a policeman. Except back when I was a kid and only because I worked at the local bakery and the sheriff used to come and order a half-dozen donuts.”

      “You’re such an innocent.”

      My mood suddenly shifts, like a flare of lightning dissecting a clear blue sky, and I stare up at him through my lashes. “You didn’t say that last night.”

      In a flash, the amber in his hazel eyes becomes more pronounced. In contrast to his dark-brown coloring, the slumberous quality of those caramel orbs seems more emphasized. My stomach goes pitter-patter at a sight I’ve come to realize means that Jake’s turned on.

      In the last three days since our first night together, I’ve learnt a lot about this guy. All of it as sexy as hell and just as I am in Zane’s presence, I feel liberated.

      It seems ludicrously quick, but I’m also comfortable with him.

      And I’m starting to understand why a man would turn gay for this guy.

      Beneath the staid if appealing features, the button-down façade of his sharp suits, the anal-retentive neatness evident in his appearance, lays the heart of a truly good man. A man with a quirky sense of humor. Someone capable of debating the latest business news from Asia to a European soccer match.

      Where Zane is tortured by his past, Jake is refreshingly free from these restraints. He’s interesting, and intellectual. Amusing yet thoughtful. Sexy but sweet.

      The fires burn deep in Jake’s soul.

      Whereas with Zane, he’s one big conflagration.

      And as much as I’m enjoying Jake’s company as well as his presence in my bed or his bed to be precise, I still miss Zane.

      That Jake feels the same makes us kindred spirits. We’re united by our love for one unique man and the longer we’re together, the more we learn about the other.

      “Don’t prick tease,” he chides my teasing. “You know we have a busy day ahead of us.”

      Sticking my tongue out, I let him take my hand as he simultaneously hails a cab. When one slides alongside us, I shake my head. Had I tried to do that, it would have driven past. Typical.

      Jake opens the door and helps me in before rounding the side and jumping in too. In staccato shots, he tells the driver where to go.

      He speaks fluent French, better than my above average attempts. And his accent is as sexy as fuck. He sounds the real deal, where my southern drawl is still very much in evidence.

      I only realized his level of fluency today, when he dealt with the cops for me. Later on, I’m going to make him talk dirty to me in French.

      Grinning at the idea, I ponder the afternoon ahead of us. Jake’s taking me to Rousset’s again, where the police are creating an inventory of all the artifacts in the fence’s possession. I shouldn’t really be there. It isn’t my place as I’m only a member of the public, but because Jake’s going, he’s letting me tag along.

      In the heat of that night’s turmoil, he’d recognized a small display of Roman-era coins. A few years back, Jake had been hired to track the set down by one of the insurance companies he works for. As such, as soon as he steps over Rousset’s threshold, Jake will be working. I, on the other hand, get to gawk and drool over what has to be one of the finest private collections in the world. And this time, I can do so without a dirty, old pervert hovering behind me.

      With a smile of satisfaction, I watch the world go by.

      Paris still fascinates me after nearly a month in its glorious environs. Shabby chic probably originated here.

      In this particular area, it’s more crumbling glamour than stunning scenery, but the architecture is still delicious, even if the plaster is peeling off in great shards and water has done a lot of damage to the façades of the buildings. Old men and women lean on Juliet balconies that look as though they could topple over into the street. African, Arabic, Caucasian, the wrinkled faces are a sign of the city’s multicultural merging. Every now and then, they raise their heads to the sky, a question on their faces as they wonder if it’s about to rain—something it does a hell of a lot—their faces puckering with more lines as they glance at the cloudy fractals overhead, and then call down to someone they see on the street.

      In the middle of a city, this is a small neighborhood. It’s unique. Prior to Zane’s impromptu white charger act, I didn’t know a single one of my neighbors. I knew some of the faces, even knew some of their names, but not enough to call out and have a short conversation with them. More than anything, I recognized the hookers, the pimps, and the pushers. That doesn’t seem to have the same class as this joint does.

      As a child, my hometown was close knit. But my father didn’t encourage idle chatter with the folks next door. I can still hear the sizzle as he pressed my mother’s hand against the iron for daring to take a pot roast around to a woman who had just lost her husband. Her fingers had been bandaged for a month and even afterward, she had the notches of an iron seared into her flesh.

      It was a visual reminder to remain an introvert. Something that wasn’t overly difficult when Mei, one of my childhood friends and a girl my father had disapproved of due to her Asian heritage, had left town.

      So while it went on around me, the sharing of food or conversation over coffee as neighbors suffered difficult periods in their lives, my mother and I weren’t involved. And I find that I crave this sense of belonging the people in the battered arrondissements have.

      “What are you thinking?”

      In this regard, Jake is very similar to Zane. If I ever wander off into silence, of the reflective variety, he always asks what’s going on in my head. It’s something I’ve grown to appreciate. No one has ever been interested enough in me to ask. Not even Marina and Eddie. They just accept that sometimes, I’ll drift into the depths of my imagination. They’ll chatter on, not at all discomforted by my quiet, pensive moments.

      “I’m thinking that I love the sense of community here.”

      He smiles. Its warmth is soothing enough to bask in. “These arrondissements are like small towns. While there are other places like this, I’ve never found anywhere else exactly the same.”

      “Paris is unique. I’ve never been anywhere like it. Thank you for showing it to me.”

      It’s the first time I’ve expressed my gratitude, discomforted by the idea of doing so thanks to the reason behind this trip—saving Jake and Zane’s marriage. But I have to tell him, have to show him how appreciative I am.

      I feel like he’s taken me to the moon.

      Paris is in my blood. And even if I never come again, it will always be in my heart.

      His hand reaches over the vacant middle seat and I bridge the gap, curling my fingers into his. “You’re welcome, Mona. I’m glad I could show it to you. The only place that makes me feel the same way as Paris is my home in Maine.” He sighs and shoots a rueful grin my way, before turning his gaze to the windshield and the chaos that is everyday road traffic in Paris.

      “It’s impractical, stupid even, because I’d be far better off with a base in New York. But I love it there. Bayling Cove is home to me. Zane and I had our honeymoon there. We travelled about and found this old Victorian house. I had to live there, at least for some part of the year. And then Zane realized his word count shot through the roof when he was there too, so we agreed to have it as our base and to travel. ” He hesitates and then, just as I bridged my hand with his, he does the same with his gaze. “I’d like you to see it one day.”

      Stunned, I freeze, my stomach feeling like a lead weight.

      Then the biggest smile blossoms on my face. “I’d love to, Jake.”

      With a matching smile, almost bashful, we sever the connection and retreat to the views of Paris as they pass by our cab.

      Our hands remain united.
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        * * *

      

       

      The instant Jake’s cock pushes into me, my body jerks into wakefulness.

      It’s the middle of the night and I’m already slightly sore from the evening’s extra-curricular activities, my muscles and inner thighs are screaming like a bitch, but the very idea of telling Jake to piss off and let me sleep makes my pussy clamp down all the more.

      I whimper as he saws his hips back and forth, hitting every part of my sex and sending shards of magic along the length of my channel.

      In the dark, I can’t see much save the millions of firefly lights that is Paris’ nightscape but I don’t need sight for this. My back is to him, our points of connection our sexes and the hand he’s pressed into the softness of my belly.

      I don’t even have it in me to suck it in and tauten the muscles. Jake has seen me warts and all, as it were. And from the amount of time his cock is hard, I’d say he isn’t repulsed by my excess pounds.

      That hand suddenly moves and slides down to my mons and just as I think he’s going to touch my clit, he doesn’t. His hand travels toward my inner thighs, where he levers the upper leg further upward and lodges it on top of his thigh. Somehow, I don’t even understand it, he can forge a deeper path inside me.

      The instant he does, a broken cry bursts out of me and I push my head further into the pillow. The unexpected attack has me shuddering like I’m in the throes of hypothermia. In the best possible way.

      With my legs split and spread, the juices from my pussy seep out and coat my inner thighs. The sounds…oh, the sounds are like music. They’re repulsive in truth. I should be as embarrassed as hell. But how can I be?

      He’s done this to me.

      And more music serenades me in the form of grunts and groans bursting free from Jake. Sharing a pillow as we are, I’m in the prime position to hear his pleasure.

      The effect on me is astounding. Those noises, sexy little growls and bitten-out curses send fire racing through my veins. Every inch of me, every nerve-rich pore stands to attention and that’s not mentioning what every fine and tiny hair covering my body does, when his hand slips down and finally pinches my clit.

      It would be no exaggeration to say for those first few moments, my eyes cross. My vision blurs as sensations pummel me and not with tender, loving touches, but with punches that would have a three-hundred pound man quivering in his boots.

      Another pinch then a deep thrust that’s almost painful as Jake butts the edge of my womb and that’s me. Done.

      I bite down on the fleshy pillow and the taste of the fabric and the softener the hotel uses fills my mouth. The dry weave rasps against my tongue, feeling odd. But do I care?

      No.

      Where once I was loose, now I’m tense. My muscles are rigid in the face of the barrage of pleasure assaulting me. Even my cunt is straining. Clamped down on Jake’s cock, I can feel the amount of effort he has to put in to simply thrust as he normally would. And every inch forced through my unrelenting sex takes me a little bit higher.

      The splash of cum, the strange heat I’m still not really accustomed to as well as the sticky messiness comes as a surprise. Since our first night together, Jake has used condoms.

      I don’t have long to wonder what he’s up to, because suddenly my back is no longer stuck to his chest thanks to the sweat that had bound us. Fresh air brushes my drenched form and I shiver, my stomach buckling in reaction. Every part of me is still incredibly sensitive.

      I’m dazed, almost stupefied by the power of my unexpected orgasm, so it takes a few seconds to realize I’m being rolled onto my belly, and that my knees are being pushed upwards against the sheet. I feel the fabric give way as it pulls free from the mattress, and when I’m almost in a kneeling position, I simply let him move me around to his satisfaction.

      God only knows what he’s doing. Two nights ago, I woke to find his hand delving into my pussy for cream which he then spread on his cock and expected me to lap it up like a little kitten.

      I’m almost ashamed at how easily he persuaded me to do just that.

      The orgasm was worth it.

      My spine tingles with the memory and I flinch in surprise as he rubs my buttocks. It’s almost discomforting to feel our mutual juices rolling down my sex and slipping over my thighs. But then, before they can sink into the sheets, his hand is there. Even though I’m still befuddled, a blush tinges my cheeks —the upper ones this time— as he collects the wetness.

      My mouth quivers with the mortified need to protest, but before I can, his fingers press against the base of my spine in a wordless urging to remain quiet. Almost as though he could sense my inner and silent umbrage and sought to ease it.

      With my face pressed into my pillow, my knees folded beneath me so the joints are butting my lower ribs, I’m in a most uncomfortable position. But with his hand there, my awareness shifts and I focus on his fingers.

      Then his hand trails wetly toward my butt. I’m not unaccustomed to his touch there. At least twice a day, he plays with my butt hole. Sometimes simply nudging it with his cock, or brushing against it with his fingers. A part of me has been waiting for him to do what I think he’s about to do. Prepare me for his cock.

      That he’s going to use our joined juices, signs of our mutual arousal and climax, has me flushing all the more. This time with arousal and desire and not an inch of embarrassment.

      A dry finger rolls over the pucker of my butt and used to it as I am, I don’t flinch. Then that finger disappears and returns seconds later drenched in liquid. A small yelp escapes me and my stomach clenches as he starts to prod. I know enough to bear down to let him enter. He moves it back and forth, back and forth. Suddenly, wetness slips down over the crevice of my ass and it eases his path all the more.

      “Play with your clit, but don’t cum, Mona.”

      His order has tingles coursing the length of my back. Quick to comply, I maneuver my hand underneath my body and between my legs. It’s a tight fit as there’s barely an inch between my upper torso and the mattress. I manage to do it by wiggling and when my fingertips brush my clit, my pussy pulses, already longing for the approaching orgasm.

      Then the pulse fades away as a second finger prods my butthole. I bear down, and as slick as I am, it isn’t too hard to have the two digits inside.

      Suddenly, the rhythmic pulse in my cunt urging me toward orgasm, returns, and with a bang as Jake scissors his fingers inside me. With the pucker of my butt spread, weird flutters spark along my virgin canal.

      A grunt escapes me as he moves his hand further inside and then retreats and simultaneously splits his fingers. Every now and then, I’ll clench down on him as sensation jolts through me, but he spanks my ass until I release him. He does that seven times —I know because I counted— before his third digit presses at my butt.

      I want to tell him two feels like I’m on the brink of explosion, but I’ve learnt to listen to my instincts. Just because I don’t like something at the time, doesn’t mean I won’t like it eventually. Zane taught me that. Jake is merely furthering that particular lesson.

      I persevere and urge myself to be patient. Slowly sucking in deep breaths and exhaling on faint whimpers as my body reacts to the dual touches of my clit and ass in tangent, I spread my legs wider to ease his access.

      Where once he’d spanked me, now he smoothes over the curves of my buttocks in a silent thank-you. I regret it once that third finger starts to enter me. From its slenderness, it’s his little finger. Which means when it’s in, he’ll be able to spread me all the more.

      My head feels both light and heavy. Like I’m dizzy but not in a nauseated way, in an almost claustrophobic sense.

      I can remember losing my virginity, even though it had been mostly unmemorable just as everything with my ex-husband had been. It felt like this, but nature had made it so that particular channel could stretch.

      This one, on the other hand, not so much.

      Rubbing my forehead into the pillow, the soggy fabric I’d bitten earlier damp against my skin, I force myself to relax. While I make the attempt, and it’s perverse, I only really do so when that third finger is inside.

      The idea of those fingers being replaced by a cock has me shrinking away, but I urge myself to calm down and try to contain my winces as he preps me further. And then comes that faint stretch before he begins to pull out on what I think is a thrust, but is in fact his final departure.

      A part of me tenses, hoping to God he isn’t about to stick his dick into me, then, I feel a faint, wet flutter and a long, low moan vibrates through the room in my silent gratitude. His tongue rims the area. The sensitive flesh tautens and releases, relaxes and clenches in response. My legs quiver, and my core judders as tingles pulse through me.

      That tongue slides down, prods the tender flesh of my pussy, slips in and licks around the hole before he grabs my inner thighs and pulls my legs wider apart. I hear him move and realize he has rolled over onto his back as I feel his hair brush the wet, gushing mess that is my cunt. And then his lips are there, fighting my fingers for access to my clit.

      Not that my ass has been abandoned. In this new position, he enters me with a single digit that he thrusts into me as he would his cock. With his lips tugging at my clit, in an embarrassingly short time, a climax roars through me.

      Before I even know where I am or what continent I’m on, my body is being rolled out of the ball and a mouth is pressed to mine. Lips that taste like me and a tongue coated in my arousal. With ecstasy ripping through my system, it’s hard to throw myself into the kiss, when all I want to do is savor. But even now, Jake is making sure I share this moment with him.

      From the heavens to earth, he’s there and when I finally remember I’m in Europe and in bed with Zane’s husband, I sigh against Jake’s lips, content with my situation.

      Sure, it’s as confusing as hell. As convoluted and as unlikely as anyone could ever guess. But I’m hoping soon, it will be even more of a tangle.

      The very idea of Zane being beside us, his hands doing something to me at the same time as Jake, at being at the center of their attention… A slight quiver tumbles down my spine at the thought.

      And not just that.

      Of Zane and I working on Jake, or Jake and me focusing on Zane.

      The possibilities aren’t endless, but they are thrilling.

      From staid, prim and prudish Mona, to a creature who can’t wait to engage in a threesome. I’ve turned into a woman I don’t recognize.

      But I’m not upset about it.

      Vive this new Mona. Screw the old one. She was a boring bitch. She led a boring life.

      This one, this Mona has guts.

      She has the wherewithal to recognize what she wants and to grab it with both hands.

      If you want something bad enough, you’ll do whatever you can to obtain it. That’s where I’m at.

      I want Zane. I love Zane. And while I’m not in love with Jake, I want him and deeper feelings could easily develop.

      When I first arrived in Paris, I never imagined that was possible. I thought the worst of Jake, a teeny part thought he wanted to seduce me to get back at his husband. And while that could still be the case, while that could be his motivation for fucking me, I want to believe it isn’t.

      We need to talk. That much is evident. About what we want from each other, about Zane, about everything.

      I guess I’ve spent too much time in wallowing over this new attraction I have and in the possibility of what that attraction could herald for the future. Tomorrow, I’ll raise the subject. Tomorrow, we’ll talk about what we both want.

      For the moment, I’m content to revel in the joining of my lips to Jake’s, of the solid weight of his body resting heavily against my own. I relish the contact, the connection, and raise weak-from-too-many-orgasms arms around his shoulders and embrace him.

      But there’s a reason my granddaddy used to say, “Never put off tomorrow, what can be done today.”

      I just wish Jake’s kiss hadn’t stolen that thought away until it was too late.
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      It isn’t often I wake up like Dracula popping out of his coffin as soon as dusk is swallowed up by the night. But today, I do. I shoot up so quickly I wince as my head protests. Around a yawn, I rub my eyes, and then smile when I feel the slight brush of Jake’s fingers against the base of my spine.

      The morning light is bright enough to make my eyes smart, so I turn my head, making sure to keep my eyes slitted, and look at Jake who is flat on his belly, head turned to the side and the hand nearest to me at an odd angle to connect with me.

      Warm at the idea that contact is important to him, I stretch. Arms overhead, I raise them to the ceiling, uncaring that the sheet slips to bare my breasts, and I revel in the pull and release of tight muscles and with another yawn, open my eyes properly this time.

      My hands fall limply to the mattress as my mouth trembles at the sight before me.

      Directly opposite the bed, and I mean directly opposite, so close I can almost touch him, is Zane.

      He’s sitting in one of the armchairs that are grouped around a coffee table at the other end of the room. But he’s managed to bring it within a foot of the bed and turned it around to face us and all without us waking up.

      There’s a strange glitter in his eyes and for the first time in his company, I’m frightened.

      He looks dangerous. Mean. Dressed in black, his skin is white from either tension or lack of sleep, and his very grimness is disconcerting.

      As I swallow back my nervousness, I reach for him, but his head jerks to the side. It was stupid to reach out, but the rejection still stings and tears burn my eyes. I press my hand to my heart, clench my fist and whisper, “It’s wonderful to see you.”

      My words have Jake jerking upright, he’s as uncoordinated as I am, especially after several nights with little to no sleep. He almost falls off the side of the bed before he rights himself and flings around to face whoever my words were directed at.

      The instant he sees Zane, he freezes. Just like I did. And with a slow lick of his lips, he releases a breath and almost as though Zane isn’t there at all, he sits back and relaxes into the pillow.

      His eyes are connected to Zane’s. It reminds me of a staring contest between two dogs, each vying for supremacy and each refusing to concede defeat.

      Hating this and hating the idea of one winning and one losing, I break the connection by clicking my fingers in front of them.

      Their eyes flash to me and I snap, “Stop it. That isn’t helping.”

      Zane’s mouth is grim. White lines of tension bracket his usually passionate and mobile lips. In one smooth move, he stands. It’s the first time I’ve had a chance to look at all of him and my heart goes pitter-patter in my chest at the sight of his long, lean length.

      Dressed all in black, black sweater, jeans, moccasins and sports jacket, he’s like a spy. He could have been there all night dressed as he is, and we’d never have seen him.

      The idea of him witnessing Jake’s attention to my ass has heat flushing through me.

      And even though I’m nauseated at what’s about to happen, I can’t help but be glad to see him.

      My heart is sighing at the fact we’re in the same room.

      Call me soppy but I’ve learnt love isn’t the most convenient of emotions. Wanting to see the person you love, needing to have them close…and when you can’t, it just plain hurts.

      Zane’s absence from my life has hurt me and that what he’s seen this morning could permanently take him away from me, when it was intended to do the opposite, has panic roaring through my brain.

      But once standing, it isn’t me he looks at. It’s Jake again.

      “I want to talk to you in the salon.”

      Jake nods, the brisk jerk of his head is met by a narrowed stare from his husband.

      And then, Zane does something that shocks the hell out of me. As he rounds the bed to get to the door, a side that happens to be the one I’m sleeping on, he swoops down and captures my mouth. His tongue pushes into the crevice. I don’t even have a chance to wince at the idea of morning breath before he’s gone.

      That one kiss tells me whatever is going through his head means I haven’t done something to sever what we have together.

      When the door slams behind him, I turn to Jake. My eyes feel huge from shock and unable to help it, I fling myself against him and his arms immediately open to encompass me within his embrace.

      In a way, that move was rather cynical. I needed to know that in view of Zane’s kiss, Jake doesn’t resent me. This hug proves that.

      Feeling relieved, I snuggle into Jake’s arms for a second, taking comfort before thoughts of last night and the ideas that had formed in my brain just before sleep pop into my head once again. Pulling out of his arms, I whisper in his ear, “Can we all be together, Jake? All of us. In Bayling Cove?”

      With that one question, I’ve put myself on the line, but I don’t regret it. Even if Jake blurts out he’s been fucking me out of revenge, I can’t regret putting that query forward.

      For all that, relief doesn’t describe my elation, when he nods and answers, “We just need to convince Zane.”

      Biting my lip, I study him for a few seconds, then the question bursts free. I can no longer contain it. “Has this been your intention all along, Jake? Is that why you came and found me in New York?”

      My eyes flutter over his face, raking over his features. The hard jaw that’s even firmer out of the morning’s mishaps, the hazel orbs that glow like amber in the early sunlight.

      “Would you mind if I said yes?”

      His caution is almost amusing. Like I’m a live bomb and he’s holding me in his hands. “Not at all.”

      Maybe at the start of this weird vacation of mine, I would have exploded with fury and outrage at such a suggestion. But now, I’m just relieved. We both want the same thing and we’ll both work toward it.

      He lets out a huge breath. “You must have questions and we’ll talk later. As it is, I’ve a bridge to build.”

      That, in the face of his concerns over his marriage, he took the time to embrace me in his arms and comfort me, has me melting inside.

      This is a man I could feel so much for.

      I just hope Zane gives us all a chance and that he allows my relationship with Jake to realize its true potential. And even though I know I have no right to ask that, I can’t help but hope.

      Bussing my forehead in an absentminded kind of way, Jake rises nude from the bed and leaves without a backward glance and enters the salon.

      With Zane, he kissed me in front of his partner. Jake walks out butt naked. Talk about two different ways of throwing down the gauntlet.

      Maybe he left the door open a slight nick on purpose, or by accident. For whatever reason, I scramble over the silken sheets and almost skid on the parquet floor in my haste to reach the door and to peek through the crack.

      I can just see them, Jake more than Zane as the former has taken a seat and the latter is striding about the luxurious sitting room.

      Every glimpse I have of them reminds me that if this ever does come off, if the three of us can live together, if we can make it work, then I’ll be the luckiest women on Earth.

      Christ, they’re handsome. And that’s even when they’re tense, pissed off, and worried.

      In fact, I notice it more, because of that. They’re not even talking. Zane is still striding about the room, displaying more unrest than I ever thought possible. During those two weeks I had him to myself, a pathetically small time, in truth, I never saw him this riled up. And he had meetings with agents and editors and publishers. As stressed as he was, he seemed to quieten down and grow ever more still. A bit like Jake to be honest, but more blueberry slush to Jake’s iceberg impression.

      So his agitation is more than unusual. I’ve seen Zane arrogant, distressed, aroused, satiated, content, at peace… but never so fired up he can’t sit. So on edge his only comfort is to burn off some of his energy.

      It’s out of character. But then, this is an out of the ordinary situation.

      The strain on his face is evident. His brow is puckered, the skin around his eyes taut and tight, and I’d hazard a guess at fatigued too. He’s probably jet-lagged.

      Hopping off the plane and into a taxi and straight to this hotel, which according to Jake is where they always stay if they’re in Paris, down to this very suite. So Zane would know to find him here. I’d question how he even knew Jake was in Paris, but hell, the man’s had me investigated. He even knows what’s in my checking account. Why shouldn’t he be able to access his husband’s location?

      The only thing he probably never expected was to find me in bed with him. Just seeing me in Paris would be a shock, considering he thinks I’m in New York. But to find me so obviously and flagrantly intimate with Jake tops that tenfold.

      At least, it does in my mind.

      I’m too far gone with this plan to feel shame. I’m fighting. Fighting for what I want and in ways, I doubted I was even capable. The strength of purpose to see something through, that more than sleeping with two guys, is a character trait I’ve come to realize I have in my possession.

      Some might call me a slut or a whore for this, but I say, fuck them.

      It’s my life. I’ve led it the regular way. Been bored to tears, felt depressed at the status quo of mundaneness that was my existence prior to meeting Zane. I’ve worked the nine-to-five, been married and divorced…and what has it reaped? Nothing but misery.

      But now, I’m alive.

      If the plan crumbles about my feet, and Jake’s too, then I’ll feel like shit. Then shame and guilt will fall down on my head. But until that time, until I hear a steadfast ‘no’ uttered from Zane’s lips, anticipation simmers in my blood more than anything else.

      Because call me crazy, I can’t see how he won’t come to accept this situation.

      Sure, it’s unusual. But hey, no more unusual than a straight guy joining himself to a bi guy, right? No weirder than the straight guy having multiple affairs as soon as he’s out of his partner’s vicinity. Although granted, adultery isn’t uncommon, but Zane’s life is one whole heap of crazy.

      Perhaps this will bring some order to his world.

      Jake’s scowl is aimed at nowhere. Sitting in an armchair, as naked as the day he was born, he’s yet to look at Zane but then, that’s reciprocal —Zane hasn’t looked his way once. His sole act of modesty is to cross his legs and press his ankle into his knee. Despite the gravity of the situation, my blood starts to fizz. He looks hotter than hell and as tense and out of sorts as Zane is, he does too.

      A part of me wonders if I’m about to see a ‘kiss and make up’ scene and I can’t help but feel thrilled at the prospect. My illicit wanderings to gay porn sites haven’t ceased. In the bathtub, at night, I still watch in awe. My mouth dry, my pussy anything but. The only difference is I don’t rub myself into a climax. I let Jake do that for me when I get out of the water and climb into his bed.

      My lips twitch at the thought, but I’m dragged away from them by Zane’s low, bitten out, “Why?”

      With his back to Jake, I can just make out his slumped shoulders. I start to nibble my lip, hating myself for causing Zane such distress when my last intention was to cause the man who dragged me from obscurity and into a world of love, pain.

      “Why do you need to sleep with women?” Jake counters, surprisingly cool in the face of Zane’s hurt. If Zane’s flinch is anything to go by, that coolness only adds to his distress

      “Mona isn’t just any woman.”

      “I know.” More cool, silken tones. They’re a stark contrast to Zane’s tortured voice.

      Dueling with self-doubt, anguish, pain and torment, I know Zane is filled with the guilt I’m incapable of feeling. Because he doesn’t understand yet. I hope he does soon and that he accepts what is bound to seem like an insane ‘suggestion’.

      “Then, why?”

      “Why not?”

      Zane spins around and in the sliver available to me, I can see the fury now written into every line of his face. “This isn’t a game, Jake. Mona’s special. She doesn’t deserve to be a party to the games you play.”

      “The games I play? Zane, I’m not the one who, whenever he’s out of town, fucks anything in a skirt. I don’t play. I’ve already told you. I know Simone is special. I knew it the minute I saw your fucking faces in the goddamned newspapers. Surrogate? Christ, we can only be grateful the media took such an innocent angle on the story or both our careers would be in tatters.

      “And where’s my apology? For wrecking my life? Don’t you even have the decency to say sorry or don’t I matter anymore? Because if that’s the case, then we might as well just finish it. Say goodbye and never see each other again.”

      “You’d be willing to let what we have go?” In the face of Jake’s self-righteous and every-word-correct anger, Zane deflates a little. But there’s still no apology. He does however unbend enough to cease his pacing and sink onto the sofa beside Jake.

      “If you want to, yes. We both know I’m not enough for you and sneaking around is no way to live your life. If you want to be free, I won’t keep you tied to me.”

      Even though Jake’s calmness is ripple-free, I can sense the strain it’s taking on him to seem so relaxed. Zane is too worked up to notice the faint clench of his jaw, the tautness of the flesh about his eyes, but even at this distance, I can.

      Those small ruptures in the role Jake’s portraying is the only thing stopping me from panicking. A part of me wonders what the hell he’s thinking offering a separation, when that’s something neither of us wants.

      But Jake’s a manipulator. I can’t forget that and can only pray he doesn’t fuck this up.

      “I love you.”

      Thank God. I could have stormed out from behind my hiding place and smacked a kiss on Jake’s lips. Of course, I don’t. I continue my silent watch.

      At the simple, almost little-boy-lost comment, Jake smiles. He reaches for Zane’s hand and tucks it into his own. “I love you, too. But sometimes love isn’t enough.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth. If it was enough, I’d be enough. But I’m not and the woman in my bedroom is proof positive of that.” He sucks in a breath, his eyes turn into slivers, as he inserts, “Could you give her up? For me? To save our marriage?”

      My gut clenches at the phrasing of Jake’s question.

      What if Zane says yes, he could?

      The idea of a Zane-free world is enough to make me feel ill.

      And one without Jake wouldn’t be lovely either.

      From sinking down into the sofa, shoulders slouched, Zane shoots to his feet with enough ferocity to have both Jake and myself jolting in shock. His pacing resumes but his silence is telling.

      And God help me, but relief floods my veins like water breaking free from of a dam.

      As he storms in and out of my line of sight, his head bowed and a ferocious scowl on his face, I can tell he’s silently running through the options open to him.

      Before Zane can answer, Jake does. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      The low, pain-filled rumble in Zane’s voice has me wincing, but his next words make my heart soar. “She’s everything I didn’t realize I needed.”

      “And where do I stand?”

      A strained chuckle echoes through the room. Zane turns to Jake and jerks a shoulder. “You’re everything I didn’t realize I needed.”

      “So, what? You want the pair of us? And you expect us to be content with that? Having half of you and never having the whole Zane?”

      “Do you think I wanted this?” Zane barks out. “Do you think I want any of it? I didn’t choose to fall in love with you and I sure as hell didn’t choose to fall in love with Mona. Christ, she’s not even my type.”

      I try not to flinch at that, but it’s hard.

      Eavesdroppers never hear any good of themselves. I guess there’s a reason for that old adage. But hell, he said the words. He’s fallen in love with me. Me.

      I just need him to say the words to me and not in the middle of a make-or-break argument with his husband.

      “But I saw her and it was like...” His hands fist at his sides until the tendons show white. “It was like...”

      At his subsequent hesitation, it’s Jake’s turn to bark, “What? For Christ’s sake, what? Spit it out.”

      Zane sucks in a breath and the peculiar thing is, Jake and I do too. We hold it until he says, “Meeting you again.”
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        * * *

      

      As I stood behind the bedroom door, listening in on what should have been a private conversation, I felt like I was on a rollercoaster ride. Zane would whisper something that would have my stomach swooping down. Jake would make a comment that had my heart pounding so furiously I’d felt sure I’d pass out. And round about the time Zane said he loved me, angel wings had battered my flesh, forcing goosebumps to race down the length of my spine.

      But while I was overwhelmed by the discussion, the part that Zane and Jake hadn’t fried with too much sex, was also impressed.

      Zane, at heart, is quite a traditionalist.

      Oh, it might not seem it, but he is. His roots are traditional, and he’s a southern boy, with a southern family with southern wealth.

      His life had probably been paved since before his conception. And while most parents plan, the kind of family Zane comes from, it would have been more than just a vague idea, more than misty aspirations for the child they wanted.

      No, it would have been military precise. Down to the last detail. The kindergarten he’d attend where he’d brush shoulders with future presidents, his name listed on to the registration of a top private school at only three months in the womb, the colleges, the wife, and then the career.

      With a background like that, rigid and planned, Zane’s life had spun out of control when he’d met Jake. Then, another car crash, he’d met me. Leaving him in limbo and lost, floundering, because his heart wanted two people. An impossible situation until Jake had placed the solution on the table. He’d offered it with both hands, with no ulterior motive, proffering everything Zane could possibly need.

      All it took was Zane’s acceptance… and the guts to take what he needed, regardless of the fallout.

      “No. That isn’t practical, Jake. All three of us can’t be together.”

      “Why not, Zane?” Jake had turned his focus to the door I was hiding behind. “Mona, come out, honey.”

      Every single part of me had been ready to join the battle. War was something Zane understood, but he’d never seen or been involved in this kind of fight. This wasn’t to the death, nor was it about survival. It was for his happiness. And in turn, all of our futures.

      After a quick dash to the bed to retrieve a sheet to cover my own nudity I’d strode into the room, shoulders back and spine ramrod straight.

      “Yes, Jake?” I could have been asking if he’d wanted a coffee.

      “Zane doesn’t believe the three of us can be together.”

      A slight smile had quirked my lips as I lowered myself on to the sofa. All of a sudden, I’d felt so confident in myself. How I looked, who and what I was and I’d believed that these two gorgeous men could and should be mine. My smile had broadcast that to Zane.

      Not that I’d seen his reaction to that moment of self-empowerment. As soon as I’d taken my seat, Jake’s arm had come up to rest atop my shoulders and I’d pressed my face against his jaw. “You want to be with me, don’t you, Jake?”

      Rubbing his lips against my temple, his answer had been a hum of agreement. “I do. And you want me, right?”

      My reply had been swallowed in a kiss of Jake’s instigation. He’d taken my mouth, thrust his tongue into it in a display of dominance that had shocked the hell out of me, but had turned my belly to molten goo. A faint whimper had escaped my throat as he feasted on my lips and tongue. I’d been an inch away from grabbing his cock, when Zane had gritted out, “You’ve made your point.”

      His voice hadn’t been filled with anger. Oh, no. Lust. Need. And when Jake and I had separated, our breath brushing the other’s mouth, hunger still burning in the depths of our eyes, we’d turned as one to see the lines of Zane’s face had been etched with relief. That alone gave us our answer.

      Zane was for this madcap scheme of ours, even if he might have needed a tad more persuasion.

      “I haven’t finished yet,” Jake had grunted.

      “You sure as hell have.” Zane’s hands had fisted. The sinews and muscles in his forearms harshly delineated as he tried to control his emotions.

      “I haven’t finished until you see this is the only way forward.”

      “He’s right, Zane. This way we can all be together.” My words had been a whisper of air. Each word imbued with the need Jake had just detonated inside me.

      “It isn’t normal.”

      “What is normal, Zane?” I’d retorted, my hand coming to rest on Jake’s knee in a silent declaration that Jake was mine too. “Having a mistress in New York while your husband is in Maine? Missing Jake and hating yourself for needing me if you’re in New York? Wishing I was with you, when you’re back home? Is that how you want to live your life?”

      “No, of course not.” His bluster was half-hearted. More than anything, he’d sounded confused. His eyes slightly dazed, lost, as though he was being offered a gift and wasn’t sure if he could accept it. Even if he wanted it more than anything else in the world.

      “Well, be grateful that you have two partners who want you badly enough to compromise.” Jake’s voice had been steely and God help me, at the sound, my pussy clenched, hating its empty state.

      “You think it will work? Two people who are only together, because the ‘glue’ i.e. me, can’t make up his goddamned mind? Can’t settle for a normal, monogamous relationship?”

      “Does it look like Jake and I are putting up with each other?” I’d asked, completely confident in my statement. “You brought us together, Zane, but you’re not the glue.” I’d let my gaze drift down to Jake’s stocky cock. Ruddy, the tip almost purple as it pulsed with his desire, I’d reached out and taken it into my hand and to Jake’s hiss of pleasure, the jerk of his hips, I’d whispered, “This is for me, Zane. Not you.”

      He’d licked his lips, his eyes glued on my hand and Jake’s cock, and almost as though that had sealed the deal, he’d nodded.

      Strange how with that one gesture, he’d forever altered all of our lives. That simple, throwaway nod had marked the beginning of our household of three.

      Within two days, Jake had us out of Paris and those forty-eight hours had been strange. Jake had been out almost constantly, seeing to business and trying to wrap it up before we left. He’d managed to do it and had my name cleared of assault charges too. I don’t know how much it had cost him, but I’m appreciative of his efforts. A criminal record has not and never will be on my to-do list.

      Zane wavered in and out. Not of consciousness but of my presence. The days he spent God knows where, maybe with his publisher in Europe, maybe at the Eiffel Tower? I don’t know, I just left him to it. Taking the opportunity to absorb as much of Paris as I could in the time left to me. After all, I might never have the chance to visit again so I didn’t waste a minute.

      I’d spend my days wandering through the crowded squares. Meandering down the backstreets and exploring a city that held me in its thrall. Gorging on street food in establishments of questionable hygiene but with produce so mouth-wateringly good, there were queues out of the door that ran along an entire street. I discovered and enjoyed the subcultures living within the city proper and in those two short days, learned more about a city that resonated with me.

      Ironic, really. Just when there had been an agreement for the three of us to merge into the one relationship, we all split out in separate ways.

      The nights were different. I retreated to my own room, unsure of whether the time was right to go to Jake’s. I’d fall asleep alone, wake up at some point in the night to find Zane there and then, before I woke up, he’d be gone again. I don’t know if he went to sleep with Jake and woke up with him, he might have slept on the sofa for all I know.

      Not much conversation passed between us, we got by, letting time dissipate the awkwardness, knowing that things would start to change eventually and not trying to rush it.

      In the end, it was a relief to fly out of Paris and to return to the States. We flew into Bangor and I took my first steps in Maine. In no time at all, the airport parking service the guys used had dropped off their SUV and within three hours, we arrived at Bayling Cove.

      I immediately saw why Jake had fallen in love with the place. Quaint, picturesque, and downright cute, it’s a place I could easily call home. And if things go right, then that’s just what will happen.

      Despite myself and despite the lack of intimacy between the three of us, a thrill flushes through me at the very idea. I want these two men to be my home, but for a place to rest my head, I want it to be here.

      Zane and Jake’s house is not quite a mansion, but it’s definitely an inch away from it. As far as my explorations have let me see, it’s the biggest building in the town. According to Meg down at The Pike, a diner that serves the hungry fishermen after they return from the sea, the house had once belonged to an old merchant captain who’d made his fortune then fallen in love with a Frenchwoman and built her the property.

      Part picket, stone and brick, the hodge-podge of materials should have made it look homely, but if anything, it’s rather comely.

      The front façade has a vaulted gray-slate roof, and in the center of the high peak is a set of French doors that lead onto a Juliet balcony with railings so ornate, it defies logic that they were crafted from metal over a hundred years ago. Curls and twirls, patterned into rose buds, it’s a beautiful tiara for a magnificent house.

      On the ground floor, the front door is surrounded by a verandah that covers the perimeter. From the sky, it probably looks like a T-shape. The front has the high gabled roof and to the left and right, are the branches of the house.

      I was amused to note, upon arriving, that the left belongs to Jake and the right to Zane. Now I’m here, apparently I get the center. The bedrooms of which are for guests and on the ground floor, the kitchen and dining room are in this part of the house.

      Jake’s half is filled with antiques. From Persian rugs that cover the expansive floors to paintings I know are original classics. Their wealth never ceases to astound me. Walnut dressers, a carved, plantation desk made of beautiful mahogany, teak sideboards and console tables...the list goes on.

      There’s even a bedroom styled in Jake’s taste, I know because I wandered around both halves when each man had gone out on separate errands.

      Zane’s style is more modern. Not minimalistic, but more spacious. Less clutter, even if the clutter is priceless. He has low sofas with squashy cushions, a huge TV, an entertainment center that I’ve used every night and a baby grand piano. He has a writing room, with three different desks. Each one faces a specific window meaning he can see different parts of the manicured garden whenever the sun is shining on it.

      I’ve settled into the house, the town and into the uneasy truce that’s still between us all.

      We’re avoiding each other, or should I say, the men are avoiding each other. Depending on my mood, I take residence in the part of the house that fits.

      If I want to read, then Jake receives my presence. More often than not, he’s sitting in his overlarge armchair, his one concession to modern furniture, and I’m squished in at his side. Head on his shoulder, book in my hand. I spend a lot of time with Jake, because I’ve made it my mission to go through Zane’s backlist of novels and by God, neither he nor the books are good for my levels of horniness. When I get to the sex scenes, I could pull Jake’s pants down, right there and then. Restraint be damned.

      How I haven’t forced myself on him yet, is a miracle.

      Either that or a testament to my control.

      If I want to watch a movie, then I’ll cuddle into Zane’s side. Sometimes, I sit on his lap, especially if I’m playing at being a wuss whenever we watch a scary movie together. I’ve been sticking to action and adventure. I couldn’t handle a saucy flick. Even kissing scenes are getting me hot, at the moment. Twelve days of no-sex is playing havoc with my body.

      I’ve noticed that I spend a relatively equal amount of time with both men. Not just Zane, something I’d feared. Showing favoritism was a surefire way for this plan to completely disintegrate and in all honesty, it hasn’t been a problem.

      I like Jake and I like Zane.

      Not a one of us has fucked. But I refuse to revert to the Mona of old. I’m with Zane every day and even though we’re not having sex, and Zane has a very high sex drive, I can tell he’s at peace. That particular devil, which had been torturing him throughout his marriage, urging him out into the big bad world in search of pussy, has gone.

      And I’m also with Jake. Something that is gradually taking on the same importance as time spent with Zane.

      Because of my refusal to fade into the walls, steadily, we’re all moving forward. I do what I want, with whom I want, when I want and because I’ve accepted the status quo so easily, the men are coming to accept it, too.

      That being said, the wall between them will have to be breached by them alone. I can only do so much. At least, we’re all getting used to each other’s company.

      Jake and Zane aren’t acting like strangers, but neither do they act like lovers.

      By leaving things and letting them take their due course, I’m avoiding a pressure cooker situation and I think that’s the smartest way forward.

      I’ve made it my role to be the chef. Considering the most I’ve got to do every day is twiddle my thumbs, it’s the least I can do to take over the cooking. And in their kitchen, with what seem like acres of cupboards and cooking space, a huge stove with eight, count them, eight rings as well as a central island with a huge marble top that is perfect for making pastry, I’m blissed out whenever I’m in there.

      I won’t deny, I really put a lot of effort into cooking and all three of us sit down and enjoy what I’ve made. We don’t rush it and immediately run from each other’s company, we take our time, savor it, share a couple of bottles of wine, and muse about our day.

      Maybe I’m being impatient, and as much as I want the future between us all to blossom, it’s hard sometimes. I never thought I’d make such an admission but I’m really, really horny and no amount of kneading dough or rolling out pastry is taking away the urge.

      I’ve got two men under the same roof as me. Two men with whom I’m in a sexual relationship and yet, neither of them has touched me.

      I feel like I’m going insane.

      “You scrub that anymore, you’ll rub the coating off.”

      Jake’s wry comment has me spinning around from the sink and the dishes I’ve been scouring. I try to blow a lock of hair out of my eyes, but my forehead is tacky, so I have to rub it away with my forearm. “I burnt my sauce. The pan needs a good scrub.”

      A damned shame it was too. The béarnaise had had the right consistency, the perfect taste but because I keep wandering off into the realms of fantasy, it burnt away. Leaving me with a pot worth nearly three hundred dollars—I’ve seen the same set in the kitchen shops Edwina frequents, she loves cooking—in dire straits.

      “What are we having for dinner?” he asks, moving away from the doorway and into the kitchen.

      Even though only a short time has passed since I arrived here, I’ve already instigated small routines.

      It makes me feel like a homemaker, something I’ve never wanted to be, except with these two guys, I really do.

      I’m almost ashamed. I feel like I’m turning into my mother, and she’s someone I never, ever wanted to emulate. But Jake and Zane aren’t my father and I want to look after them. They both work really hard, whereas I do nothing.

      In the pantry, there are always fresh cookies and that’s where Jake’s heading. He opens the door, steps inside and returns with the basket. He stops off at the freezer, picks out some ice cream and then turns toward the island. After snagging a spoon from the recently washed pile stacked in a tub by the sink, he takes a seat at the counter.

      I watch him make an ice-cream cookie sandwich, and grin when he proffers the first one to me rather than taking a bite himself. I hold up my soapy hands and he curls his finger, beckoning me forward.

      The look in his eyes has my temperature shooting up. I almost want to wail, because it’s the first time either man has looked at me that way in nearly two weeks, and I’m wearing a fucking apron and am sweaty from cooking.

      Nevertheless, my pussy answers the call. Immediately urging me forward toward the hand with the cookie. He raises it to my mouth and I take a bite. Chocolate ice cream with choc chip cookies. Delicious. On the last bite, his hand presses it to my lips and then, slips down to drag me by the nape the few inches toward him. His mouth goes to my neck and my ear, his tongue flicking the lobe until my legs quiver with the sensation. He urges me forward, scraping the stool back so I’m between him and the counter, as well as between his legs.

      With his mouth occupied, my head is tilted back to allow him all the access he wants, but my still-soapy but drying hands reach down and nudge his cock with my fingers. He’s reassuringly hard and my pussy feels like melting with the need to be filled with every inch of him and to have him fuck me until, preferably, I pass out.

      Okay, so I’m greedy, but hell, I’ve two, count them, two men who I’m supposed to be sleeping with and yet aren’t.

      This is the first sexual contact I’ve had with either Zane or Jake. Up until now, it’s been almost fraternal affection between us. And although I’m a changed woman, preferring to grab the bull by the balls rather than run away as though the hounds of hell are biting at my heels, I haven’t wanted to upset the status quo for fear of tipping the equilibrium that has settled between us all.

      So, it’s with relief that Jake starts to nibble the side of my neck as his hand reaches up to cup my breast through my T-shirt. He kneads the flesh, massaging it between his strong fingers, sometimes brushing my nipple but in an almost accidental fashion. His other hand reaches for the hem of my shirt and he only retracts those kneading fingers to skim it over my head.

      My bra is soon discarded and I’m left naked from the waist up. I keep my hands at my side, wanting Jake to lead, needing him to take control. Why it’s important, I can’t really explain. It’s almost like I need him to know that I’m for this, one-hundred percent. I’m not here just for Zane, although when this plan first came together in my head, it was just that.

      Now, at this moment, I want Jake. Badly.

      Swallowing as his fingers touch bare flesh, gooseflesh cascades over my skin and has me shivering with the sensation. I can feel the slippery slide of my pussy lips, feel the dampness of my panties and know that soon, my crotch will also be wet. The idea turns me on all the more and I moan as Jake’s mouth latches on to my nipple and he sucks down. Grabbing him, I bury my fingers in his thick hair and hold him to me. With his lips otherwise engaged, tugging and pulling at the sensitive nubbin, the muscles in my belly jerk inward as I feel his hands at the button of my fly. Within seconds, he’s shimmied my cut-offs down to my knees and my panties are lodged an inch or so above them. The instant I’m bared, his hands are there.

      I should be embarrassed at how wet I am. At the ease in which his fingers slip and slide through the petals of my sex, but I’m not. My arousal is honest, my need for Jake pure. And now, he knows that. He’s not second best. I want him, because he turns my blood into fire.

      His lips retreat and return to the neglected nipple and as he plays, he moves me back so that I’m against the counter now rather than between his legs. I feel the dampness of my cream as he moves his hands away from my pussy to grab at my hips, and he lifts me so that my ass is leaning on the edge of the island.

      Fuck hygiene, I spread my legs and let myself fall back, resting on my elbows so that I can watch whatever he’s about to do.

      I’m not disappointed.

      At my side, the sweating and slowly melting ice cream has been abandoned. But no longer. He grabs the spoon, loads it with ice cream and plops it down on to my nipple. I could have refused, jerked away at the sticky mess, but there’s a softening to his eyes, an almost childish glee to play with me. And anyway, I don’t want to say no.

      These men have taken me to the moon and back.

      Who am I to demur if they find other ways to send me there again?

      Almost instantly, the ice cream begins to melt as it reacts to my body temperature and within seconds of that occurring, Jake’s mouth is there, lapping up every gooey drop.

      The other nipple is similarly anointed but this time, the chill feels even more pronounced and once again, gooseflesh has me shuddering. My lower back is cold from the marble top, my nipples tingle with the cool molten liquid of the ice cream and yet, the remainder of my body is in contact with Jake and as such, is hotter than usual. The contrast is enough to have me mewling as trails of now liquid, but still chilly ice cream swirl down between my breasts and to my navel.

      His tongue follows the path, sucking and licking as he goes. When he slurps some flesh between his teeth and suckles, I know I’ll have a hickey there in the morning. Over time in Jake’s bed, I’ve realized he likes to leave his little marks. Not a day went by when we were intimate that I wasn’t marked somewhere or other.

      As his lips work away, the fingers of his left hand aren’t idle. The right might by wielding the spoon, but the left is busy. One single pad of a finger is pushed against my clit. It isn’t moving, only the gentle rippling of my hips as they buck in reaction to what he’s doing has him frigging the nubbin. When he bites down to mark me, my butt jerks upwards and I cry out as his finger slides down the central line of my pussy lips, nearly penetrating me with the sharpness of my own movement.

      A finger is presented to my mouth and knowing where it’s been, I quickly accept it between my lips. Sucking the digit clean of my cream, I lave and lavish affection on it. Almost as though it was his cock. Before long, he’s pulling it out of my mouth as though he can’t stand any more. And by the sounds of his harsh breathing, I’m not far wrong.

      And then, he attacks.

      It’s almost surreal to be standing, or in this case, lying down in a kitchen that belongs in a magazine. Surrounded by luxury that only the truly rich can afford, from pans that cost more than the average man’s monthly wage, down to a marble top that was probably shipped in from Italy and was certainly not made for sex.

      And as he trickles chocolate ice cream down between the lips of my sex, pressing the cold metal of the spoon against my clit, I shriek, my eyes clenching down to hide from the spotlights overhead, my hands gripping at the counter edge.

      My legs, of their own volition, spread wider and I jerk my feet up so that they’re curled about the counter too. Letting my thighs fall apart, I give Jake my silent permission to suckle every inch of me.

      It takes him a millisecond to accept my invitation.

      His tongue is there, slurping down between my pussy lips, catching every drop of ice cream in a disappointingly rapid amount of time. His hands come to my hips and he arranges me so that they’re flush against the counter again, rather than arching up or down. He trails more ice cream over my sex, concentrating on my clit, letting the creamy substance mingle with my own and once again, he licks me clean. This time, the complete attention to my clit has my body doing a jig of its own.

      He bites down, nibbles, kisses, and suckles. The one-hundred percent attention to my pleasure zone has me winging my way toward the target. And like a bullet, I hit dead in the center.

      The last thing I recall is my head falling to the side, while in the doorway, Zane stands watching us.

      That alone has pleasure shuddering through me with the force of a Richter-ten earthquake.

      Minutes, seconds, milliseconds later, I’m back in my body and Jake is still between my legs. This time licking at the entrance to my pussy, rimming the hole and generally keeping me on edge. My muscles are juddering with sensitivity.

      My eyes are dazed in the face of such attention and it takes a while to come to. To notice that Zane is still there, and that he’s no longer just watching, he’s jerking off. Pants around his hips, cock pulled through the fly, tension firming his jaw as voyeuristic arousal attacks him with its meaty fists.

      Far from being stunned, my gaze clashes with his before retreating to his cock. And back again.

      Watching him jacking his dick as he watches Jake pleasure me has to be one of the sexiest encounters of my life. And with these two guys, I’ve experienced a lot.

      “Fuck me, Jake,” I whisper, my voice pleading even as my eyes are still connected to Zane’s.

      I pull away and look down, noticing that Jake is staring up at me from between my legs. He knows Zane’s there and from the strained look on his taut face, it’s hitting him right between the eyes too.

      He rolls up and keeping his focus on me, begins to unfasten his trousers. They slither down, revealing a cock with no underwear to get in the way. I lick my lips at the sight of his erection. We’ve become quite good friends, his dick and me and it’s wonderful to see it again. My pussy creams a little more in a warm, beckoning welcome for its possession.

      He holds it firmly at the base, almost as though he’s trying to stop himself from coming and the tightness of his grip merely confirms that. As does the look on his face, one of grim control. His mouth tense and taut, white lines bracketing his soft lips. He reaches forward and slips his cock along the length of my pussy. Gathering moisture, we both watch as his dick begins to glisten with wetness under the spotlights. And then, he’s there, at the entrance to my body and forging a path deep inside me.

      A cry escapes my throat as he tunnels his way in, urging slick muscles to separate and allow his full penetration. They comply, quivering around him and we both grunt as he hits home, his hips now flush against mine.

      He stays there. Doesn’t move. In the glare of the spotlights, I can see the sweat beading his brow and as I look down, my own flesh is slick too. My gaze travels down to our joined sexes and a low groan vibrates through me at the sight. My wet lips are pulled wide apart by the thick shaft, exposing the tender nub of my clit, pushing it out of the hood. His dick is almost purple to the pulsing pink of my cunt and the sight of such a union has my breath screaming in and out of my lungs.

      Feeling like there isn’t enough oxygen to satisfy me, I let my head drop back and urge myself to calm. I don’t care about the picture I make. One of wild, wanton abandon. My legs spread as wide as they can be, Jake’s cock deeply bedded inside me, elbows supporting me, keeping me upright but my head flung back in ecstasy.

      It thrills me to know that Zane is watching every minute of it, it’s just a shame he can’t see what’s going on deep inside.

      I know Jake by now.

      He’s a pussy tease.

      He’s quite capable of staying still like this for minutes on end. But I have to say, this is the longest time he’s gone without moving. Until now, his hips have always started to rock, almost as though his body is working against his will.

      But now, his control seems to be complete. His hands are gripping the edge of the counter beside my thighs and they’re white with strain. His breathing is harsh. His chest is billowing in and out with reaction and his head is bowed. But he isn’t moving.

      I jerk my hips, trying to force him into action, but it doesn’t work. So instead, I squeeze down on his dick, hoping that will instead.

      It doesn’t. But I can no longer support myself. I slam into the counter with a faint poof of air but it doesn’t stop me from fluttering the inner muscles of my pussy, rhythmically massaging his shaft, kissing it with silken, wet flesh.

      Each pulsation sucks his shaft deeper, deeper and deeper still until he’s bowed over me, hands beside my head and a look of exquisite torture on his face. And then, he breaks. His hips jerk back and ram into me. And it’s just what I need after that exercise of torture.

      The tip of his cock flutters against something that feels as though it’s never been touched before. It has, thanks to these guys, but the sensation is still so new, it’s awe-inducing. His shaft prods and nudges that exquisitely delicate area, never really getting to grips with it, but those slight touches have my legs clapping together and squeezing Jake as the most intense orgasm of my life keens through me.

      And it’s a combination of factors. Jake is a hot fuck and I’m horny. Zane’s watching. Jake has got me so wet that he’s pummeling me deeper than he ever has before.

      In the back of my mind, I can hear the wail crying out of me. It goes on for what seems like an endless amount of time. My nipples surge, elongate in reaction to such stimulus. My clit throbs and vibrates and my cunt gets all the wetter.

      But it’s nothing to the one-two punch at my temple. This is so good it hurts. Every muscle in my body clamps down, tensing and it’s only then, as I start to ache from the pleasure roiling through me like a flood flushing through low lands, that I get my earlier wish.

      My eyes flutter shut and the land of poker-hot orgasms embraces me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next time I’m awake, Zane has disappeared somewhere and I’m alone with Jake. In a bed and not on a kitchen counter that’s in desperate need of sterilization.

      Beneath me, there’s a wet patch, but I refuse to be embarrassed. If anything, I’m uncomfortable. I roll against the man dozing at my side and push him over so that I’m away from the cold fabric.

      He grumbles and my eyes pop open at the sound. It’s only then that I realize I identified him, half-awake, half-asleep, without the use of sight. I knew him, instinctively. And it’s easy to say that maybe I knew it was Jake, because he’s the one who just fucked me, but trust me, the only thing on my mind was escaping the damp and chill material and getting back to sleep.

      Without my sight, half-dead after a killer climax, I identified that Jake was at my side and that Zane wasn’t.

      That can only bode well, right?

      I don’t know if Zane got his rocks off but from the wetness between my thighs, I know Jake has and that he somehow lugged me from the kitchen to the bedroom. I might just swoon at the sign of such a physical demonstration of his strength.

      It’s so good to be beside him again. He takes up a lot of room in the bed, too much room, but he’s so hot and warm that he’s a pleasure to snuggle against. And he isn’t averse to that either. My ex would jerk away from me if I so much as curled up against his side. Jake lets me hug him, embrace him, spoon him, hold him... whatever I want goes. Same with Zane.

      I’m spoiled, I know. But it’s bliss, because I’m only just coming to realize how affectionate a person I am and how that side of my nature has been dying a slow death all these years.

       With a sigh of pleasure, I wrap an arm about Jake’s waist and pull myself close. I’m not altogether surprised when his hand reaches for mine and his fingers bridge my own.

      “Sleep well?”

      With my forehead pressed to his shoulder, my nod is transmitted to him through touch.

      “I don’t even remember you bringing me to bed.”

      There’s a grin in his voice, as he murmurs, “Would you have preferred the counter?”

      Prodding him in the belly with a finger, a part of me wonders where this easy familiarity came from. Not that I’m questioning my good fortune, I’m just half-shocked, half-pleased is all. “Depends. If I was lying on you and you were on the counter…then I wouldn’t mind.”

      He snorts. “Why am I not surprised? I thought my bed would be more comfortable.”

      As close as we could possibly be, a question pops into my mind, one that I’ve wanted answering for nearly all the time I’ve been here and never had the balls to ask.

      “Jake, why do you and Zane have separate bedrooms?”

      Whatever I’d expected when I’d come to this house, it hadn’t been that.

      His muscles flex, not with tension but with a shrug. “We don’t, really. It’s because we’re both stubborn asses.”

      Curious, I ask, “In what way?”

      He sighs again. “You’ll think it so petty the instant I tell you.”

      Even more curious, I say nothing and let him do the talking.

      “It’s about beds.” Another sigh.

      “Beds?”

      “Yeah. Well, mattresses, really.”

      “You’re not serious?”

      I don’t have to look at him to know he’s grimacing. “Unfortunately, I am. Zane prefers a soft mattress because of all the years of sleeping on Army-issue beds. Plus, of course, there’s his knee. And I like a hard one, because in college, I was injured during a football game. So every week, we alternate between bedrooms.”

      As unusual as it is, it answers a few more questions. Jake’s broken nose, for one and where that came from. “What position did you play?”

      He chuckles. “Why is it you never ask what I think you will? Quarterback. I was quite good actually, could have made a career out of it until this bastard linebacker came rocketing out of nowhere, blitzed down the field and in the process, nearly snapped my fucking spine in two.”

      “Ouch.” I press lines of kisses down the notches running down the center of his back. I had noticed a few scars, but they, like Zane’s, didn’t affect me in anyway. They didn’t revolt or attract, they were simply a part and parcel of two guys who are coming to mean more to me than I ever imagined possible.

      “Yeah.” He shivers a little at the gentle kisses and then, just as gently, pulls away. Wondering what he’s about, he soon answers my silent question by turning over, rolling so that he's facing me.

      “So, you swap beds every week?”

      His eyes twinkle in response to my amused question. “Yeah.”

      “That’s some compromise.”

      “We’ll have to get a mattress big enough for the three of us and one that we all like.”

      His comment has me freezing in my tracks. Not out of revulsion, but of sheer, heart-pumping want. I don’t know where it came from, why I even wanted it, but all of a sudden and out of nowhere, Jake has inadvertently tapped into a desire of mine. One I hadn’t even known existed.

      He takes my silence the wrong way.

      His brow puckers, quickly careering into a scowl. That tic in his jaw starts again, fluttering with his silent anger and then he sits up, turning his back to me again.

      Before he can rise, I press a hand to his spine and urge myself upright. Crawling over to him, I move my hand to his shoulder and grip the muscles tightly.

      I’m not capable of a grand speech. I just breathe the word, “Yes.”

      He’s still stiff. Even after my sibilant retort, but slowly, he relaxes and turns his head to look at me.

      I nod. “I want that. I really do.”

      After turning to face the wall again, he rakes a hand through his hair. “Good.”

      I massage the tense muscles at his neck and he sighs, leaning back into my caress. Now capable of talking like a normal human being, I ask, “Is this what you really want, Jake? I know you love Zane, but do you really want this...us? Because it will only work if everyone wants to be a part of this. Not if we’re here for other reasons.”

      “I could ask you the same question.”

      His evasion disturbs me, but men are men. Even with my lack of experience, I know they’re not ones for intimate talk. Regardless of whether the man in question is bisexual or not.

      “Okay. Ask me.”

      His eyes are wary as he turns to look at me again. “Why are you here? With me and not Zane?”

      “Because I want to be with you.”

      His lower lip curls. “What? As payment for giving you access to my husband?”

      Annoyed, I pinch down where I’d, moments ago, been massaging. “You take that back. Do you know how hard it’s been for me? Coming to terms with the fact that I want two men? It hasn’t been a walk in the goddamned park, that’s for sure.”

      And it hasn’t. What started off as a ploy like Jake had just mentioned, metamorphosed the instant he fucked me that first time.

      Prior to that, I liked Jake. I had a crush on him and I was attracted to him. He’s a handsome man, entertaining and intelligent. He’d guided me around a city I’d fallen in love with and had given me his time and energy so as to show me more of it. At times, I’d known he was manipulating me with his request that I leave the country with him, with his buying me things and with Rousset, but I hadn’t felt unsafe.

      There’s something very dependable about Jake. And that calls to me, because I’m dependable too.

      I think that’s why Zane is attracted to the pair of us. Because he isn’t. Oh, I don’t mean he’s reckless or an adventurer. But he’s searching for something. He’s a creative soul tied and restrained by his traditional roots. With us, he can be safe. Grounded. Maybe Jake, in his manipulative way, noticed that Zane would have fewer reasons to cheat with a woman like me.

      A woman who screams home and hearth and who, even as Zane rightly put it —that I’m not his type— he still went after. He still chased.

      I love Zane, but I’m not blind to his faults. The first time I learned of Jake, I questioned Zane’s selfishness. His ability to do what he wanted regardless of the pain Jake must have experienced knowing that the man he loved, needed something he couldn’t provide. Even though it was with his blessing, I still couldn’t see any spouse easily accepting such a course that had Zane trawling bars in search of skirt.

      But the pair of us, we’re forgiving of Zane’s faults. And God, neither Jake nor I are perfect. We have our own irritating ways, but this is a learning curve for all of us. Personally, I’m thinking of it as a chance to take what, at this moment, I want more than anything in the world.

      And for me, it’s also a chance to take a step closer to Jake, because I feel something for him. Something that admittedly isn’t as intense as that instant connection I felt to Zane, but something deep and just as powerful in its own way. I’d like to explore it.

      In my heart of hearts, I’m not sure if this ménage a trois will work. But I want it to.

      When I concocted the idea of coming on to Jake in an effort to bring the three of us together, I focused on the negative. How society rejected relationships of this nature, how we’d never be accepted, always having to hide our connection if, miracle of miracles, we managed to stay a trio.

      But now, with the hard work done and the roots laid with us waiting for them to take hold, I want this to work so badly.

      I need Zane in my life, selfishness and all. Because who am I to judge? I’ve faults of my own.

      I want Jake to be a part of that, not an unwelcome addition, but a full partner.

      Whatever is in Zane’s soul that bridges to mine, there’s something in Jake’s that does the exact same but in a completely different way.

      Zane makes me feel alive.

      Jake makes me feel safe.

      Zane’s body is hardwired to mine. And Jake’s isn’t far from that.

      I love Zane. And I have all the makings of sharing that with Jake.

      And for the moment, I’m at the center of both men’s attention and I’m flourishing. I’m like a flower that for the majority of its life has been in hibernation. Now, I’m blossoming and blooming and it’s all down to these two men for digging underneath and finding the real me.

      I know this will change. That it has to. Up until now, Jake and Zane have been very reticent. The separate-but-shared rooms haven’t been shared for a while, mattress swapping hasn’t been going on ever since our return. They’re together for meals but for very little else. That will gradually shift and we’ll have to see how the equilibrium is then, but I get the feeling, we’ll all be on tenterhooks until the two men revert to their old ways.

      As it is, I envisage plenty of sex in the upcoming future.

      And greedy nymph, yes, nymph that I am, I can’t wait.

      “What are you trying to say?” Jake breaks into my thoughts.

      Sighing under my breath, I whisper, “Isn’t it obvious? I want to be with you. Both of you. But at this minute, I really, really want a shower.”

      His chuckle is a relief to me. “I could do with one, too. You go on ahead, I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      “It’s okay. You do what you have to do.” Knowing how busy he is, especially after Rousset’s arrest where thousands of artifacts have to be returned to the original owners, an investigation he’s aiding, I press a kiss to his cheek and let my lips slide down so that they can catch his. He returns the gentle press and I smile against his mouth, before standing.

      It’s only as he snaps on the bedside light that I realize how dark it is and how much time must have passed as I slept away the late afternoon and early evening.

      I dash into Jake’s bathroom, the only place that is in anyway modern in his part of the house, from the white mosaic-tiled walls, to the slate floor and the black toilet, sink and bath. Never mind the glass monument to showers all over the world. I’ve never seen as many spinning, swiveling and pulsating heads.

      Well, that is until I get to use Zane’s. His is probably as techno as Jake’s.

      And the one in the guest bath I’m using isn’t to be sniffed at, either. Although it’s more feminine. A nice tub with bronzed lion paws, terracotta tiles and creamy-lemon walls, towels with frills… I can’t imagine either man selecting any of the stuff in there.

      As I try and figure out how to switch the damn shower on, I manage to get the one head in the very center of the stall working. It hits me at my navel so isn’t the most practical ways of getting washed, but it’ll do.

      I clean myself up, pondering if the old theory that in a gay relationship, one man is more female and the other more male… I’m not sure if that’s a stereotype and if I’m honest, I’ve never had any gay friends, so I haven’t been able to observe. Marina would probably know. She knows everything —she’s like the oracle of Delphi. But I’d say that neither Jake nor Zane were in anyway effeminate.

      Both hardened and tough, the idea of one of them going gaga over soft furnishings is, well, I’d say the moon was made of cheese before I could imagine either of them in a linen store, selecting colors and what not. They’re rich enough, I guess, to hire a decorator. Oh, how the other half live.

      I might be living it a little, but I’m not sure if I’ll ever really get used to it. I’d sure as hell like the chance, though.

      Grinning at the idea, I step out and dry myself off. Using the towel to wrap around my body and hug under my arms, I retreat from Jake’s bathroom and head to the center of the house, where my quarters are.

      There are three sets of staircases, one in each wing and one central, arterial staircase near the front door.

      Jake’s, Zane’s and my bedroom are interlinked by one long hallway, but there are many rooms between them and I have to turn to the left to reach my space.

      As soon as I’m inside, I rifle through my drawers and quickly get changed into a sleep-shirt. Once dressed, I head out and turn toward Zane’s part of the house.

      Christ, I could easily walk ten thousand steps by moving around this place. It’s huge.

      Eventually making it to Zane’s bedroom, passing a poolroom, an upstairs lounge as well as another study, I knock quietly. I know it’s late, I only realized how late when I saw the clock on my bedside table. Nearing eleven, a part of me questions if Zane’s asleep and then, he calls out and I open the door.

      He’s in bed. There’s a lowlight that runs around the room, just above the baseboard, but otherwise he’s in the dark. The lowlight makes me feel like I’m in a spaceship, but it means I can maneuver about the place without knocking into anything. As it is, I save my knees and shins from a sideboard, the sleigh bed, and a bedside table.

      I can also see that Zane isn’t a happy bunny.

      Without asking, I walk to the opposite side of the bed and climb under the covers. Snuggling down, I push myself against him so that he has no choice but to lift his arm and let me curl into his side.

      I don’t know whether he would have pushed me away or not, but he’s definitely in a mood.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were with Jake in Paris, Mona?” he asks, after a long silent break. “You could have told me that time on the phone or you could have sent me a message. You knew I was worried about him.”

       I knew it.

      I knew this was on his mind and I’ve tried to broach the subject a couple of times, but so far, he’s refused to discuss it.

      I can’t help but wonder why his catching Jake and me together is the catalyst to this conversation.

      “Because I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was attracted to Jake, Zane. And at the time, with the way I felt about you, I felt so disloyal to you and like such a slut. But I couldn’t help it. I knew that Jake wouldn’t let you go, at least not easily and then, my attraction seemed to be for the good. What if I could get all three of us together, then no one lost out. Because I knew, I would. You’d have no choice and you’re not perfect, Zane, anything but, but you’re honorable and I know you love Jake.” I wait a beat, hoping it’s the right time to tell him this: “The way I love you.”

      Throughout my short speech, he’s grown gradually stiffer. The tension is literally gushing out of his pores and at the end, it’s like he has rigor mortis. Not exactly what I’d hoped for when making my declaration of love.

      “And what do you feel for Jake? Or are you just using him to get to me?”

      Stung, I sit up, dislodging myself out of his hold. “That’s the second time this evening I’ve been asked that question. Look, my feelings for Jake are complicated. I’m not using him. At the start, he was using me. But I want him and if we get the chance, then I know I could love him. It just depends if this all works out.

      “I take it you didn’t like seeing Jake and me together. Although I wouldn’t have known considering you had your fist around your dick.” Pulling myself out from under the bedcovers, I spit, “You need to get your head around this, Zane. You’ve got everything you ever wanted. You’ve got Jake and you’ve got a woman that you wanted under the same roof. Unless that’s what’s changed? You don’t want me anymore?”

      When his hand closes around my wrist, the death grip makes me flinch. “What I don’t want is Jake hurt.”

      “And what about me? I can be hurt but not your precious husband? Is that it?”

      He tugs me down onto the bed and at that moment, I resolve to make use of the basement gym the guys have. There’s no way I’m being pushed around simply because Jake and Zane are stronger than me.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “No? Well, you did a pretty good job of making me think that’s what you meant.”

      Zane sucks in a breath and tugs me further down so that I’m forced to either lay out flat on the bed or lose my wrist. He leans over me. His hand nestles beside my ear and I’m surrounded by him.

      “Of course, I want you, Mona. That hasn’t changed. You’re my breath of fresh air. I thought I was suffocating without you. But this new relationship…” He shakes his head. “How’s it supposed to work? What are we supposed to do? Just share you? Do you know how wrong that is?”

      I try not to cry at his words. His breath of fresh air? God, I love this man. That love has lead me down a pretty sticky path, but talk about worth it. “It isn’t wrong, if the three people involved want it. And it’s more than just sharing me. We share each other.”

      “You’d be okay with me fucking Jake and him fucking me?”

      He sounds skeptical and it’s hard to contain my chuckle, because Christ, that’s one of my major motivations. “Yes. I would be.” He’s obviously taken aback by that, so I continue, “What did you think I expected out of this relationship? For the pair of you to never touch? Get real, Zane. I know that you love Jake and that you want me. I figured that this way, you get the best of both worlds and Jake and I don’t lose you.

      “This was a huge leap for me. I told you before I’ve had very few sexual relationships, but you said yourself, if something’s worth fighting for, then you need to throw all the weapons you can toward the battle. I did that. For you, for us.” I release a shaky breath.

      “And don’t think that this was all my doing, either. Jake wants this as much as I do. In fact, I think he planned it from the very start.”

      “When did it all start?” Zane asks, his curiosity evident in the frown puckering his brow.

      “Do we really have to talk about this?"

      “Please, Mona. I’d like to understand.” He bends down and uses my weakness, him, against me. Nuzzling my cheek with his nose, he further surrounds me so that all of my senses are focused on him.

      Not like there’s anything new there, though.

      I sigh and turn my head to the side, rubbing my lips against his jaw and whispering, “It was about two weeks after the article hit the stands. I just came home one day and he was there, in the apartment.” I hesitate and murmur, “Are you sure you want to know, Zane?”

      In the dim glow emitted from those under lights beaming along the walls, I can see his frown. But he nods and my eyes dart away from him, even though the light isn’t strong enough for him to even notice.

      “He wanted me to go to Paris with him. If I didn’t, he said he’d divorce you.” With him directly above me, I can sense him stiffening. And not in a good way, either. He’s physically rejecting my words and I quickly say, “He had the papers all prepared. They were just waiting for your signature and I couldn’t let it happen. I agreed and as far as I know, he’s thrown the papers away.”

      The silence is deafening. I’ve never really understood that particular cliché, but now I do. He isn’t speaking, not even one word, not even a grunt. But that silence seems to echo around the room until my ears start to ring.

      That he’s thinking is a given. But I want to know what he’s thinking.

      Is he blaming me? Is he furious at Jake? What?

      Eventually, after what feels like a small lifetime, his arms tense and he lifts himself away from me. Wondering if that’s a rejection, my fears are soon discounted when he turns on his side, drags his leg over mine and curls one arm over my waist. With his face now buried in my throat, he whispers, “He did plan this, this...” He shakes his head almost as though he can’t even say the words. He’s shaken, hurt, and I can hear dismay in his voice.

      I’m instantly on the alert.

      His stubble is rough and bristly against the sensitive flesh of my throat, but the connection is wonderful. Wrapped up in one-hundred percent Zane, I feel nothing but relief to be within his embrace. And it’s telling that when I’m with Jake, I don’t miss Zane and feel exactly the same way within Jake’s arms. Replete. Comforted. Horny.

      I’m gradually coming to realize that what I feel for Jake can’t be compared to what I feel for Zane. It’s different, but then, Jake’s different and I’m a hop, skip and a jump from plunging into the deep end over him.

      It would seem my heart has no sense. That it is fearless, where I am very fearful. It’s in my best interests to make Zane accept this threesome, because that way, I can have my cake and eat it too. I’m learning my nature is greedy. Although two is quite definitely my limit. And it has to be these two or none at all.

      With that admission rolling through my mind, I buss Zane’s temple and take the first step down the path into manipulation. I can only hope watching Jake as I have done, is enough for me to have honed my skills.

      “Yes, I think so too. He’s trying to complete you, Zane. Not many people would be so selfless as to do what he’s done. I mean, let’s face it, he might not have found me attractive.”

      A part of me could worry that Jake didn’t really find me attractive and that he fucked me on sufferance. But he’s too attentive and takes too much time to have sex with me, for him to be doing it because he has to. To save face or to smooth things along.

      It’s no wham, bam, thank you, Mona.

      If anything, it’s slow torture as he awakens every single nerve ending of mine and like a firework, ignites them. Usually, at once.

      No, call me cocky, but I don’t think I have any fears on that score.

       “But now, we can all be together and you don’t have to go out looking for something that’s at home.” I freeze as a thought comes to me and I stammer out, “Unless you want to, that is. Although, I don’t think that’s why Jake’s done this.”

      My stuttered and flustered words are brought to a premature halt, when Zane leans up and brushes his lips against mine.

      “If you and Jake are okay with this, then you’re all I need. Christ, I’m greedy enough as it is without needing to go out and look for more.”

      My voice lowers as I whisper, “No. I want you both too.”

      He lifts his head and stares down at me, although I can’t make out his expression perfectly. “You really do want him, don’t you?”

      I nod and bury my face in his hair. He chuckles but lets me hide.

      Then in a tone that reminds me of a man rubbing his hands together in satisfaction, he says, “Well, then, laissez les bon temps rouler.”

      Let the good times roll.

      I, for one, am up for that.
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      There was a dramatic change in the dynamics of our relationship after that night.

      And when I say our relationship, I mean the three of us, not just the two.

      If I happened to fancy reading a book and was sitting smooshed into Jake’s side, his arm curled about my shoulders as he read the paper, both our feet propped on a footstool, then it wasn’t unusual for Zane to come in, a book of his own in his hand as he stretched out on the sofa.

      If I watched a show on Zane’s big screen, my head on his lap, neither of us found it odd if Jake appeared, tugged my feet onto his knees and rubbed them.

      Ease.

      It was starting to make an appearance in our lives. We were all comfortable in each other’s company and considering Jake and I haven’t known each other all that long, it was like we’d been friends for a lifetime.

      I think none of us wanted to force anything, to make it feel unnatural. We were all willing to just take our time and to relax into the relationship. That evening with Jake was the first and last ‘sex’ to happen between us for a good three weeks.

      And in a way, that was just what the doctor ordered.

      It was all going well and fine until a call came through from Zane’s family.

      Ever since then, he’s been on edge. And on edge doesn’t describe the level of stress he’s been under. And it’s not like Jake and I can help, because outside of telling us his sister called, he hasn’t brought the subject up again.

      The wind blowing in my hair is refreshing and invigorating and it’s a pleasant change from the somewhat stilted environment at home. The strain that call put Zane under, is permeating the house and affecting both Jake and I. If we could do something then it wouldn’t feel so cloying. As it is, we just have to wait and see what’s going to happen.

      So, it’s with relief to be out and about. The walk from Jake and Zane’s house—I haven’t been there long enough to consider it my home yet—into the cove is something I’ve been doing more and more of late.

      First and foremost, because I enjoy it. Second, because I like the cute little town and third, it gets me out when Zane and Jake are working.

      It’s weird not working myself, not having a job and responsibilities and I can’t deny, while a part of me enjoys it, the other part doesn’t. Okay, call me crazy. How many times, when I had to drag my way out of bed on a cold winter’s morning, would I have loved to have said no? To have stayed and bummed about all day. To slip into the bath and get warm or to write a few dozen poems—not something I can do at the moment, because the muse has most definitely fled the building. Christ, who could blame it when my entire apartment block went up in flames.

      But when Jake and Zane are so productive and I’m just not, it kind of makes me feel like a leech.

      I mean, hell, I do all the housekeeping, I even told their cleaner not to come anymore, so it’s not like I have to feel that way. But for way too long, I’ve taken care of myself. On a morning, a wad of notes is usually slipped under a magnet on the notice board. It’s for me to do whatever I want with it, but mostly, I just buy groceries. Even buying a box of tampons feels like I’m taking advantage.

      When I was with Zane and he bought me stuff, likewise with Jake, it was a novelty. Kind of fun. But now, this could be my life and I don’t like it.

      That means I’m going to have to get a job. Because I refuse to feel guilty for splashing out on a box of female sanitary products, for Christ’s sake.

      And it’s horrible, because they don’t make me feel like that. The money is there, not to make me feel lowly or beholden, but for the very opposite reason. They don’t want me to feel that way, but contrary pain in the ass that I am, I do.

      I don’t like it.

      And I know for a fact Meg at The Pike is looking for a waitress and in all the years I’ve supported myself, I’ve never actually waited tables. I can’t say I’m thrilled at the idea. I’ve nothing against waiters, but aside from feeling guilty for needing to buy stuff—a ridiculous state of affairs considering the unnecessary fortune Jake and Zane have spent on me. Against my wishes, mind. I really like my life.

      I never imagined I’d be content in the homemaker role. I watched mother, saw how unfulfilled she was ironing and cleaning and making my son-of-a-bitch father’s meals and I vowed to be nothing like her. I wanted to go to college, forge a career and never have to depend on any man for anything.

      So what did I go and do?

      The complete opposite. Except I’ve got double the trouble. Two men to handle and care for... and God help me, I love every minute of it.

      The idea that I’m like my mother, a lot, is almost frightening. But the facts don’t lie.

      As it is, I just need this one burst of independence and if things go tits-up between the three of us, then I’ll have a nest egg, a tiny one, to get me back on my feet again. Because aside from the necessities, I don’t really need all that much and the rest, I can save for a rainy day. But it will make me feel better. Until all three of us are fully committed—if that’s even possible, and I really hope it is—I need to take this stand.

      The road from the house to the cove is pretty steep. It’s on top of a grassy cliff, pretty close to an edge with such a drop that it’s borderline terrifying. Even though I’m thirty feet away on the road down to town, I still freak out at the idea of somehow dropping into the water. Huge, craggy rocks have formed at the base of the cliffs. The sea crashes and bursts into all the crevices, over time creating thousands of tiny spikes. Murky gray water, bubbling and hissing with froth adds to the unwelcoming picture. If you happened to fall over the side, it would not be a nice way to die.

      Shuddering at the thought, I huddle into my jacket and continue with the short walk into town. It’s a warm day, but the breeze is brisk and overhead, the sun is covered with clouds spreading diluted rays over the buildings ahead.

      Bayling Cove possesses only three buildings higher than three stories. The town hall, the church and a community hall. It reminds me of Fountain Springs, my hometown, except up here, even in summer, it can be kind of chilly whereas back home, I’d be sweating my balls off. If I had any to sweat off, that is.

      The majority of the buildings are constructed out of brick and wood, and are low, unspectacular. Main Street is lined with equally as bland buildings, but regardless of the recession, this town seems to be thriving. Every place of business is full and I haven’t seen a For Sale or For Rent sign in any of the shop windows.

      It’s pretty cute, too, because the nearest supermarket is about a forty-minute drive away so for the most part, it’s like the old days where you had to rely on your local town for your groceries. I don’t drive, something that will change if things become permanent around here, and Jake and Zane... well, reclusive isn’t the right word, but they don’t go out a whole hell of a lot. Once a week, a box of stuff appears at the door with all the staples and I guess I could order in online, but I want to support the locals, who, even though my presence has raised a few eyebrows, haven’t outright rejected me.

      Meg from the café especially: I can see her becoming a friend.

      The café is squished between a hardware store and a specialty fishing shop. Both places of business have monster queues and the café isn’t that much better.

      When I step through the door, the sound hits me. Especially after the short if peaceful walk into town and even though Main Street bustles, it isn’t exactly New York loud. But this is.

      Well, it is a Saturday.

      Teenagers catcall at each other from across the room, while babies sit in highchairs either squawking at the meal their mothers are trying to feed them or bawling their lungs out. Families hunch together as they eat their meal, some in silence, others arguing between every bite.

      Not a table is empty and because of that, the Take Out line is packed.

      It’s not the most cosmopolitan of places. Red plaid cloths line the tables and they’re squashed between benches. The walls are clad in varnished pine making it look like a more natural version of neon orange.

      Every now and then, there’s a dead fish mounted on the wall as well as pictures of locals that have done good. I’m not shocked to see Zane’s picture there, even though I’d have imagined a place like this as being pretty... well, unappreciative of the Lesbian, Gay, Bi and Transsexual genre. However, he’s there, grinning down at me with his arm around Meg, who in the picture is planting a kiss on his cheek.

      The counter is Formica, scratched and scarred and lined with sugar servers, bottles of ketchup and mayonnaise as well as salt and pepper pots. A huge display case is auspiciously empty thanks to the huge crowd, but is usually stacked with savory and sweet pastries.

      As my eyes take it in, Meg spots me and with little fuss, blows me a wolf whistle. For a second, peace settles over the café and then jeers and laughs explode and with it, color on my cheeks. Meg waves me over, and after squeezing my way through the crowd toward the counter, she bursts out, “You are an angel in disguise, Mona. Could you help out? That damn fool Erica has gone down with the flu and I’m busting my gut trying to be everywhere at once.”

      Amused at Meg’s assumption that Erica wanted to come down with the flu, I merely nod. After all, it’s what I came down here to do. “Sure, Meg. Where do you need me?”

      “You are a darling, Mona Barranquet.” Hiding another grin, because Meg just can’t pronounce my surname, she always says Bar-in-koo-ett instead of Bah-ran-ket, I round the counter and tie on the apron she pushed into my chest. “No time for training. Just do what you can.” She blows another whistle and again, peace settles over the raucous crowd. “Now, listen everybody. Mona’s helping out, so be nice. If you know where something is and she doesn’t, give her a nudge. Thanks everyone.”

      To my consternation, everybody nods as though she hasn’t just asked her diners to help out the wait staff. I can only imagine the average New York crowd if the proprietor of an eatery did that.

      I knew there was a reason I liked this place.

      Grinning, I submerge myself into the job. And I’m almost shocked when I discover that I like it.

      I’m not as much of an introvert as I thought I was either. I chat to people, honest to God chat. I don’t shuffle between tables, mumbling behind my order pad. I talk and flirt and laugh if something funny’s said. I mop up spills, predict them before they even happen, and generally whizz through the crowd with a smile on my face.

      I’m quick on my toes and pick up the layout of the place in no time at all and by the end of the shift, have earned myself thirty dollars in tips.

      Not bad for a newbie.

      Thinking of how many tampons I can buy with that, I pour myself a cup of coffee and sit at the counter and rub my feet. Because, Christ, they ache like a bitch.

      Meg bursts through the swing hinge doors out of the kitchen and zooms in on me like a fly scenting sugar.

      She’s one of those women of indeterminate age. Somewhere between thirty and fifty with red, frizzy hair that if a straightener ever passed through, would glint gold in the light. Her eyes are lined with a thick smudge of kohl, but outside of that, she wears no make-up. There isn’t a uniform at The Pike and she’s dressed in men’s sweats, an oversized T-shirt so large you can’t even make out if she has any boobs, as well as sneakers on her feet.

      “You’re a lifesaver, Mona. Thank you so much, I don’t think I’d have seen the day out if you hadn’t stopped by. You probably only came in for that cup of coffee, didn’t you? Didn’t expect to be recruited on to the team.” She snorts and then her eyes flicker over me. “You can’t miss the sign on the door, but I’m actually hiring if you’re interested.” She cocks her brow. “Although maybe not if you’re looking after those two hunks up on the hill?”

      I refuse to blush. I’m an adult and Jake and Zane are hardly adolescents. We can do whatever the hell we want behind the privacy of our own doors.

      That very little kinkiness has gone down as yet doesn’t matter.

      It’s the principle.

      Perhaps she can tell I’ve taken umbrage, because she raises her hands in surrender and says around a grin, “Hold fire, missy.”

      Missy?

      Do people under the age of seventy call people that?

      Apparently so.

      But then, Meg isn’t your average thirty to fifty year old woman.

      Inwardly snorting, I merely cock my brow to match hers and watch as her grin widens.

      “Could tell you had balls. The minute you walked through the door. Not that you show it. All meek and proper like. And that newspaper article… Surrogate, my ass.” She studies me a moment longer, a gleam in her eye at my refusal to rise to her bait and then makes me jump when she bangs her fist on the counter. “If you want the job, it’s yours.”

      A part of me feels guilty, because maybe I’m taking the job from someone who really needs it. But I have to assume someone would have accepted it before now.

      I would soon learn Meg is a bitch to work for. An amusing, friendly bitch, but a hard taskmaster that has half the teenage population of Bayling Cove running for cover after their first day of training.

      At that point, I didn’t know that. So, it didn’t stop me from accepting the position.

      Even if I had known, I would have still taken the job. I’m used to bitches. Eddie and Marina can be real cats, when they want to be.

      As soon as the majority of the crowd disappears, Meg and I get down to discussing particulars and how long the shifts last—eight hours—and what my wage will be.

      I can keep all my tips, which is something, because it doesn’t pay all that much, but I hadn’t expected it to.

      It sounds a bit like I’m showing off when I say that I just need this for things I don’t feel comfortable for the guys to buy me. So I don’t need to earn a fortune, just enough to get me by and to stop me from feeling like a slug, happy to mooch off them.

      And what if I want to buy them a present? I’d have to use their money to do so and that doesn’t sit well with me at all.

      I leave the café in high spirits. Tomorrow, I’ll have to go back for the breakfast shift, something that no one on the staff apparently wants to work. But after a lifetime of early morning starts, it’s no big deal and I’d prefer to get up at four for a four-thirty start than have to stay at work until ten when the café closes.

      As it is, I’ll be home before lunch and I’ll have some independence.

      Overhead, the sun has decided to sulk. It’s disappeared completely into a morass of glum-looking clouds, swirled with charcoals and silvers. There’s definitely a storm brewing and if I’m honest, I love the storms here. They’re so vibrant, so filled with energy.

      From my bedroom, which has a huge picture window and a window seat, I can sit curled up and watch the sea until night falls. In fact, that’s my plan as I forge ahead down Main Street, passing some folks I know from the cafe, and waving, before climbing the hill to the house. Although I don’t have long. The darkness is on its way thanks to my overly long stay at the café. I hadn’t expected to be returning to the house five hours after I’d set off and while I’m kind of tired, there’s a bounce to my step as I return to Jake and Zane’s.

      The nearer I get, the more of an impression it makes. It’s an imposing structure, big and Victorian with a small... I guess I’d term it as a roundabout filled with flowers in the gravel drive where cars can turn around. The instant I tread across the drive, the front door opens and Jake steps on to the threshold.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      Slightly dazed at his vehemence, I shake my head, wondering if I heard wrong, because the wind has started to whistle worse than the Pied Piper. Jogging over to the door, I’ve two seconds to come to terms with the anger on Jake’s face and then, it’s too late. I’m pulled into his arms, dragged over the threshold into the house and his mouth is plastered against mine.

      His lips force mine open and my tongue has no choice but to come out and play in the face of Jake’s desperation.

      Just why he’s desperate, I’m not entirely sure. But I can’t deny it’s arousing as hell. Maybe I shouldn’t find the whole Captain Caveman thing attractive, but tell that to my pussy.

      His mouth pulls away from mine, making a faint sucking noise as he does, and then kisses are pressed along my cheekbone as he wraps me further in his arms.

      I don’t have much chance to react, before I’m tugged out of Jake’s embrace and pulled into Zane’s.

      The desperation is equal. Each kiss, each caress of his lips and tongue against my own is turbo-charged, as though he can’t get enough. A part of me wonders what the hell is going on, but I’m too wrapped up in the two sets of arms and the two erections, one at my back and one at my front, nudging me.

      Whatever’s happened, it’s definitely accelerated things along. Both men are touching me, simultaneously. And God, it feels good.

      A mouth at my neck sucks and pulls at the flesh, making it tingle and flush. I love how Jake likes to mark me. It’s such a turn on, especially the morning after when I find the bruises lashed from his teeth and lips, and I’m sucked back to the moment he made them.

      Hands are pulling at my jacket, which is unzipped and dragged from my arms then dropped to the floor. Fingers mold my breasts, squeezing, taunting, before they focus on the buttons of my shirt. My hands fumble with the fastenings, but I retain a hold on my patience, until Zane loses his. The fabric suddenly gives way as his hands join the fray and he pulls the shirt open, making buttons fly everywhere.

      I don’t even care that later on, I’ll be the one to pick them up.

      That one move was hard-wired to my sex and if I wasn’t creaming enough, now I’m drenching my panties to an almost embarrassing degree.

      Being between two men is so much more than I’d ever imagined. And at this moment, it’s hardly the most risqué of stuff we’re doing. Kissing, caressing. We’re hardly fucking, but it’s like being caught in a hurricane. They’ve uprooted me from the ground and are flying me across the state.

      Pressed against Jake is like being pressed against a wall and Zane takes advantage of his husband’s strength by pushing me against him and nudging my thighs apart by shoving a knee between my own. He steps forward so that one long leg brushes between my inner thighs and thanks to our difference in height, rubs along very sensitive and very, very wet flesh. My pussy lips rub together, making me all the more aware of how drenched I am and how ready I am to be fucked.

      The idea of being taken by both men is like adding kindling to the flames.

      If they were the aggressors, I turn into one too. I practically bite at Zane’s mouth and start to drag his shirt open. My hands claw at his chest, my fingers pinch his nipples until he grunts. I let go of his mouth and jerk my head to the side, seeking Jake and once our mouths collide, I’m equally as hungry. My lips bite at his, my tongue duels and seeks surrender from him.

      But it backfires and I pull away, my hands pushing at Zane’s chest to dislodge him. With a bit of air between our once glued-together bodies, I slip out from between them and while they look confused, hurt and pissed off as well as horny, I watch that disappear as I grab my belt buckle and nearly rip at it to unfasten it. Once I’ve loosened the damn thing, which seemed intent on clinging to me like a snake, I grasp the buttons at my crotch, semi-mortified to find that the deeper down I go, the wetter the denim is from my arousal.

      My eyes dart up to the two men and notice that they’re taking the opportunity to strip too and for a minute, I waver mid-button. Glued to hard pecs and delineated abs, two cocks, long and thick, wide and veined. My mouth drools at the sight of ripped biceps, flexing and relaxing with their movements, strong thighs and calves and the idea that these two men belong to me has me whimpering as a pulse of pleasure tears through my very soul.

      In the shit, old days —because they were never good— that would have constituted an orgasm. Now it’s merely an appetizer.

      I kick out of my jeans and accidently break the waistband of my panties in my haste to be naked. The instant I am, I practically leap on Jake. And he catches me. Thank fuck. My legs spread, I know my pussy is directly over his lower abdomen and that I’m drenching him, but right on the under curve of my butt, I can feel his cock pulse and twitch in reaction.

      There’s no room for embarrassment and hell, I don’t feel any. It’s these two guys’ faults that I’m as wet as I am.

      As Zane steps behind me, his pre-cum soaked dick nudging my back, I arch and fall against his chest, the move has my breasts jutting out, something that Jake takes instant advantage of. His lips pull and tug at my nipples in a similar way as he attacked my neck. Like I said, he likes to leave marks and my nipples sure as hell appreciate it.

      I curl my arm backward and wrap it around Zane’s neck. Turning my head to the side, I let him devour my mouth and don’t fail to notice that both of his hands have cupped my butt. One digs between Jake and I, and hones in on my pussy. It’s strange, because he isn’t trying to drive me nuts, although he’s doing so, inadvertently. He’s swirling his fingers through the copious fluids at my sex and then dragging them down, down, down.

      It’s only as he rubs my asshole that I know one of my sordid fantasies is about to come true.

      They’re going to do it.

      Fuck me at the same time.

      Mewling as he curls his tongue about my own, sucking the air from my very lungs and making me rely on him for oxygen, I whimper again as he rubs at my butt and slowly starts to penetrate it, slickening the tight, taut hole with my own juice.

      How long we all stood there, I don’t know. Jake is raking my nipples until they’re almost hurting with sensitivity. I have a feeling that if he doesn’t stop soon, then I’ll cum. Not that that’s a bad thing, but that’s how deeply he’s affecting me.

      Zane’s fingers are rubbing against flesh that has been receiving more attention of late and which is now begging for more.

      This is Jake’s doing. Ever since that first night, he’s been preparing me for this. Playing with my butt, making me accustomed to penetration. As it is, knowing how huge Zane is, I’m quite relieved to have been prepped.

      With my clit being ignored, somehow, for some perverse reason, each sexual touch from my men finds its epicenter there. Almost as though if it can’t join in, it’ll find a way by hook or by crook. Every bite and suckle from Jake’s mouth finds its center there as does the finger fucking of my ass. Those short but intense thrusts, as the tight muscle of my butt is forced open and the coarse flesh of a man whose life has not been soft is dragged against it.

      And then, those fingers disappear, the scorching heat along my spine does too and I can hear Zane loping off to God knows where. I almost want to pout, but Jake takes the opportunity to back into the wall and slide down it so that the pair of us safely reach the floor. His mouth retreats from my nipples to bite at my lips again and as my hands tweak and pinch the nubbins topping his pecs; he maneuvers the pair of us so that he’s flat out on his back.

      It’s incongruous really. This luscious, ripped man is lying on thick, cream carpet beside an antique pot that holds umbrellas and next to a door that has windows in it —translucent ones, but you can make out shapes behind it, nonetheless— and all I can think is... Fuck.

      In the sense that, fuck, this man is gorgeous.

      Thank fuck, this man is mine.

      And God, I need to fuck.

      As a shudder rattles through me, I ignore the prospect of carpet burn; in fact, I revel in the idea of getting it and shuffle down so that my hips are flush with his. I grab his cock, pleased to note that the veined, bulky shaft is glistening with clear pre-cum. Loving how turned on he is, and the hiss whistling through his teeth as I grip him by the dick and jack him off for a second or two, I climb over him, press the wet glans against my pussy and slide it through my slick lips. Not for long, because my cunt is crying out for his cock and as I push it against the opening to my body and rock my hips back and forth until the thick shaft is inside me to the hilt, a faint whine echoes around the hall.

      It’s me.

      And God, it’s wonderful to be full again. The pressure, the tightness of the walls of my pussy has Jake’s face turning slightly red. For me, being able to feel nigh on every vein roping his dick is both heaven and hell.

      I just sit there, letting my sex absorb the size of him, letting myself adjust to the burning heat inside me and just as I’m on the brink of rocking, of steering us toward a climax to end all climaxes, Zane reappears, a bottle in his hand.

      Jake’s hands brush my back and he forces me down so that my face nestles into the nook between throat and shoulder. Suddenly, cold fluid drips down the crack of my ass, making me hiss as it floods and pools where Jake and I are joined. Zane’s fingers return to my nether regions and he begins to rub the tight, wrinkled pucker, making me shudder in reaction. I can feel more lube being squirted as he opens me up and coats me with the liquid.

      The moment I’ve been dreading and longing for is suddenly upon me. The head of Zane’s cock is where his fingers once were. And he’s nudging, pressing forward, demanding invitation.

      “Bear down, Mona,” Jake whispers.

      And I try my best, I really do. But it’s quite painful. Quite uncomfortable. In fact, it downright hurts. My arousal withers away at the idea of my ass being impaled by a cock. I wince, my pussy clamping down, and I jump as fingers flicker against my clit, and realize it’s Zane and that he’s managed to squeeze a hand between Jake and I.

      Like a sports car, my engines rev from naught to sixty in less than two seconds flat, especially as Jake’s hands are soothing along the length of my spine. Obviously to calm, but instead he only makes every inch of my flesh tingle with heat.

      And then, Zane’s there. Forging inwards, pushing deep, lodging himself inside me inch by inch until Jake and he are side by side, a thin sliver of flesh separating them.

      To say I feel full is like saying a person is full after eating an eighty-ounce steak.

      I don’t know how I’m not bursting with how stuffed I am. I could feel the veins of Jake’s dick before, but now, I can feel the shape of the glans, the pulsation of his shaft as it reacts to Zane’s presence. And the latter’s cock is the same. The pair of them are just hovering and I wonder if it’s for me, so I lift my head and study Jake’s face, the ecstasy written into the lines there is like nothing I’ve ever before seen.

      His eyes are glassy; his lips are forced into a weird, strained grin that makes him look nuts. His jaw is flexing and I know that even if I’ve flickered back down to turned off, someone’s getting their kicks.

      As it is, while I’m disappointed, I’m quite glad that my men are enjoying this.

      And that’s what they are, my men.

      I’m almost resigned to counting my times tables, as soreness and discomfort permeates the lower half of my body, something that is not in the least sexy.

      And then Zane moves.

      Whoa.

      The sound rasps out of me as the hard length of his shaft drags against deep, soft tissues. As he pulls out, Jake’s cock seems to pulsate all the more as though it’s been squeezed and has finally been released. He grunts and I do too, when Zane almost pulls out of me completely, before slowly sinking in again.

      He does this three more times and at this point, turned off is the least of my problems.

      But now, as he reaches the outer part of my ass, Jake grips me by the arms and helps me up. Dazed, I wonder what he’s doing, my eyes are out of focus as he whispers, his voice almost grim with need, “Ride me, sweetheart.”

      For a moment, I don’t think I can. I have this immense pressure at my ass and riding Jake would only make it worse, but his hands move down to my hips and Zane’s come around to grasp my tits and pull my nipples. As shivers quake down my spine, I rock my hips back and forth and as I do, my mouth pops open into a wide O. Eyelids floating down, I enjoy the pleasure slipping through my blood like an uncontrollable oil spill. My muscles are both tensed and relaxed. Every part of me is getting ready for the moment that all hell breaks loose, but I don’t notice. I just slip up and down. Up and down.

      Zane lets me get my rhythm and then, as I go up so that Jake isn’t as deeply embedded in me, he thrusts.

      I squeal. There’s no other word for it. And Jake’s hands grip my hips so hard that I know there will be two more bruises there tomorrow. With sheer strength, he forces me to continue in the same vein of movement and with my hands free, I slip them down to brush against my clit.

      Just once.

      And that’s it.

      I’m a goner.
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      The old cliché died and gone to heaven is pretty apt for what happened next.

      As I wavered in and out of focus, my body taking over as my head soared high in the clouds, I heard Jake and Zane grunting and groaning. Their noises were like another caress to my clit. I heard a low shout, then a loud cry. The sounds intermingled with the faint burst of cum as it slammed into both of my orifices and still, they rocked as though unable to stop, as though they never wanted the sensations to end.

      And I understood. Because as my blood, yes, my blood tingled with the after-effects, the chemicals, hormones exploding through my brain of an all-encompassing climax, I knew that I’d never been as close to anyone in my life as I was with these two men.

      Ha. Ha. Not in just the physical sense. I mean the emotional.

      From that moment, we were connected and that connection filled my heart to bursting, making the potent climax all the more powerful as it zipped its way through quivering muscles and overcome and overpowered flesh.

      The immediate connection I had with Zane made me feel safe with him. When I look back now, that was stupid, because within hours, he hurt me. But thereafter, he cared for me and, there’s no other word for it, cherished me. I didn’t feel that same sense of safety with Jake, simply because I didn’t trust him. But I had faith that he would never do me any physical harm. So a part of me has always felt some vague idea of security with them. The way I feel now makes that seem like danger.

      Now, I’m at peace.

      I slip down, sliding slowly so that once again, I return to Jake’s chest. I doze and within a few minutes, feel Zane’s cock slipping out of my ass and his hands grabbing me by the waist and lifting me off of Jake’s dick.

      A low moan escapes me. It isn’t of pain, although I can tell from the way Zane freezes, he believes that to be the case. It’s from loss.

      If we’d been in a bed, I’d have made them maneuver us so that we could go to sleep like that. I don’t care if an hour down the line I’d wake up with pins and needles attacking some part of my body and numbness another, that physical joining represented my hopes for this relationship.

      I never want to be parted from these two men.

      Ever.

      Call me a dreamer, but I’m sick of being a realist. It never got me anywhere, and now, I have hope. Delicious, delirious hope.

      When I make no other protest, Zane lifts me and turns me so that he’s carrying me like a groom hefts his bride over the threshold. The jolt of his steps resonates down my spine and after my pretzel position of only moments before, this time I do groan but it isn’t worth opening my eyes. I let my head fall loosely on to his chest and let him support me totally. Hearing Jake’s footsteps padding behind me enables me to relax entirely throughout the next twenty minutes as I’m poked and prodded in intimate and embarrassing places and all in the name of being cleaned up.

      By the time I’m squeaky clean and deposited in the bed, I’ve awoken enough to ask, “What the hell was that about?”

      I can’t even find it in myself to be angry, not when they’ve just slotted another memory into the memory banks.

      Fuck me. That was incredible.

      Silence ensues in reaction to my question, but the bathroom light pops off and the faint flood of light around the perimeter of the room tells me we’re in Zane’s bedroom. Within no time at all, I’m surrounded. To my left is Jake and to my right, Zane and there’s nowhere I’d rather be.

      Jake is a cuddler. Not in the normal sense, but in a way, that if you’re close to him in bed, he’ll plaster himself or some part against you. Case in point now, two minutes after lying down, he’s on his belly, one arm over my waist, our sides pressed together.

      And I’ll bet you thought I was the one squeezing into his armchair.

      Unless I cuddle up to him, Zane is freer in bed. Takes up a ton of space. Yet, there’s always some connection. Small or little. It can even be just his fingers brushing against my elbow.

      At the moment, he’s sprawled on his back, staring up at the sky, his foot nudging mine.

      Is it any wonder I loved being the stuffing in a Jake and Zane sandwich?

      I grin at the lewd thought but it’s a prompt reminder of what just happened. I’m still pretty confused as to the why? What the hell set the pair of them off?

       “And I don’t mean the most spectacular bit of sex America has ever known. Why the panic?” I’m too replete, too damned satisfied to even raise my voice. I probably should. I should shout at them and rail and scream. After all, I can do whatever the hell I want. If I want to go out all afternoon, then I can do it and no one is going to stop me.

      I’ve been alone for far too long to have to pay heed to anyone else.

      As always, before I can get into a good bitch, Jake says something that makes my heart melt.

      “We thought you’d left.”

      Not only have we just consummated the three-way part of this relationship, but we’ve also broached the emotional side of it. From Jake’s earlier reaction, the almost sheepish answer in no way conveys what my supposed leaving did to the pair of them. And Zane was just as bad. Seconds after Jake had shouted at me, demanding to know where I’d been, he’d been there too. Devouring my mouth and turning me into a molten pile of mush.

      “Oh.” Not the most articulate of replies, but what else can I say? There’s no way to describe the way my heart flip-flops in my chest. The butterflies in my belly. The sheer happiness uncoiling through my veins. Instead, I murmur, “I tried to call, a few times, but there was no reply. Then, I didn’t have time, and when I did, I was on my way home. I didn’t think you’d really worry. Sorry.” Guilt has me nibbling my bottom lip. “If I have a problem with our relationship, any part of it, I’ll tell you. I would never just leave without letting you know. You never have to worry about that.”

      “We’re all new to this. When you didn’t come back, we thought we’d scared you off, somehow.”

      Pressing myself into Jake’s hold, I shake my head. “No. I’d never leave without saying goodbye.”

      “Let’s not talk about goodbyes. You’re here now and you’re not going anywhere.” Zane grabs my hand before it can hit him in the chest. His next words are imbued with laughter. “What were you doing, then?” He repositions himself so that our feet are touching once more. My move into Jake’s embrace had dislodged our earlier connection.

      “I got a job.”

      “A job?” Zane asks in a careful tone, like he’s completely aware he’s standing in a minefield. His amusement has gone AWOL.

      “Yeah. A job.”

      “Where?”

      “Down at The Pike with Meg.”

      Silence simmers between us all. It’s rather amusing in its own small way. I’m sandwiched between two men, who are both trying to concoct a response to my statement.

      Instinct tells me they disapprove. But their cautiousness is appreciated. They don’t want to hurt or offend me.

      After what seems like a good five minutes of silence, that had the pair of them lying there as still as dummies, Jake clears his throat. “Okay, then.”

      It’s not like I need his approval, but it’s valued all the same.

      “When do you start?”

      “I have to be up at four AM.”

      While a pained look crosses his face, Zane grunts, “Okay, I’ll set the alarm.”

      Touched by the tenterhooks they’re standing on —tenterhooks that only exist because they want me to be happy—I grip both men’s hands and tell them, “I just need a bit of independence. That’s all.”

      In the darkness, I see their reluctant nods. With mutual murmurings of good night, and little else said, we drift off to sleep. The first night of, hopefully, many more.
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      “Order up. Two eggs sunny side up, and two eggs scrambled on three slices of rye toast with one tomato slice grilled.” Pinning the order to the board, I grumble at Meg, “Who has breakfast for lunch and who has two fried and two scrambled eggs together?”

      With her hands stuck in soapy water, Meg blows out a breath that has her frizzy red fringe fluttering a few inches away from her flushed face. “Let me guess. Is he wearing an ironed, red flannel shirt with pin-creased jeans and boots so black and shiny you can see your nose in them?”

      “You guessed it.” It goes without saying, that apart from the man’s pristine appearance, he stinks. As a fisherman, you’d think fish. Oh, no. Bleach.

      The guy reeks of bleach.

      “Raymond Cutler. Never call him, Ray. Not if you want a tip. Has the same order every day, same time, same table.”

      “Does he bathe in bleach?”

      “God knows.”

      “Maybe he uses it as aftershave?”

      Meg chuckles. “Potent, isn’t it?”

      Snorting at the understatement, I nod and return to the counter to remove some of the dirty cups that have gathered there in the time it took me to take Raymond-not-Ray’s order.

      Within the first hour of my shift, dealing with anything from raucous to sleepy fishermen, I realized I’m a natural for this job. Okay, I can’t say if I could live my life again this would be at the top of my career preferences. I’d still choose to be a doctor any damn time. But over cleaning? Hell, waiting tables rocks.

      It had been harder than usual to drag myself out of bed this morning. Ordinarily, I’ve nothing to keep me there. Early starts meant municipal, office or state buildings with endless miles of floor to clean and vacuum, hundreds of dirty toilets to mop up, and thousands of garbage cans to empty.

      Sound like fun to you?

      Well, it wasn’t.

      Here, however, I can chat to the guys and the few gals coming in for coffee after coming into port. They order hearty breakfasts, heavy on the protein, but some hardened souls eat dinner.

      The short order cook is a guy called Lennie. I’ve never met him before, but he seems a nice enough guy. Doesn’t speak much and does his job, but the front of house is more my scene anyway. I’d been welcomed into the bosom of the diner before the late-breakfast crowd came in and then, slowly but surely, the lunch.

      Raymond is my last table and the instant he calls for the check and pays, that’s me done. As fussy and pernickety as the bleach-wearing man is, he’s a damned good tipper.

      As I leave the diner with a bounce in my step, I can’t deny I’m feeling a little worse for wear. My wrists ache from hefting plates and gallons of coffee over tens of dozens of cups, but I’ve earned an honest buck. After last night’s gymnastics, I’m more tired than I would ordinarily have been, but still, it feels good to return to what is slowly becoming my home and know that I’m there of my own accord, and not because I’m financially dependent.

      It also feels good that the men are consciously aware of the fact I’m not here for their money.

      I guess a lot of women might have had their heads turned, and I can’t deny it’s lovely to be showered with gifts, and a real luxury to walk into a house that belongs in a magazine, but it’s the men I want. It’s the men I’m greedy for.

      This time last year, I was going through the motions of living. Working, worrying over bills, trying to keep my head above water. My enjoyment came from the books I slaved over, the poems I wrote, and the times Marina, Eddie and I all got together. Now, I’ve someone waiting for me when I get home, and my pace speeds up to match the need I have to see Jake and Zane. Even if they’re busy, I’ll just pop in with a cup of coffee and give them a kiss hello.

      The imagined domestic scene makes my step even bouncier. My hair, in a high ponytail, taps against my ass as I move but I don’t feel it thanks to the thick jeans I’m wearing, even at this time of the year, the early mornings are damn cold. My sweater is no longer necessary and the instant I get through those doors, I’ll shuck it off. It’s easier to wear it than it is to carry. Even if the hill is steep and the exertion from climbing it makes my cheeks flush.

      By the time my feet are crunching on the gravel of the drive, I come to a stop. An expensive SUV, gleaming with newness, is parked right outside the front door. On further inspection, I note that it’s a hire car and from the local airport.

      Wondering who Jake and Zane’s guests are, I step through the door and let it click softly to a close. Pricking my ears up for sound, I wander toward Zane’s sitting room and through the open door, spot my guys. Opposite them is a skinny woman dressed to kill in an outfit that wouldn’t fit my right thigh and a man in a sharp, tailored suit who loves himself, by the looks of it.

      The woman is a bag of bones and the dress is the only thing keeping her together, or at least, it appears that way and I’m not being bitchy. I’ve long since come to terms with the fact I’ll never be a size zero and having friends in the size four and six region, I actually feel pity for anyone sinking down to a naught. Especially Marina who has to consciously eat to maintain her weight.

      Her hair, while tied back in a luxurious chignon, is dry and brittle. Her skin doesn’t have a healthy flush but a pale almost jaundiced shade to what should be creamy skin. I know, because with her coloring and the softly arched, almost feline exoticness of her espresso-brown eyes, the way she looks tells me immediately that she’s Zane’s sister. Her cheeks are gaunt and false rouge merely accentuates the grayness of her skin. Her collarbones and shoulders are exposed by the boat neckline of her scarlet red dress. Painfully sharp knee bones are neatly tucked together with one foot resting behind the other. Her high heels make her too-thin ankles look all the more slender.

      The guy is wearing a camel-colored suit with a cream, open-necked shirt. He’s brawny, tall, and decent to look at. His hair is thinning on top, but he’s taking good care of it. He must have spent a good hour before the mirror trying to create that artless quiff. His eyes are slightly sunken, making the gray orbs seem all the darker as they’re set in shadow. A beaky nose, but a rather mobile mouth… I can tell he’s a charmer. Talk his way in to or out of anything with a too-ready smile. At this moment, he isn’t charming anyone. Whatever’s going on here doesn’t concern or interest him in any way.

      I instantly dislike him. And her.

      There’s an awkward silence passing between the four of them. The couple is seated on the sofa, and Jake and Zane are separated but residing in the armchairs. No one is really looking at each other. Even the charmer. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s looking at his reflection in his polished, brown leather loafers.

      Just as I’m about to sneak away to clean up, because in the face of this couple’s elegance, I look like crap, the woman’s head jerks up, and she pins me with an imperious stare. One eyebrow lifts and she tilts her head to the side to study me and my clothes and to generally make me feel like a bug under a microscope.

      My dislike of the woman increases.

      “Would you make us some coffee, please? My brother seems to have lost his manners.” Her eyes flicker to Zane and she shakes her head. “It seems you’ve forgotten even the most basic of teachings if I have to instruct your staff.”

      While a part of me recognizes that I was correct, this is Zane’s sibling, the other part is pissed off at her assumption that I’m a maid. My cheeks flush in offense and I suddenly feel very, very hot with annoyance. And not in a good way. I’m not unaware that Jake and Zane are staring at me, their glances trying to convey something but I’m not entirely sure what. That they haven’t rushed to alter the woman’s perception of my status in the household confuses and hurts me.

      About to open my mouth to shoot her down, Jake clears his throat and says, “Mona, I’ll have tea, please.”

      My mortification is complete. For a second, I hover in the doorway, my brows lowered in astonishment. His chin jerks up slightly, urging me into action and as pain, honest-to-God hurt, rips through my belly; I spin on my heel toward the kitchen.

      Eyes stinging with tears, I make it to the central staircase that leads to my room, a few doors away from the kitchen. As soon as I grip the banister, I grimace at my foolishness. There’s no way in hell I’m perpetuating that lie.

      “If you want coffee, you can make it your fucking selves.” My mumble makes me feel better, but the ache isn’t disappearing the further I distance myself from the foursome.

      A part of me wonders what to do next. How dare they just treat me like the staff?

      Is that all I’m good for?

      All of a sudden, the weeks I’ve spent here taking care of the house seem to take on a mind of their own. I wanted to do it, wanted to look after and care for the place, but I didn’t hear an argument or complaint from the guys then.

      They didn’t stop me.

      What am I? A free housekeeping service? As well as on-call slut to service their other needs, too?

      A knot of emotion that feels very much like heartache lodges itself in my throat. I can’t swallow and my nose feels bunged up. Only as the tracks rolls down my cheeks and a few tears drip on to my hand, do I realize that I’m crying.

      Each step seems to take a lifetime and as I reach my bedroom, staring at it in dazed uncertainty; I just hover in the doorway. Do I pack my things together? Or what? Give them the benefit of the doubt?

      But what doubt is there?

      I’m not a maid. I live here, or have at least been staying here for nearly a month now.

      So why have they treated me like that? Why did Jake silently urge me into compliance?

      Swallowing hurts, as the knot in my throat seems to have reached gargantuan proportions and I have to clear it repeatedly to take the discomfort away. I feel almost pitiful as I stagger into the room and sink down on to the soft mattress. Staring a little blindly at my feet, I jump when I hear Jake’s voice in the doorway.

      “Mona.”

      My eyes flicker sideward to look at him, but as far as he can see, I’m staring resolutely ahead.

      The heels of his shoes clip against the bare, waxed floorboards and I stiffen as he nears me. His arm lifts to curl about my shoulder as he leans over but I shrug it off and dart away from him.

      “How could you do that, Jake? How could you let her think I work here?”

      My whisper is filled with every ounce of pain I feel. It’s harsh, low and utterly unlike my regular voice. From the corner of my eye, I see him flinch but he doesn’t say anything, merely sits down and keeps a fair distance away from me.

      After a good two minutes of staring ahead, he sighs. “Mona, I always assumed you knew Zane’s past, but maybe you don’t.”

      “I know his family disowned him when he married you. He told me that only his great-grandmother speaks to him now.” The idea that his sister is here, bridging that distance has my brow puckering. Logic dictates that something’s happened, and that something is why she’s here for Zane. It doesn’t bode well.

      “Yes. He hasn’t spoken to any of them for years. Well, that isn’t distinctly true. He’d love to talk to them, but they just don’t acknowledge him. He’s the black sheep, because of his sexuality. As well as the fact that, in their eyes, he humiliated them.

      “When he met me, Zane was set to become engaged to the daughter of one of his mother’s best friends. They already viewed his writing as peculiar but they dismissed it out of hand as a hobby, especially when he had some success with it. His early works were crime dramas, not a whiff of homosexuality on any page. And then, he was researching a case and met me and, according to his family, Zane ruined his life from there on out.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I already know most of it.”

      The hands resting on his lap suddenly grow white with strain as he tenses them into tight fists. “They can’t accept me, Mona. They won’t and already Zane’s been made to pay a thousand fold for daring to love the wrong person. What do you think they’d do if they found out he was loving two wrong people.”

      Even though I can understand where he’s coming from, I can only do so to a point. “Did you have to make me a maid? Couldn’t I have been a guest? For Christ’s sake, I could have been anyone, but you had to choose a menial role.”

      “Technically, Caroline, Zane’s sister, did that.”

      “That’s no excuse, Jake. You could have corrected her. How do you think it makes me feel that I’m only good enough to be in this house, in the eyes of the world, if I’m the help?” My hurt has transmogrified into self-righteous anger and I jump up off the mattress and start to pace, my inner agitation only powered by the sheer rightness of last night and how I’d felt as though we were finally merging together into a unit.

      Even knowing that we’ll have to lead our lives with a certain amount of discretion, that we’ll never be acknowledged for the family we are, this doesn’t excuse it.

      Being titled as the staff makes me feel inferior and a part of me already feels that way. I’m in the house of two men, who separately are millionaires and who together are worth a small fortune. And I’m only good enough to be seen in their vicinity if I’m the maid.

      The fucking maid.

      I can’t help it. My eyes start to sting again and to stop the tears from rolling; I press my fists to the sockets and push down. The pressure hurts, but in a good way. It’s either that or debase myself by sobbing.

      Jake jumps up and even though my eyes are covered, I know he’s heading my way. Feeling pathetic, because I should push him away, I let him wrap me up in his arms. His presence doesn’t soothe like it would have done an hour ago. Instead, it makes me feel more wretched.

      “I’m sorry, Mona. I—I didn’t think. I just leapt on the excuse, because his family can’t know what you are to us. They’re here with an olive branch, honey. Not for me, but for Zane. His father’s had a heart attack and while he’s better and out of hospital, I think he’s realizing what he’s lost by not having his son as a part of his life. It’s why he has sent Caroline and her husband, Stefan, along. We can’t jeopardize that, Mona.” He tightens his clasp as I try to push away from him, my head jerking from side to side in rejection.

      His voice turns low as he says, “If Zane visits, I won’t be allowed to go, Mona. How do you think that makes me feel? Shitty. As shitty as you’re feeling right this minute. This situation is one big pile of crap, but bigots that they are, Zane loves his family and it’s killed him to be cut off from them the way he has been. If I can do anything, anything to help him return to the fold, then I’ll do it. Even if it means staying in Maine like a good little boy, so they can forget their golden child is married to a man.”

      Feeling selfish for only just realizing that my pain is not unique, that Jake shares it, I release the grip I had on my elbows and burrow my face into his chest, slowly letting my arms come up to embrace him in return. My breathing is still shallow in reaction to the tears that had been ravaging my system but I feel calmer. My rational side, while still stung, can accept the veracity of Jake’s words.

      Zane has been punished by his family for daring to be something that is outside of the mold they created for him. How can I add to his burden by revealing who I am to them?

      Sucking in a shaky breath, I whisper, “In the future, let’s have a nicer lie ready to tell people, okay? Like I’m a friend? Or a guest? Anything but the goddamn maid.”

      Jake’s head rests against my temple and as he nods, the stubble on his jaw scratches the delicate skin. A part of me is still pissed off, still hurt, regardless of Jake’s justification. I know it makes sense, logic dictates that, but the soft, inner core of me, the part that reacts to emotional stimuli, just can’t stop quivering.

      “I’d best put the coffee on.”

      My shaky statement has Jake bussing me on the temple. “I already set it, before I came up. I wasn’t sure if you’d be willing to go along with the charade or not.”

      Uncertain as to whether that’s a good or a bad thing; I merely pull out of his arms and turn on my heel without waiting for him. He follows a few steps behind and together, we descend the stairs. Before I can retreat to the kitchen, he grabs my hand and presses a kiss to my fingers. “You can tell me how your first day at work went later, okay?”

      A wobbly smile graces my mouth in answer to the warm one beaming my way, but I don’t answer, just pull away and enter the kitchen. The room that caused me so much pleasure is now tainted. Silly, perhaps, but I’m still in shock and hopefully with time, that feeling will go away.

      We must have been upstairs for quite a while, because the dripping of liquid into the coffee pot came to a halt the instant I stepped into the doorway. Taking a firm hold of my discontent, I move to the cupboard where I know there’s a tray. I get out the paraphernalia stored in a little used cupboard, which the guys bought for just such an occasion. A porcelain coffee pot, sugar bowl, cream jug as well as teacups and saucers. Patterned with little flowers around the gilded rim, they’re pretty but definitely for best.

      Hell, the guys have chipped and battered mugs for their regular cups.

      They definitely don’t stand on ceremony.

      My movements are wooden, leaden as I maneuver around the kitchen to set up the tray. My limbs feel heavy, something that only worsens when I heft the tray into my arms. It’s surprisingly weighty and as I trudge down the hall to Zane’s lounge, I can’t help but think that dropping it and having scalding hot coffee over me would be a great way to end a shitty afternoon.

      Once again, the sitting room is quiet but something must have been said because the atmosphere has shot up to a barely veiled hostility. Zane’s sister, Caroline from what Jake said, is now scowling. The toe of her red-soled heel is tapping against the floor in irritation, and the annoying tapping sound oscillates around the room.

      As I set down the tray, I make to leave and then wonder if I’m supposed to ‘play mom’. Hovering, I bite the bullet and prepare Zane and Jake’s coffee first. Not strictly polite, but I don’t feel very polite. Adding the sugar to Jake’s and the cream to Zane’s, I hand them their cups and look at their guests. Caroline’s eyes are flashing as they rake over me. At first I think it’s because of my impolite gesture in serving the guys first, but to my questioning look, she answers, “Black for me. And Stefan has cream and two sugars.”

      Handing them their cups when the coffee is to their taste, I’m on the brink of stepping away when Caroline’s almost-horsy voice whinnies across the room. “You’re that woman in the papers, aren’t you? The surrogate?”

      That one word is induced with utter loathing. Clearing my face of all expression, I say nothing until her eyes shift to Jake and Zane. The dislike in those dark brown eyes is palpable, when she glances at Jake. Her top lip has puckered into a scowl and her bony hands, having just dumped the expensive porcelain on to the table, are clenched together. When they clash with Zane’s, she leans forward and hisses, “You do realize that’s what put daddy in the hospital in the first place. Just think what it will do to him when he realizes you’re trying to get the maid pregnant.”

      She barks out a laugh, and after getting to her feet, wanders over to the window, obviously content that the attention is all on her, as she looks out toward the yard. Her chin tilted upwards in self-righteous indignation, as though she can’t stand to look at Zane for a moment longer.

      But if she could see the men’s faces, she wouldn’t be so content.

      Stefan looks bored, his eyes are once again focused on his shoes. Jake seems to be more weary than anything else, as though he’s playing the charade but is as uncomfortable with it as I am. And Zane is looking… the only way I can describe it is stony.

      But then, I guess that makes sense. His bitch of a sister has practically accused him of instigating his father’s heart attack.

      Even though I still feel hurt, now, I’m hurting for Zane. What kind of… cow would suggest such a thing? Offload such guilt on to her brother like that?

      Jake’s voice is calm, rational, as he says, “I’m sure that’s not true, Caroline. As far as I’m aware, your father has had heart issues ever since that explosion in Vietnam—it’s been well documented in the press. In fact, wasn’t it one of the major reasons he won the Medal of Honor? Having a piece of shrapnel lodged into it can’t have done it much good. So it’s hardly fair to place the blame on Zane’s shoulders.”

      She huffs at that, not turning to face Jake, almost as though he doesn’t exist. As though his words don’t matter.

      That’s two blows the guys have taken from this little bitch.

      I’ve never seen Zane so quiet. I want him to defend himself, want him to say something, but he doesn’t. His gaze is fixed on Caroline’s skinny spine, the nodules of her vertebrae are clearly visible through the fine wool of her dress.

      At first, I’d thought his reaction to her words to be offense. But now, I can see from the bleakness etched into his face he’s devastated. His lower lip keeps tensing and flattening out and it wouldn’t surprise me, if he was on the brink of tears.

      Furious that this woman can come into my home—Yes, my home—and fling these accusations about, I bite out, “From what I’ve heard, your family is one big mass of joyless conservatives. The inference that your father reads the gutter press is obviously your feeble attempt to make Zane feel guilty. Well, it won’t work.”

      Swiveling away from Caroline who gasps at my words, almost as though maids should be seen and not heard, and failing that, incapable of uttering words with more than one syllable, I stare at Zane, willing him to look at me and not his Gorgon of a sister. Christ, Medusa has nothing on this bitch. Yet with a few lies, Zane has seemingly turned to stone.

      Silently pleading with him to look at me, I can feel the sting of yet more tears as he finally does, his gaze clinging to mine as though I’m the only one capable of sending him a life vest in the stormy seas of his turbulent relationship with his family.

      Gently, I murmur, “Zane, this isn’t your fault. If they didn’t care enough about you to accept you for who you are, then why should what you do now affect them?”

      Caroline hisses, “Because his name is still Matthews. And even though he’s dropped it, everyone knows he’s a Jefferson-Matthews. His behavior affects the entirely family’s reputation.”

      “Some reputation. What is this, the eighteenth century?” I spit. “You disown a man from your family, a good man, a man who fought for his country, simply because the partner he chose didn’t fit the bill.” Sniffing, I stare pointedly at Stefan. “Well, if this daughter of your mother’s best friend is as great a catch as yours, then no wonder he turned gay.”

      I ignore Caroline’s gasp and Stefan’s lackluster, ‘Now, look here.’ since he can’t even look away from the reflection in his shoes long enough to take proper offense.

      I continue with, “You can’t just erase someone out of your family because he doesn’t fit the mold. I’ll bet people think worse of you and your lot than they do Zane. Especially if they knew all of the details. The way your bigoted and prejudiced family has acted is far worse in the eyes of society than Zane coming out.

      “You should be ashamed of yourself and if you’re here out of anything other than the desire to mend ties, then you can just get out right this minute. You’re not welcome here. And if your father is strong enough to be out of hospital, after all, we’re talking months since the so-called story that apparently caused his heart attack was released, then he can come up to Maine and do his groveling himself.”

      For the first time, the pasty gray sludge of Caroline’s skin turns a normal color. “Are you going to let this… this maid talk to me like that, Zane? And you, Stefan? Are you just going to sit there, while this woman insults both of us?”

      “Get real,” I snarl. “You’ve offended Zane and his husband in every possible way and that’s just in the few moments I’ve been in the damn room. If you can’t defend yourself or your family’s actions without relying on someone else, then you need to grow a backbone. Either that, or think before you start verbally attacking other people. After all, you’re not in the south now. The name Jefferson-Matthews means nothing, nothing up here. You might think your blood’s better than mine, but you’re nothing more than a spiteful bitch who doesn’t deserve the brother she’s rejected for the last four years.”

      On that, I sniff and spin on my heel and walk at a strident pace out of the sitting room. My cheeks are burning hotly with the indignation unraveling in my veins. Perhaps I’ve just unraveled any possibility Zane had of sorting out the tangled mess of his relationship with his family, but I couldn’t just sit there and let that bitch annihilate the man I love.

      Who the hell does she think she is?

      Just one glance at Zane’s despairing eyes and I had to speak. Had to react. I couldn’t just let her think she had the right to say that, and in her brother and his husband’s house too. She needed some annihilation of her own and as I’d expected, without her poisonous barbs, she was incapable of answering me.

      Toxic bitch.

      Mouth taut, I return to my bedroom, and with nothing else to do, take a shower.

      Not the most rational of things to do, but hell, I’m sweaty after work, I stink of hamburgers and fried onions, and I need a blast of cold water to drag my temperature down a notch or two.

      Nobody, and I mean nobody, can come into my house, and speak to my men like that.

      I won’t stand for it.

      I’m not the pussy of old, shivering and jerking back from confrontation. I love those two guys, and I’ll do anything, anything within my power to protect them.

      Even if I have to stare Medusa in the face to do so.
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      By the time I got out of the shower, I was whacked. Still in the damp towel I’d used to dry myself, I clambered on to the bed and slept. When I awoke, Jake and Zane were napping beside me.

      Zane’s hand was bridging mine. Curled on his side, his knees half-tucked against his body, it was almost like he wanted to be in a fetal position but even in sleep, he was too me-big-man-no-need-comfort to do so. At my back, for I was also on my side, Jake was plastered to me. I didn’t know how long they’d been there, but I’d started to use Jake’s arm as a pillow—hence the reason I’d awoken in the first place. A crick in my neck.

      That was the first indication that I hadn’t ruined everything for Zane. Either that or they’d forgiven me for yelling at the sister from hell.

      The second was when Zane’s eyes blinked open and even dazed with sleep, he looked at me with the most heartfelt emotion I’ve ever seen.

      A heart-tugging blend of love, gratitude, respect, and honor.

      Even though, far too often that day, I’d been on the brink of tears, moisture gathered at the back of my throat again at such a look. And the tears had eventually fallen when he’d raised our joined hands and pressed them to his lips.

      Life wandered on as it has a way of doing so, but the smooth road of the past was no more. We weren’t sure if Caroline had said something to one of the locals, but suddenly they knew about the supposed surrogacy. Save Meg bringing up our living arrangements that one time at my interview, a part of me had always wondered why the rest of the locals hadn’t questioned or found it peculiar. I’d just thought the people of Bayling Cove weren’t big fans of gossip rags. Fisherman Weekly, or whatever it is that fishermen read, being a more popular source of reading material. But where once there had been no problem, an issue soon appeared.

      Two weeks into my job at The Pike, Meg asked me to resign.

      I can’t deny I was hurt. Disappointed and offended. Downright insulted, even. But there had been no malevolence in her eyes, nothing mean. I could tell she’d regretted the need to have to let me go.

      With a shrug, she’d said as much. “Folks round here, well, accepting Jake and Zane was difficult for some of these guys—they’re real old-fashioned up in these parts. But to think that you’re sleeping with them, that you’re trying to have a baby for them…?” She’d shaken her head. “It’s too much and I’ve had complaints. I’m sorry, I can’t afford to upset my customers.”

      She’d handed me the equivalent of a month’s wage and even though I didn’t need the money, I was pissed off enough to accept it.

      Because my private life and that of Zane and Jake’s is just that. Private. It has nothing to do with anybody else and never will.

      I think, in many ways, Caroline and the dim-witted narcissist that is her husband, as well as the disapproving town gave us an example of what being together truly meant.

      As soon as anyone came within an inch of being aware of what our relationship really was, we’d be ostracized.

      It could have pushed us apart, might have done if we weren’t all, in our own way, slightly reclusive. Not hermit-like, but not fans of big crowds, or of being in the center of the community. As it was, Jake and Zane had never had all that much to do with the town, but I had. I’d liked the idea of being here, in this small cove with the generous folk who inhabited it. I’d met people at the café, people who I’d believed, with time and with whom, I could be friends. The entire situation knocked it back completely.

      I stopped using the local stores and took over the weekly shop. The bag of groceries that appeared once a week, started to come three times. Bringing with it everything we needed from the nearest town, Brunswick.

      I got accustomed to being the filling in a Jake and Zane sandwich and I loved every moment of it, but I knew things, no matter how settled we all were, weren’t one-hundred percent right.

      Zane and Jake still hadn’t slept together.

      And considering there were very few moments where I wasn’t in the house or nearby, there was no way they could have sneaked off for a quickie.

      Anyway, Zane knew I was intrigued at the idea of watching the pair of them, so I saw no reason for them to try to hide that part of their relationship from me.

      For three weeks, we lived that way and then two things happened.

      Jake was called back to Europe. He had to fly into Copenhagen to tie up the Rousset-Bi case, finalizing the details of how the museum had been broken into and how Rousset’s goons had managed to pull the wool over the security guys as well as the local police’s eyes. He then had to ship in to Paris, still on the Rousset-rehoming case.

      At the same time, Zane’s family made contact again. I’m not sure who out of the three of us, was more surprised.

      Nothing had been said regarding my outburst that afternoon. My heartfelt defense of Zane had changed our status quo, and in more ways than one. I’d admitted to myself that I loved Jake. That no one could be allowed to hurt him or Zane if I was in earshot. Love is a strange, old thing. I can’t say it has appeared out of nowhere, nor can I say it was always there. But I do love them both.

      It’s strange loving two people. In a way, you’re putting yourself out there to be doubly hurt. But, on the other hand, there is double the protection. I might feel segregated as I’m the newest member of this little household, but I know that I bring something to each of the guys. I give them something only I can provide, just as they do the same for me.

      The three of us seem to have grown ever closer since that day, even though my feelings for the pair of them have gone unspoken.

      I think that’s why, even though I insulted his family, Caroline and her spouse, Zane has decided to take me with him for this, the first hesitant meeting between him and his father.

      Am I uncomfortable at the idea of coming face to face with the people who have destroyed Zane’s self-worth?

      No.

      Am I pissed off at them?

      Yes.

      In fact, I’m going to have to hold my tongue, especially when it comes to meeting his horrid parents.

      How they could do that…? How they could sever the ties to such a good and decent man is beyond me.

      I know, coming from me that is peculiar. What have I done if not permanently sever the links between myself and my family? After all, I don’t know if my mother or father are alive or dead.

      But Zane didn’t come from an abusive background. He was the apple of his parents’ eyes. Probably spoilt and over-indulged because of that fact, but nevertheless, he went from hero to zero, and all because of their antiquated prejudice.

      There’s no place for that in today’s society. Oh, I know that seems like an idealistic viewpoint. After all, homophobic crimes occur every day in countless places around the States, but this, to outright shun their son? I don’t care if it is a common occurrence. It isn’t to one of my men.

      Even though the only flights I’ve ever been on, I traveled First Class, I still can’t get used to the luxury of it. I’ve seen clips of economy flights. Cramped seating, people sitting on top of each other like chickens in battery farms. And this is the complete antithesis of that.

      Space, not the final frontier in this instance, but still, I have ample leg room, a padded, leather seat, and with the running drinks service that comes as part of the ticket price, I can use a bathroom that is a thousand times better and bigger than the quarters I used to have in my old home. It’s amazing what you can do with a space smaller than a coffin.

      Apart from the awe I still find in most aspects of First Class, the flight down to New Orleans was uneventful. We slept mostly, because it was late and the flight ran over into the early hours. For a little while, the pair of us watched a movie, my head on Zane’s shoulder, before we fell asleep. The contact felt good and even though we’d only parted from Jake that evening, with him boarding a plane for Europe on the same day and at the same time as us, I felt his absence.

      That’s what happens when you’re with someone for nearly twenty-four hours a day for a few weeks.

      You get used to them being there, accustomed to always being able to call on them when you need them.

      In a way, it’s worse than having to do without Zane that first time, when he went searching for Jake after the publication of our so-called surrogacy story in the press. What I felt for Zane then is nothing in comparison to what I feel for the pair of them now.

      In fact, it’s rather frightening. The depth of emotion that can and does grow with time is a testament to what we will all be like, if our unit endures.

      That might sound negative. If. And not when. But I’ve learnt not to take things for granted and if you do, usually you pay the price of being optimistic. I prefer to keep my feet planted firmly on the ground. It means when disaster strikes, you can cope with it. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t appreciate my apartment burning down alongside every possession I’ve ever had as well as memorabilia that I’ll never get back. But after a good cry, I got on with it.

      That’s what happens when you escape an abusive household.

      You take each day as it comes and plan ahead to another time, when you can be free.

      Would I say that my parents’ relationship affects my own? Probably. I don’t think that Zane or Jake would ever beat me, so in that sense, it doesn’t. I’ve managed to find two men who are pretty damned honorable. Maybe this relationship isn’t the most orthodox and to many in the outside world, is probably repulsive. Lacking honor of any sort.

      But I know differently.

      This unit was founded on love. Jake’s love for Zane and my love for him too. Now, however, it’s developed into a three-pronged bond. Not that Jake’s said the words to me yet, but, guys don’t, do they? And hey, I haven’t told him how I feel for him either. That will come with time.

      Even Zane who has only said it the once, prefers to show rather than tell me he loves me.

      And Jake is the same. I’m finding that where the old adage ‘actions speak louder than words’ is concerned, it’s pretty damn right.

      Words can be thrown aside, dismissed.

      Actions can’t.

      Jake, for example is the first one up. Without an alarm, getting out of bed before nine is difficult for Zane and me, regardless of our past where early mornings were the norm.

      Even though I no longer work, no longer have any responsibilities, a steaming cup of coffee is always beside the bed, the aroma drifting up our nostrils as Zane and I awaken.

      He’s never there. Never says good morning. But the coffee cups are.

      Prior to our awakening, Jake was thinking about us. He took the time to prepare another pot of coffee and to bring it upstairs.

      It’s a small thing, something Jake would probably dismiss as nothing. In fact, as soon as he does it, he probably disregards it entirely and gets on with whatever he has to do that day. But to me, to a person who has learnt to expect little to no kindness from men, it’s huge.

      And Zane’s just the same.

      He isn’t touchy feely, a product of his home environment and Christ, what a lark that must have been if his sister is anything to go by. But even so, he nurtures this developing part of my nature. This affectionate side that has never before been encouraged and I love that. I really do.

      Maybe I should have leapt at the opportunity to join the Mile High Club. Maybe I should have had my wicked way with him, but the pair of us are tired, and personally, I’m not looking forward to the family reunion.

      How Zane feels, I don’t know. I imagine he’s nervous, and I can’t imagine how he’s going to introduce me to the fold.

      A part of me wonders why I didn’t go with Jake, that would have been no hardship. Hell, I’d have relished visiting Copenhagen and returning to Paris afterwards. Instead, I get to meet the Bigots from the Garden District.

      Yay. I think not.

      As much as I dread meeting them all, I’m glad I’m here for Zane. I think his family is his Achilles’ heel. I just can’t imagine anyone else speaking to him the way Caroline did, and actually getting away with it.

      By the time we disembarked from the plane, it was the early hours of the morning. New Orleans International was as busy as if it was two in the afternoon. It was a relief to get the hell out of there and be on our way to the Garden District where the Jefferson-Matthews lived.

      In the dark, even though N’awlins is a party place, there’s not all that much to see. Flashing lights illuminate the immediate sky above the buildings they’re advertising, a florescent glow encompassing it. Away from the main streets, they’re all that can be seen. Billboards advertise the regular stuff, local and national chain stores, but there are the unusual, like barbecue sauces and a few local restaurants that I’ve seen on TV a time or two. But nothing outrageous.

      No voodoo shops with a buy-one-get-one-free offer on gri-gris.

      Although I never really believed that.

      Grinning at the thought, I look over at Zane, and in the glare of the dash, I can see the tension on his face. It seems that ever since we’ve got together, mishap after mishap has occurred. I kind of wish that we could all lead regular lives for a little while. No house fires or journalistic attacks or painful family reunions.

      Maybe the life we’re choosing rejects the average and attracts the unusual.

      By the sheer addition of another member to the unit, I guess that’s an extra set of troubles and issues.

      The thought brushes upon something that has occurred to me of late, but I’ve not had the chance to talk about it with either guy. “Jake never mentions his parents. Why is that, Zane?”

      The question has a frown flickering over his brow. “The same could be said for you. You’re hardly vocal about your home life.” He shakes his head, the gesture loaded with sorrow. “Jake’s parents are dead. They died in a car crash two years ago. Alex and Laura were a genuinely lovely couple in comparison to my parents. They accepted Jake. Warts and all. Me, too.” His hands tightened on the wheel. “It was a damn shame. Such a waste. A drunk driver swerved into their lane and they careened off road. Hit a tree.

      “Jake still can’t talk about it. It doesn’t help that the bastard wasn’t really punished. Community service, had to join an AA group, suspended sentence, and he lost his license. Nothing in comparison to what Alex and Laura suffered.”

      “Oh, God. Poor Jake.” My voice breaks at the idea of Jake’s silent suffering.

      Zane is gruff as he mutters, “Yeah. It was hard for a long time, but we made it through.”

      “I’m glad I asked you rather than him.”

      “Yeah, he’s better but I don’t think he’ll ever get over their deaths. It was so unnecessary. So futile.”

      As I bite my lip, out over the highway, cars interweave their way into different lanes in smooth maneuvers. Lights glare and flash, signs blink and flicker and through it all, I wait for what’s coming.

      “When I looked you up, I got an idea of your background.”

      “What? From the hospital records?” There’s no tension in my voice. I came to term with my abusive home life a long time ago.

      “Yeah. Some of it. You or your mom?”

      “Mom. For the most part, he left me alone. He wasn’t averse to chastising me with his fists, but he focused his anger mostly on her. He didn’t like me to be too happy, and enjoyed making my life a misery.”

      His hand shifts from the wheel and onto my lap. He squeezes and I let him comfort me as I turn my head to the side window. “Nothing—” He sucks in a breath. “—sexual?”

      “No.” I exclaim. Christ, that’s something my father hadn’t done. “Where my mother was concerned, maybe. But never me. That would have gone against his Church.” With a sigh, I whisper, “I don’t even know if they’re dead or alive. As soon as I could, I got out of there. I guess I should have stayed and tried to get mom out, but we were never that close. I don’t think my father would have ever let that happen. He was too jealous and possessive of her time to let me forge any kind of bond with her.” I hesitate over the question forming in my mind and eventually decide to take the plunge. “When you had me investigated, did it say if they were alive?”

      Noticing his wince at my phrasing “investigated”, I hide a reluctant smile. “Your father’s dead. Your mother’s still alive, still in Fountain Springs, and still in the same house.”

      “Oh.”

      There isn’t really anything to say about that. Even knowing, I doubt I’ll make a return journey home. Especially considering the unorthodox relationship I’m living in. Mom could be as judgmental as father. At least she’s free from his tyranny. That’s enough for me to know.

      Zane seems to read my thoughts. “If you want to go down and see her, Jake or I will be glad to go.”

      Noticing the either/or there, the breath I suck in is shaky. It’s hard not being able to be acknowledged as a threesome. But it’s something we’ll just have to get used to. That is to say, something I’ll have to get used to. Jake and Zane seem to be okay with it, although this is a first. Why I’m here and why Zane isn’t alone for the family reunion makes no sense.

      The thought urges me to ask, “Why am I here, Zane? You can’t introduce me as the maid. Although maybe valet?”

      Unsmiling, even at my small joke, he stares ahead. “We— I was wrong to say you were the maid. My family are traditionalists, but you already know that. Calling you anything but a live-in member of the household staff would have raised questions and at the time, I was still pretty shell-shocked at Caroline being there at all.

      “But after the way you stood up for me, for the way you fought, I can treat you with no less respect than to have you meet them as who you are. My partner.”

      My belly twitches and twists, almost cramping with the formally phrased words. Gratitude and unease flutters through me. That he’s willing to do that, to reveal who I really am, touches me like nothing else could. And if there was any deeply buried resentments floating through my psyche, well that just exhumed them.

      It’s perverse that I find myself saying, “Oh, baby, you don’t have to do that. You’ll never know how much I appreciate the gesture, but I don’t want you to fall out with your family as soon as you get your foot in the door.”

      Zane shakes his head, and the hand still connected to mine, tightens a little. “No. They accept me for who I am or not at all. Christ, they’re not perfect. They’re nowhere near but they dare to judge me? If they want me back, then they want me warts and all. When I left, mother was having an affair with the pool boy, for God’s sake. Father has God knows how many mistresses dotted around the south. Caroline is more interested in her shoe collection than she is Stefan, who only married her for her money. And my other sisters… they’re just as bad. Affairs left, right and center and yet, I’m in the wrong, I’m the one disgraced for daring to be with someone I love?” He grits his teeth, and I can hear the grinding sound. “And through it all, did I judge? No. I accepted them for who they are.

      “I’m sick of pretenses, sick of having to hide who and what I really am. If father wants to see me, then he can meet one of the people who have changed my life.”

      For a man of few words, that speech was a doozy. Tears bite at the corners of my eyes, longing to fall but I hold them back and whisper, “Thank you for saying that.”

      Unspoken is that the feeling is mutual.

      If I changed Zane’s life, then he’s altered mine beyond all recognition.

      And that’s for the better. Not the worse.

      No matter what pitfalls stand in our way, we can do this. We can be together, regardless of what life throws at us.
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      I always thought that the house in Bayling Cove was pretty close to a mansion. But it’s only as I awaken on my first morning in the Jefferson-Matthews’ plantation house that I realize this is more like a palace. And Zane grew up here. This was his childhood home.

      Christ, he’s lucky his head isn’t as huge as Lady Liberty’s, because with a background like this, a background that only hits home as I take in the size and the scale of the plantation, it’s a miracle.

      When we arrived at four in the morning, a butler—yes, an honest to God butler—answered the door. He was obviously an old retainer, because there were tears in the old man’s eyes as they lit upon Zane, who immediately embraced Melvin.

      “I jus’ had to see you, sir. Volunteered to stay up and welcome you home.”

      Somehow, I’ve a feeling that the emotion brewing in the old man’s eyes, the deeply scored wrinkles in the dark cheeks as his face literally creased with his happiness, is the warmest welcoming Zane’s going to receive.

      I hope not. I hope I’m completely wrong, but I doubt it.

      Melvin turned to me, his eyes slightly confused as to who I was, but I gingerly reached out to grasp his hand and shake it in greeting. Those old, gleaming chestnut eyes smiled at me, deep down from the soul, and I smiled back.

      “This is Mona, Melvin. My partner.”

      “Oh.” Melvin frowned but quickly hid it. I guess he thought it wasn’t his place to ask why I’m a woman and not a man.

      Or maybe he thought I was a transsexual.

      Even now, as I lay in bed, slowly acclimating to the sheer heat simmering in the room, my lips widen into a silly grin at the idea.

      Zane shocks me by growling in my ear, “What’s so funny?”

      Stretching, I shiver as one of Zane’s hands come up to cup one of my breasts and to palm the soft mound before slowly retreating to my belly, where he plants it. The warmth seeping from his fingers against my stomach is almost uncomfortable in the muggy temperature of the room, but I refuse to break the connection.

      Hell, teaching Zane to be affectionate is going to be a lifelong project. I can deal with a body temperature akin to a fever just to keep us joined together for a few minutes.

      “Just thinking about Melvin’s reaction when you introduced me. I wonder if he thought I was a lady boy.”

      Zane snorts, before laughter guffaws out. Pleased at his humor, I stare over at him. When he catches my eye, my lips twitch again, and yet more laughter peals out of him.

      Sighing with satisfaction at his amusement, I wait for him to calm down. He rolls over on to his belly, the muscles in his shoulders rippling and bunching as he does. My mouth waters at the sight but I merely ask, “What time is it?”

      There’s no clock that I can see in the room and that comes as a surprise, considering that there’s everything else.

      This place has the same anonymity as the hotel suite I shared with Jake in Paris. Strangely enough however, I prefer the hotel.

      Just like in Paris, this is a suite, but it consists of one large room and bathing quarters and its vastness is discomforting.

      We’re at the northern side. The bed is a mass of Rococo curls and swirls, mahogany stained almost black with its edges brushed with gilt until the sheer mass of overdone glamour looks like something an Ancient Grecian God might vomit. Combine it with cream background, coffee foreground brocade, and it’s enough to put anyone off climbing into it. And as large as Zane is, the bed is larger. He tends to take up a lot of space. Not in this monster.

      Another reason to dislike it.

      Beside us are two three-legged, hexagonal tables. Two lamps with matching bases are topped with cylindrical, cream shades.

      At the eastern side is the ‘eating’ area. This time, strangely modern. A glass oval supported by what can only be described as tree branches. I quite like it, if I’m honest. Two chairs sit directly opposite each other, low cream leather bucket seats with a running stitch hem. Beside it is a bay sash window with a seat tucked into its curve. In the light of day emitted from there, the polished surface of the table glints and sparkles. Even from here, I can see it has a perfect view of the grounds and the Mississippi.

      To the south, there’s an entertainment center. A squat sofa with feather cushions thicker than the mattress I’m lying on and dressed in a brocade matching the duvet sits directly opposite the television. Two armchairs sit catty cornered to the sofa.

      There are also two doors here. One leading to a bathroom that is white-tiled and reminds me of a hospital bath. Old-fashioned faucets and a shower from the sixties—strange how they haven’t modernized that part of the suite. And a dressing room with racks for him and her as well as a huge floor to ceiling mirror.

      To the west, there is the way out as well as another seating area consisting of more armchairs with a low coffee table. On it, there are fashionable picture books.

      It’s about as anonymous as a hotel suite without the comfort of knickknacks to make it more homely.

      Whichever interior designer was paid to make this place look good, failed.

      I look to the window to try and get a handle on the time, but Zane solves it for me. A glance at his watch and he confirms my suspicions. “Nearly three in the afternoon.”

      “Whoops. I guess we’re not the most polite of house guests.”

      He shrugs. “We got in late. It’s only expected that we’ll need to rest.” He leans over, his lips pressing against mine. For a second, he just holds the position, eventually rubbing his mouth back and forth over my lips. His hand returns to my belly, but lower this time, nearer my mons.

      I stiffen a little, but my hips remain lax as they tilt and arch, listening and reacting to a beat of their own as they silently tempt Zane into slipping further down. A gasp escapes me as he complies, his fingers slipping down over the embarrassingly damp curls and between the outer lips of my sex. I shudder the instant the pads of his digits rub sensitive flesh. The passage of my pussy moistens, creams with the steady flow of my arousal.

      Even though he hasn’t touched them, my nipples peak and butt against the thin cotton shirt I wore to bed last night. His eyes, those espresso-dark orbs, graze over mine, reveling in the power he has over me before they drift toward my chest. His mouth opens and then closes over one nipple, cotton and all. He pulls his teeth over the nub, raking it and pinching it until my hips jerk up in a silent reminder to touch.

      And touch he does.

      His thumb slides and slips through the nooks and crannies of my pussy before wedging its way inside me. His index finger retains its possession of my clit as he nibbles and teases my nipples.

      “You’ve been a naughty girl,” he grunts against my breast.

      It takes a few seconds for what he says to hit home and my voice sounds punch-drunk, as I gurgle out, “I have?”

      “Yes. Very naughty.”

      “But nice?”

      My teasing has his head lifting away from my nipple and while my mouth makes a moue of displeasure, because I realize I’ve become quite greedy where my pleasure’s concerned, the grin on his face more than makes up for it.

      Wide, free, relaxed. They’re just three of the adjectives to describe him. And they in no way express the contentment he’s radiating. Considering our circumstances, I’d expected him to be tense, stressed and out of sorts with me and the rest of the world.

      I certainly never expected him to be comfortable enough to instigate anything sexual while under his parents’ roof.

      Shows how wrong I was.

      He pulls his thumb out of my drenched sex, abandons my clit and with those luscious biceps of his, does a push up off my body and leaps over the side of the bed.

      His athleticism has my belly doing a swan dive. Christ, he’s fit.

      Each muscle rippling and curling in a display meant for one. Me.

      And he’s wearing nothing to hide any part of him from me. His cock, his butt, the nape of his neck and even his toes are all there for me to see.

      Once standing at the side of the bed, he grabs me by the waist and hefts me over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. He walks over to the window seat, something that consists of bare hardwood with some fat, hot pink and black brocade cushions, and lowers me down to the ground.

      “Do we want the rest of the world to see what we’re doing?”

      “Naughty girls should be outed.”

      Even though I’m amused at the term naughty, I still frown as he grabs the hem of my shirt and pulls it over my head.

      “What are we doing?”

      His eyes flash. “Having fun.”

      At his heightened breathing and the sweat dotting his top lip, I’d say that was a given. His excitement is palpable and as discomforted as I am at the idea of someone seeing us up here, even if they shouldn’t be looking, well, his pleasure is contagious.

      He grabs me by the shoulders and urges me forward. Curious as to where this is going, I climb on to the raised seating area and let him widen my stance so that my legs are apart. I wince as my bare breasts press against the cool panes of glass and my nipples bud at the contact while gooseflesh shivers along my belly. He doesn’t stop pushing me until my spine is straight and the curls covering my sex are also touching the window. I turn my head to the left to let him position me how he wants.

      I don’t know where this is going and I’m not sure I want to, but something deep inside, be it in my pussy or in my psyche is thrilled at the way he’s manipulating my limbs as though he’s the puppet-master and I’m his marionette doll.

      Maneuvering my hands so that they’re palm up, he rests them on the glass and then steps back. I can feel the loss of his heat. My ears pick up on the sound of his rummaging around and then, the unmistakable click and faint hiss of a camera.

      I freeze and start to pull away in horror at being photographed like this, but he’s there, at my back, pushing me into the pane of glass and metaphorically pushing me past so many ingrained sexual limits that I don’t where they start and end.

      He lifts his phone to my eye level and the lids flutter shut as I look at the image taken and at the state of me. I’ve stopped being body conscious around these men, but maybe this is a time to start feeling uncomfortable?

      All of my imperfections are on display and I cringe inside, hating the picture and hating myself. Tears flood my eyes and then, they happen upon the text that he must have written before he took the photo on his phone.

      Jealous? Much? Panting like a dog, wish you were here to help me fuck her.

      Miss you,

      Z

      He likes this?

      He likes the dimpled butt and fleshy thighs?

      The hint of red at the apex?

      How can he?

      I swallow back the tears and whisper, “Are you going to press send?”

      His grin is wicked as he nods and I watch as he does just that.

      And then, I learn that’s not the end of my torture.

      He kneels down behind me and takes a picture of my pussy.

      The curls will be damp, my clit raised and free from its hood because as horrible as this is, some sick part of me is turned on.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      I feel him spread the lips of my sex and hear another click as a picture is taken.

      And then, I jerk a little as a finger slides inside. Click.

      He pulls the nub of my clit further out of its hood. Click.

      With my breath starting to judder in and out of my chest, he stops his play and jumps up. But he hasn’t finished.

      The window to the left of me opens and he pulls at the antique and obviously period mechanism. Once open, he sticks his arm out and aims the cell’s camera lens in my general direction.

      He retreats but keeps the window open and I’m quite relieved, because I’m really hot, hotter still thanks to the glass and the situation.

      There’s silence as he composes the next message and then, once again, he shows me the camera roll. I want to squirm and hide from it, but I can’t.

      My tits look huge, the nipples red raw and puckered after receiving Zane’s nibbles. I hate the expanse of my belly, but no guy would look at that when he could look a few inches up. I’ve never seen my sex so intimately and that Jake, on the other side of the Atlantic, will soon receive these images… well, my pussy further reacts. Fluttering and pulsing at the idea of Jake, hands at his fly, pulling it open and potentially jacking off to the pictures.

      My skin prickles with heat and then Zane shows me the message.

      Fancy joining in?

      Z

      He hits send and steps back, leaving me against the window with the harsh daylight displaying all of my imperfections to him and the rest of the world outside the damned glass.

      I want to cover myself, want to run to the bed and hide under the covers but something stops me. The idea of Jake seeing the pictures and being turned on.

      A part of me waits for his reaction, wondering if he’ll call. The other finally convinces me to pull away and rush to the safety of the sheets.

      Just as I make up my mind, Zane’s cell rings.

      The instant it does, my temperature shoots up another notch and my breathing grows choppy.

      It could be anyone, anyone. But it isn’t.

      It’s Jake.

      Call it sixth sense. It’s him.

      Zane’s laugh tells me as much and he mutters, “You should stand where I’m standing if you think your cock is hard.”

      Slightly in awe, because how can they find this attractive? I pause a minute to count my blessings and to thank God for whatever rose-colored glasses he gave my guys.

      Then, I focus on what Zane’s saying, refusing to waste another second on body consciousness.

      “What do you want me to do? Fuck her from behind so everyone can see her tits?”

      My belly quivers at the words and then, rather than have to hear Jake’s reply through Zane, the speakerphone suddenly blears on. Jake’s voice is loud and clear as he murmurs, “Now, Mona, what have you done to be so naughty?”

      “Nothing, Jake.”

      My voice is pathetic. A whimper. Even as I berate myself, Jake’s husky chuckle makes me glad for the meek and mild retort. It’s turned him on.

      “You must have done something.”

      “Oh, she did. She got me all hot and bothered and then… just stopped.”

      Outraged, because that was a lie, I jerk backward to glare at Zane and say as much, “That’s a lie. When was that?”

      “At ten this morning.”

      His retort is smug and so is the cast of his features. His mouth is pursed in a cocky line, one that tells me, no matter what, I won’t win. I can be just as stubborn. “That’s not true. That early in the morning, I was asleep. You were too.”

      “Not when you started moaning and rubbing yourself against me.”

      My cheeks heat up. “I didn’t do that.”

      “And you started whimpering, ‘Jake, please, please, yes, yes.’”

      “I didn’t say that.” I pause, my brow furling into a scowl. “Did I?”

      Unsure now, I watch as he grins. “Yeah, you did. Quite the dream you were having, Mona. You were doing quite a lot of mona-ing.”

      Jake groans at the pun and the sound is so crystal clear, it’s like he’s in the room with us.

      “That was terrible, Zane. Almost as bad as what she did to you this morning. I think she definitely needs to make it up to you.”

      My bottom lip sticks out.

      “Oh, she’s pouting and looking stubborn.”

      Jake tuts. “Now that isn’t fair, Mona. You were naughty and I know how hard you can make a guy, how painful it can be… I really think you need to make it up to him.”

      I want to squeak, ‘Me? Make a guy so hard it’s painful? Are you delusional?’

      But rather than waste my breath, I utter another thanks to the rose-colored-glasses-dispensing God and suck in some air. “How would Zane like me to make it up to him?”

      “Good answer, Mona,” Jake retorts. “But I think I’ll reply for him.” His voice is directed at Zane now. “Is she still at the window?”

      “Yeah, but she’s glaring at me, so she isn’t flush against the glass.”

      “Get back in position, Mona. But kneel down.”

      With little delay, I do as he says. A part of me is still dazed at the idea of being thought of as some kind of sex goddess. And the rest of me, well, that’s just ready to be fucked.

      “Zane, can you stand close to where she is? Can she suck your cock?”

      My eyes dart up to look at the leeway with the ceiling, with a bit of contortion, he could probably do it. Zane is too tall for his own good.

      “Yeah.” There’s a considerable deepening to his voice now. His arousal is as clear and easy to acknowledge as the view out of the window.

      “Good. Mona’s punishment is that she isn’t allowed to cum, but she’s got to make sure you do.”

      The idea of having a zealously appreciated orgasm denied from me doesn’t fill me with glee. But whatever these guys are up to is seriously turning the pair on. Because Jake’s voice has turned to molten silk, and when that happens, he’s aroused.

      The two men are polar opposite.

      Zane’s tone is like gravel.

      Jake’s like liquid gold.

      And the idea of pleasing two men who give me such pleasure fills me with, well, pleasure.

      Maybe that’s not very twenty-first-century feminist thinking, but who cares?

      I’ve played the female independence role and it isn’t that much fun.

      This, on the other hand, is.

      “Nothing to say, Mona? No complaints?”

      It’s almost amusing to hear the disappointment at that lack, but I hide a smile and remain silent. Because of that, I hear Zane padding toward me, hear his feet scrambling on to the wooden baseboards underneath my knees and then, he’s there.

      His cock and the phone are right in my face.

      Jake’s heavy-lidded gaze is looking at me. Thousands of miles may separate us, but at this moment, he’s here. With us.

      And I like that.

      It comforts me.

      I can only see his head and shoulders, but I can see the motions of his right arm and know he’s jacking off.

      Without a moment’s delay, I turn my head upwards and look at Zane’s hunched position. Hiding my amusement at his position, I dive on to his cock and the sound of both men hissing is music to my ears.

      I love that cock.

      With the only part of me open for business, my mouth, I suckle and tease and please. I lave it with my tongue, suck and bite, nibble and kiss. And the harder it gets, the more vocal Zane is. And in the background, I can hear a faint slap-slap as Jake jerks off.

      My pussy is wet, almost as molten as the liquid gold of Jake’s voice. I want to touch it, rub my clit and let myself cum but I don’t. Zane won’t leave me hanging—I just have to be patient.

      Accepting Zane’s shaft into my mouth, I suck down hard and feel the pinch of his fingers in my hair. He pulls and urges me forward and in a move I never expected, he starts to move my head, forcing it into a rhythm, making me take him deeper than I’m comfortable with.

      My eyes start to water, my gag reflex starts to protest, and I do gag as his glans brush the back of my throat. He pulls out, strings of saliva joining me to him. I want to protest, am on the brink of doing so, when Jake grunts out, “That’s so fucking hot, Mona. Take him, take him as deep as you can. Love him like I would.”

      While I know I could stop this, I don’t want to. At the same time, nor do I appreciate this scene. The only truth lies in the sopping, gushing, creaming mess of my cunt.

      My body speaks for itself, even if my mind is confused as fuck.

      I let Jake’s words urge me on and try and take as much as I can of Zane’s cock, but he’s too big and the tears that come aren’t from discomfort but from disappointment. Refusing to concede defeat, I let him fuck my mouth and remove one of my hands from the glass to grab his balls. Rolling them together in my hand, I feel triumphant as his hips jerk faster and a groan echoes through the room.

      Wishing I could use my other hand, but thanks to my position against the glass, I can’t, I focus on swallowing, on stopping from gagging whenever he goes too close to comfort to the back of my throat.

      In tangent to my squeezing and manipulating hand, his thrusts continue their increase in speed. And then, it’s there. His cum, splashing against the back of my throat. To Jake’s urging, “Swallow it all, Mona. Swallow every drop.” I comply with little difficulty, not understanding why Marina finds this act so distasteful.

      And in the background, I hear Jake’s increased pace of breathing, the low grunts and groans that I’ve become accustomed to, and then, silence.

      He’s come too.

      Everyone’s got their rocks off apart from me.

      After that ordeal, now I’m getting impatient.

      When Zane pulls out, his cock limp now but still huge, I stare up at him and the tenderness in his eyes is such a huge contrast to his forcefulness of earlier that I’m slightly stunned.

      “Tell Jake good night.”

      In parrot fashion, I do as bid, my eyes still on Zane. But at the last minute, before the phone is removed from my hold, I focus on Jake and whisper, “I love you.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I peel myself away from the glass and do what I wanted to do earlier —run to the bed. Pulling off the duvet, I wrap myself in it like a huge holiday gift and listen as Zane whispers the same to Jake.

      I have a feeling those words haven’t been shared since Paris, when both guys admitted their love for one another in the midst of what could have been a break up argument.

      Touched, I swallow but still taste the salty cum at the back of my throat. Focused on that, I don’t notice Zane disconnecting the call and moving toward me.

      “Thank you for that, Mona,” he whispers and turns me around to face him, for I’d been showing him my back.

      Through the summer duvet, I feel the tight clasp of his embrace and snuggle into him, whispering, “You’re welcome.”

      “Did you like that?” he asks cautiously.

      I hedge, “I didn’t dislike it.”

      His chuckle tickles my ear and just as I’m about to rebuke him, a knock sounds at the door.

      The pair of us grimace at the noise, but he pulls away from me and leaps into action. Quickly tugging me out of the duvet, he grabs my hand and helps me into the bed, joining me in a second and covering us with the material. He then shouts, “Come in.”

      A maid, dressed in an honest to God black dress and pinny that screams French maid as well as offsetting her café au lait skin perfectly, steps in with a breakfast tray.

      Feeling like something out of a TV show, I watch as she lays it on a small table without a peep of sound escaping her lips. With a bob of a curtsy, she disappears and Zane jumps up as soon as the door closes behind her.

      Wondering if I’ve just entered the twilight zone, I watch as Zane pours us both a coffee from the silver pot and then picks up a piece of paper. The instant he reads it, a grim smile pops on to his mouth.

      I don’t want to add to the apparently bad news he’s just read, but I can’t help it. “Why didn’t you thank her? Hell, come to think of it, why didn’t I?”

      Zane’s eyes are troubled as he looks up from the note and over to me. His reply is almost absent-minded, “Mother won’t stand for it. I’ve learnt over the years to treat the staff like they’re not there. She has this horror that father or I will take a fancy to one of them and if she sees us even be pleasant, they lose their jobs the instant she can find a reasonable excuse for it.”

      Well, there you have it. In a nutshell why I’m not going to like Zane’s mother.

      That combined with the lack of recognition of the maid as a real human being has any arousal from earlier slipping away like water through my fingers.

      As it is, that might be a good thing.

      I think Zane and Jake were serious about not letting me cum.

      Bastards.

      My sulkiness adds grit to my tone. “Since I’m not a lesbian, the same can’t be said for me. I won’t treat them like they’re not here. I’m ashamed that I didn’t thank her now.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Mona. You’re already persona non grata so that won’t make the family dislike you anymore.”

      To say I’m astonished is like saying that it comes as a shock the Earth is round. “Well, thanks for that, Zane. You just made me feel a whole hell of a lot better.”

      He dumps the note and walks over to the bed with the two coffee cups in his hand. His grin is rueful. “Honesty hurts, Mona. But it’s the truth. Don’t go in there expecting to be liked. Even if I’d married the woman Mother wanted, she would have still found fault. She’s that kind of woman.”

      “A bitch?” I don’t care if he finds that offensive. Or an insult. She sounds it. And I’m friends with Marina, for God’s sake. She’s a huge bitch, but she’s warm and open, too. She’s capable of love, not just hate.

      “Yeah, I guess you could call her that.” He pulls a face as he hands me the coffee. “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up. Whatever this weekend will be, happy isn’t one of them.”

      “Well, no one could say that you were being too optimistic.”

      Zane snorts. “Never does you any good to be anything but realistic where my family is concerned. Once upon a time, I’d have forgiven them anything. But when you’re cast out…” He grimaces. “The rules change.”
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      “I think I might just go insane here, Jake.”

      Despite the deadly seriousness of my tone, or maybe because of it, Jake’s snigger has me glaring out the window and toward the rolling, manicured lawns. In the distance, like something out of a novel, the branches of a blossom tree sway in the wind, discarding its petals and denuding itself into the river meandering beside it.

      This place is just one mass of contradictions.

      Outwardly perfect, and inwardly rotten.

      Glaring out of the library window, a room I’ve taken as my escape in this madhouse, I stare at another tree, a willow as it dances as a whole to the rhythm of the wind.

      Behind me, what seems like thousands of first editions run along cedar-lined shelves, from floor to ceiling so much so that the room is naturally soundproofed.

      A huge desk, polished but scarred with centuries of use has a banker’s lamp spreading light along the scratched surface. Directly opposite, a circle of leather Chesterfield armchairs arc around a Delft-tile decorated fireplace. Black, cast iron in mount, the watery yet stark blue contrasts the burgundy red leather seats.

      It’s a comforting room, but not enough to take away the poison in this place.

      “Why? Has Zane still not scratched that particular itch?”

      Surprised by the answer, a giggle pops out. A giggle. Christ, what these guys do to me. Especially when I’m feeling pretty down. And that’s kind of an understatement. I can’t wait to go home. To be with Jake and Zane, away from these horrible, toxic people.

      “No. I’d be more than insane if Zane hadn’t let me come by now, Jake.” Rueful, I sigh and watch the willow waving in the wind. That, at least, is free. Whereas I’m feeling very, very trapped.

      His chuckle has my cheeks flushing with blood. “You’re a greedy little thing, aren’t you? What’s it been—three days?”

      At some point in our relationship, Zane accused me of the same. And I admit it, I am. Greedy as hell. “Hey, after a lifetime of orgasm starvation, you try and cope with a smorgasbord of climaxes.”

      “Should I ask for a minute by minute account?”

      Phrased as a question, it was nevertheless a statement. “Think tongue, pussy, licking, and clit. Your imagination is good enough to get by on the rest.”

      Jake’s sigh is heartfelt. “Spoilsport.” He grunts and then reverts to my original topic, “I take it I’m lucky to never have met them? Parents from hell?”

      “Lucky’s an understatement. But our boy’s doing us proud. No matter how many snide comments there are, no matter how many times they dig, he just lets it go over his head. I don’t know how. Christ, I’ve got a sore tongue from having to bite it so many times.”

      Jake hums under his breath, the sound one of understanding. “Do you know why you’ve been summoned, aside from what Caroline told us?”

      “No. I’ve yet to meet Daddy Jefferson-Matthews, can you believe? It’s like something out of a tacky serial, Jake. He’s locked up behind these huge double doors like some kind of reclusive millionaire. Howard Hughes has nothing on this guy.”

      “If that’s my father you’re talking about, slut, then you’d better watch your words.”

      Even though I can’t see him and know that he will only just have made out what Caroline said, I know Jake’s bristling. “You tell that fucking stick to go and eat a decent meal.”

      Keeping the phone close to my ear, I turn away from the window and stare at Caroline who is standing in the doorway. In my politest tone, I bite out, “This is a private conversation. But then, in this house, I doubt that exists. I’ve already caught you eavesdropping once, Caroline. Imagine what mommy would say to that.”

      My mockery has her back stiffening as I’d intended.

      Even though he’s out of favor, the way Lucinda Jefferson-Matthews treats Zane is a thousand times better than the way she treats her daughters.

      She’s obviously one of those women who does not appreciate girl children.

      She’s hard on Caroline, Lucille and Faye. In fact, she’s downright mean. She pulls them up on their social mishaps in public, talks to them like they’re idiots and she would love nothing better than to completely slaughter Caro, as the family call her, for daring to be caught eavesdropping.

      And yes, take note of that phrasing.

      She wouldn’t be reprimanded for eavesdropping. Simply for being caught.

      It’s a wonder Zane isn’t more fucked up than he already is. How the hell he has any honor at all is a miracle.

      I have to wonder if Theodore Harold Jefferson-Matthews shares the same morals as his cat of a wife.

      For the most part, I’ve been blessed. To Lucinda, I’m scum. As such, I should, just like the staff, be ignored.

      I gather that during the interview between mother and son on that first evening, Zane shared my role in his life with her.

      Or some of the minor details.

      He must have done.

      Otherwise, I’d probably be eating in the kitchen.

      Although the fact that we’re sharing a bedroom obviously clarifies the situation somewhat.

      I get the feeling she’d prefer for her son to be fucking one of the maids than to be with a woman like me. After all, her staff will undoubtedly be vetted, whereas I’m an unknown quantity. For all that, she leaves me alone. Probably to save herself from infection. But I can deal with that. She isn’t the kind of person whose company I can miss.

      In fact, not one member of Zane’s family is nice.

      I prefer the staff. They don’t talk to me, don’t really acknowledge me, but I still prefer the maids and the butler.

      Says a lot, doesn’t it?

      “I do not eavesdrop. If you happen to be in a room and I’m just passing, then it isn’t my fault if your voice is too loud.”

      “Great reasoning there, Caroline. Great guilt dispersal. We both know what you were doing when Zane and I were in the library.”

      I ignore Jake’s, “That sounds interesting. What were you doing?”

      And continue, “You were listening in on a private conversation. Something that has nothing to do with you and is part of our private lives.”

      “I’m not surprised it’s private with a filthy little secret like the one you’ve got.”

      Shit.

      That Caroline was raising this subject to me confirms that it was her who spread the information around the town after her visit.

      In fact, the irony is, that we’d been discussing if Bayling Cove would be a safe haven for our relationship. With people already shunning us, Zane had pointed out that it might be wise to move to a city for anonymity.

      “What secret, Caroline? I’m not in the eighth-grade. I don’t have secrets.”

      “Bullshit. I know why you’re in that house and it’s nothing to do with cleaning and everything to do with my perverted brother and his husband.”

      The disgust and abhorrence imbued into that one word has me stiffening.

      She makes Jake sound like some kind of depraved deviant. She, in no way, saw that love was between the two men. In her mind, their relationship was a sickness.

      That this woman doesn’t recognize love shouldn’t come as a shock.

      There’s no love lost between her and her family, nor her and her husband. And there’s even more irony. Zane swears Stefan’s gay and I’ve noticed he does spend a lot of time around the pool.

      But then, the pool boy is a very handsome Columbian.

      A busy boy too, he’s also screwing Lucinda, Zane’s mom.

      I swear this household belongs on some kind of reality TV show. Lifestyles of the Rich and Serially Fucked Up. This place is just perfect for that. Drama a minute.

      “Don’t let her rile you, Mona. We already knew what the family thought about our marriage. Make no admission. To anything.”

      “It was you, wasn’t it? Who spread those filthy lies about town?”

      My accusation does nothing more than make Caroline glare at me. Those artificially pumped up lips pucker as much as they’re able and the stiff mass of flesh that is her face, which comes from one too many cosmetic fillers, twitches. With so many chemicals floating in her forehead, it’s a wonder that she can do that.

       “If I spread anything in that backwater, it wasn’t lies.”

      “What? Something your own perverted mind cooked up as the truth? You see a woman taking refuge in her friends’ house, because her own burnt down, and you read something else in it. Because of that, you’ve destroyed Zane and Jake’s reputation in town.”

      “Some good came of my visit, then.”

      Her poison has me withholding the urge to hit her. In all my life, in all the people I’ve known from childhood to adulthood, including the arrogant assholes I’ve cleaned for, this is the first person I’ve ever wanted to physically hurt.

      And considering my father was an abusive bastard, that’s saying something.

      He made me want to flee, to run away, and to find somewhere safe.

      Caroline just fills me with rage.

      How dare she do something to damage her brother’s life. And out of some petty need to destroy.

      Zane’s marriage to Jake, as unorthodox as it is, especially now, is the most normal relationship within this family. Every single one of his sisters is involved in a marriage of convenience, where nothing is mutually shared between partners. Lucinda and Theodore hardly see other, and I can see where Zane got the idea of splitting up a house and having a half each, because that’s what his parents do and have done for decades if what Melvin told me one day is the truth.

      But in their case, it’s definitely never the twain shall meet.

      They’re strangers inhabiting one huge house.

      And in New York, the square mileage of this place would quite easily house a six hundred-floor skyscraper.

      No, this family is the epitome of dysfunctional.

      “Calm down, Mona. Keep it cool.”

      Jake’s words douse me with cold water. My ears hear the swift in out of my breathing, the rapid pulse beats through my veins, urging me on. Urging me to bitch-slap this horrible woman.

      If ever anyone deserved it, Caroline did.

      “Why can’t you see that they love each other?”

      Caroline sniffs. “It isn’t right.”

      “Says who? The church? Daddy?”

      “Society.”

      I snort. “Which society are we living in, because as far as I was aware, being gay is no longer a reason to be stoned.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s still wrong and it’s even worse now you’re there. Slut.”

      I could expend a lot of energy in trying to persuade her that she’s got the wrong end of the story, but manipulation is new to me, and I don’t hold Jake’s ruthless talent.

      Plus, as horrid as it sounds, Caroline is just too vacant.

      Sometimes, being a moron can be a good thing.

      The woman cares about her appearance, and that’s it.

      Not that you’d tell from the way she looks. Why her family hasn’t called in the doctor to tend to her, I don’t know.

      She’s psychologically ill. But the family doesn’t see that, they just see that Zane is some kind of debauched pervert, because he happens to love a man.

      “Coming from someone like you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      She strides forward, rage having the click-click of her heels tapping against the polished floor at a rapid pace. “Are you calling me a slut?”

      “Sticks and stones, Caro.” Mocking the family’s nickname for her has red tingeing her cheeks. “Where your family is concerned, I think you’ve the cornerstone on slatternly behavior.” I chuckle at her confusion and wave a hand around the room. “I’m sure there’s a dictionary somewhere in here. It would seem that good breeding doesn’t mean you’ll have a decent vocabulary. You seem to like the word slut, so sluttish can’t be that hard a leap?”

      Jake’s chuckle has my eyelashes fluttering, my only reaction.

      “You bitch. You two-bit whore. How dare you come into my home and insult me. You’re nothing more than a cleaner.”

      “Skilled hygiene operator, I’ll have you know. And doesn’t it just irritate you that I’m smarter than you.” It isn’t the first time I’ve annihilated her in a conversation.

      As brain-dead as Stefan seems, he’s actually rather knowledgeable about the early twentieth century cinema. I’ve many interests. Once upon a time, the Sheikh overtook Heathcliff as the main love of my life. Ah, Rudolph Valentino, I don’t need you anymore when I’ve got enough to handle with Jake and Zane.

      In a discussion that even energized Lucinda and dragged her from her apathy —she’s the sort of woman who looks bored even in the middle of a climax —Caroline drifted into the background. If you want to talk about designer dresses and the latest catwalk designs, then she’s the woman to bore you.

      “Why did you come here? If you’re after my brother’s money, then you should have been intelligent enough to know that to come to this house was a death knell to all that.

      “My father believes he’s dying and misogynist he is, wants his son and heir to come home and tend to this old place. Your presence might have changed his mind. It seems to me you’re not as smart as you think.”

      Tucking my cell between shoulder and ear, I give her a round of applause. It probably seems weird that I’m still on my phone, but even though Jake’s thousands of miles away, I need this connection to remind me to not say too much.

      “Congratulations that is, if you understand what misogynist means. But I’m afraid your other theory is deader than your forehead. I’m not a gold-digger and I’m here to support my friend.”

      “You fuck your friends, do you?” she spits, her hands reaching up to touch her forehead as though to reassure herself the collagen fillers are still in place.

      “And how would you know that? Listening at more doors, Caro?”

      “Don’t call me that. It doesn’t take much of a leap. You’re sharing the room with my brother.”

      “Maybe he sleeps on the sofa.”

      “Get real.”

      “Look, if you’ve nothing better to do with your time than waste it on a stupid slanging match, then okay. But I’m in the middle of an important conversation.”

      “I want you out of here,” she threatens, stepping forward until she’s only a few inches away from me.

      Wafting a hand in front of my nose, I pinch it and even though it’s childish, say, “Somebody had garlic for lunch.” Narrowing my eyes at her, I push my way into her personal space and grit out, “Look, garlic-breath, you want to threaten me, that’s fine. But am I going to listen? No. We’ll be out of your hair extensions soon enough, maybe with the family fortune or maybe not.

      “But until then, you can insult me as much as you want, I’m not going anywhere.”

      Before she can open her mouth, before she can attempt to offend me, Melvin appears in the doorway. For a minute, there’s silence in the library. And then, he breaks the blanket-like atmosphere by murmuring, “Miss Barranquet. Mr. Jefferson-Matthews would like to see you in his suite.”

      Caroline’s mouths curls into a sneer. “Oh, to be a fly on the wall for your annihilation.”

      “I’m not here to please daddy, I’m here for my friend. If you’ll excuse me,” I retort with politeness. Stepping out of her way, I mutter into the phone, “I’ve been summoned by the recluse himself, Jake. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      “You did fab, honey. Wish I could have seen that bitch’s face. Garlic–breath,” he mumbles around a chuckle.

      “You missed out.” Wanting to tell him I love him, I cough and mutter, “I’ll call as soon as I’m free.”

      Before he can utter a word, I disconnect the call and follow Melvin to the double doors that protect Theodore Jefferson-Matthews from the outside world.

      In a way, traversing through this household is like being back at Rousset’s house. Whatever hallway you travel down, there’s some kind of stunning artifact. An antique or piece of furniture that just defies belief.

      The family’s wealth is astonishing. But then, so is Zane’s ease with money.

      He isn’t exactly a spendaholic, but he’s accustomed to having a huge wad of metaphorical notes in his pocket, and he isn’t afraid to spend them.

      Eventually, after a good five-minute walk, taking us from one end of the house to the other, Melvin and I reach the double doors. Without knocking, the butler opens one and I enter Theodore’s apartments.

      It comes as a shock.

      Oh, it isn’t dripping in the blood of virgins or filled with thousands upon thousands of toy trains. It’s simply average.

      Unlike the antiquities littering the antebellum plantation like dust forms in the average household, this place is distinctly normal. If large.

      The wallpaper on the walls is actually peeling. The carpet is almost threadbare. There’s no decoration, save for an old oil painting. I don’t get much of a chance to study it, but I’d guess that it was expensive. Such a contrast to the shabby hall.

      Melvin leads me to a door, a plain door, unlike the molded and sometimes carved pieces of wood in the other parts of the house, this is a simple plank. Painted white.

      A man sits in here. A frugal man to fit the frugal settings.

      Starting to feel like Alice down the rabbit hole, I ask, “You wanted to see me?”

      There’s no deference in my tone, simply because I’ve had enough of being deferential.

      That is no longer me.

      Jake and Zane have liberated me from that path.

      The man, sitting in a time-worn, red cambric armchair with a cheap pine table on wheels in front of him, a laptop humming on its surface, silently stares at me.

      My eyes flicker around the room, and once again wondering if I’ve transmogrified into Alice, I take in the sheer vastness of nothingness.

      Save for the man, the armchair and the table, the room is empty.

      For the most part, Zane resembles his father. Although Theodore’s hair is white, I can still see shades of the man in his son. A strong, if thin jaw, and high, if wrinkled cheeks. Eyes the same coffee-brown, although they’re rimmed with red, and bloodshot. White brows bristle above them, enhancing those espresso orbs.

      In a velvet smoking jacket with gold epaulets at the shoulder and gold buttons at the wrist, it’s safe to say that Theodore is another nut in this bag of almonds.

      “She’s not at all how you described her, Melvin.”

      Neither the butler nor I fail to hear the rebuke in that statement.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I did my best. Can I be of any more service?”

      “No, no. You’ve done your bit. You can go now.”

      Beside me, Melvin nods and disappears. Leaving me with New Orleans’s answer to Oscar Wilde.

      “I’m sorry if I disappoint.” My voice indicates that I’m in no way apologetic.

      Perhaps I’m being too vehement, but I’m feeling pretty ferocious. These last few days have been difficult. Being compared to pond scum twenty-four-seven isn’t easy and even though, for the most part, I’ve let it go, it gets wearing.

      Lucinda blanks me, her eyes sometimes hovering upon me as though her stare is not rude, because I should feel worthy of her attention. That is, when she isn’t treating me like I’m not there at all.

      Caroline glares her hatred at me. Lucille and Faye don’t share the violence of her dislike, but their gazes are bland, indifferent just like their mother’s.

      I’d start to question my existence, if it weren’t for Zane.

      He keeps on apologizing. Tries to kiss it better, which is a lot of fun, but not really helping. The only thing that will is getting out of here.

      And I get the feeling this is it.

      My exit ticket.

      Zane’s too, if he wants, that is.

      I get the feeling a bribe is about to take place. It’s the only reason Zane’s father would request to see me alone. And I have one thing to say to that. Bring it on.

      “No, actually, he didn’t do you justice.”

      “A compliment. How nice.”

      “Yes, it’s more than you deserve. I’ve heard about your—” A delicate shudder has his shoulders twitching and his upper lip curling into a sneer that tells me Caroline inherited that particular facial gesture from her father. “—relationship with my son and his partner.” Another shudder.

      “Oh, you have? And I’m assuming you disapprove.”

      “At least you’re the right gender, so I suppose Zane’s taste has improved somewhat. Although he must bring shame upon the family. Why he can’t just be normal is beyond me.”

      “I think it’s a wonder he isn’t a psychopath having been raised in this household, Teddy. You should be grateful he’s bisexual and not a mass murderer.”

      Theodore’s eyes narrow at my scorn. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that. But what else can be expected from a woman of your situation?”

      “Been running background checks, have you?”

      A cold smile has Theodore’s lips thinning. “The instant you appeared in the paper.” He laughs, and the sound is anything but amused. “Surrogate. What an innocent take on the true meaning of your relationship with my son.”

      Ah, so he had read about that. Caroline hadn’t been lying.

      “I’m sure you felt nothing but pride at the idea of the family name being carried on that day.”

      “Oh, pride was the least of my concerns. Zane’s wealth, as a youth, did create rather a stir among the females in his circle. I rapidly assured myself that you were just like them, a gold-digger.” His nod is so sure, I can tell he’s convinced himself of my supposed crime.

      “I am, am I?” I ask with a laugh to my voice. “How strange that I didn’t realize it.”

      “Of course you can mock, but you’re hardly likely to admit to it, are you?” He sucks in a breath and exhales on the words, “No. No. You’re after Zane’s money, of course. Of which he has a lot now I’ve welcomed him back to the fold. A gay son goes against my every principle, but one indulging in a ménage a trois? No, we can’t have that, so you have to go.”

      “And what are you going to do? Have me shot for daring to interfere with one of my betters?”

      His chuckle is so like Zane’s that I feel almost dazed at the sound.

      “Nothing so sinister. You’ll be rewarded handsomely for... what’s the term I hear on the television? Dumping my son.”

      “Your modern slang is up to date. But I’m afraid to tell you that you can’t buy me. I’m not for sale.”

      At the silkiness of my words, Theodore blinks. “Nonsense, everyone has their price.”

      “Not everyone.”

      “Come, now, he’ll never marry you. As abominable as it is, he’s in a legal partnership with that man of his.”

      “I know. I don’t expect a proposal.” It’s the truth. I never have.

      “Then what do you expect?”

      “To be loved.”

      Theodore snorts. “Typical female. Always thinking with your ovaries.”

      “Perhaps, but it makes it easy to reject pompous assholes like yourself when they try to manipulate me.”

      His eyes narrow. “Ten thousand dollars to get out of Zane’s life.”

      “You’re not listening.”

      “Twenty.”

      With a shake of my head, I tuck my arms behind my back and bridge my fingers. Ignoring Theodore, I wander over a carpet so worn the heels of my boots can be heard tapping against the floorboards. Reaching the window, I notice Melvin is outside on the front steps. Zane’s there. The urgency of their conversation is almost palpable. Zane’s hands are wafting all over the place, up, down, wide circles. And then, he looks up and our eyes catch.

      The instant that happens, he sets off.

      The brigade is on its way.

      Zane just can’t resist the knight in shining armor act.

      “Thirty thousand dollars. It can be transferred to your bank account, which is rather empty by the way, within the next twenty-four hours.”

      “Yes, I’m a working girl, Teddy. I’ve been too busy with your son to return to my job.”

      He grunts. “How he managed to get tangled up with you, only God knows. A cleaner of all things. At least, the husband is wealthy in his own right.”

      Turning around, I untangle my hands and rest on the seat of a bay window that matches the one in the suite Zane and I are sharing. My tone is conversational as I murmur, “I guess he was just lucky.”

      “Fifty thousand.”

      The amount is bitten out and for a moment, the desperation on the man’s face is visible.

      “That you can afford to try and buy me with that amount is horrific. You obviously need to donate more to charity. Do some good with your wealth rather than just give it to your wife and daughters so they can have more surgery.”

      The barb hits home. “Once the money is in your account, you can do whatever you want with it. Give it to charity, buy a ton of cocaine and kill yourself. The choice is yours.”

      “What money?” Zane’s voice barks out from the doorway and even though I’d been expecting him, I was surprised at how quickly he’d reached this part of the house.

      Holding out a hand, I watch as he walks toward me, and I murmur, “Your father wants to give me fifty thousand dollars to leave you. Apparently he can stand your being gay, just not what you, Jake and, I have together.”

      An honest to God growl escapes Zane’s mouth. He pauses on the path to reach me and turns to his father. “You just can’t leave off this shit, can you?”

      “Of course not. As repulsive as your commitment to that man is, this is a thousand times worse. Can you do nothing that won’t bring shame on to this family’s good name?”

      “Good name?” Zane barks out. “What good name? The name you ruined when your father hushed up that drug scandal? Or how about the kiss-and-tell from that hooker in Savannah? And what about mother? And my so-called saintly sisters?

      “Lucille’s obviously inherited her addiction from you, because she can barely stop herself from rubbing her nose whenever she leaves the goddamn bathroom. Caroline is in the middle of a love affair with herself and she’s losing out, because if she drops another pound, she’ll have to be hospitalized. Faye’s husband is having an affair with his secretary, and she needs ten Scotches a day to get through the shame of it. And then mother, with as many lovers as you.” He grits out, “What good name?”

      “Every family has skeletons in their closet, Zane. But that’s where they remain. Hidden and secret. Not on the headlines for the entire, goddamn world to see.”

      “You know, I missed you. All of you. I couldn’t believe you’d disowned me. That I wasn’t welcome here anymore. But do you know what, Daddy? Absence doesn’t make the heart grow fonder. It opens your eyes. It lets you see things you never saw before.

      “If you want to reinstate me as your heir, then you can. But it’s your choice. I’m not changing any aspect of my life to suit this family. And if you dare come anywhere near Mona again, if you threaten her or try and bribe or hurt her, then you’ll have me to answer to. I might be a fairy as you phrase it, but I can still take care of my own.”

      With his eyes focused on his father, Zane holds out a hand. Standing, I walk toward him at a calm pace, not betraying my urge to get the hell out of this house by one flicker of reaction.

      Once our hands are connected, Zane turns on his heel and as we walk out of the room, over my shoulder, I call out, “Bye, Teddy. I hope we never have to lay eyes on each other. Ever. Again.”
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      “She has a crush on you.”

      “Jealous?”

      My grin is wide as I shake my head. Knowing how important I am to Zane, I can’t be jealous. It would be a complete waste of time and energy. Watching the stewardess flirt with him had inspired nothing more than pity and… “No.” I pretend to consider what I’m feeling, raising my hand to reach over and brush his jaw with my fingers in a whisper of a caress, before saying, “Smug. Yeah, that’s the right word. I’m more smug than anything else.”

      How could I not feel that way?

      Dressed in her navy blue uniform, taut butt practically an inch from my face, her tits thrust into his direct line of sight, she’d been leaning over Zane so deeply that her flirting had seemed rather desperate.

      How she hadn’t poked out one of his eyes with one of the boobs she’d shoved in his face, I don’t know. She had enough metal pins on the lapel of her blouse to gouge out an eyeball and they were hovering right in front of him. If he’d been a magpie, he would have stolen all the glittering badges.

      What had been amusing was Zane’s disinterest. As she’d been chatting and displaying her cleavage, her charms, he’d been studying his computer. Humming and saying “yes” and “no” and “oh” in the wrong places.

      The glare directed my way had been the piece de resistance.

      So yeah, I’m feeling smug. And secure. And happy.

      We’re out of New Orleans, and we’re on our way to New York. Woohoo.

      His chuckle has me winking up at him.

      “How about if I told you I was jealous?”

      The smile drifts off my lips with bewilderment. “No way, why?”

      His question has a frown fluttering over my forehead, and he reaches over from his own seat to brush it away with his thumb.

      “Two rows behind, there’s a guy. He can’t stop looking at you.” He grabs my chin as I try and turn around. “No, don’t look. He’ll catch sight of it.”

      My lower lip pops out. “I want to see.”

      “Why? Fancy adding a third devoted slave to your harem?”

      I can’t help it. Laughter explodes out of me, so ripe and hearty that I know half of First Class is gawking at me.

      “As if. I can just take you and Jake. Or do I mean handle?”

      My rueful question has a grin creasing his jaw. “Then why are you curious?”

      There’d been a modicum of seriousness to his tone, but I wave it away. “Nosiness. I never get stared at.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “You just don’t realize you get stared at.”

      “Ha. Since when do guys look at girls like me?” The instant the words pop out of my mouth, I grimace, especially at Zane’s pointed look.

      I now have no reason to feel in anyway inferior.

      I’ve got two guys that would make any Hollywood starlet drool with envy, and they’ve got the cream of the LA crop.

      These two dreamboats chose not-so-little old me.

       “Until you toppled out of your stool and I caught you, did you know I was staring at you?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then. You’re just not used to it.”

      “Jake isn’t there, is he? This isn’t some kind of surprise after that torture of a family visit?” My voice is hopeful and even though he tries to stop me from turning around, I tilt my head round the corner of my cubicle and spot a guy whose eyes keep looking my way. But it isn’t the one I want.

      He’s handsome, I guess.

      Affluent, if his seat position is anything to go by. A First Class ticket is definitely a luxury.

      But he’s no Jake.

      “No, honey. I wish he was, but he isn’t.”

      “I was hoping for a surprise.”

      He snorts. “Some surprise. Christ, even we didn’t know we’d be leaving my parents’ place today.” Zane looks at his watch and shakes his head. “Nearly midnight in Copenhagen.”

      “I’m glad you feel it, too.”

      “What? Like I’m missing an arm?”

      “Yeah.”

      “This has brought us all closer. Far closer than I think any of us expected.”

      “I guess it’s the nature of the beast. You can’t spend so much time with someone and not miss them when they leave you.”

      “No. That doesn’t cut it as an explanation. I left Jake plenty of times before. Too many times.” His jaw tightens with what I know is guilt. I reach over and present him with my open palm. He accepts and bridges his fingers with mine. “But it was manageable. Now, you’ve brought us closer together.”

      “I’m glad.”

      And I am. There’s no room for jealousy in a relationship like ours, because if there was, then there’s no chance of it surviving. I feel nothing but happiness to know Jake and Zane are finding each other again. In fact, it makes me feel all warm and cozy inside, sad sap that I am.

      He smiles at me. And I smile back. My throat thickens, until I feel like I’m choking on the love I feel for him and Jake.

      What did I do to be so lucky?

      “Why New York, Zane?” I ask, changing the subject before I burst into tears of happiness.

      “And not Maine?” I nod at the question and he sighs. “I’ve never been as big a fan of Bayling Cove as Jake. He loves it there, but after Caroline spread those rumors, I think that will change. It’ll have to. We were never really accepted up there. Tolerated and not insulted, but people aren’t stupid. They’ll figure out what we’re up to, they’re bound to in a place as small as that. I have a feeling if we go back on a permanent basis, we won’t be welcomed with open arms.”

      “But that’s your home, Zane. You can’t just leave it, because of what a bunch of people think.”

      “No, I know. But you have to choose your battles. And I’ve learnt the hard way, Mona… home isn’t a place. It’s with the people who count the most.”

      “You’re getting sappy in your old age, Zane.”

      He grins at me. “Less of the old.”

      “But you don’t mind being called sappy?” His shrug combined with the twinkle in his eye makes me smile. “Now, who’s smug?”

      He doesn’t answer, just tightens his clasp on my fingers and returns to his work. Leaving me to read the book I’d bought at the airport.

      Upon landing at JFK, we charge through the crowds intent on getting home as quickly as possible. Grabbing our cases, we’re soon outside and hiring a cab to take us to the apartment.

      By the time we arrive, the pair of us aren’t speaking out of sheer tiredness. It has been a hell of a long day, and it’s hard enough putting one foot in front of the other, never mind chitchatting about nonsense.

      I do notice, even in the late night crowds, people staring at us. But it doesn’t really hit home, because more than anything, I’m starting to feel like a zombie. A part of my mind takes note of the gawks and mentally tells them to fuck off. Otherwise, I’m going through the motions. A dazed look on my face.

      It isn’t good to be back. Even though I’ve lived here for a long time, and even though it’s marvelous to be out of New Orleans, I’m not the Big Apple’s hugest fan.

      As dynamic as the city is, as electric and as exciting, it’s also wearying if you’re not looking for bright lights.

      And I’m not.

      The only great thing about being here is that it isn’t New Orleans, and we’re no longer in Zane’s family home.

      Whether this is a permanent living choice, I don’t know. As spacious as the apartment is, especially for Manhattan, it’s minute for the three of us, particularly after the house at Bayling Cove. Jake will no way settle for the penthouse but I can’t be bothered telling Zane that—we’ll hash it out when Jake comes home.

      Henry isn’t on the concierge desk, so we manage to narrowly escape a confrontation between Zane and him. That would have been some welcome home party. Lecherous Henry staring at me like I was a pig on the way to slaughter and he can’t wait to eat the bacon.

      I can’t help but recall the last time I saw him. It’s way too easy to remember that weird look he gets in his eyes, when I enter the building and he happens to be on the desk.

      “I hope you aren’t lonely, Ms. Barranquet,” he’d murmured once, his eyes focused on me like a sniper at a target. I think I’d have felt more comfortable between the sights of a rifle than in full view of Henry.

      The words were subtle, but they felt threatening all the same. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that the day before this particular occasion, he’d asked me, “If Mr. Matthews is unavailable, you only have to contact the desk. You never know when you need a man around the house.” The smile in his eyes had been… I feel like a fool saying lustful but it had been just that. Hungry.

      And it had been topped off, when his clammy fingers had brushed mine, as he passed over a stack of letters.

      Then, there had been the time, when he’d been on the phone and I’d ran in, almost slipping on the floor in my haste to escape a rather nasty thunderstorm. Spotting him on the phone, I’d continued to run. The chances of falling flat on my face had seemed minimal in comparison to having to maintain a pleasant conversation with the creepy concierge.

      I’d lifted a hand in greeting and made it to the lift… too late. Henry had appeared out of nowhere, his hand coming up to grip my elbow. “Don’t want you to fall over now, do we, Ms. Barranquet?” His smile had been wide and sincere, but all the same, I disliked having it aimed my way.

      He’d actually climbed into the elevator with me, and in an uncomfortable silence, we’d travelled to the top floor. As the coffin-like box had sped us up to the penthouse suites, he’d taken the opportunity to crowd me. An inch separating the pair of us, every breath of mine had been loaded with his sickly-sweet cologne. I couldn’t complain, not when his eyes weren’t on me, but trained on the screen, watching the visual proof of our climb to the top of the building as the numbers flickered.

      As he’d helped me out of the elevator, his hand had slipped down and brushed my hip, something for which he’d been quick to apologize. He’d guided me down the hall and had waited at the door, almost as though he’d been silently requesting an invitation to share a cup of coffee in payment for his chivalry.

      That weird smile of his—all teeth and wide-eyed sincerity—had disappeared when I’d muttered a thank you and goodbye. His eyes had flared, so much so that I’d seen the whites surrounding his irises. Tension had bracketed his mouth, turning the flesh white. He’d leaned into me, making me jump with surprise, something that had urged him into stalking off.

      There was definitely something weird going on inside Henry’s mind. The first time I met him, he treated me like I was dog poop he’d just stepped in. All because I was wearing a cleaner’s uniform. Something had altered that. Maybe the knowledge that I was, in the world’s eyes, a slut? Yeah, that might have something to do with it.

      I’m hard-pressed not to snort at the thought, but I’m too relieved to see Arnold, the other concierge, on the front desk. A bust up between Zane and Henry is the last thing either of us needed, as travel-weary as we are. While we wait for the elevator to arrive, Zane requests that the paper service be restarted.

      They’re the only words to pass our lips. The instant we’re out of the elevator and through the front door, the pair of us drop our cases, stagger to the bedroom, and sink into bed.

      With sleep beckoning, we embrace it and each other as we toddle off to the Sandman’s residence of choice.

      I’m the first to awaken, which is unusual, especially without the scent of Jake’s freshly brewed coffee wafting up my nose. But Zane is so deeply asleep he’s snoring.

      Whether that will be the case after I roll out of bed is another matter.

      It still astonishes me that so many years after his last tour of duty he’s as battle ready as ever.

      Despite my care, the mattress rocks as I climb out, and Zane grunts, “Where you going?”

      With my back to him, I roll my eyes. “Going to put the coffee on.”

      Knowing he’s about to stretch, I spin around to watch the show. And hey, don’t judge me. Any woman in her right mind would want to see Zane Matthews’ jungle cat body as he rolls through the sheets.

      His scarred knee pops out from beneath the covers and in the early morning light, the peach hue is slightly darker than usual. As his bony feet flex and pull, his brow twitches a little and on instinct, I ask, “Knee?”

      That twitch and slight scowl makes me wonder if he’s often in pain and Jake and I just don’t know about it.

      “Yeah.” His gruffness tells me that he doesn’t want to talk about it.

      “Need a painkiller?” It isn’t often I ask him about his injuries, even though I know they bother him. Sometimes, he wakes up in a foul mood. Other times, he’s so silent it’s unnerving, and the only clues are the lines and wrinkles creasing his lower jaw. I’ve learned from Jake not to say anything unless Zane does.

      Okay, sometimes that works, but sometimes, I have to ask.

      “No, I can handle it.”

      “Aren’t we Mr. Tough Guy?”

      He squints up at me and growls at my mocking smile. But he doesn’t say anything, just covers his eyes with his forearm.

      “Sleep it off, grouch.”

      I turn to walk away, then squeal when he grabs my hand and pulls me on to the bed. With a jolt, my back slams into the mattress and before I get a chance to whack him, his face is at my throat, his forehead pressed there. His leg, the sore one, comes up to pin me by the hips and his free hand grabs the arm he isn’t squashing.

      “Okay, okay, I surrender.” There’s little else I can do.

      “Go, wench, make coffee,” he mumbles as he sucks my ear lobe.

      That coffee is on his to-do list and not the slight bulge at his crotch tells me that his knee is more than just sore.

      Instantly feeling guilty, I murmur, “Promise you’ll tell me if it hurts? I don’t want you to just sink into silence. Tell me. Please?”

      Stuff like this, it’s important he doesn’t deal with it alone. Maybe he wants it that way. I’d hazard a guess that’s exactly how he likes it. But sometimes, we don’t always get what we want.

      He sighs, his lips ceasing their pull at my ear lobe and instead, he presses a gentle kiss to my cheek. “I’ll tell you, and yes, it is. I shouldn’t have run up the stairs yesterday. I have to take care and I didn’t.”

      Shit. It’s my fault. He was running to spare me from his father.

      “Less of that. You’re as transparent as Jake’s opaque, Mona. I didn’t have to run. I knew you’d handle him.”

      “You did?”

      He snorts. “Of course. My father lives in an antiquated world. He belongs in the nineteenth century as lord and master of all he sees. Or so he likes to think, and my sisters don’t exactly help to change that. They married according to his word, still live at the house because he says they should. The instant the pair of you met, I knew there would be fireworks. And he’d be the one with burns.”

      I can feel his lips tugging into a grin against my throat. His faith in me is astonishing.

      “Thank you, Zane. I appreciate your trust in me.”

      He shrugs. “It’s who you are. I knew he’d proposition you. He’s very predictable but as strong as you are, I didn’t want him to say anything to hurt you. He’s quite capable of using words to wound.”

      Humming under my breath in agreement, I say, “Yeah, I can see that. Did he really call you a fairy?”

      “Like I said, predictable.”

      He moves about on top of me, jostling me as he does. Pinned down, but now with his face directly above mine, he presses a kiss to my lips.

      “Has he seen you? You’re more like a Grecian God than a tiny, weeny little fairy.”

      “Which God?”

      I grin. “Depends on your mood.”

      “Well, as long as I’m not Narcissus.”

      “Definitely not. You’re not the vain kind. I was thinking either Adonis, but that’s kind of predictable, or Zeus. You have quite the regal bearing, you know. Plus, your name begins with the same letter.”

      “Regal? Me?” He laughs and I cross my hands behind his neck, embracing him with all of my body.

      “You just don’t know who you are, Zane. Now, King of the Gods let me up. I’m dying for a coffee.” I drop my hands to his butt and squeeze. “And before I go, tell me, do you need some Ibuprofen?”

      His grimace speaks for itself.

      “One or two?”

      He sighs. “I’ve a special pack of pills in my carryon bag. It’s by the front door.”

      “Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Feeling like I’ve won a huge battle for his admission, I wiggle out from under him and say, “In the future, you’ll tell me when you’re in pain. We did far too much yesterday.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “Ha. Now I know you’re lying. If your mother has ever expressed interest in anyone but herself, I’d be shocked.” It’s wrong to insult his family, but they’re nothing like kin.

      It would seem only Jake had a positive home experience.

      His grin is broad. “Actually, she was pretty concerned when I was blown up. But if I’m recovered enough to be gay as she phrased it, then I don’t deserve her pity.”

      My blood pressure surging, I shake my head. Speechless.

      “It really pisses you off, doesn’t it?”

      “What? That they treat you like shit?”

      “Yeah.” At my nod, he narrows his eyes at me. “Why? It’s not like your family was a loving one, and I’m not saying that to hurt. I just don’t get why you’re so defensive of me.”

      At that, I laugh. “Oh, Zane. You really can be blind, honey.” Bending down, I drop a kiss on his nose and around a smile, murmur, “I love you. Anyone that hurts you, hurts me.”

      Before he can reply, I head for the entrance and the carryon case. Moving my bags to reach it, I notice a paper package on the floor and memory strikes. Zane’s gift. The one he mentioned back when I was in Paris with Jake.

      Intrigued, my hand hovers over it, but I force my curiosity aside and move the roller to input the code and unlock the case. Rifling through his wash kit and other bits and pieces, I find the packet and return to the bedroom, only meandering off course to get him a bottle of water out of the otherwise empty refrigerator.

      That he took the pills with him to New Orleans, as well as the fact that they’re prescription grade tells me that he hides his pain from the pair of us and that it’s not as infrequent as I’d like.

      Disturbed at the idea, but not wanting him to think I’m babying him, I hand over the packet and the bottle, and I smile at his murmuring of thanks and retreat to the hall once more. Package in hand, I slide it on the kitchen counter and set up the percolator.

      Once it’s ready to filter, I grab a knife and tear through the hardened brown paper. The instant I do, I realize it’s a large book. Turning it over and opening the front page, shakes attack my knees and I have to sit at one of the high chairs beside the breakfast counter.

      Pushing the base of my palms into my eyes to stem the tears, impatience has me sniffing them back. The instant they clear, I want to cry again.

      “Granddad.” I almost exhale the word as I look at the first page, a picture of him looking over the side of a huge ship. I don’t know the terminology, but it reminds me of a lookout post and he has a grin a mile wide on his face. His arm is tucked over a smaller, younger Marine and his grin is just as wide.

      Camaraderie.

      Such an innocent joy. So rare nowadays and all the more precious a sight because of it.

      The next one shows my granddaddy dancing at a hall. There’s a circle around him and his partner with the crowd watching on in awe, their hands in a state of perpetual applause. And that combined with the woman’s skirts swinging around her hips, as well as the outward pose of my grandfather’s feet as he dances, I can only say that the picture deserves an award. It’s a still, but so fluid, you can sense the motion. I can just see him grabbing her by the waist and swinging her to his left and then the right.

      Another shows Granddad in Burma beside a snake charmer. A close-up of the snake and a shot of him looking queasy as the cobra wavers and quivers to the sound of the music.

      There’s more. Countless more.

      Every page has two, sometimes three photos. Each one new to me. Each one a delight that has my throat clogging with tears and joy and happiness.

      Zane’s given him back to me. Memories count for a lot, but granddad died when I was young. To see him alive again and youthful, oh, the emotions joyriding through me make me almost out of breath with wonder.

      “You got it.”

      My head jerks up and the instant my eyes clash with Zane’s, I slide off the stool and hurry to him. With his arms upraised, I walk between them and wrap my own about his waist. The instant my face touches his bare pecs, I sob my thanks.

      It’s a weird display of gratitude, but I can’t help it and through it all, Zane just holds me. Let’s me pour out my grief, because I guess that’s what it is. I lost my Pappy, when the fire consumed my apartment. This is his return, but only in so far that it’s possible.

      I’ll never get the man back. Will only see his life through these photos and that’s bittersweet.

      “Thank you,” I whisper and push back out of Zane’s arms to lean up on tiptoe. Brushing his mouth with my fingers, I stare into his eyes. I don’t care that I look like hell or that Zane’s seeing me like death warmed up. “I don’t know how you did it, I don’t care who you had to bribe, I can never thank you enough for that album.” Stepping out of his arms, I retreat to the counter and with careful hands close the book and press it to my chest. I embrace it as I can no longer embrace my grandfather. “I’m just going to take a shower.”

      Zane nods and lets me escape.

      And that is why I love him.

      Thoughtful, caring, tender. Who thinks of a gift like this?

      No one. Just Zane.

      No matter his flaws, no matter his past mistakes, this gift reflects the true man. A man capable of selfishness as well as selflessness. Who gives and gives for the joy of it. Someone capable of being mortally wounded who prevails — even overcoming his nearly disabling injuries. Strong and self-assured, yet so open and caring.

      How could I do anything but love him?
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        * * *

      

       

      “It’s about time you came out of hiding.”

      While she’s chiding me, the gentle amusement in her voice is the exact reason I’m calling Edwina first. She takes most things with a grain of salt. Even after knowing her for a decade, I don’t exactly know why but if you need to break the ice, she’s your gal.

      Plus, I know the instant I put the phone down, she’ll call Marina and sort things out for me.

      She’s a trooper.

      “I wasn’t in hiding.”

      She snorts. “Yeah, tell that to someone who can’t read, honey. So, you went for it, right? With Zane, I mean?”

      Plus, she always digs to the bone within an instant of starting a conversation.

      The not-so-nice aspect of talking to her sometimes.

      “Yeah. I don’t really think I can hide from the truth when it hit the newsstands.”

      “No, I think going with the truth was the correct option. Marina’s going nuts, you know? She’s really scared for you.”

      Knowing Edwina wouldn’t say it unless it was true and not to hurt me, I sigh and immediately feel guilty. “Yeah. I thought she might. But I’m fine. I promise.”

      “You didn’t talk to us for what? Three months?”

      “I was pissed off with you.”

      “Because we genuinely couldn’t help you?”

      That she sounds perplexed is irritating. “No matter what the circumstances, I would have helped you.”

      “We did what we could, Mona. We never meant to hurt you, and you didn’t have to punish us for not hitting your high ideals by cutting us out of your life.” Her bland tone is at odds with her sharp words.

      I blow out a breath, knowing this argument is going nowhere. There’s a reason I called her. I want my best friends, the women I consider sisters back in my life. These things happen, they blow over. But someone has to make the first step, and that’s me. So there’s no point in getting mad when I chose to call her. These women are my family. After seeing the poor excuse of Zane’s, and being reunited with Pappy, I see that now.

      “No. You might be right, but I was going through some things, and it just didn’t help.”

      “Things we couldn’t have helped you with?”

      “No, you couldn’t have done anything. You might have been my conscience, and I guess I didn’t want that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The night of the fire, when I went out to work late?” At her hum of understanding, I suck in a breath and mutter, “Zane asked me to be his mistress.”

      Now, with Marina, she’d have squealed out her outrage. Her sound of her shock and disgust at an antiquated term. But Eddie, she just hums again.

      “He did, huh? So, he is married, and there’s no excuse for his cheating…”

      “No. No reason that could be acceptable to you or Marina.”

      “Well, there’s a story there in itself.”

      “I guess so, but I don’t want to go into it.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, if you intend to talk to Marina again, I’d change my mind about that.”

      “But you won’t push?”

      “No, you know me, Mona. That’s why you called me in the first place.” Her wry tone doesn’t escape me.

      “Yeah. I do have something to tell you, though. Something major.”

      “Ooh, that sounds promising.”

      “Well, it is for me.” I rub a hand over my face, wondering how to explain my situation. “You already know that Zane’s married,” I begin.

      “Yeah, I also know that you’re supposed to be the surrogate for him and his husband. We both know that’s bullshit.”

      Clearing my throat, I eventually get out, “Jake is… kind of complicated.”

      She pauses, her silence weighty with her consideration. “I’m sensing that your life has turned into one huge complication.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “What’s the other way?”

      “Well, Jake and I, we’re a couple.”

      This time, the silence is stunned. “You are shitting me? What about Zane?”

      “Zane and I are a couple, too.”

      Another pause. Then a hoot of laughter. “Simone Barranquet, are you trying to tell me that you’re in a ménage a trois relationship?”

      My reply is sheepish. “Yeah.”

      “If that’s your news, whatever Marina needs to ferret out of you must be a doozy.” She sucks in a breath, and for the first time in our relationship, I can tell she has to bite her curiosity back. “You can talk to me about the rest of it, when you’re ready. I’m just glad that you made contact.”

      “You must have known I’d call you sooner or later.” My reply is blasé, because they had to know my sulk wouldn’t have lasted. All the same, I’m glad to have got in touch with Eddie. She’s the cornerstone of our trio, the one Marina and I call on as umpire.

      Regardless of that, it’s just wonderful knowing that soon I can call on the pair of them again. And that they can call on me.

      Two days back in New York, and even if I’d wanted to hold on to my anger, I couldn’t have done. Being back here, seeing all our old haunts, I had to get in touch.

      It’s been weird without them. I’ll be honest and say that having Jake and Zane in my life has made me miss them less than I would have done normally. But my gals are irreplaceable.

       “Yeah, I knew. But I didn’t know when, and I’m going to need your support soon.”

      “You are?” Unused to Edwina asking for anything, my voice is almost a squeak.

      She laughs, but I know her too well. This time, her nonchalance is assumed, and the knowledge has me frowning, wondering what she’s about to say.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Whatever I’d expected, it wasn’t that.
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      “You lazy monkeys. Is this what happens when I’m out of town for a few days?”

      Jerked out of sleep four days later, my eyes flutter open and shut around a yawn and then, the voice truly penetrates and I smile. Big and wide and all the more powerful because it’s sleepy. Holding out my arms, I mumble, “Jake. Baby, what are you doing here?”

      The covers drift upwards and the brittle cold of his clothes make me shiver as he climbs in beside me. As he slips his hands underneath my sleep shirt, I shudder all the more with the cold.

      “Hey, no fair.” I grumble and swat at him as he chuckles.

      “It’s fucking freezing out there.”

      “It is?” The weather had been quite nice for mid-autumn. “What time is it?”

      “Four in the morning.”

      “Oh.” The time fails to register and the instant it does, I smack his back again. “Who are you calling lazy? It’s four AM. Hardly noon.”

      “I had to say something. Where was the welcome party, eh? No arms wide open for me.”

      “Well, they were once I knew you were here. Why didn’t you tell us you were coming home?” My voice is still sleepy and husky because of it. The pair of us have modulated the volume of our tones so as not to awaken Zane. The level of his awareness even when sleeping is astonishing, so it’s strange he hasn’t already woken up. More than anything, it tells me he took a heavy dose of medication last night.

      Not that the little shit told me so.

      Grr.

      He snorts. “Like you told me you were returning to New York?”

      “You’d understand if you’d had the misfortune of meeting Zane’s family. We told you as soon as we’d woken up the next day.” That was no lie. After I’d mopped myself up, divested myself of bucket-loads of tears and shed a few more after looking at the photo album again, I’d gone to the lounge and heard Zane on the phone telling Jake about our impromptu escape from his parents’ home.

      “That bad, huh? Zane was quite reticent on the phone. You weren’t that much better.”

      “No, it wasn’t the best of trips.” Luxuriating in his embrace, even if his hands are freezing, I sigh. “It’s wonderful to have you back.”

      His voice drops a notch, to the consistency of molten metal, but this time, it’s different. Think liquid platinum instead. “It’s wonderful to be back.” He leans over me and touches my nose with his in what can only be an Eskimo kiss. His lips drop down to rub against my own, and then, they drift along the line of my jaw. One by one, anointing every inch of the sensitive flesh there. Just as I’m about to shudder, his lips reach my ear and so low that I almost don’t hear it, but resonant with meaning, he whispers those three words that I’ve been dying to hear.

      “I love you.”

      My eyes had fluttered shut at his caresses, but now, they pop open. “You do?”

      “Yeah. You’re my little lioness.”

      Lips twitching in both amusement and bemusement, I mutter, “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      “You should. It was meant as one.” His lips travel back to my chin, one kiss at a time and each one punctuating a word. “Strong. Courageous. Loving. Giving.” He sighs as our lips brush again. “It’s good to be home.” He slides down so that he’s lying beside me again and not leaning over me. “Now then, tell me what really went on in New Orleans.”

      “Oh, his dad tried to bribe me out of Zane’s life.” With a big stretch, I wriggle up and down the sheets and groan with the sheer pleasure of it, the delight in being alive and being sandwiched between guys who love me. Frickin’ love me.

      If I’d been a cheerleader back in high school, I might just have jumped up and done a few cheers.

      “He did what?”

      “Tried to bribe me like some maid who’d been knocked up by the master’s son.” The words are distorted by another yawn, but even so, I can feel him stiffen up on me. And not in a way I’ve become accustomed. “Hey,” I tell him. “Don’t worry. Zane was as pissed as you are. In fact, I was the only calm person in the room.”

      “Like that’s the truth.”

      Zane’s sleep-addled voice is warped all the more by the pillow covering his head and half of his mouth.

      “I thought I handled it with great aplomb.”

      There’s a feather down-muffled snort. “Did she just say aplomb?”

      “Yeah. She did.”

      Rolling my eyes at Jake’s grin and in the light from the hallway, I watch as Zane shoots up, sending what seems like millions of tiny and large muscles into rolling up and down his spine, and stretches. Then, as my heart stutters in my chest, he turns, a smile so blinding with love on his face as he reaches over me to press a kiss of welcome to Jake’s lips.

      I watch, in awe, as their mouths connect. In the play of early morning shadows and the hall light, I can see hard lips with soft flesh brushing and rubbing against the other, firm jaws stubbled with dark, short hairs grinding, and then, they part, and Zane bathes me with the light of that smile before kissing me too.

      Feeling like the cat that got the cream, and wriggling on the bed in reaction to his caressing mouth, a chuckle escapes me as he mutters against my lips, “I thought I was the writer? It’s way too early for words like aplomb.”

      “You’re not supposed to make me laugh when you’re kissing me,” I chide around a grin.

      “She’s right. There’s an unwritten law somewhere.” Jake’s mocking me, but from the hard-on rubbing against my hip, I know his mockery hides his arousal.

      Ha. He can’t hide it from me.

      Zane’s hands drop down to pull at the sheet, but before he can get any ideas, I slap at his hands and grumble, “It’s four in the morning. Way too early for sex. Can we go back to sleep?”

      “It’s never too early for sex.”

      Jake’s words vibrate along my jaw and I swat at him, but he ducks away from me and leaps out of bed on the shadowed half of the room. The city’s light pollution is such that through the coverless window, both Zane and I can see him slipping out of his clothes. Little of his stacked form is displayed in the grim illumination but just enough to please the senses.

      Outside of the duvet, it must have been cold, because his return to the bed is swift, and in that short space of time, his skin has chilled enough to make me shiver upon contact.

      “At four AM, after a long day, there’s no way in hell this bed is seeing more action than sleeping.” And it had been long. Jake wouldn’t know why, but still, Zane and I have spent the day trawling all over Manhattan.

      “Pussy-whipped, already,” Zane mutters. There could have been annoyance in his tone, but I didn’t hear it. Nor do I sense it as he maneuvers back between the sheets and flops on to his belly in preparation for bed. Especially as the next thing he does is yawn. Loudly.

      I don’t think he could be too annoyed. The body might be willing, but the soul is weak.

      I think being the woman, I have to be the rational one. I know how tired Zane is, because I feel the same fatigue, and Jake must be jet lagged to hell. Just because appendages get hard, doesn’t mean they have to be stuck into something.

      Feeling very self-righteous and sensible if a teeny-weeny bit horny, I snuggle down into bed and sigh with relief as Jake curls into me. Within minutes, his snores rumble along my eardrums.

      Zane’s start soon after and the irony is, I’m the one left awake.

      But I don’t mind, because both my guys are here.

      It’s amazing how much better I feel now Jake’s with us. And if I’m being honest, I can’t really describe it, either.

      I could have felt resentment, bitterness. Intense annoyance at his showing up. Instead, I’m happy. Bone-deep.

      I’ve never felt this way before. Even during those last few weeks in Maine. Everything had been coming together. As a threesome, we’d been turning into a unit. But outside of the little world we were creating for ourselves, we’d been just that. Outsiders. And while I know Jake and Zane were that all along, because they weren’t born and bred Bayling Covers, this level of exile was on a whole other scale.

      No, I feel happy, because we’re all together, but also, we’re in a semi-anonymous place.

      Yeah, I haven’t forgotten that this is where the shit originally hit the fan. Where Jake discovered the depths of Zane’s adultery thanks to snap-happy amateur photographers. But we’re just three small fish in a huge pond of sharks. I like that. We’re hiding in plain sight.

      It takes a while for me to drop off, but eventually, I manage it. By the time my eyes pop open, Zane’s still snoring beside me but Jake isn’t.

      The only way Zane doesn’t wake up is if I do a half-push up off the bed. The last couple of days, I’ve been perfecting the move, and in fact, I’m thinking of patenting it. It involves me edging my way to the side of the bed, pressing both hands to the ground, and dragging first one and then the other foot down to the floor so I’m in a plank position. What a woman will do for the man she loves.

      Pathetic, really, but do I care?

      A big fat no, I don’t.

      Rolling off the mattress, I notice that my impromptu morning exercise is building up my core strength. The first morning I tried to do this, I fell flat on my face. Now, I can hold the position with ease.

      Feeling smug, I jump up and wander out of the bedroom toward the bathroom. Morning ablutions taken care of, and feeling a tad more alive after a quick scrub of my face, I head to the kitchen in search of Jake. When he isn’t there, or in the living room, a small pout forms on my lips.

      My discontent at realizing Jake isn’t at home soon disappears after preparing a coffee for myself and drinking half of it. The squeak of the door hinges alerts me to his presence. Call me eager, but I jump up and off the stool, and pad out of the kitchen and into the hallway. The instant my eyes make contact with Jake, I feel a huge grin crease the lower half of my jaw. It’s so good to set eyes on him, and that bone-deep contentment fills me again. Something that I never thought existed, never thought to experience.

      “Hey,” he murmurs, a smile of his own creasing his lips.

      My goofy grin widens. “Back at you. Where have you been?”

      It’s only then, as he jerks his arm up, that I realize he’s been out for donuts. A thin cardboard box is perched on his palm. “Fancy some breakfast?”

      “Always.”

      I walk over to him, and with an inch between us, stand on tiptoes to brush my lips against his stubbled jaw. Even though it scratches, I nuzzle into him, and feel another burst of joy as he reciprocates.

      Jake’s a funny one. And I don’t mean ha-ha. He’s difficult to weigh up, not that Zane isn’t, but Jake is somehow more complex. He’s difficult to understand. In many ways, the façade he presents to the world stops me from being able to discern how he feels for me. Really feels. And that’s even after he told me he loved me last night.

      I get that he’s happy with me. He finds me attractive and he’s pleased that Zane is settled. But I can’t help but want to hear the words again. Just to make sure he hasn’t made a mistake.

      I’ve never heard Jake tell Zane he loves him outside of that make-or-break argument back in Paris, and Zane is hardly vocal. It’s difficult for me, because every day, I want to murmur those words into their ears. I want and need them to know how I feel for them. And maybe with Jake, it’s even more important, because these feelings are unexpected. They’re a surprise and all the more precious because of that.

      Shrugging off the desire to tell him I love him and have him tell me he reciprocates, I chide myself for being greedy and steal the box of fried goodness from his hand. With my back to him, I call out, “The coffee’s fresh.”

      The sounds of his shoes hitting the bare floorboards tell me he’s removing them and within seconds, he’s in the kitchen, at my side, and preparing a mug of coffee for himself as I peruse the donuts he selected.

      Stealing one covered in what smells like maple syrup, and what looks like and can only be bacon sprinkled on top, I bite into it and groan in pleasure as salt and sugar hold a mini battle on my tongue. Hunched over the counter, with Jake bustling around behind me, I savor the calorific delicacy and when a sudden wall of scorching body heat brushes against my back, I jump a little, shocked out of my donut daydream. Within seconds, I settle and relax all the more as his hands slip around my waist and he drags me closer to him, so that I’m pressed fully against him. His head lowers to my shoulder and the embrace is so all encompassing, so loving that I don’t need the words I’d wanted to hear earlier.

      “Aren’t you going to share?” he complains.

      With a laugh-garbled mutter, I shake my head. “No way.”

      “That good, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      His head turns to the side and his lips brush my cheek. He busses me and whispers, “Go on. Give me just a little.”

      “I’m not a good sharer,” I retort, tongue-in-cheek.

      The sound of a snort from the doorway has both of us looking up, and both of us sucking in a breath, the harsh whistle almost in unison at the sight of Zane without any clothes on.

      Butt naked.

      His body is like a statue, but it’s like no other statue that you’ve ever seen because this isn’t marble, it’s warm gleaming flesh. Rippling with muscles, ink, scars—life. Vitality.

      He has one arm raised against the doorjamb and somehow, the positioning has every single muscle appearing delineated. The tattoo around his bicep, a snake coiled and ready to pounce, flexes and the serpent appears to jostle with the movement.

      His cock is impressively hard. Unabashed, unashamed, he wanders in as the pair of us stare, and reaches over, grabs the box and like I did, peruses the contents.

      As he decides upon which donut to feast, he murmurs, “Mona, honey, we wouldn’t be here if you weren’t willing to share.”

      “Yeah, he’s right,” Jake retorts, pressing another kiss to my cheek.

      With our bodies so close, I can feel his impressive erection nudging against my lower back. And he isn’t the only one affected. Beneath the lightweight Tee I slept in, my nipples are hard as bullets and beneath my panties, the gusset is getting wet.

      “Sharing two guys and sharing donuts—they’re two completely different things.”

      Zane’s snort of derision has Jake chuckling and me too. As he selects one with a lurid pink frosting and raises it to his mouth, he murmurs after biting and swallowing, “I’m sure.”

      “What can I say? I’m a woman who likes her food?”

      Jake hums under his breath, and his hands slip down then back up again as he traces the curves of my body. But there’s no maliciousness here. There’s a lingering element to his touch that tells me he likes what he feels. His words merely confirm my thoughts as he says, “That’s easy to tell. More for us to love, honey.”

      The giggle that escapes me is almost embarrassing, but I manage to shove it away by muttering, “All these compliments for some of my donut?” If my voice is breathless. Can you blame me?

      Christ, I challenge you to sit between two erection-sporting hunks and not feel in any way overwhelmed.

      My hand and arm are shaky as I lift them, raising them toward Jake’s lips. I can hear the crunch, and then the squelch as he bites into the treat, and his moan of pleasure vibrates through my system like a massage chair pummels at stress-knotted shoulders.

      If my pussy lips feel a little more slippery, well, that’s nobody’s business but my own.

      His tongue, still sticky with maple syrup glazing, licks along the lobe of my ear. He laves it until the glazing has gone and my insides have turned to mush.

      Just when I think we’re about to break a world record, climaxing from ear licking alone, he drops a kiss to the flesh he’d just been tormenting, stands upright and moves away from me. He rounds the corner of the counter, but doesn’t approach Zane. At the head of the breakfast bar, his face suddenly turns serious, brows lowering and eyes turning hard, enough so that Zane lowers his donut and stops eating. Spotting this, Jake grimaces and mutters, “I need to talk to you guys. I found something this morning and I think we need to discuss it before this goes, where I think this is going to go.”

      He sighs and it’s a mixture of his irritation and his displeasure. There’s no hurt or anger. In fact, the existence of those two emotions tells me that this, whatever he has to discuss, isn’t all that bad. I’ve seen Jake in a highly emotional and intense situation. He freezes up, literally turns to ice until nothing affects him. Nothing at all.

      Obviously, what he has to discuss doesn’t merit his concern. Not overly at any rate.

      So when he disappears out of the kitchen and Zane makes to follow, I reach out for his hand and grab it. With a quick shake of my head, I whisper, “No, you don’t have to worry. It’s going to be fine.”

      Zane’s forehead puckers with his confusion, and his scowling mouth screams of his need to resolve a situation before it escalates and grows out of hand.

      In a low voice, I tell him, “Jake doesn’t react when he’s upset or hurt. He’s very emotionless, when there’s something wrong. That he’s showing irritation at all, tells me whatever he has to discuss is nothing to be concerned about.”

      Jake returns and apparently, he overheard the tail end of my words, because he directs at Zane, “She’s right. There’s no need for worry.” The heavy plunk of expensively published catalogues is loud in the otherwise silent kitchen as he dumps the brochures Zane and I have been collecting on the counter. The pair of us have trawled all over the island in our search for real estate that Jake would approve of.

      Surprised that he’s found the stash already, I quickly get over my shock. A part of me is glad Jake is the one to broach this subject rather than Zane or I.

      I reach for the top one and flick through the pages until I find the one Zane and I have separated from the rest.

      Jake murmurs, “It’s strange how much we know about each other, Mona. You know how I react and Zane doesn’t.”

      His words have me tensing a little. I look up out of the corner of my eye and take note of the wry twist to Jake’s lips, and the faint confusion still tracing Zane’s features.

      Not wanting to be compared, my words are earnest, “We were going to tell you about this, Jake. We weren’t trying to hide anything.”

      “No, you’d have to be stupid to do that.” Jake rolls his eyes, but quickly settles into leafing through another brochure. “I’m not stupid. I can put one and one together and I don’t get three. You want to sell the house at Bayling Cove?”

      “We don’t want to, Jake. It’s not about want. We’re not welcome there. We never were and never will be. That situation isn’t going to improve. It’s only going to deteriorate. As it is, we were all turning into some kind of fucking hermits. We didn’t leave the house for two weeks straight and that’s just weird. Especially for Mona, because every day she pops out for some reason or another. Even if it’s just to grab some onions, for Christ’s sake. So I’m just saying that I think we need to find somewhere else more suitable for our situation.”

      Jake’s reply shocks the pair of us. “I agree.”

      “You do?” Zane asks, eyes wide. Those beautiful, coffee-bean brown orbs are filled with bemusement.

      “Yeah. You’re not telling me anything I didn’t already know, Zane. It’s unfortunate, because I love the house. I know you don’t as much as me, but I’m aware of the situation. I’m not a complete idiot. Even knowing that, I just don’t think I could live in New York on a full time basis.”

      “America is a huge place, Jake,” I slot in, my tone as soft as can be. “There are many places we can live that aren’t as isolated as Bayling Cove, and maybe not so straitlaced. Connecticut? I don’t know, somewhere similar. We need to find a place that’s close to town so we’re not alone, but far away enough that we won’t cause gossip.”

      “No. You’re wrong there, Mona. Wherever we go, we’re going to raise eyebrows. We need to get over that. People are always going to question why there are two men and a woman living together.”

      “I don’t see why that has to be, not if we’re private. And not necessarily secretive, but just reticent about our lives. Nobody needs to know,” Zane butts in.

      Another shake of the head from Jake. “You live a public life, Zane. No matter where you go, people recognize you. You know that. What you do makes our lives a goldfish bowl. We’re never going to escape the public eye when you live in it. While it’s your career.”

      “So what, I should quit being a writer?”

      “Did I say that?” Jake snaps. His jaw turns to granite with his annoyance at Zane’s brattish retort. “No, I didn’t. I’m just telling you both that our situation is always going to cause problems. You’re just going to have to get used to that.

      “But, you’re both right. It’s too late for Bayling Cove. We’re going to have to find somewhere else. Somewhere we can start afresh.”

      “We saw this place in Virginia, Jake. In Chesapeake Bay. Maybe you should look at it?” I tell him and having found the page, push the magazine over to him and let him look at the glossy photos of the house I could never imagine, in the past, as being within reach.

      It’s the size of the Bayling Cove house, but there’s about four times as much land.

      We haven’t visited, hell, we haven’t left Manhattan these last couple of days. And we wouldn’t visit without Jake. But there’s something about it that has resonated with Zane and I.

      I’ve always dreamed of having a garden, and here, I could have that. One filled with herbs and flowers. The house is an ex-farmhouse. The land was cultivated once upon a time, but now it’s just gone to ruin. The actual building is in a semi-decent state so nothing too terrible, but it needs some touching up and redecoration. Especially with these guys’ tastes.

      I really think we could make it a home. There’s something about it that connects with me. Through the pictures and pages, it just feels right. And there’s a faint glint in Jake’s eye, a softening in his face that tells me he feels that connection.

      Maybe that’s because the pair of us like the traditional. Zane prefers the more modern aspects of interior design and this isn’t a minimalist property. It suits Jake and me. But there’s no reason Zane, Jake and I can’t have our own living areas, just like we have now.

      The possibilities are endless.

      Jake looks through the rest of the pages pertaining to the property and murmurs, “I’ll think about it. I just wanted you to know I was aware of what you’re both up to.” He nods at the pair of us and says, “I need to catch up with some work. I’ll speak to you two guys later, okay?”

      In turn, we catch his eye and Jake makes to leave, but before he does, he moves toward Zane, leans up slightly because he’s a few inches shorter, and presses his lips against Zane’s. It’s a brisk kiss, but nonetheless, the feeling imbued upon that one gesture is so immense, my heart clenches.

      At that moment, I feel so fortunate to be the witness to such emotion.

      I never thought I’d be so lucky.

      Ever since I’ve met Zane, I feel like I’ve been on Cloud Nine. That I’ve been as fortunate as any one of the lottery winners, and that feeling has yet to dissipate.

      Maybe it never will, and in a way, I hope it doesn’t. Because I should feel this way. The day these two men entered my life was the best day ever.

      And that’s the truth.

      Regardless of what has happened and what will, the confusion, the earlier pain and worry… it’s nothing in the face of all that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The one thing I’ve never liked about porn is the charade.

      The false grunts and groans, and the lies about how much pleasure each character is experiencing.

      The hour-long erections and pussies that never get sore from too much pounding.

      The false kisses that attempt to portray a welter of emotion but fail to do so.

      It’s the complete opposite when I watch Zane and Jake’s lips brush together in more than just a peck. My body instantly hits a red alert.

      Today started off on a high and it’s ending on one. Ever since Jake left the kitchen this morning and I watched him and Zane kiss, a low buzz has been droning through my brain all day. Just waiting for something to kindle it and turn it into a gigantic conflagration with the power to make all three of us self-combust.

      In the end, the trigger had been as spectacular as the build-up. I’d been in the bedroom, reading a book I’d bought this afternoon. When Zane had first moved me in here, he’d frog marched me into a few stores to furnish the apartment in ways that suited my taste. So, because of that, I have a huge armchair in the bedroom that sits beside the window overlooking Central Park.

      Sequestered inside the luscious folds of down-cushioned comfort, I’d been in a half-doze. Almost asleep, but not. Then Zane had appeared in the periphery of my vision and with him, Jake. They hadn’t approached me, even though I knew they knew I was there. Watching them and all of a sudden, waiting.

      They’d started to kiss, and the sight of their lips brushing, of their tongues starting to tangle, had a moan gurgling in my throat. I’d kept quiet, because I’d wanted to see more, and they didn’t disappoint.

      Within seconds of their rough, biting kisses, Jake’s hands had grabbed Zane’s belt buckle. Fumbling fingers had worked the fastening loose and with jerky pulls, he’d managed to work it free then toss the belt on the floor. Zane had been edging Jake’s shirt upwards, dragging the material against creamy, muscle-corrugated flesh until he’d pulled their mouths apart to tug the shirt overhead. With their bodies separated, save for the fingers pulling at Zane’s fly, he’d taken the opportunity to divest himself of his own shirt and that had soon joined Jake’s on the floor.

      There was an edge to their movements, an uneasiness. With the length of their relationship, I’d expected smooth touches and relaxed enjoyment of each other’s caresses. But here, I’d sensed the desperation. The nerves. And it was then that I recognized how our relationship had been progressing in one regard, but this aspect of our unit had totally failed to be cultivated.

      Of course, I’ve known that they haven’t been sleeping together and been aware that this side of the relationship was in desperate need of attention. But the shaking hands and desperate movements spoke to me and told me that they’d never thought to do this again.

      I don’t know what had happened to make them come together. I’d been relaxing in the bedroom and as was usual, had left them to do what they do throughout the day. I’ll never ask them what happened, why they came together after such a long time apart. I only know that at that moment, there was a turning point and we turned toward a bright and successful future together. Not one of disaster, which was something we only narrowly averted.

      That I didn’t realize that was unnerving.

      Every aspect of this relationship has to function for us to be happy together. And for the last two and a half months, that hasn’t been happening.

      Our time together as a trio started at that moment. With Jake’s hand gripping Zane’s clock, and Zane unfastening the fly on Jake’s pants to do the same to him.

      As I watched in awe, as both men jacked the other off, with their mouths once again returning to battle, the heat pulsing through my veins was like nothing I could ever have foreseen. Watching porn flicks on my tablet as I masturbated in the bath back in Paris was no kind of preparation for the real deal.

      But the weird thing was, I didn’t want to touch myself.

      I wanted to watch and absorb as both men worshipped the other and I, in turn, worshipped from afar.

      I watched with love in my heart and eyes as Zane sank down to his knees and took Jake’s cock into his mouth. It didn’t surprise me that Zane did this first. In his own way, he’s a caregiver and in this one move, he was saying sorry for all the past hurts. Jake’s fingers raked through Zane’s hair, tugging at the thick locks with his own head flung back in ecstasy as he accepted the apology and returned the love aimed his way.

      I sensed that and my heart melted for both of them.

      I watched as Jake climaxed and Zane swallowed every drop. I watched as Jake helped him stand, his hands looping around his waist as he brought his mouth to the one that had just brought him pleasure. He kissed and ate at Zane’s lips, tasting himself there and thanking Zane.

      Together, they half-walked, half-kissed their way to the bed. And blindly, Zane reached out for the nightstand on his side of the bed. When lube had appeared in the drawers, I don’t know, but it was there and he grabbed it. His fingers flailed at the drawer, he nearly pulled it out of the containing socket, it was in no way a smooth move. But the urgency was there again and I watched, once more in awe, as Jake was turned around and urged over the side of the bed.

      I sat in silence, my heart beating in my throat, my stomach twisting and my sex pulsing with desire as Zane coated his shaft with lube and then proceeded to apply it to Jake’s butt. The angle was difficult for me to easily see, but my imagination played a huge role there and I didn’t need to see Zane fucking Jake. I just needed to watch the connection and to be a part of this, their first union since we all got together.

      Watching Zane and Jake make love was a life-changing moment. It wasn’t how I imagined. It was more and it was heart wrenching. Love for them both filled me and that they’d done this in a way that didn’t exclude me, just made me feel at peace with myself, them, and the world.

      Seeing the lines of exertion on Jake’s face as Zane fucked his ass, the pleasure and the pain, the tension and the strain, resonated with me utterly. Taking note of Zane’s features, his own inner battles being fought as he strived to climax, to fuck the man he loved and to unite them in a way that only sex can bond…

      How could it not change my life?

      And when Zane eventually climaxed and the pair of them collapsed on the bed, it was my pleasure to nudge them into moving. To show them I loved them. To nestle myself beside Jake, so that Zane and I sandwiched him. Telling him without words, he might have started out as the outsider, especially where I was concerned, but that was no longer the case.

      And we spent the rest of the day in bed. Not fucking, not making love, just being in love.

      Of course, that had to change eventually. They might have been sated, but arousal still simmered under the surface of my body. As powerful and as moving as watching them together had been, it had also been one of the most sexually stimulating experiences of my life.

      But that need wasn’t even broached until later in the evening. And now, my knees throb from my fixed position, my eyes ache from looking up at two men kissing as I suck their dicks, but do I care? No. I relish the ache.

      And the pair of them aren’t just men. They’re my men.

      Those lips are mine.

      These cocks are mine.

      Just as I’m theirs.

      Rubbing the two glans together, I watch as pre-cum from two separate cocks merge. The instant it does, my mouth laps up both sets of juices, watering at each man’s distinct taste.

      For a second, my eyes close. I go blind to the spectacle of above. I don’t see the tongues clashing and dueling with a violence that is so unlike even their roughest of kisses with me. The teeth biting, until one of them will have a bruise. The jaws getting fiercer and fiercer as arousal pools in their bellies.

      With one hand, I settle on Zane’s balls and lave Jake’s cock with all of my mouth’s attention. Taking in as much as I can, I palpitate my tongue around the rigid cylinder between my lips. Wetting it, I let my head bob up and down, caressing the shaft with every part of my mouth.

      I hear a groan and know the kiss has stopped, it’s Jake’s. A part of me is thrilled to have his full attention in the midst of the sensual battle going on overhead and my eyes dart up to see that Jake’s head is flung back, his eyes clenched shut, crow lines delineated in tense pleasure as Zane nibbles at his neck and throat while I nibble down below.

      I pull free from his shaft and bob down, taking one testes into my mouth. Rolling the egg back and forth, tautening and pulling at the loose skin, I feel the dampness on my forehead as Jake’s cock bobs about, leaking pre-cum on to my face.

      A year ago, hell, a few months ago, I’d have been repulsed.

      Now, my pussy pulses in time to a song the three of us craft when we’re all together.

      I anoint the other ball, massaging it between my tongue and cheek, prodding it with the tip of the tensile muscle before releasing it and blowing cold air on to the wet flesh. His hands come down to grip my head and his rigid hold, the fierce pull as he tugs at my hair, sets me aflame.

      Before I know what’s happening, my shoulders are grabbed and with a force that has me grunting in shock, I’m thrown down against the mattress. My legs are caught and spread so wide that the tendons in my inner thighs pull and strain. Back arching, because I know what’s coming, I push my tits out in a silent beckoning. A hand answers the call and fingers bite down on a greedy nipple. The other is fucking me, four fingers thrusting in and out of my cunt, in and out with staccato, almost mechanical bursts.

      Uncaring about neck strain, I tilt my head up and see my pussy spread wide. Zane’s hand, palm up, his fingers screwing me. My eyes dart up to the man behind him and I feel the instant my pupils dilate as I watch Jake coat his cock with lube. His hand jacks up and down, coating it, liberally soaking each vein-laden inch with moisture. I feel dazed, blinded by such a sight, and then, I see no more as a set of teeth bite down on my clit.

      Not gently, not in a sensual attack, but in an honest to God bite.

      My scream echoes throughout the room and just as my hands reach behind me to grip the bedstead, sinews bleeding white at the pressure of my clasp, Zane’s cock is at the entrance to my pussy and he slams in deep.

      With his cock in me to the hilt, Zane almost flops forward so that his forearms hold him up and bracket my head. This close, I can feel his breath brushing my mouth, and his teeth nibble down on my lower lip, suddenly pinching the flesh as he’s pushed forward with the force of Jake’s penetration.

      Before the move can even quiver through my body, Zane’s loud grunt sinks into my senses and then, there are no more. Zane doesn’t have to move an inch as Jake uses his body, jerking him back and forth with the force of his thrusts.

      The constant friction within the hidden depths of my pussy has me clawing and scraping down his spine, gouging out flesh with the sensations pummeling me.

      My fingers move in between us, slip to Zane’s groin, and where our sexes join, they grab his balls and squeeze. The point of pain has Zane howling, but within seconds, his climax collides with the walls of my sex. His cum filling me to overflowing, seeping out to drench the sheet underneath us.

      From reading Zane’s books, I know that his butt must have clamped down on Jake, because within seconds, he isn’t the only one howling.

      Jake’s thrusts still force Zane into movement, something that has him grunting and groaning with over-sensitivity. Then Zane collapses on me and Jake on top of him. Their weight is welcome, my body squished beneath them, and for a second, I feel on the brink of explosion. My nerves twitching and flickering on and off with the depth of the pressure above me. And then, it quivers away. As gossamer-fine as fairy dust.

      My back arches and twitches underneath Zane’s weight, jostling him and making him grunt, in turn prodding Jake into jerking back and forth. A cry escapes me, one of need, one of hunger.  I feel the release of some pressure as Jake climbs off Zane, who in turn, slips free of my reluctant pussy. The muscles clamp down, urging him to remain but he pulls out, leaving me empty. A vast space in need of filling.

      And then, two mouths are there. Lips suckling and pulling, tugging and licking. I can feel their mouths connecting, as they kiss each other while kissing me.

      Two sets of teeth nibble on my nether lips, two tongues thrust against each other inside my cunt, slurping at Zane’s cum as though it was a vintage wine. Then one mouth settles on my clit in an open-mouthed kiss, pulling the nub against a set of teeth as the other mouth flutters over my butt and flickers against the taut, puckered muscle.

      The instant it prods down, pressing forward in a silken thrust, I come. My body shattering into a million pieces only to be reforged into one, for it to then shatter again. My legs shoot up as a keening cry screams out of my throat, my knees almost hitting my breasts in reaction as ecstasy has me shooting upwards, hitting the stars and exploding with more power than a supernova. And still, the mouths continue, keeping me up there, letting me soar through a space that is all the more powerful for it only exists in my head.

      Only when my whimpers sound more like pain than pleasure do they stop. Do the tongues cease their prod and the mouths their sucking.

      My legs fall laxly to the side once more, my body open, spread-eagled. A man slumps heavily beside me. His arm curls about my waist, and I’m pulled against him so that my sweat-slicked skin glues itself to his.

      Jake.

      The other drops down, making the mattress bounce. His hand reaches for mine as his foot nudges my toes. His lips brush my cheek, before he settles away from me, our sole point of connection our fingers and toes.

      Zane.

      In the dazed aftermath, we just lie there, drifting in and out of a doze. Our bodies reacting to the ferocity of our lovemaking.

      And it is love.

      Irregular, extraordinary….downright weird, whatever your belief, it’s there. At the very heart of this trio.

      Feeling smug and satisfied, I drift off to sleep in both men’s arms.
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        * * *

      

       

      “You fucking slut. You’ve been asking for this.”

      The words as well as the slam of the fist into the side of my head jerk me from sleep and push me toward the outer edge of consciousness.

      The voice triggers an awakening of sorts, but another blow to my jaw has me wondering if this is a really shitty dream.

      The pain makes me realize that it isn’t.

      “Whore. I saw them. Together. And you’re here too.” More punches, more aches. It’s ceaseless. Each statement is punctuated by more agony. “The three of you. It’s unnatural. Slut. They’re perverts. But you? Adding you to the mix? I could have put up with watching you crawl into the building, could have left you alone. Then I realized you need a lesson. You need to be taught, and those two faggots can’t do a real man’s job. You can’t taunt a man and not expect him to break. This is your fault, slut.”

      The rage infused into this stranger’s voice is immense. The bed is shaking with his aggression. And I can feel flecks of drool hitting me with each and every spewed word.

      “The three of you. Together. You fucking whore. You’re not safe to be around. You pollute a man’s air. Make him think dirty. Make him think things no man should.” The last few words of his outburst are a shriek of rage. They echo and bounce around my ear drums, adding to my pain both mentally and physically, because almost as though the furious cry was an alarm, an alert, his hand whistles through the air to collide with my face.

      My arms won’t work and I can’t get my legs to do little more than jerk around uselessly. My lack of mobility is frightening in itself. I want to lash out. Inside, I’m screaming. Punching him with the same ferocity as he’s hitting me. But my body won’t cooperate.

      I’ve never felt so hopeless, so useless.

      As I lay there, taking the blows, hatred bubbling away inside of me, I realize two things. And while I can’t feel better, I can at least understand. I’m in bed, trapped beneath the comforter. My legs are pinned down to the bed by that and the man’s weight above me. My arms are tethered overhead and the instant I make the realization, my shoulders begin to ache like a bitch from the unnatural position. How he managed to rearrange me without my waking up both astounds and concerns me.

      And to do it when I’m asleep? The most vulnerable part of anybody’s day?

      If I make it out alive, then this will fuck up my sleeping pattern for the rest of my life.

      It’s weird how that is a goal.

      Because if I’m forever suffering with night terrors thanks to this attack, at least it means I’m alive. I exist.

      Neither Zane nor Jake are at my side. And for some reason, save for the bastard hitting me, I’m alone. Being used like a human punch bag, for whatever reason known only to the motherfucker doing the hitting.

      I want to look at the person doing this to me, want to understand, but for some reason my eyes won’t work. Determined, I pry them open and through the agony of such a move, realize that the blows rained down upon my unsuspecting head have glanced off my cheeks and brows. The tender flesh of my eyelids is swollen shut, already—the man isn’t playing around. Whatever I’ve done to piss him off is major.

      Questions pummel me with the same ferocity as his fists.

      Who is he?

      Why is he here and how did he get in?

      Where are Zane and Jake?

      I want answers and through the sliver of light, my eyes glance over a face I’ve seen before.

      “Henry?”

      The sound of my croaking voice jerks both of us out of the weird stupor into which we’d both fallen. One where I let him hit me, accepting the blows. And one where he just punched and struck me as though I wasn’t a real person. As though I was a rag doll.

      The concierge of Zane’s building hovers above me. And now I know who it is, who’s doing this, I feel even worse. My thoughts are ragged, but all I know is that my senses were right. Everything about Henry was wrong. Those creepy eyes that followed me about, whenever he saw me. The inappropriate looks, glances but never a word spoken to give me justification to complain. I never thought he was a danger. Just thought he was a creep.

      The silence filling the room enables me to hear the sheer exertion of his breathing, the sounds he’s making are like he’s been running a marathon. Drops of water suddenly land close to my head and I realize it’s sweat.

      Repulsed, I shrink back and at the reaction, his hands grab my shoulders and he jerks me forward. I scream. The sound ear splitting as agony ricochets through me. My tethered arms are dragged upwards with his movement and sobs soon take the place of my scream as he lets me go, only to slap me a second later. A ring on his hand grazes my lips, the stone or motif on it tugging at the flesh and tearing. It’s a drop in the ocean of pain juddering through my system.

      He leaps off me and the freedom from his weight is a relief. That is until I have time to wonder what he’s doing… I don’t have to ponder it for long, because the comforter is ripped off the bed.

      The brush of cold air over my body reminds me of my nudity and I cringe inside, knowing that this bastard is looking at me. Seeing parts that only men I choose should see.

      I try not to focus on that, try to withhold my inner, feminine rage at being so exposed and concentrate on the positive. I can kick now, at least.

      Knowing that’s my sole defense, I try and shore up my strength but it’s hard. I don’t think I’ve ever known pain like this. Agony, soul-tearing torment that has every muscle cringing and wincing with the sheer torture of it.

      I hear the sound of a zipper and even though it hurts, I clench my swollen eyes shut at the idea of what’s about to happen.

      I didn’t think it could get any worse. I was wrong.

      A knee nudging the mattress has my body jostling to the side, and I feel the bed quiver as he crawls over to me. His hands paw at my breasts, the fingers cruel and malicious in their clasp of tender flesh and he spits, “You whore. You fucking slut. Two men? You greedy fucking bitch. One just isn’t enough for you. One decent, hard-working man just doesn’t do it for you, greedy whore.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I grit out, and the instant I open my mouth, blood oozes into it from the cut on my lip. “I’ve never done anything to you.”

      He froze, hands wrapped around his penis. He looks almost shocked at my question. “You exist. Sluts like you shouldn’t sully the Earth. You don’t deserve to live. You corrupt decent people, make them do things they’d never normally do.”

      “So you’re going to beat me to death? Why? Because I’m in love?” My words are impassioned, so much so that I don’t know where the energy came from to even utter them. I don’t care that I might be riling him, adding to his anger, my genuine confusion prods me to ask and demand an answer.

      “Whores like you don’t even know what love is.”

      “I know what love is. I’m not a whore.”

      He backhands me. That ring of his slicing into my cheek this time. “I’m going to fuck the slut out of you.”

      The stupidity of the man’s reply has me wondering how I’m going to come out of this alive. I’d like to say the bastard’s insane. But he isn’t. He’s very much sane. And that’s what makes it worse. This can’t be explained away, he’s planned this. Aware of what he’s doing. He’s had the wherewithal to craft this ridiculous excuse, the reasoning as to why he can do this to me.

      The piece of shit has been staring at me, gawking at me whenever I walk into the building. At first, I’d thought it was with disapproval. But now, and only at this moment, do I realize it was with a skewed form of attraction. Filled with bitter jealousy, spiteful desire, he wanted me and couldn’t have me, and this is the result of that.

      What had he just said?

      That one decent hard-working man isn’t enough for me…

      Because I haven’t leapt on him, begging him for his attentions, the bastard has come up with an excuse of his own, and a reason to justify this attack.

      I never thought this would happen to me. I guess no woman does. I hate my docility. I want to fight him, need to hurt him and punish him for this sick attack. But I’m weak. Pain is acting like a drug. Slowing down my movements, making me sluggish.

      I want to curl on my side and weep. Shell-shocked is the only way to describe the mass of horror ricocheting through my brain. And then, it gets worse. I knew it would, but I’d hoped for rescue. Hoped that Jake and Zane would be back by now. But they aren’t.

      Henry grabs my legs and I know he’s going to spread them. Even though weakness throbs through my muscles, I kick out, keeping my thighs locked together. Rather than cause him damage, I’m the one doing the shrieking. He ducks out of my way, but his hands grab my feet and his fingers bite into the small bones of my toes. A few of them feel inches away from being ripped off.

      “You fucking whore. Take your goddamn punishment. Atone!” he cries out.

      I flinch, expecting more of his violence, but he shocks me by punching the headboard. His hand comes back, reddened and bloodied, and the hatred in his eyes makes me wish he’d hit me instead. He reaches out and grips my throat in his meaty paw.

      My knees rear up of their own accord this time as my body tries to acclimate to the pain. But I try to force them back down, try to remain still. If he strangles me, unconsciousness won’t be too far away. If he’s going to do it, if he’s going to rape me, then I don’t want to be awake for it.

      Last night was so special, so unique and perfect… and this… I don’t want the memory of it to supersede that one. Big ask, but it can’t be ruined. I won’t let it. I can’t let it.

      I’m almost disappointed when he lets go of my throat. I suck in air, then blow out in short, sharp staccatos in an attempt to control my breathing.

      When he grabs my knees and tries to part them, I let him. Even though every part of me screams in rejection, I let him part them and as they’re halfway to being fully spread, I kick out again. This time, hitting him in the stomach. Unfortunately, not enough to incapacitate him, as he had me.

      He comes at me again and just before his fist connects with my temple, I manage to scream. The sound warbles out, gradually growing stronger until his punch ends it. My head feels as though it isn’t connected to my neck. It flies backward at an awkward angle and lands against the soft cushion of the pillow.

      Dazed by the strength of that hit, I feel something brushing my pubic hairs and in the distance, I hear a door open. Feeling lost, uncertain if I can even emit a croak, I shore my defenses and gather all my strength for one last scream.

      It’s pathetic.

      A tiny cry where I needed a huge shriek.

      But pounding footsteps seem to echo in my head and they do so, because I’m focusing on them. I need to hear them.

      And then, the bedroom door opens. The hand or cock or whatever the hell the motherfucker was using to touch me disappears, and the heavy weight of Henry’s body does too.

      It’s hard to pull my eyelids open, to look up and watch Zane and Jake laying into Henry, but I force myself to endure the pain. Seeing the punishment being meted out will cleanse this hideousness from my psyche. And Christ, I feel like I need heavy-duty bleach.

      I roll on to my side, my knees coming up to my chest in a protective ball, regardless of the ache, it causes my still-tethered shoulders. Even as agony wades down my spinal column, I watch, reveling in the sight of my men protecting me. Hard fists, even harder kicks have Henry crying out in pain. Blood flies, droplets painting the floorboards and to that, to the vision of my almost-rapist’s lifeblood decorating my bedroom, I pass out.

      My men can take care of this bastard. They can ensure vengeance is properly meted out. And I can rest and escape this nightmare. Even if it is only for a short while.
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      Three weeks later

       

      “You’re only buying this for me, Zane. I know you don’t like it.”

      “It’s a house and you and Jake do like it, which in itself is a miracle. You two are a hell of a lot fussier than I am.”

      “Since when?” Jake chides, his arms crossed as he stares down at his partner.

      The three of us have long since stopped treading on eggshells with each other. Thank God.

      When I awoke in a hospital, the two of them sitting at my side as though I was on my deathbed and not just a stretcher in ER, I knew immediately I was in for a tough time.

      Not with my own demons, but with theirs.

      Their guilt shouted at me and that guilt existed, because they’d popped out to the local bakery for more of the maple syrup-glazed, bacon-crusted donuts that I’d feasted on the day before.

      I’d been too tired to combat their distress then. Too weary and in too much pain. And considering I could see about half an inch through my swollen eyes, that distress had been screaming at me.

      Both of them were white as a sheet, although, that was nothing in comparison to the bloodshot eyes and red-rimmed eyelids. The pair of them had been crying. Each man held one of my hands and a quick glance spoke of the level of damage they’d done to that fucking bastard. Their fingers were wrapped in gauze, Jake’s wrist had a cast on it, and Zane had a few splints.

      It was strange to awaken dazed, distressed but not weak in the emotional sense. The physical, hell yeah, but not inwardly. I’d felt strong. Because these two men were here. Because I was alive. Because I hadn’t been raped. Because the bastard who had made every single inch of me sore was suffering a lot more than I was.

      Bloodthirsty, I reveled in knowing that and while it got me through the next few days, it didn’t help my guys. They were everywhere at once. Helping me, tending to me, feeding me. Generally treating me like I was spun glass.

      They didn’t touch me unless I touched them, and if I did, they flinched.

      They whispered around me, careful not to speak too loudly, and when I spoke at a normal tone, they winced.

      After three days, enough was enough.

      Sore, stiff, bruised, battered, I might have been, but I sure as hell was not broken.

      No fucking rapist would ever break me.

      He tied me up, hit me, but he didn’t beat my soul. Henry even accused Zane and Jake of assault, which technically is true, but our lawyers managed to throw out the charges. Because they wouldn’t have been assaulting him, if he hadn’t been trying to rape me. Henry was at fault. Nobody else. Just him and that’s all I have revolving around my brain.

      I have too much to live for, too much happiness in my future to let some sick pervert ruin it. And I told Zane and Jake that. I told them and made them listen. Ever since, they’ve been careful, but gradually as my mobility returned, they went back to their usual selves.

      In fact, the only aspect of my life that has been affected is my sleep. Just as I predicted during the attack, it’s difficult to drop off and I wake up with nightmares. I soon settle back to sleep, when I realize the pair of them are there.

      And it has to be the pair of them.

      I don’t know why. But if I go for a nap with them both and wake up without one of them being there, I wake up panicked. I won’t call them what the counselor—who I’ve seen twice and refuse to see again—calls them. Mona Barranquet does not have panic attacks. Let’s just say, I don’t like the term.

      The three of us haven’t been apart for longer than a few hours at any given time since that morning. One of them shops for groceries and then returns, and then one of them runs an errand and then comes home. I’m never alone and I think that has been my salvation. With their presence, I’ve healed.

      It’s only this week that I’ve decided to get on with life again.

      Mostly, because my sprained toes have eased up a little and I can hobble about.

      I wanted out of the apartment. When I was released from hospital, Zane and Jake wanted to book us into a hotel. But I refused. Ever stubborn, I wanted to confront the place it happened. I wanted to sleep in the bed, where I was attacked.

      Crazy?

      Yeah.

      Now, I know that.

      But I had to confront it. Had to. The only part of this, the aftermath, that I can’t control, is my sleep and with time, I’ll come to grips with it too.

      I will not be beaten. My life will not tumble around me, because of this.

      I think the sheer majesty of what happened the night before the attack has been what’s kept me going. In my lowest moments, when the darkness has settled and I’m in bed, I force myself to think of the sheer beauty of our coming together. I think of Jake taking me, as Zane makes love to him. I think of the heavy burden my body withstood as all three of us united as one. Where thoughts of Henry could make me feel ill, memories of that night purge my soul of the violence dealt to me by a sick, sick man.

      That togetherness we all shared has permeated into our days, and after being with each other, almost constantly, we’re far more than just a unit. I thought we were close before, but it’s nothing to what we are now. We’ve knitted a weave so tight and so fine, that there are no holes and there never will be.

      I’ll make damned sure of that.

      So now, we’re in Chesapeake Bay, looking at the farmhouse I’ve fallen for. I’m finally out of the apartment and, I won’t admit this to either of them, I’m tired and ready to go back to the hotel we’re staying in. My energy levels are not what they were, but I’ll get there. Time heals all aches, does it not?

      Zane’s upper lip curls at Jake’s earlier question. He compounds it with a snort. “Since when? You’ve always been fussy. Before Bayling Cove, we looked at thirty properties, Mona. Does that sound like he’s easy to please?”

      Grinning at Zane, I shake my head. “I’m not getting into this with either of you, so you can bicker about it later on. But I don’t want to get this house unless you want it too, Zane.”

      “You know I like it,” he answers gruffly.

      “Well, yeah, what’s not to like?” I ask, turning my back on him to look at the farmhouse. Complete with woods, a small sandy inlet that I like to think of as a private beach, a two-storied property with views of the bay and the huge body of glinting water… what isn’t there to love? “But do you want to live here?”

      Ten minutes from the closest town, we’ve the freedom to do what we want without causing anyone else distress. Perfect.

      “Yeah.”

      The sheepishness of his answer has me frowning at him but Jake snorting. “He’s playing hard to get, Mona.” He strides over to me and tugs me into his side. The days have long gone when I’d flinch at such a gesture. I refuse, point-blank, to hurt either of them. I trust them implicitly. They know that now.

      “Why?” I ask Jake, not Zane.

      “Because he doesn’t want to love it, but he does.” Jake grins at Zane’s curse.

      “Isn’t it good that he wants to live here?” Even though Jake’s amused, I’m confused.

      “Well, yeah, but he likes to think he’s a city-boy. But we both know what it means, don’t we?”

      “We do?” I’m still lost.

      “Yeah. Zane’s ready to settle down. The city doesn’t hold the joy it once did, and he’s feeling his age.”

      “You make me sound like I’m ready for a wheelchair. You’re only two years younger than I am.”

      “Yeah, and I’ve been ready to settle down since we married.” His stare is pointed. “You haven’t.”

      Surprised at the insight, my eyes dart over to glance at Zane’s red cheeks. “I think you’re right,” I muse. “Zane’s the one who showed me this house, you know, Jake? We split up the brochures we’d collected and were going through them. He didn’t have to point this property out.”

      “More proof.”

      Jake’s comment has me shrugging away from his hold and walking over toward Zane. I should feel like an idiot. I’m still hobbling, almost waddling and my stride isn’t all that strong or fast as I head toward Zane. In fact, it’s telling that he meets me halfway.

      I stare up at him, looking into those espresso eyes and whisper the question that Jake can’t ask. “Is he right?”

      Before our relationship, Zane had used the endless need to travel as an excuse to find that part of him, which Jake didn’t satisfy.

      Jake, without words, was urging me to ask Zane if he was finally satisfied.

      Zane’s eyes dart over my face and toward Jake. With their gazes connected, he nods. Just the once. I hear Jake suck in a breath but my own is swept away as Zane’s hands come up to cup my face and his mouth lowers to bestow a kiss upon my lips.

      There could be no more proof that Zane had changed, that the sacrifices Jake had made, the unorthodox path he’d chosen had all been for the good.

      That part of Zane that was forever hungry, looking elsewhere for fulfillment is at peace.

      It’s over. The hurt, the pain at the knowledge that Zane was seeking something Jake couldn’t provide, is no more. He has his man. As well as his woman.

      The three of us now fulfill different aspects of the other. Satisfying every need, every craving, because we’re bound in ways that an ordinary couple can’t understand. Everything we’ve been through has brought us together. It hasn’t separated us, or broken us apart. We’re stronger than ever.

      I hear the crunching of leaves behind me and Jake is there, scorching my back with his body heat. I look up and see the sky and sunlight filtered through the canopy of russet leaves and Jake’s face is bathed in a small golden pool of light. His eyes are calm, serene, and he leans down and presses a kiss to my lips. I watch as he moves to join his mouth to Zane’s and know that each kiss is a declaration. A silent signature on the ethereal contract between us all.

      Love.

      I’ve finally found it, something I hadn’t even known I was seeking. And where was it? In a place I least expected. And that isn’t to say I expect our life together to be a bunch of roses. Because I know, it won’t be. There are three personalities to clash, three people’s issues to be dealt with. It’ll be harder, but oh, so worth it.

      Here, my upbringing can’t touch me. Embraced by these two men, I’m safe. I’ve worked hard to correct the teachings of my father. I’m no longer an introvert. I no longer feel safe away from the crowds, hidden within myself and keeping my thoughts and feelings tucked away so as not to incite a reaction. I no longer live like a tortoise, ducking into my shell to avoid life.

      Now I say what I want, and I am who I am. I live, because I’m alive.

      These two men have liberated me. Stopped the oppression and opened the gates to life.

      Standing between them, the house thirty yards away, the lapping of the surf at the shore only four or so and surrounded by nature, I know I’m home. Not because we’re about to shake on the deal for the property. But because, wherever I am, as long as I’m with these two, I’m home. And the future beckons, shining brightly before us and even exhausted as I am, I can’t wait to take the next step toward it.

      My journey has seen me emerge from my chrysalis. I’ve opened my eyes and envisioned a life beyond normal perceptions. I’ve ignored the orthodox and embraced the extraordinary. Behind the strangest door, I have found the most unusual path, and it has led directly to my own happy, ever after.
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      “Guess what I bought at the store today.”

      “What?” Jake turns his head to the side, his eyes pinned to the papers in his hand though his face is aimed my way.

      Who in their right mind would regard that as having his full attention?

      I’m too happy to be peeved though. My entire body is brimming with holiday cheer. I’ve never been a fan of this season. There’s nothing to celebrate when you’re alone, is there? Yeah, Marina and Eddie are like my family, but they’re not really into the holidays either. I’ve about ten years’ worth of deprivation to make up for. Not forgetting the one huge disappointment that was the holiday season during my childhood.

      I’ve plenty to celebrate this year. I’m most definitely not alone.

      Grinning at the thought, I study Jake as he studies his papers at the kitchen table. In the farmhouse, a stone’s throw from the lake, the kitchen has become my domain. But while Zane and Jake have their offices, they spend a good portion of their time down here, with me.

      I take that as a compliment.

      A huge one.

      When Jake told me I could design the kitchen however I wanted during the ongoing renovation work on the new house on Chesapeake Bay, I made it a huge space, because I knew if it was large enough, the pair of them would spend time here. And what’s the point in being with someone if you don’t want to be with them?

      So, I decided to utilize one half of the kitchen for cooking purposes. The walls are lined with oak cabinets, top and bottom, and a matching counter as thick as a butcher’s chopping board. A rail rims the cooking area and it’s loaded down with pots of dried and fresh herbs and spices. I’m seriously in heaven. And to top it off, there’s an island with pots and pans hanging overhead.

      The other half, I filled with a huge table and I mean enormous. I can sit in the middle, Jake and Zane at either head and we’d have to stand to pass each other dishes. I had a feeling they’d use this area as a second office if I did this, and I wasn’t wrong.

      Jake’s here more than Zane. Zane needs peace and well, space. According to him, I’m too much temptation. I know what you’re thinking. A compliment designed to fob me off. But no. If they’re in the kitchen, at some point in the day, something very unhygienic for a food preparation area occurs.

      Either Zane starts it or Jake, sometimes me. Usually I leave them alone to do my own thing, knowing how busy they are, I don’t want to interrupt. Not with my two big shots.

      “Aren’t you even going to try and guess what I bought?” I grouch with a pout.

      His eyes flicker as he finally turns his attention to me. Without waiting for him to reply, because he’s still focused on whatever he was studying, I pull out a small sprig of mistletoe.

      “You’re not going to go all Mrs. Santa Clause on me, are you?” he groans.

      “I take it the idea isn’t right up your alley?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Christmas is about one thing and one thing only. Consumerism. Huge conglomerates pandering to the masses, so they can hawk their wares at exorbitant prices because of the time of year.”

      “I didn’t expect an economics lecture.” I finger the leather-like leaves of the plant and cock a brow at his displeasure in the small, traditional bush.

      He shrugs. “And even if it wasn’t about consumerism, Jesus wasn’t even born in December.”

      I eye him, studying the earnestness on his face. Within seconds, I make my decision. “Tough.” He frowns at me, but I shake my head. “No, Jake, I’m not letting you spoil our first Christmas together. It might not be important to you, but we’re a family now. A unit. We have to do things like this.”

      “Why? Zane hates Christmas too.”

      “Christ, what a bunch of Scrooges.” I round the table and force my way between his chair and the table by lifting a leg and sitting down on his lap. With the mistletoe in hand, I raise it over our heads. “I’ll make it worth your while to be festive.”

      He grins at me. “That’s bribery.”

      “No. Well, yes, it is. But think of it this way. I’m offering something to you, not refusing.”

      Jake narrows his eyes at me. “You wouldn’t.”

      It’s my turn to smile at him. Smugly. “I went a long time without sex, you know. What’s a few weeks?”

      He isn’t to know it would be torture.

      Oh wait, maybe he would. Especially if the glint in his eye is anything to go by.

      “You’d last less time than me.”

      I shrug. “All you have to do is let me put up a tree and make a lovely dinner for you to enjoy.” I finger the lapel of his polo shirt. “And if you happen to buy me a gift and I buy you one, then what’s the harm in that? Not that you have much time, mind. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve.”

      “What do I get for my troubles of celebrating a holiday that is of no use outside of lining the pockets of society’s fat cats?”

      “I didn’t realize you were a communist. A rich one, too. What an oxymoron.”

      He snorts. “Don’t change the subject. Disliking an unnecessary holiday doesn’t make me Lenin.”

      I smile at him as I shake my arm to remind him of the mistletoe. “Let me show you.”

      Pressing my lips to his, I kiss him gently at first. With a nip to his bottom lip, I tug it with my teeth and sooth the slight ache with my tongue. He opens his mouth and I accept the invitation, once more uniting our souls in that one simple gesture. I sigh in pleasure. There is no greater joy than being at one with him or Zane.

      As he slides his tongue against mine, a small whimper breaks free from my throat, and the mistletoe falls unnoticed to the ground. My arm slips down to rest on Jake’s shoulder, and I cling to him, enjoying the closeness, the pressure against my breasts as he ravages my mouth with his hunger.

      But as my heart rejoices, my body begins to complain. With our mouths pressed together, and my back tightly contained between Jake’s chest and the table, it means he can’t touch me. His hands stay at my waist, squeezing and releasing as we eat each other alive. I pull away, catching his eye with mine before retracting my arms from around his neck and pulling my sweater overhead.

      Jake’s hissed inhalation has my cup of confidence running over. A silky vest covers my torso, vivid emerald with in-built bra cups. It offsets my milky skin and pale strawberry blonde hair perfectly.

      His hands skim over the silk. The faint callouses on his hands snag against the soft fabric and a tingle spreads its heat through my pussy.

      Ever since we moved in a three weeks ago, I’ve watched him chop wood every day and I swear, I could climax from that alone. The best part is when he comes in, all sweaty and hot. I can take advantage of him then, after having endured fifteen minutes of torture.

      Watching the play of his muscles as he lofts the axe overhead and slams it down, over and over again. The sweat from his overheating body sinking through his soft flannel shirt. When he comes in, he radiates heat and I just want to pin him to the door and fuck him raw.

      Slowly but surely, any inhibitions I had are disappearing with these two guys as my partners.

      The faint callouses are an added bonus from the wood-chopping and they have my blood turning to steam but the gooseflesh running up and down my spine has me shivering as though I’m cold. The shiver becomes a full blown shudder as he skims the silk upwards and rubs his fingers over my warm, soft skin.

      “I don’t know what’s silkier, you or the vest.”

      Smiling at him, at his hoarse words, I press a kiss to his mouth and rock my hips by way of a response. His pupils dilate, the wide orbs telling me that now, I have one-hundred per cent of his attention.

      Just the way I like it.

      His jaw tenses and I have two seconds before he explodes into action. He grabs me by the hips, pins me to him then raises me to the edge of the table. Within minutes, Jake has broken his fly in his haste to free himself, my trousers are dragged down, with little to no fumbling at the zipper, my panties are pushed to the side and then he’s there. Sliding home.

      A moan gurgles in my throat as my head falls backwards in complete abandon. There are only a few sensations that can compete with Jake’s first thrust into me. One of these is having Zane fuck me in the ass at the same as Jake is deep inside my pussy. Another, when Zane fills every single inch of me until I don’t know where I start and he ends. And finally, sliding my fingers deep inside, fucking myself as I watch my guys love each other.

      Memories of times spent together ratchets my need up by a few miles and I raise my hands, claw my fingers into his shoulders. He hisses at the sting of my nails biting into his flesh and shocks me by once again, gripping my hips and dragging me back into our earlier position. As his butt slams against the chair, the force ricochets inside me, urging me to cry out at the depth of Jake’s penetration.

      Both of us are breathing heavily after that particular move and we take a few seconds to savor the connection. I slide my arms forward until they’re crossed at the wrist and holding his throat and head hostage. The move has my face inches away from Jake’s and I press my forehead against his. Our lips brush, our breath mingles. United in more ways than just physically, Jake begins. And it isn’t how I thought it would be.

      He slides his legs apart so I drop down between the space. Gravity has it so I’m literally impaled on his shaft and short as I am, my position means my feet are dangling, forcing me all the harder on to his dick.

      For endless seconds, I can’t do anything. And neither can Jake. His eyes are closed, clenched shut, and his face is loaded with the tension of the moment, a strain that comes from the tight, fierce grip my pussy has on his cock. For myself, I’m breathless. Sensations well up inside of me until I don’t know what to do with myself. I want to scream, cry, sob out the glory of the moment. Instead, a low moan escapes and the sound acts as a trigger. Jake’s hands grip my hips and they urge me into a slow rocking motion. It’s hard to move, awkward, but Jake’s added strength helps me ride him.

      My pussy clings and clutches the invader. Welcoming rather than rejecting, embracing rather than refusing and each slip and slide of his cock deep inside the heart of me, has harsh breaths gushing out of my lungs, brushing his lips with the gusts of air. His grunts and groans caress mine. The sweat-dampened flesh of our foreheads glues us together and the contact is somehow more intimate than the joining of our sexes. Our faces are so close, I can feel the butterfly brush of his eyelashes.

      For endless moments, we move together. Jake so deep inside me, it’s like he’s at the back of my throat. My cunt caressing his shaft in a private, secret kiss.

      But the mood shifts, the instant he rubs my clit. His fingers snake down from my hip to fondle the exposed nub of my pleasure center. My pussy bears down on him so hard, a wheeze breaks free from his chest, and for Jake, that’s as much as he can stand.

      His seed batters my pussy with a wet heat and even though the sounds escaping him seem like he’s in pain, the endless amounts of cum warming me from the inside out are an indication that he’s suffering agony of a different nature.

      His fingers, in their ecstasy, cease their gentle play, and instead they turn fierce. They pinch down to the point of pain and I’m hurtled into my orgasm like a home run soaring out of the park. Every part of me is tingling with the barrage of release. It’s both exhausting and energizing but the best part is being so close to Jake.

      As intimate as we all are, this is deeper. Intense.

      We rest against each other for what could be seconds or minutes. Our foreheads still touching, our bodies connected as much as possible. I ignore the strain in my lower back and thighs, because this is just too blissful to disturb.

      Eventually, Jake’s lips touch mine and a small smile twists my mouth as I murmur, “Is that settled, then?”

      “Is what settled?” His voice is a soft whisper, redolent with pleasures experienced, and fatigue.

      “Christmas. We’re going the whole hog, right?”

      He grins at me and shakes his head. “Minx.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “You better do.” he grouches, but sighs as he kisses me one more time.

      Against his mouth, I whisper, “I love you, Jake. You’ll enjoy it. I swear. I just want this, our first Christmas together, to be special.”

      “I know, honey. I’m just being the Grinch.” He stands with me still on his lap and even though I screech in shock, he manages to catch me before my jelly legs have me collapsing on the floor. Still wrapped in his arms, he murmurs, “I love you too, Mona. You never have to doubt that.”

      Touched, I squeeze his waist as much as I’m able thanks to orgasm-mushed limbs. “I never will, honey. Thanks for letting me get my own way.”

      “Your method of debate was quite persuasive.” He releases me and as we grin at each other in the only way two people in love can—goofily—the sound of the front door banging has both of us staring at each other guiltily.

      Quicker than the speed of light, we drag on our clothes and with seconds to spare, the latch on the door opens and Eddie grumbles, “Here you are. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      Hoping I don’t look as guilty as I feel, I reply, “I left you a note on the refrigerator. I had to go into town.”

      From her position standing on the doorjamb, Eddie’s mouth rounds into an ‘O’ and then on a swift exhalation, she storms into the kitchen, heads to the refrigerator and spotting my note, brushes off her pique. “I didn’t see it.”

      “Evidently,” Jake grunts and I shoot him a look. The tension in his shoulders softens as he sees my silent plea, but he rolls his eyes and lowers himself to the seat the pair of us just departed.

      “Do you want some tea? I was just about to make some.”

      For the last week, ever since she turned up on our doorstep complete with five suitcases and a small dog—Yeah. Eddie, who detests animals—she’s been staying with us and she’s been weird. A bit diva-like and totally unlike my friend of old. She just appeared, cheeks blotchy, tears pouring freely from her eyes, sobs hiccupping in her chest. I’d opened the door to answer the pounding and had instantly been entangled in a hug.

      Before panic could set in, before every single instinct I’d never possessed until Henry Patterson, Zane’s ex-concierge, had attacked me, I smelled and recognized the scent Eddie always wears. She hasn’t told me why she’s here, just that she needs to lie low for a while. Only the scent of orange blossom saved her from a punch to the gut.

      Her presence has curtailed some of our activities but not overly. Okay, that’s a lie—one I have to tell myself if I lose patience with her. Ever since she got here, she’s been down. Out of sorts. And to be honest, even though I feel horrible, she’s just been a pain in the ass.

      We only had two weeks to christen every room in the new house before she turned up and while the guys haven’t complained, Eddie’s blues are affecting the whole household.

      I feel awful saying that, but she won’t tell me what’s wrong, won’t explain why she needs to lie low. She just infects the whole house with her grimness. For the first time in our friendship, I feel awkward around her. I don’t know what to say, what to do to make her feel better, because she won’t tell me.

      She’s deep in the doldrums and wants to stay there. And considering I’m her polar opposite, chatting isn’t exactly easy.

      “No, thanks, Mona. I wanted to tell you… I’ve managed to get a flight out this evening.”

      Considering Eddie hates flying, she couldn’t have shocked me more had she launched herself on the table and started a striptease.

      “A flight? You?”

      She purses her lips. “Wellington.”

      “Florida? What the hell do you need to go there for?” I sputter.

      “No. Wellington in New Zealand.”

      “New Zealand?” I screech. “You aren’t spending Christmas with us?”

      Her brittle, almost combative expression softens at my words. Her voice is soft as she mumbles, “Thanks for the offer, honey. But I’ve got something I need to deal with.”

      On that, she spins on her heel and leaves Jake and me staring at each other in shock at her unexpected announcement.
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      There’s nothing better than a stretch first thing on a morning, is there? I think that gentle play and tug of muscles is even better than my first sip of coffee. It’s even better, knowing the house is back to ourselves, and it’s even more wonderful when on either side of me, two cocks are prodding me in the hips.

      The rain might be pouring, a gale might be brewing outside, but I’m in paradise.

      Grinning at the thought, I wriggle again, waking up my whole body.

      “Here we go again,” Jake grumbles into his pillow and even though Zane isn’t a morning person, his chuckle fills the room.

      “Stop complaining. It’s better than an alarm call, isn’t it?” I tap him on the back.

      Jake snorts. “Some alarm call. You never get up past nine-thirty.”

      “Did I miss the memo? Do you have to be out today?” When a sleep-ruffled Jake lifts his head, hair all over the place, face creased with the lines from his pillow, I swoop forwards, and press a sneaky kiss to his sulky lips.

      His eyes soften but his mouth is still pouting. “No. All the more reason to sleep in later than usual.”

      “Well, you might be able to have a lie in, but I can’t. I’ve a room to decorate. It’s Christmas Eve, you know.”

      Jake groans and rolls over on to his belly, muffling his groan with his pillow.

      Zane curls upwards to rest his weight on his elbow, staring down at the pair of us as though we’re a pair of mischievous brats, and shakes his head. Then spoils the demi-God appearance by yawning.

      Turning on to my side, I continue forward until I can crawl on my knees. The instant I do, I climb over Jake and settle myself on top of his butt.

      Zane laughs and hoots, “She’s gonna ride the bad mood outta ya, stud.”

      “Yeehaw,” I yell and spoil it with a chuckle of my own.

      “If you’re going to ride me, you can ride the part that wants to be ridden,” Jake complains and makes to roll over but I stop him by leaning down and pressing my bare breasts to his equally bare back.

      “I told you I’d make Christmas worth your while, didn’t I?”

      “Now that sounds promising,” Zane murmurs and slides over the covers so he’s inches away from us.

      “I thought you had to go out and decorate the lounge?” Jake mumbles into his pillow.

      “Don’t remind her.”

      I grin at Zane’s snap. “I’ve always got time for my two guys.” My words are loud enough for both of them to hear, but they’re whispered into Jake’s hair. In my very vulnerable position, it isn’t long before a hand is sliding down the length of my spine and toward my ass. When fingers slip down between the cheeks and toy with my pussy lips, my wriggle isn’t of my own volition.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I turn my head to the side and stare deep into the chocolatey orbs of Zane’s eyes. “That’s not fair.”

      “Neither’s pinning Jake to the bed,” Zane teases.

      “He’s not wrong,” Jake complains. “Especially with morning wood.”

      Zane and I grimace at each other and I press my hands either side of Jake’s head on the mattress and do a push up. The instant he’s free from my weight, he spins over and with a smile in his eyes, says, “You’ve a lot of making up to do.”

      Somberly, I nod. “I know.”

      “Good.”

      My heart somersaults at his wicked grin and before I know it, I’m lofted up into Zane’s arms and spun around, so that my back is now slap bang against Jake’s chest. Hands instantly reach for my breasts, my nipples are toyed with and plucked. Squeezed and pinched.

      Another set of hands grabs my legs and spreads them, raising them high so I’m completely bared. After yesterday’s gymnastics, there’s a definite twinge in my muscles, but with the fingers bringing a halt to their play with my nipples and Zane sinking toward the bottom of the bed, there is no way in hell I’m about to complain when he’s going to do what I think he’s going to do.

      Hands slip up and down my inner thighs, making me shiver and shake with the deliciousness of his touch. From the minute amount of stimuli I’ve had, I can already feel my pussy starting to awaken. It has had an alarm call of its very own.

      I arch my head upwards, trying to see, wanting to watch but the pressure on my neck is intense. So I stare upwards, my mind playing tricks on me, whenever I feel a slight brush of air. My body tenses, waiting for that first lick. But it never comes. I tense each and every time, the muscles in my stomach ripple and my legs strain as though they’re in the middle of a Pilates exercise.

      Finally, after what feels like hours of torture, but was probably only minutes, after having every inch of my lower body skimmed over, brushed but not touched by gentle but strong hands, when I’m on the brink of crying out, it happens. The instant Zane’s tongue slips through the folds of my sex, I shudder and a whimper escapes me. A high-pitched sound that’s akin to panic. Pleasure batters me like a gale force wind in that one fluttery bat against my most intimate parts.

      My inner thighs tense with the need to slam shut, but Jake’s hands are there, keeping me spread apart. And despite myself, I’m grateful for it. My eyes drift in and out of focus, as Zane tortures me further. His lips pull and tug at my clit, his tongue slides down to rim the entrance to my pussy, his teeth bite the sensitive flesh of my pussy lips. He uses all three tools to torment me. Then he adds a finger, slips it inside me, and the gushing sound, the moist slap of his digit penetrating me is loud in the room. I’m way past embarrassment, I’m just eager to be filled but that finger isn’t intent on doing my bidding. It keeps on slipping down, rimming my butthole, forever returning but with a clean finger.

      Zane’s hot breath is cold against the wet juices slipping down between the crack of my ass. No amount of wiggling dissuades him. He just keeps on until all ten digits have touched me intimately. And then, one of Jake’s hands disappears and I hear him fumbling with a drawer, hear his grunts as he tries to reach something and his ‘Ha!’ of success as he finally grabs what I can only imagine is lube.

      It’s passed to Zane. I can feel the cold bottle skim over my thigh during the handover and then, I wince, a hiss blows free from my mouth as the even colder liquid slips between much hotter flesh. Zane’s fingers penetrate my butt, making sure every inch of me is lubricated to the hilt. His lack of artifice, the sheer functionality of the act has me hotter than if he’d been trying to turn me on. By the time he’s done, I’m a shivering wreck on the platter that is Jake.

      And suddenly, it’s Jake’s turn to hiss and knowing what has to be happening, I force myself to curl upwards and hold the position even though my stomach muscles scream. Watching Zane prepare Jake’s shaft has my already straining belly quivering like hell.

      Holy crap, there’s nothing hotter than watching these two guys touch each other. My eyes flutter, they want to close, clench shut as need rattles through my senses making it hard to keep them open, but I force them to stay wide and gazing at one luscious view.

      The slick grip Zane has on Jake’s cock makes me tremble. Watching him coat Jake, seeing the glistening flesh, noticing the faint pressure Zane’s hold has on the shaft... all of it is like foreplay in itself. He didn’t need to lick me into delirium. He could have left me well alone and just played with Jake’s cock.

      A shaky smile has my lips twitching, but before the muscles of my mouth can maintain the position, I watch in awe as Zane’s hand guides Jake’s shaft toward my ass.

      That’s it. Sensory overload. My stomach muscles refuse to hold me and I have to roll back down to lie upon Jake’s supine form. Only, while I’ve been gawking, I hadn’t realized Jake had shifted up and backward, so he’s in a sitting position. How the hell he did that without my noticing is a testament to the power these two guys have over me.

      I don’t have time to think as the glans of Jake’s shaft brushes the rosebud of my ass and slowly but surely, the pair of them work in unison to guide it deep inside. My breath escapes me on a deep exhalation as Jake’s wide cock brings both pleasure and pain to my most nether region. As it is, I’m on the border between the two. Knowing Zane’s about to fill me is overwhelming in itself, never mind Jake’s presence in my butt. But when Zane guides his cock to my hungry, wet cunt, I suck in some air, hold it and wait.

      Closing my eyes, I clench the lids shut because I can’t clench down there. It’s hard to accept the pair of them. I’m stuffed. Full up. But Christ, there’s nothing better than this feeling.

      When Zane’s deep inside and to the hilt, I open my eyes and stare into his beautiful brown orbs as he begins to rock. Gently at first, slowly. Nudging me deep but not retreating too far. Tilting his hips back and forth until my lungs start to seize with the need for more. My blood starts to boil, jolts in agitation, sloshes from side to side in my veins with desperation for Jake’s interaction.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      Almost as though they’d timed it, Jake moves his hips. Flinging my head back in both agony and ecstasy as their cocks rub against each other, only the thinnest sliver of flesh separating them, I groan, deep, long, and low. And the sounds the pair of them make are music to my ears.

      I let them fuck me, playing no part in it until one of them grabs my hand and nudges it between Zane’s lower abdomen and my own. Understanding what they want me to do, I play with my clit. With Zane deep inside, the lips of my sex are spread wide and my clit is bared, peeping out and ready for my touch. The instant I do, the heat inside my belly expands, shooting sparks down my legs and up my arms. As I rub, pinching the nubbin between two scissoring fingers, the fire burns behind my eyes, and the instant it reaches the tip of my head, I’m out for the count.

      A hoarse scream escapes me, filling the room with sound. My lower body judders as their cocks continue to pound into me, sending fireworks down every nerve ending. I want to roll on my side, curl into a ball to absorb the sheer mass of pleasure bombarding me, but I can’t. I’m exposed, wide open, bared to them in every way and it merely turbo-charges my climax. By the time they come, their seed battering me, filling me with their very essence, I’m crying. Tears pouring down my cheeks in tandem to their grunts and low cries.

      I’m quivering, trembling by the time Zane collapses on me. His heavy weight welcome in the aftermath of that intense bout of lovemaking. Squashed between the pair of them, I can only wonder how the hell I’m going to get anything done today, when my brain has blown a fuse thanks to the two men I call my own.
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        * * *

      

      “I know she was your friend but I’m glad to have the house back to ourselves.” Zane’s comment has my lips twitching.

      In truth, they’ve been very patient with Eddie and only then, because I told them she was pregnant. Only that could explain her behavior—it was almost like the Eddie I’ve known for years had been taken over by an alien. And I refuse to think of a baby as an extra-terrestrial being.

      Combine her weird mood swings, the bursts of anger and joy, the exasperation and bad humor that was totally unusual in my friend, add in a dog and well, only God knows what the hell’s going on in her head.

      Unoffended, because I feel the same way, even if it makes me feel very disloyal, I reach up and press a kiss to Zane’s cheek.

      We’ve been in the new house for too short a time—nobody should interrupt the honeymoon period. Not even a BFF. And while three is usually a crowd, four, in this instance, is the straw that broke the camel’s back.

      I’d be at peace with the world if I knew what Eddie was going through. As it is, I just have to wait until she wants to share. Knowing her and how secretive she can be, I don’t know when that will be.

      “You can ravish me wherever you want now, can’t you?” I whisper against his jaw.

      In our case, considering my almost-rape occurred only six weeks ago, this time is precious. We never fell out of contact or intimacy, but I was out of sync for a little while. No matter how hard I refuse to let Henry Patterson spread his poison even further, a few things stuck. Not with my guys—I can just about cope now, when the pair of them are out of the house and I’m alone. But when I’m out and about, I’ve started to carry a penknife.

      I know. Me? Carry a weapon? I hate the need, but the tiny shaft of the knife attachment makes me feel secure, and after what I went through, I think I deserve to feel safe.

      So this time, alone in our new property, has been a chance to deepen our connection as a trio, and Eddie’s presence wasn’t helping.

      “Is that an invitation?”

      “Do you need instructions?” I tease.

      In my position between Zane’s legs on an armchair-chaise longue hybrid, it would be an easy locale for seduction. Before anything more interesting than a rather long kiss, complete with tongue-tangling can occur, Jake steps into the mini-grotto I’ve managed to create in an afternoon—it’s great having credit cards with no limits. You can achieve so much in a teeny-weeny space of time.

      “I leave you alone for five minutes...” he mocks and takes a seat on the sofa beside us.

      The furniture all revolves around the fireplace. Two squashy leather sofas and the armchair with the long tongue all stare into the licking flames of the fire Zane set earlier. A huge Persian rug covers nearly three-quarters of the floor and currently, there’s a seven foot Norway Spruce tree standing on it, a jump away from the hearth.

      Loaded down with baubles and beads, lights and ornaments, it’s the bomb. Better than the tree in Times Square.

      Well, it is in my humble opinion.

      On small side tables dotted about the room, I’ve loaded them with candles and festive ornaments. In the vain hope I can turn Jake on to Christmas, I’ve made it all as traditional as possible.

      “You know we can’t be trusted,” Zane remarks, pressing a kiss to my hair and shooting a grin Jake’s way. “And it’s not like you’re much better. I know what went down in the kitchen yesterday.”

      Jake flips him the bird as the pair of us share a look, but he settles back into his seat. Sighing, the sound one of comfort, Jake murmurs, “In Germany, they give out gifts tonight.”

      “On Christmas Eve?” I ask from the haven of Zane’s embrace.

      It sounds corny, but God, I could ask for no greater present than the dream I’m living.

      Tucked up in Zane’s arms, a foot or so away from the man I love... it would be greedy to ask for more. And whatever I am, outside of my preference for these two, I’m not greedy.

      “Yep, their festivities go down tonight. So, we thought we could share our gifts now.”

      “We did, did we?” I ask, pulling away from Zane to stare at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah.” Zane’s sheepish but mostly unrepentant expression has my lips curling in a smile.

      “What if I haven’t bought you anything? Naughty boys don’t get gifts.” As it is, I’m just glad Jake’s taking part and not moaning about the consumerist delight that is this particular holiday.

      Jake chuckles and moves to stand. “I didn’t realize naughty girls weren’t affected by the same rule.”

      Blowing a raspberry, I watch as he stands and heads over to one of the sideboards that run down the length of the back wall. As he opens a drawer, I watch him retrieve six gifts and spotting the wrapping paper I’ve used for their presents, I shout, “Hey. I hid those.”

      “Not very well,” Jake snorts.

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I glare. “That’s the last time I make you any cookies.”

      Zane grips my shoulder and squeezes. “You’ll forgive him once you see his present.”

      Unable to help myself, a grin replaces my pout. “Ladies first.”

      “No.” Jake shakes his head. “That isn’t the custom.”

      “Maybe not in Germany, bud, but in the good ole US of A, it sure as hell is.”

      With a grin and another cocky headshake, he hands Zane my gift and his, then takes our presents for himself, leaving mine on the seat beside him.

      Rather than keep on pouting, nerves overtake me. These are the first real presents I’ve bought for either of them.

      We still own the house at Bayling Cove. Jake and Zane decided not to put it on the market and only moved the essentials down here. We can endure being shunned for a couple of weeks a year. What’s a good holiday without feeling like social outcasts? But when we were there, I spent a lot of time in Zane’s office and I noticed on his bookshelves, he had a series of first editions of Rudyard Kipling’s works, anything from the Jungle Book to Kim. I managed to track one down on the net for him, a title I recognized he didn’t have.

      And for Jake, I saw a chess set in town made by a local artisan. It cost a fortune, but it was worth it. I just hope Jake agrees. Each piece is carved out of maple and has a silver base, along with something accented out of a semi-precious gem. Be it the knight’s eyes or the King and Queen’s crowns. It’s beautiful, a real work of art.

      I try to take comfort in the quality of the pieces I selected, but only when the pair open them and shoot astonished, but excited looks my way do I blow out a relieved breath.

      In that one glance, I can tell they love my presents.

      Thank fuck for that.

      “Mona, honey. Thank you. I gave up the search for Rewards and Fairies a long time ago.”

      I shrug, embarrassed. “I managed to track a copy down online.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did.” Zane presses a grateful kiss to my temple. “I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this.” His eyes are covetous as he looks through the book and I can’t help but smile.

      It only widens, when I look at Jake and see him looking at each chess piece. “Are you shocked I have good taste when I picked the two of you?”

      Jake’s laugh is belly deep. “No, I just didn’t expect something like this either.”

      “Where are you going to put it?” I ask, cheeks slightly rosy at their obvious pleasure.

      “In my office.” He grins at me. “I’ll have to teach you to play.”

      “How do you know I don’t already?”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Can you?”

      “I’m no Garry Kasparov, but I can hold my own.”

      “You’ll have to put your money where your mouth is,” Zane murmurs in my ear.

      “Why?” I ask, turning to him.

      “Jake’s a fan of strip chess.”

      Laughter bursts from me at the idea of watching these two play strip chess. “I’m up for it.”

      “Yeah, well, not tonight, Josephine.” Jake starts to rip open Zane’s gift to him.

      “Who the hell’s Josephine?”

      He shrugs. “It’s just something my grandmother used to say.” As he pulls apart the paper, he sighs as within the folds of gaudy wrapping, a sleek and slim wallet is revealed. I can see the small monogram at the bottom and wince at the price tag of the gift. Jake’s smile is warm as he stands and rubs his lips over Zane’s. “Thanks, babe.”

      With a shrug, Zane murmurs, “I noticed your old one was looking worn.”

      “Your turn now.” Jake watches as he grabs the gift and neatly opens the package. A watch comes out of the sleek, polished wooden box.

      Another label worth a few grand makes my eyes water. The money I spent on the chess set and first edition was about the right price tag. I’m kind of relieved I didn’t embarrass myself with crappy gifts. But that’s no way to feel. Next year, I’ll make them something. We’re a family now and swapping expensive gifts isn’t what family is about.

      That doesn’t stop me from feeling excited about my presents though. And considering I just watched Jake and Zane kiss again, my blood is already running hot.

      I’m almost bouncing by the time Jack hands over mine, and I’m swift to rip them open. One, is a passport cover. A brand that matches Jake’s sleek leather wallet.

      Not entirely sure why they’ve given me this, I turn to Zane with a questioning frown. His smile is gentle. “Look inside.”

      Obeying, I open the slim leather sleeve and grin at the contents. Three plane tickets for Hawaii. I look at the dates and the instant I do, my eyes bog out. “We’re flying tonight?”

      Jake grins. “Yeah. In a few hours. We need to get our asses in gear if we’re going to make the plane.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me? I need to pack.” Second gift forgotten, I leap upwards and make to dash off upstairs, but before I can, Zane has grabbed a hold of my hands and is tugging me down.

      “Don’t you want to know why we’re going to Hawaii?”

      “It’s a present, of course.”

      He shakes his head. “Open the other one.”

      Eyes darting between the pair of them, I settle back on the seat with a huff. Christ, don’t they know how long it takes to pack? My mood is leaping between excitement and panic, but I’m edging toward the former. I’ve never been to Hawaii. I want to shriek in glee, but I force myself to be calm. Or as much as I’m able.

      My fingers fumble with the paper, but I manage to tear it off to reveal a small, velvet jewelry box. About the size of a box for a necklace. I open the box and in my haste, nearly drop it, and then, when I see what’s inside, I do.

      From the floor, peering up at me, winking in the room’s dim lighting are four rings. Three different kinds of gold, and one with a gem on it.

      It’s that one that makes me think there is something unusual about this gift.

      Unusual as in ‘proposal’.

      My mouth works as I turn my head to stare at Zane, and then look up at Jake who’s standing there, right in front of me. As I try and absorb the consequences of this gift, Zane maneuvers himself so that he can stand in front of me too. Before I can feel overshadowed by their height, the pair of them kneel down.

      The minute they do, I leap up but both of them grab one of my hands and tug me back down. “What are you doing? You can’t be...” Speechless, I watch as Zane reaches for the ring with the gemstone on the bridge. It isn’t a diamond, but a huge cabochon ruby. The smooth polish of the stone makes it look sleeker than water rolling down a window pane. Jake reaches for my left hand and holds it steady as Zane pushes the slim band over my ring finger.

      As he does, Jake murmurs, “I know what you’re thinking. We can’t be legally married, Mona. But there are other ways. Ways that might seem unorthodox, but are filled with meaning all the same. In Hawaii, up on the North Shore, we’ve found a Wiccan. She can hold a hand fasting ceremony, tying the three of us together. Forever.”

      My mouth trembles at the idea of having a blessing, a ceremony that might not be official in the eyes of the world, but would mean the universe to me and my guys.

      Before I can answer, Zane whispers, “Will you be our wife?”

      Whatever other answer can there be?

      Nothing but a clear, resounding…

      YES.
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