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        To the Boss I Love to Hate,

      

        

      
        1.) I hate that you make me come at your every beck and call.

      

        

      
        2.) I hate your gorgeous cocky smile, and how you don’t know me at all.

      

        

      
        3.) I hate the way you stare at me as if I was your most precious thing.

      

        

      
        4.) I hate your expensive Italian suits.

      

        

      
        5.) I hate our one-night fling.

      

        

      
        6.) I hate that you’re always wrong, but your ego is too big to see it.

      

        

      
        7.) I hate how awkward you acted, when I told you I was pregnant.

      

        

      
        8.) I hate how you crept into my heart, and how deeply you cared for me.

      

        

      
        9.) Lastly, even though you represent everything I hate…

        I hate that I fell for you just like every other girl you know.

      

        

      
        Sawyer West… I love you, and I hate that I love you.

        If only I could be certain you’re no longer the boy from college I once knew.

        With our baby girl on the way,  could we truly make us work?

        If only we weren’t so different, then maybe things could be so different…

      

        

      
        P.S.- I still hate working for you.

        Berlin Roth
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            Chapter One

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “Great,” I mutter as I stare at the ‘Out of Order’ sign taped to the elevator door. “Third time this month.”

      “Shit breaks down,” comes the voice behind me. “Whaddya want me to do about it?”

      I turn and stare at Lou, the building’s super, and have to fight like hell to keep from rolling my eyes. Lou is a tall beanpole of a man who seems to have a constant sheen of sweat on his face. He’s in his sixties, the wisps of hair he has on his head are iron gray, and deep lines are etched into his face. He’s got the red, watery eyes and spider veined nose of an alcoholic, and the demeanor of a pit bull with a toothache. Other than that, he’s a pleasant guy.

      As a human being, Lou is next to useless. As a super, he’s even more useless than that. He resents having to repair anything in the building and will only do it when forced to. And even then, he does half-assed, shoddy work. The elevator, which is always busting down, is prime evidence that the man does not like to do his job.

      “Gee, I don’t know, Lou – fix it maybe?” I snap.

      “I fixed it,” he fires back. “It’s you people who can’t stop breaking it.”

      “Maybe if you fixed it right the first time then –” I bite off the rest of my reply, take a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “You know what? Forget it. Please get the elevator fixed.”

      I hear him grumbling under his breath as I adjust the bag on my shoulder as well as the two sacks of groceries I’m carrying and head up the stairs, my irritation raising my blood pressure to dangerous levels. Granted, this isn’t one of the fancy and trendy neighborhoods around Manhattan, but for what I pay in rent for this place, I should be able to expect certain things – like functioning elevators and not getting a bunch of flak when we need things in our apartments fixed.

      I know I’m not the only one to have the same complaint – or the only one to complain about Lou. But the owner of the building doesn’t really give a damn about the tenants, and he likes the fact that Lou does everything on the cheap, so he’s never going to do anything about him.

      Which means that I – and the other residents in the building – are going to need to get used to lugging our groceries up the stairs. Given that, I’m grateful I only have to trudge up to the fifth floor and not the tenth like some of the folks that live in this building. I’m just grateful we’re not in the heat of summer right now. Summertime in New York is an exercise in torture. A five-floor hike with arms full of heavy grocery bags makes it even worse.

      By the time I reach the landing for my floor, I’m out of breath, and my arms are screaming in agony. I think I’m in pretty decent shape, but I’m a runner – I’m not built for powerlifting heavy sacks up a thousand stairs.

      With a sigh, I walk down the hall and set my groceries down, then fish my keys out of my bag. The door opens before I can get my key into the lock, and my cousin Nadia gives me a smile that looks a bit strained.

      “Hey,” I greet her. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “No worries,” she replies, grabbing the bags of groceries and carrying them inside.

      “How is he today?” I ask as I follow her into the kitchen.

      She shrugs as she begins putting the food away. But I get the impression she’s doing that just to avoid looking at me. Finally, she turns to me slowly, and I see the sadness written across her face.

      “It wasn’t a very good day,” she admits.

      “Are you okay? Did he –”

      “No, nothing like that,” she interrupts softly. “I just don’t know what to do when he – I just – I feel so helpless.”

      I step over and pull Nadia into a tight embrace, and not for the first time, feel terrible for getting her involved with this. She’s family of course, but this isn’t her problem. Not really. Nadia had happily volunteered to help out, but I don’t think she entirely understood the situation or how difficult this was going to be.

      “I’m sorry, Nadia,” I say. “If you don’t want to –”

      She shakes her head, taking a step back, and wipes at her eyes. “No, I want to help.” She gives me a weak smile. “You’re family.”

      “We are family. But I know how difficult this –”

      Nadia takes my hand and squeezes it tight. “We’re family. That’s all that matters,” she responds. “I’m here to help.”

      “I appreciate that, Nadia. More than you can possibly know.”

      Her smile this time looks more genuine. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I walk my cousin to the door and lock it behind her. Turning around, I lean against the door and run my hands through my hair, letting out a long breath. I know this is a temporary situation with Nadia – I can’t expect her to be here every single day. Not when she has her own life to lead, and certainly not at the pittance I’m able to pay her.

      It works for now since she needs a job, and I need home care for my father. But it’s a situation I’m going to need to find a permanent solution for soon.

      The trouble is that I can’t afford the one solution I think would benefit us all – putting my father into a facility. A facility that can care for him and attend to his needs in ways neither Nadia nor I can. But those sorts of places cost a lot of money, and I’m barely hanging onto my apartment as it is.

      I walk into the kitchen and grab a plate from the cupboard, then fish the dinner I bought for him out of the bag, lay it all out, and set the plate on a tray. Picking it up, I carry it all down the hall to his bedroom and step through the door to find him where I usually do – sitting in the chair in front of his window. At least he has a view of the street outside rather than the view of the alley I have from my bedroom window.

      “Hey, Dad,” I call in.

      He looks over, but I can see by the look on his face that he doesn’t recognize me. He still has more good days than bad days, but that gap is narrowing – and his bad days are getting worse. He gets frustrated when he can’t remember things. Angry. And sometimes, when his emotions boil over, he can get violent. He’ll scream, yell, and throw things. Nadia getting hit with a TV remote and me barely dodging a vase taught me to keep anything solid or heavy out of his reach.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in my room?” he growls.

      “Dad, it’s me. Berlin,” I tell him. “Your daughter.”

      “Daughter…” he murmurs.

      His voice trails off as his eyes take on a faraway look, as if there’s some faint glimmer of recognition – but then it’s gone, and he’s looking at me like he’s seeing a complete stranger for the first time. I bite back the sob that threatens to bubble from my throat and force the smile back onto my face. Careful to keep an eye on him, I walk over and set the tray down on the small table next to his chair.

      “Your favorite,” I say as cheerily as I can. “Meatball sub with potato salad and wedge fries from Dimato’s.”

      He looks down at the food, not recognizing it any more than he recognizes me in that moment. I stand there for a moment; my heart churning with emotion as I look at my father. I lost my mom when I was younger, and even though he’s sitting right in front of me, when he’s like this, I can’t help but feel like I’ve lost him too.

      I know that watching your parents grow older and deteriorate is all part of the whole circle of life. But I’m only twenty-eight. I feel like I’m way too young for this to be happening – I’m neither ready nor prepared, and I’m certainly not equipped for this. And I definitely feel like my father is too young for this to be happening. But I’ve learned that Alzheimer’s doesn’t discriminate by age.

      “Anyway,” I say. “Eat your dinner, Dad.”

      I pick up the remote and turn on the TV, flipping it to ESPN to let him watch the highlight show. When he had all his wits about him, my dad was the biggest sports nut around. It’s because of him I took an interest in sports myself. Because of my dad, I’ve been a lifelong fan of the Mets, Jets, Islanders, and Knicks – though; I’m mostly into the Mets and Islanders. I’ve always enjoyed baseball and hockey the most.

      A small smile tugs at the corners of my mouth as I remember going to the games together. It makes me recall when my father was so there in the moment with me. When he was so present. It seems like it’s been forever since he’s been so – alive.

      He looks up at me, a weak, watery grin on his face. “Hello. I’m Robert.”

      I fight back the tears and put on a smile I’m sure looks horribly fake – not that he’ll know the difference.

      “I’m Berlin,” I say softly. “I brought you something to eat.”

      He looks down at the tray, and I see his face light up – and for a moment, I think he recognizes it and is coming back to me. My dad looks up and smiles.

      “This smells delicious. I don’t think I’ve ever had a meatball sub from Dimato’s before,” he says. “But I’ve heard good things.”

      And just like that, the flickering hope inside of me is extinguished. As he digs into his meal happily, I turn and walk out of the room, and head back toward the kitchen where I ponder making some dinner for myself – but find I have absolutely no appetite. Instead, I go to my room, take a quick shower, and change into some comfortable clothes.

      By the time I’m showered and dressed, my father is done with his dinner, so I help put him to bed, set the timer on the TV, so it goes off in an hour, then take the tray out of the room. I throw away the trash and put the dishes into the dishwasher. After that, I pour myself a large glass of wine, turn on some soft music, and sit down at the small round table in the dining room – which is basically a cramped alcove just off the kitchen – and drop the stack of envelopes in front of me.

      I stare at the pile of mail, knowing that most of it is bills I can’t pay right now. My job is to shuffle them around – figure out what I can afford to put off and what I have to pay now. Between the day to day expenses and my dad’s crippling medical bills, just surviving is a delicate juggling act.

      I push the stack of mail away and lay my head down on the table, the tears coming before I can even think to stop them.

      “I can’t do this. I can’t keep doing this,” I whisper to myself for the millionth time, even though I have no other choice but to do this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t keep doing this to you.” I hold my arms up in a victory celebration as my ball disappears into the hole. “I mean, damn – how many holes is that you’ve lost now?”

      Rider chuckles and shakes his head. “I believe you’re up six holes.”

      “And at a hundred bucks a hole, I believe that means you owe me six hundred bucks.”

      “You can do basic math,” he replies dryly. “Congratulations.”

      “Hey, don’t get salty with me,” I chirp. “You set the amount of the skins.”

      He laughs. “Eat shit, brother.”

      A soft rain starts to fall as we drop our clubs into our bags, and the afternoon temperature is dropping noticeably. I look up at the slate gray sky, silently bemoaning the fact that winter is on its way. It not only gets cold as hell here; it’s going to make getting a round of golf in next to impossible. I’m going to have to head down to Florida or out to California if I hope to play.

      Our round finished, I sigh and climb into the cart as Rider gets behind the wheel, and we head back to the clubhouse. As the drops start to fall heavier on the roof of the cart, I make the best of it by putting my feet up and clasping my hands behind my head, enjoying another victorious ride back. It’s the simple pleasures in life. Rider looks over at me and gives me a dry grin, shaking his head.

      “You realize you only won six holes,” he smirks. “That’s not even half the round – it’s a third.”

      I shrug. “Still a third better than you.”

      Rider has been my best friend for years now. We first met back in college, and even though our backgrounds were completely different, we just clicked right away. His younger life was humbler – he grew up in a working-class home – while I grew up in a wealthy family. Despite our differences, we hit it off almost instantly, and he’s been my right-hand man ever since.

      After my father passed and I took over the company, I brought him over once he finished out his law degree. I brought him in not just because he’s my friend, but because he’s one of the smartest people and most capable corporate lawyers I’ve ever met. The man processes things faster than anybody I know and brings a different perspective to everything we do – which is something I value. I trust him with my life – and my company – and know he’ll keep me on the right path if I ever start to get a little wonky. Which admittedly, I sometimes do.

      Rider pulls the cart to a stop at the valet station, and we climb out. He laughs as he fishes six hundred-dollar bills out of his wallet and hands them over to me. I give him a wide, smug smile, and slip the bills into my own wallet.

      “I’m suddenly feeling generous,” I announce. “Why don’t you let me buy you lunch.”

      “You’re such an asshole,” he laughs.

      “Not the first time you called me that.”

      “Isn’t going to be the last time either,” he notes.

      “You should work on some new material. Creativity is everything, man.”

      We turn over the cart keys to the attendant and head into the clubhouse, where we’re seated at our usual table. Mandy, our usual waitress, waves to us from behind the bar and saunters over to our table, putting some extra swish into her hips. She’s a gorgeous brunette in her early twenties with long legs, curves for days, and a smile that can make even the most chaste of men blush. The woman just oozes sex appeal, and she knows it. She also knows how to work it to the maximum effect to keep the tips flowing.

      “Nice to see you boys, again,” she purrs.

      “Hey Mandy,” I wink. “Good to see you again. A couple of beers?”

      “Right away.”

      She turns, and both Rider and I fall silent as we watch her walk off, admiring the way her black slacks perfectly frame her heart-shaped ass. Finally, we turn back to each other and share a chuckle. A couple of minutes later, she returns and sets our beers down on the table, then takes our lunch order. With another thousand-watt smile, she departs again, leaving us to watch her go.

      “You should ask her out,” I start.

      “Funny, I was just thinking you should.”

      I laugh and take a long pull of my beer. “Seriously. You two would look good together.”

      Rider looks over and grins. “Yeah, you’re right. We probably would.”

      We laugh and make small talk until Mandy drops off our lunches and gives us a smile before she turns and sashays away. I give Rider a pointed look, and he flashes me a wry grin before getting to his feet and following her over to where she’s standing at the end of the bar. He leans in close to her, giving Mandy his best smile, and the two of them speak quietly. She giggles and actually blushes as he whispers something to her. But a moment later, he hands her his phone, and I watch as she presumably puts her phone number in for him.

      Rider saunters back to the table, a cocksure smile on his face. “Yeah, I guess you were right. She’s into me.”

      I give him a golf clap then take a drink of my beer. We eat in silence for a couple of minutes as Rider soaks in his own personal victory. In a lot of ways, he’s still getting used to having money and the prestige of being a powerful lawyer – and all the perks that go with it. I don’t know if it’s because he came from a humbler background, but sometimes Rider acts as if he’s ashamed of doing so well financially. He sometimes seems embarrassed to be enjoying it.

      “What about you?” he starts. “When are you going to find somebody you can be serious with?”

      “I’m serious with you all the time,” I retort.

      He arches an eyebrow at me. “I’m serious, Sawyer. You’re a good guy –”

      “Some would dispute that characterization of me.”

      He chuckles. “Be that as it may, you’re a good guy. You deserve to have a good woman in your life.”

      “Don’t you read the tabloids, man?” I grin. “Why should I? I can have a different woman every night.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Most eligible bachelor in Manhattan,” he groans.

      “That’s what they say.”

      “Frankly, I’m surprised you’re still in the regular tabloid rotation,” he observes. “I mean, it’s not like you’re a well-known celebrity, or really, all that interesting.”

      “No offense taken, in case you were wondering,” I laugh.

      “Please. You know what I mean,” he waves me off.

      I shrug. “New York is built on power and money. I’ve got money; some people think I have power,” I answer. “And because of that, the fucking paparazzi are up my ass all day.”

      He seems to consider my answer for a moment and purses his lips. “I guess you being a stupid rich kid didn’t help much either.”

      I nod, a rueful smile on my lips. “No, it did not. I certainly gave them plenty of fodder back in the day.”

      It wasn’t always this way – the paparazzi constantly being up my ass. For years, I managed to live below the radar of the tabloid bullshit, and if I was mentioned, it was usually in connection with my father and as nothing more than another New York trust fund kid. But as I got a bit older, I admit that I did some stupid shit, and my antics caught the eye of the tabloids. Back then, I enjoyed being the center of attention and living a rock star lifestyle – endless parties, different women on my arm every night, and generally outlandish behavior. As my father was always fond of saying, I enjoyed the spotlight and making a spectacle of myself – though he usually said it with a heavy note of derision.

      He wasn’t wrong, but it wore thin pretty quickly for me. All of a sudden, I had cameras following me around all the time, documenting who I was with and what I was doing. My private life wasn’t private anymore, and everything I did was gossip column fodder. And once my father passed and I became the face of Compass Development, the fishbowl I’d been living in only seemed to get smaller.

      Yeah, it’s a monster of my own creation. I know that. I know it’s my youthful indiscretions that I’m still paying the price for. But I’m not that booze and drug-addled kid anymore. I’ve grown and changed. And yet, the tabloids continue to paint me as the idiot I used to be. They continually try to fit me into their preconceived narrative. Which is why I’m resentful about it and hate the paparazzi so much.

      Rider smirks. “I tried to warn you.”

      I run a hand through my hair and nod. “You did. And I didn’t listen.”

      Back when my fame – or perhaps notoriety is a better word for it – was first forming, Rider had tried to tell me to tone it down. He knows I’m an intensely private person about most things and tried to warn me about the train wreck that was coming. But I was too caught up in the party haze fueled by far too much booze, too many drugs, and way too many women to notice – or care.

      “All the same, I think it’d be good for you to find a girl,” Rider presses. “Settle down, have some kids. I remember once upon a time, you’d talk about wanting a family of your own. I bet minivan driving, soccer dad Sawyer West will be far less entertaining to the tabloids.”

      “Those ideas are long in the past, man,” I tell him. “And it’ll be a damn frigid day in hell before you catch me driving a minivan.”

      A frown creases the corners of his mouth. “It wasn’t that long ago you talked about having a family of your own,” he says. “And I have a friend who’s got a friend that –”

      I hold up my hands in mock surrender and laugh. “No more blind dates,” I tell him. “The last time I took you up on that offer, it was a fucking disaster.”

      “Okay, there was no way I could have known that woman had as many issues as she did,” he laughs along with me. “She hid her crazy really well, man.”

      “And what makes you think your friend’s friend will be any different?”

      “I’ve met her,” he tells me. “She’s great.”

      I drain the last of my beer and sit back. He’s right. It wasn’t all that long ago I thought about having a family of my own. There was a time when I thought settling down and having a kid or two would be about the best thing ever. But a long string of failed relationships with women who were more interested in my money and family name than in me have convinced me that maybe that’s a life I’m not cut out for. I’m not one for trophy wives – not like some of the old corporate CEOs I know who marry women thirty years their junior as a status symbol. That’s not what marriage is about for me. I want more than that.

      If I’m going to get married – which is very unlikely at this point in my life – I want it to be an equal partnership. I want somebody who can challenge and push me. Somebody who can complement my strengths and offset my weaknesses. I want to be with somebody who wants to be with me for who I am. Not just for the sort of luxurious lifestyle I can provide for them.

      But because of who I am, and my aforementioned notoriety, most of the women I cross paths with are of the latter variety, rather than the former. For me, that ideal life I used to entertain notions of is no longer a viable option. It’s something out of a fantasy realm that doesn’t exist anymore – if it ever really did. It’s a realization that makes me a bit melancholy; I’m not going to lie

      “I’m more focused on the company right now,” I sigh. “I’m not looking to get involved with anybody, man.”

      “You’re a smart, capable guy Sawyer,” he responds. “I know you can multi-task –”

      “I’m just not interested, Rider.” My tone is harsher than I intended. “I don’t want to get involved with anybody. I’m trying to get my house in order and keep my priorities straight. Right now, I need to focus on growing and expanding Compass.”

      He looks at me for a long moment then nods, knowing he’s not going to be able to change my mind. He wisely turns back to his beer and drops the issue rather than keep pressing it with me. Rider knows better than anybody that pushing me will only make the situation worse. He’s seen firsthand how much of a bastard I can be when somebody doesn’t heed that advice and keeps pressing an issue I don’t want to talk about.

      Our conversation tapers off, and the sudden tension in the air between us casts a pall over the rest of what had been a good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “You have to do something,” she cries. “You can’t let them just toss us out onto the street like garbage.”

      “I’m going to do what I can,” I promise her.

      “Please, Miss Roth –”

      I take her hand and give it a tight squeeze. “I won’t make promises I can’t keep, Maria,” I reply. “But I’m going to do what I can.”

      The older Hispanic woman looks up at me through eyes welling with tears as she nods and shuffles back to her seat. The desperation is etched deeply into her face – into the faces of everybody in the borough board room. The fear and uncertainty permeating the air is palpable, and I swallow hard. The chamber, which seats a couple hundred, is standing room only tonight, which for me, underscores just how important this issue is – there are literally hundreds of lives hanging in the balance.

      The weight of the burden resting on my shoulders suddenly hits me, and it’s heavy. Though I’ve done advocacy work for low-income people ever since I earned my law degree, I’ve never handled an issue this important before. I’ve never had so many people depending on me. If I fail, there will be hundreds of people – families – who are going to be out on the street with little money and few options.

      The borough president, a stately African American woman, named Margaret Carver, raps her gavel and calls for quiet. She and the other board members exchange curious glances with one another as they survey the crowd. Sessions of the local zoning board rarely garner a crowd this size. But I felt it important to show them just how many people this decision impacts, and to put a personal face on it, which is why I encouraged all the residents of the building to attend. And to my delight, it looks like most all of them have.

      As I survey the chamber, my eyes fall on two men sitting well off to the side of the room, almost hidden behind the throng of people, who look way out of place among the blue-collar crowd. Both are in obviously expensive and well-tailored suits, have hair that’s perfectly styled, and just reek of money. The taller of the two – a large, fit man with dark hair, dark brown eyes, and sharp jawline I could see despite his facial hair – looks familiar to me for some reason. There’s something about him that calls to mind somebody I knew a long time ago, but I can’t quite grasp the foggy memory of who it might be that’s floating around in my head.

      “We’re ready to begin,” Carver intones, her voice echoing through the speakers mounted around the chamber. “Everybody please find your seats and settle down.”

      It takes a long few minutes and some impatient rapping of Carver’s gavel, but the room finally grows quiet as everybody settles in. I cast a look around, more than satisfied with the turnout, but as I look at the faces of the residents, I feel a flutter of nerves in my belly. The sheer weight of this responsibility settles down over me once more.

      But I took this responsibility on, and I intend to see it through. I will fight like hell for these people because they don’t deserve anything less – and they certainly don’t deserve what Compass Development is trying to do to them.

      I clear my throat as I take my place at the podium. Fifteen feet or so in front of me are the nine members of the borough board – the people with the power to halt this travesty. And it’s up to me to impress upon them the absolute necessity to do just that.

      “I understand you are speaking on behalf of the residents, Miss Roth?” Carver addresses me.

      “I am,” I nod and confirm.

      “Very well, proceed.”

      “Thank you, Madame President,” I begin. “As you know, the residents of the Atwell Place Apartments have recently been served eviction notices –”

      “My understanding is that the residents all received sixty-day notices,” one of the other board members, a snotty looking older man named Richard Jones, interrupts. “Surely, that’s a sufficient amount of time –”

      “With all due respect,” I cut him off. “The residents of the Atwell are mostly lower income individuals. Most of them don’t have the resources to simply pick up and move at a moment’s notice.”

      “Sixty days is hardly a moment’s notice, Miss Roth,” Jones snaps.

      “The point is that most of the apartments in the Atwell are rent-controlled and forcing the residents to move in such a short time frame constitutes an unreasonable hardship,” I explain. “You’re not asking billionaires like the executives at Compass Development to move to their summer homes. You’re asking normal, hard-working people who are on fixed incomes or working low paying jobs to find a new home, in a city as expensive as New York. As I said, it’s an unreasonable hardship to the good people of the Atwell.”

      “So what is it you’re asking us to do, Miss Roth?” Carver questions.

      “My first choice would be for this borough board to deny the permit to tear down the Atwell at all,” I respond. “Do we really need more luxury condos in this borough?”

      “I understand that as the attorney representing the residents you have to ask, but without any legal standing, we can’t deny this permit,” Carver says. “So do you have a reasonable request to make?”

      “If quashing the permit isn’t a viable option, I would ask for a delay that would allow the residents ample time to resolve their living situation,” I say.

      A low rumbling mutter rises in the audience behind me and a feeling of hopelessness – a greasy, disgusting feeling – saturates the air around me. I don’t even have to turn around and see their faces to know that people are rapidly losing hope – and it feels like a kick to the gut. The bitter tang of failure fills my mouth, and my heart aches painfully. But we’re not done here yet. I need to keep it together and my wits about me.

      “And what is your idea of ample time, Miss Roth?” Jones sneers at me.

      “I would request a stay of twelve to eighteen months.”

      “Twelve to eighteen months?” he retorts. “That sounds like an unreasonable burden for Compass Development. They’ve already secured –”

      “That is a very unreasonable burden to place on Compass Development,” Carver chimes in. “And we are not inclined to grant such a stay.”

      With every passing second, it feels like more oxygen is being sucked out of the room. I prepared the residents coming in that this was going to be an uphill fight. I did what I could to manage their expectations – which, given how things seem to be playing out, was a wise decision. I’m not the sort of attorney who is going to give somebody false hope. I’m honest about the process and will always give maximum effort, but I refuse to sugarcoat anything.

      “With all due respect to the board,” I jump in. “You were all elected to your positions to serve the people of this borough – not Compass Development and not the big corporations –”

      “Young lady do not lecture us on our responsibilities,” Jones hisses. “You need not remind us of who we serve –”

      “No? Because from where I’m standing, it certainly seems like you need a reminder,” I clap back. “The good, decent, hard-working people of this borough put you in a position to represent them. To serve their interests. But it looks to me like all you’re doing is getting into bed with Compass Development and forgetting your responsibility to the people who put you in those chairs.”

      “That’s enough,” Carver rails, banging her gavel on the desk. “I will not tolerate this level of disrespect and lack of decorum in this chamber.”

      I take a moment to glare at the borough board, meeting the gazes of each and every one of them – and interestingly, they all look away, as if they still have some degree of shame. Except for Jones and Carver, anyway. I think they sold any sense of shame or decency long ago.

      “The disrespect in this chamber is what this board is showing to the hard-working people of this borough – the same people who put you in your positions – and it is appalling,” I snap. “After all, let’s not pretend this is the first time you’ve given Compass Development a sweetheart deal, which makes me wonder what’s on the other side of that quid pro quo.”

      “That is quite enough, Miss Roth,” Carver growls. “We will not sit here and tolerate your veiled accusations –”

      “I’m not veiling anything. I’m saying it straight up,” I spit. “How much is Compass Development paying you to push the permits through? And how much have you earned on Compass’ payroll since you’ve been sitting on the borough board?”

      The board members all flush red and start muttering amongst themselves, outrage on all their faces. The crowd behind me erupts as people shouting some variation of ‘corrupt assholes’ fill the chamber with a cacophony of voices. The sound of President Carver banging her gavel on the desk is lost in the din.

      It takes several moments for the commotion to stop. I do my best to get everybody to settle down, but I can’t say I blame them – Carver, Jones, and the rest of the board are the ones responsible for taking their homes away from them. And for what? Profit. That’s what this all boils down to – people looking to turn a buck on the backs and at the expense of other people.

      When the room is quiet again – or at least, something close to it – Carver and the rest of the board glower down at me. They’re used to doing most of their work behind the scenes. Borough board meetings are usually little more than a formality – and usually only conducted in front of a handful of people. They aren’t used to being called out in a room packed with people demanding answers, and they don’t like it.

      Good.

      “We will take your request into consideration, Miss Roth,” Carver finally says. “But I will tell you right now, given your theatrics here tonight; we are disinclined to be – helpful.”

      “So what you’re saying is because I question your ethics and motivations – and because you don’t like me – you’re going to punish the decent folks living in the Atwell to be punitive?” I snap.

      “I’ve had enough of this bullshit. Get this riff-raff out of here,” Jones mutters, though his mic is hot and picks up his words – which ignites yet another round of the people’s anger.

      It takes Carver shouting into her mic and banging her gavel for all she’s worth for several long minutes before the crowd settles down again. When it’s finally calm in the chamber, Carver glares daggers at me.

      “Due to the unruly nature of this crowd, the chamber will be cleared, and the rest of borough business will be conducted behind closed doors,” she dismisses us.

      “Before we go,” I speak loudly and clearly into my mic. “Given the intransigence of this borough board, you have left me no choice but to file an injunction with the courts, which will prevent any development activity at the Atwell until the case is heard by a magistrate.”

      “Miss Roth, there is –”

      I wave Carver off and give her a feral grin. “And we know how long it can sometimes take to calendar a hearing, don’t we?”

      Rage etched upon her face, Carver and the rest of the board stand and disappear through the door behind their podium. I’m suddenly surrounded by people wanting to know what all of that meant. I spend quite a bit of time trying to reassure them, explain it all, and to really reinforce the point that this fight is very far from over.

      Because we’re just getting started.

      As I hold court with the Atwell’s residents, I catch sight of the two men in suits standing off to the side, conferring with each other. The dark haired man looks over and catches my eye. I’m once again awash in the certainty that I know him – I just can’t figure out from where. He gives me a smile that irrationally makes my heart flutter, and once the crowd around me begins to thin, he makes his way over to me.

      I say goodbye to the last of the residents, and he steps into the sudden emptiness around me.

      “Berlin Roth, it’s been quite a while,” he begins as the deep bass of his voice rumbles through my body enticingly. “Still intent on saving the world, I see.”

      “Trying to do my part,” I shrug. So he definitely does know me. I just don’t know him.

      “I guess we should get you a cape and some tights then,” he laughs.

      The man extends his hand, and I shake it automatically. As we shake, though, I search his face – and my memory banks – trying to figure out where I know this man from. He wasn’t a client, that much I know. I think I’d remember somebody like him if I had to defend him in court. So who is he?

      He chuckles, that deep rumble in his voice sending goosebumps marching across my skin. This man – whoever he is – is absolutely beautiful and just oozes sex appeal from his every pore. To be honest, I don’t have a lot of experience with men – I’ve never had sex before – but what I can say with certainty is that no man has ever made me feel the physical sensations this guy is making me feel right now.

      “Sawyer West,” he finally says. “And it apparently has been quite a while.”

      I laugh apologetically and shake my head, still not making the connection in my mind. But as I look up into his rich, dark eyes that are lit from within, it hits me like a lightning bolt out of nowhere. “Of course,” I say, shaking my head and doing my best not to feel embarrassed. “We met at NYU. I’m sorry, you just –”

      “Didn’t make a lasting impression on you, apparently,” he grins. “I have to admit, that’s a first for me.”

      And just like that, I recall everything about Sawyer West – including why I’d purged him from my brain. We didn’t run in the same circles, but there was some overlap in our respective groups of friends. He was always the party boy. He came from a wealthy family. Like, a really wealthy family. One of the wealthiest families in all of New York, in fact. Embarrassingly rich would probably be the best way to describe his family.

      Knowing his father would one day turn over the keys to whatever their kingdom was, Sawyer thought he walked on water. He was smug, arrogant, and a chauvinistic pig who screwed a different girl like every night – just because he could. And when he was done with them, he threw them away like garbage. Sawyer didn’t think the rules applied to him, and he walked around, flaunting his wealth like he was king of the world.

      Yeah, he and I didn’t really get on that well. And yet despite the disconnect between us – not to mention my more than obvious dislike of the man – he continued chasing me. He tried to get into my pants more than once. He was persistent in trying to date me to the point of being annoying. Way annoying. And remembering everything I do about him now automatically shuts down the flutter in my heart and the stars in my eyes.

      “That was quite the performance,” he grins. “Not sure you made a lot of friends on the board though.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to advocate for my clients.”

      He nods. “I can see that. And it was quite the impassioned advocacy,” he notes. “I’m not sure it’s going to go your way, though.”

      “Which is why I am going to court to file an injunction –”

      “Which you’re going to lose.”

      “Eventually. But I knew this was an uphill fight to begin with,” I concede. “I’m hoping to muck up the works long enough to give the residents the delay I asked for.”

      “And that was twelve to eighteen months,” he states.

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, do you think that’s fair to Compass Development?” He raises an eyebrow at me. “I mean, they did pay for the building already. Holding up the development of that property –”

      “Is going to ruin the lives of the people at the Atwell. Some of them have been there for decades,” I hiss. “Is it fair that they’re getting tossed out on the street because some asshole with a fat wallet pried it away from the previous owner?”

      He shrugs, an infuriating smirk on his face. God, how I remember that arrogance. “It’s progress. It’s the way of the world, Berlin.”

      “Yeah well, I don’t agree that people – good people – getting ground up in the gears of your progress should be the way of the world.”

      The dark haired man looks over and catches my eye. Which shouldn’t surprise me all, that much since the man was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. My experience has taught me that people who are born into money have little understanding or concern for the plight of people lower on the socioeconomic ladder than them. Sawyer is a perfect case in point.

      “What are you doing here anyway?” I ask the question that should have been obvious to me.

      He shrugs. “I do a lot of business in this borough,” he tells me. “It’s good for me to know the mood of the board. I like to know their inclinations and all the players.”

      I give him a sidelong glance. “What kind of business are you in again?”

      He shrugs. “This and that – I believe in having multiple revenue streams,” he replies smoothly. “So, were you serious about going to court with this?”

      “Of course I was,” I respond. “The lives of these people are hanging in the balance.”

      “That seems a bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

      I feel a bright bolt of anger flash through me. I glare at Sawyer. His casual dismissal simply goes to what I thought earlier – about his inability to relate and his ignorance about the plight of people who aren’t as fortunate as he is. I take a moment and let out a silent breath. Sawyer is annoying, but he’s not the enemy here.

      “If anything, I feel like I’m underselling it,” my tone is cold. “Most of these people don’t have the luxury of just up and moving. And with the gentrification going on everywhere, rent is rising. Where are these people supposed to go? They’ll be out on the street.”

      That seemed to get through to him somehow. He raises his eyebrows, then looks away for a moment.

      “Let me ask you this – do you really think a twelve to eighteen-month reprieve will change anything?” he asks. The tone of his voice is soft, like he’s genuinely asking. “I mean, you’re likely going to lose your fight for an injunction – even you recognize that. So what does that time and energy you’re burning in this fight buy you?”

      I shrug. “It will give the residents adequate time to prepare. Give them the time to find another place to call home,” I reply. “That can make all the difference.”

      The expression on his face is supposed to look sympathetic, I guess, but it falls short and just looks false. Insincere. Or maybe I’m just bitter and angry right now and am misinterpreting his expressions and words. To me, Sawyer West represents everything I stand against – the relentless march of corporate wealth and the flippant dismissal of the common person. The message they send out is, if you don’t make a certain amount of money, you and your life are meaningless.

      To be honest, his questions weren’t bad questions. They show a lack of understanding, yes, but the way he asked them shows that he is actually trying to understand the complexities of this situation. He hasn’t automatically taken offense to what I’ve said to him and seems like he’s considering things in a way he’s not used to.

      Which of course, makes me wonder what line of work he’s in and how he’s planning to use my words to exploit the people of this borough.

      “I do a lot of business in this city. And I know a lot of people,” he says. “What if I were to speak with the people at Compass to see how amenable they’d be to an eighteen-month reprieve to avoid the time and cost of a court fight?”

      I look at him and arch an eyebrow, waiting for the price tag of this magnanimous gesture – because I know there is one. Nobody ever just does something out of the goodness of their hearts in this town. He looks at me though and says nothing as he waits for my answer. Being the cynic I am, I know there are strings attached, so I guess my job now is to flush them out.

      “That’s a very generous offer,” I tell him. “And what is the catch?”

      He shrugs. “No catch.”

      “So you’d just do this out of the goodness of your heart?”

      A roguish grin tugs the corners of his mouth upward and makes his eyes sparkle in that way that makes my heart and stomach lurch simultaneously. Though I’m doing my best to control my physical reaction to the man, I’m failing miserably and am growing more flushed by the second.

      “Believe it or not, but I’m not the same guy I was back in college, Berlin,” he declares. “I’ve grown up a lot.”

      “I can see that,” I reply. “So you’ll really speak to the people at Compass?”

      He nods. “I will.”

      My heart is turning somersaults in my chest, and I realize I may have to re-evaluate my initial impressions of the man. Maybe. He was always clever as a fox, and there’s part of me wondering whether this is just another ploy to get into my pants – to complete the conquest he failed to complete all those years ago.

      But then I wonder if it’s conceited of me to even have that thought in the first place. A thousand different thoughts come crashing down on me at once I suddenly start feeling claustrophobic. I need to get out of here. Yeah, this man clouds things up in my head – which tells me he’s dangerous for me, and that I should probably stay well clear of him.

      “Well – thank you, Sawyer,” I say. “I really appreciate that.”

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      A moment of awkward silence passes between us. We’ve apparently run out of things to say. I clear my throat and glance down at my watch. It’s getting late, and I need to get back home to relieve Nadia.

      “Anyway, I should get going,” I tell him. “I have some work to do tonight. Thank you – for speaking to the people at Compass. It means a lot.”

      “Right. Yeah. It was good seeing you again,” he responds.

      “Yeah, you too.”

      I grab my bag and turn to leave, but his voice stops me. I turn back around to find him looking at me with an expression of curiosity on his face.

      “Hey, let’s get together and catch up,” he adds.

      “Uhhh – sure. Yeah.”

      He pulls his phone out of his pocket, unlocks it, and punches in a few things before handing it over to me – obviously wanting me to put my number in for him. My smile is weak, but I take his phone and hesitate for a moment. It’s not like we were friends back in college – what is there for us to catch up on? It’s not like we have anything in common or run in the same social circles, and it’s not like we have some shared past between us.

      But then I feel caught. I can see that although he’s clearly still smug and arrogant, that he’s matured a bit. I can’t really explain it other than to say that he just seems different. He doesn’t seem like the spoiled little boy anymore – he honestly does seem more like a grown man who’s matured. He just feels more like a guy who – although he obviously still can’t relate to the plight of people not as well off as he – has some hard-won life experience under his belt. He still lacks a certain compassion for regular people, but there is a wisdom I can see in his eyes.

      And let’s not forget, he’s doing me a big solid by talking to the people at Compass – or so he says. Part of me is absolutely convinced this is just another ploy, just another tactic he’s employing to get me into bed. But even if he did speak to the people at Compass for me, it’s not like I asked him to do it, which means it’s not like I actually owe him anything.

      Regardless of anything else – he and I are of two different worlds. Without even having gone out with him, I feel pretty comfortable saying we have as much in common today as we did back in school – which is to say, nothing. Yeah, he’s absolutely gorgeous, but it’s not like we have some shared connection. I punch in a number and hand the phone back to him with a smile as warm as I can manage.

      “Great,” he flashes me a million-dollar grin. “I’ll call you.”

      “Terrific. I’ll look forward to it.”
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      “Berlin Roth,” Rider says. “She grew up pretty nice.”

      “You’re not lying,” I laugh.

      Back in college, Berlin was a beautiful girl. But she’s grown into a woman who is absolutely stunning. Her hair is the same shade of black, and her eyes are a shade of blue so light; they almost look silver. And the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose gives her a wholesome, girl next door appeal. Berlin’s skin is so fair she looks like she was carved from alabaster, and she’s got the most tantalizing curves – full hips, full breasts, and a perfectly round ass that is absolutely amazing.

      Back then, she definitely had that hot nerd girl vibe going on. Today, she carries an air of refinement and sophistication that’s tantalizing. One thing that hasn’t changed is that she’s still so independent and passionate – which is like catnip to me. She’s still that sexy nerd, but she’s grown into so much more than that. Rider is far from wrong in saying she grew up nice.

      “Man, how long has it been?” Rider muses.

      “What, seven or eight years maybe?” I ponder. “It’s been a while.”

      Rider and I are sitting in our usual haunt, a pub near the office called Roosevelt’s. It’s an upscale pub done in highly polished oak and brass and has a very old-time feel to it that harkens back to the days of the Roaring Twenties. They’re well known for the craft beers they brew and a creative appetizer menu that helps make them a popular spot for the city’s movers and shakers.

      I haven’t seen Berlin since college, and if I’m being honest, I’d all but forgotten about her. At least, until I saw her in the borough board room tonight. The second I saw her, I remembered her instantly, and a moment after that, everything came rushing back to me – like all my unsuccessful attempts to get her into bed back in the day. That was something Rider enjoyed reminding me of far too much. Despite all the women I did manage to get into bed during college, the fact that I could never even get close with Berlin amused him to no end.

      “So she gave you her number?” Rider gives me a sidelong glance, a smirk on his face.

      “She did,” I confirm.

      He nods. “Well, that’s a step forward,” he laughs. “You couldn’t even get that back in school.”

      “Still dining out on that, huh?”

      “Always will.” He raises his glass of beer to me. “It’s not every day I get to see the great Sawyer West reduced to a flaming pile of ruin by a woman. And need I remind you, I got to see that repeatedly? Have to enjoy it when I can.”

      “Glad you can enjoy my failings,” I note wryly.

      He shrugs. “A little bit of schadenfreude never killed anybody.”

      I chuckle as I take a long pull of my beer. I suppose I should take it as a compliment that Rider harasses me so relentlessly about not being able to close the deal with Berlin, simply because he doesn’t have anything else he can give me shit about. Generally speaking – be it business, or with women – when I go after something, I get what I want. I know some people think that makes me sound cocky or arrogant, but it’s not intended to be. It’s just a statement of fact.

      “So you think you’re actually going to be able to seal the deal this time?” Rider asks.

      “Have you ever known me to not get what I’m after?”

      “You mean, besides Berlin?”

      I laugh. “Walked into that one.”

      “Yes you did.”

      I lean back in the booth and take a long drink and think about Berlin. Back in school, I pursued her hard. To be honest, the chase was a turn on. It was new and exciting for me. Of course, coming up empty wasn’t the outcome I’d wanted, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      But the truth of the matter is that it wasn’t just my desire to sleep with her that made me chase Berlin as hard as I did. I mean, yeah, I wanted to sleep with her. She was sexy as hell back then. But it was more than that, and I don’t think I even realized it until much later.

      “She’s different,” I mutter.

      “What was that?”

      I drain the last of my beer and signal our waitress for another. She waves to let me know she’ll be over in a moment, so I sit back and wait.

      “She’s different,” I repeat. “That’s why I pursued her as hard as I did.”

      “Different how?”

      “You remember – she’s always been so passionate,” I remind him. “She’s full of fire, and she’s tough. She takes zero shit.”

      “Yeah, I seem to remember her almost beating the shit out of somebody who grabbed her ass once,” he laughs.

      The memory makes me join his laughter. “I remember that. The guy looked shocked as hell that this pretty little girl was about to kick his teeth in.”

      We laugh for a minute and recount some of the other things we remember about Berlin – as well as about our college days in general. Things seemed a lot less complicated back then. My main goal was just having a good time. I knew I’d eventually have to take over and run the company my father built but, I didn’t expect that to happen until I was much older than I am now. My father’s death changed a lot of my plans, and I feel like I’m still running to catch up.

      “You really like Berlin, don’t you?” Rider observes.

      “I don’t even know her.”

      Rider turns to me, pursing his lips and gives me a considering gaze – a considering gaze I long ago dubbed the ‘X-Ray’. I hate it when he gives me the X-Ray because he can usually see straight through me, cut through all my bullshit, and get to the heart of things – which is annoying as hell. It makes it difficult to keep secrets from the guy – not that he’s right about Berlin. Just in a general sense.

      “When you talk about her, you get this sort of dreamy gleam in your eye,” he says. “Come to think of it; it’s the same look you had back in the day.”

      “What?” I wave him off. “That’s bullshit.”

      He grins. “And you’re getting so defensive. I mean, look at the way you’re sitting there all hunched up and shit.”

      Not wanting to give him the satisfaction, I don’t move – until the waitress arrives with a fresh round, and he looks away. I quickly sit up and correct my posture, so I’m not sitting there, as he said, all hunched up and defensive looking. When he turns back to me, I see the small smile cross his face as he obviously notices that I’ve changed position.

      “I don’t know how I didn’t see it before,” he muses. “I usually see everything.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That you’re actually into her,” he goes on, “as like more than just a conquest.”

      I take a drink of my beer and try to ignore him as I try to organize my thoughts. Seeing Berlin again after all these years definitely stirred up a lot inside of me that I wasn’t expecting. I need to take a minute to unpack it all.

      I mean, it’s not like I was in love with her or anything like that. I didn’t know her well enough, even back then, so it’s nothing that complicated or messy. But there is definitely something there – something I didn’t see until it was too late to do anything about it, and something that I’ve never quite let go.

      “She’s a beautiful woman,” I deflect. “I’m always into beautiful women.”

      He laughs. “Come on, who are you talking to right now? You know I know you better than that.”

      I give him a wolfish grin and take a drink of beer. I can’t deny that even back then, I had a powerful attraction to her. Seeing her tonight definitely brought a lot of those old thoughts and feelings back to the surface. She was different than any of the other women I was with, and that was something I liked about her. A lot.

      Berlin always seemed like somebody who knew herself inside and out, was comfortable in her own skin, and would never settle for less than she wanted. She was a fighter. Still is. And Berlin’s intelligence might even rival Rider’s, which is a feat, but it’s something that makes her even more attractive to me.

      The most attractive thing about her, though, was that she didn’t need me. I knew whenever I hooked up with somebody that most of them were in it not because they liked me for who I was – but for what I had. Ninety-nine percent of the women I’ve been with in my life have been looking to grab on to the money train and all the status and privilege that comes along with it. Which is exactly why I’ve been single for as long as I have – and have no plans to change that status anytime soon.

      But Berlin was never like that. I know she came from a background similar to Rider’s – a family without a lot of money. I know she had to work a menial job and rely on scholarships and grant money to get her through college. But she did it – and apparently even went on to law school after that. And I respect the hell out of her for it. That sort of determination and sheer will is rare in people, but I can see that she’s got it in spades.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me that you actually had feelings for her?” Rider asks. “I mean like, genuine feelings.”

      I shrug – there’s no use denying it to Rider anymore since he can see through my bullshit. “Because I knew pretty early on that Berlin was going to be a dead end for me.”

      “A dead end?”

      “She was never going to be into me the way I was into her,” I explain.

      “Maybe it’s because she thought you were just looking for a piece of ass?”

      I shrug again. “Maybe,” I admit. “Maybe I came on a little strong. I don’t know. But it was pretty clear she wasn’t interested.”

      “But you cared about her?” he presses. “I mean, like actually cared about her.”

      I hesitate for a moment, still uncomfortable talking about all of this. I’m a private person. Intensely private and opening up to somebody – even somebody I consider my brother – isn’t something I’m comfortable doing. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Yeah, I mean, I guess. I didn’t know her all that well, so it wasn’t like this deep love or anything,” I admit. “But I liked her. A lot. I felt things for her I never felt for anybody before.”

      He nods and takes a drink of his beer, absorbing my words. Over the years, I’ve learned to share more of my inner monologue with Rider. I’m still not crazy about it, but I’ve grown more comfortable sharing more of myself with him. He’s usually got some keen insights to share. But even still, there are doors inside of me that remain locked. Even to him.

      “I still want to know why you thought you couldn’t talk to me about it,” he states flatly. “I mean, back then, you never said a word to me about how you felt about her.”

      Holding his beer mug in hand, Rider leans back in the booth and stares at me, the look on his face telling me we’re not going anywhere until he gets some answers. I chuckle and rub my jaw. Rider can be a stubborn ass at times, but I can tell the fact that I didn’t open up and share my feelings is bothering him.

      “Honestly, I didn’t want to talk about it with anybody – it wasn’t just you. It was something I felt like I needed to keep to myself – and no, it had nothing to do with the fact that she shot me down,” I insist. “But you know I don’t do emotions well. I don’t like talking about them.”

      “Still afraid your emotions make you look weak or something?” he questions.

      “Not necessarily weak. I just know how easy it is to let my emotions get the better of me,” I correct him. “I don’t like not being in control like that. You remember what happened with that fucking paparazzi asshole.”

      Rider nods, a grim expression on his face as the memory comes back to him. A few years back, a group of us were out on the town. Some prick with a camera got in my face and wouldn’t let up. I told him to back off more than once, but he wouldn’t listen. The pot boiled over pretty quickly – I ended up knocking the guy out. Then I proceeded to smash his camera and equipment before I went about the rest of my evening. If Rider hadn’t been there to talk me down, who knows how far I might have gone.

      A few days after the incident, I was asked to come down to the police station. The goddamn leech of a photographer was trying to press charges against me. And although I wasn’t ultimately charged with a crime – my family’s lawyer is very good like that – I did end up having to pay something in restitution. It wasn’t much, but I resented every goddamn penny of it.

      But it taught me that I needed to keep a tighter rein on my emotions and that I can’t afford to let myself get caught up in their wild currents or I risk getting pulled under. So, after that incident, I started to lock myself down rather than give in to the whims of my emotions. I taught myself to keep everything on the surface and to avoid feeling anything too deeply unless I can control it. It’s not perfect – emotions are a hard thing to keep a complete check on – but it’s helped keep me out of some trouble over the years.

      “Well, whatever happened in the past is in the past,” he shrugs. “And it seems to me like you’re being given a second chance.”

      “Second chance?”

      He nods. “Berlin’s sudden reappearance in your life?” he grins. “She gave you her number, dude. Maybe this is your chance to get right what you fucked up so horribly back in school.”

      A wry grin touches my lips. “I wouldn’t say I fucked it up totally horribly.”

      Rider laughs. “You weren’t seeing it from the outside. I’ve seen plane wrecks with less fire and carnage.”

      “Eat shit.”

      I laugh along with him, but his words are really resonating with me, simply because that was my first thought when I saw her step to the lectern. When I realized who she was, the surge of those old emotions hit me and almost knocked me on my ass. I had to do something.

      Rider’s laughter trails off, and his expression grows serious. “Honestly man, if you still have feelings for her, I think it’s important that you explore them,” he says. “I think you should call her, Sawyer. Get together. See what sparks.”

      I nod. “I’m not getting my hopes up, but I plan on it.”

      “Good, go ahead.”

      I chuckle. “I’ll get to it. Right now, I just want to enjoy a beer with my good buddy.”

      “Don’t be a pussy. Call her.”

      “I will. Don’t you worry about it.”

      He keeps laughing and shakes his head. “Fine, fine,” he says. “Have it your way.”

      “Thanks. Your permission means the world to me.”

      “You’re such an asshole.”

      We laugh together for a minute, but it eventually tapers off. Rider looks at me again, a weird look in his eyes. I can tell he has something to say.

      “Spit it out,” I say.

      His smile is wry. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner, but it just occurred to me that you and Berlin are on a nasty collision course.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How do you think she’s going to react when she realizes you’re Compass Development, and it’s your project forcing those people out of the Atwell?” he poses. “Given how – passionate – she was in front of the borough board, I can’t imagine how big the new hole she’ll rip you will be.”

      I sigh and sit back in the booth, processing what Rider said. I guess I was so caught up in the novelty of seeing her again and all the emotions it stirred up, the fact that Berlin and I are on opposite sides of this massive divide never even entered my mind. But now that he’s brought it to my attention, I want to kick my own ass for not realizing it myself.

      “Well, I guess I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it,” I state.

      Rider raises his glass to me and grins ruefully. “Good luck to you, my friend. You’re going to need it.”

      An hour later, Rider and I call it a night and say our goodbyes. And after that, I went on home. Where I’m now standing on the balcony of my condo with a beer in my hand, overlooking the heart of Manhattan. I’ve always loved it here – the city is so vibrant and so alive, it fills me with life-affirming, electric energy. Way better than any drug I’ve ever taken.

      The lights of the city sparkle in the darkness, and the sound of the streets below float up to me. Most people think New York is too crowded, too loud, and too dirty. Yeah, like any major city, it has those areas, but that’s not what defines it. And maybe it’s because I grew up here, but I see it differently. I see a certain beauty everywhere, in most everything. It’s dripping with history and culture – art, food, music from a hundred different countries on every street corner. What’s not to like about it?

      I take a swallow of my beer and look down at my cell phone. Still thinking about the different sides of the divide Berlin and I are standing on. While there’s a small piece of me wondering if that gap can even be bridged, the other part of me doesn’t care and figures we can deal with it when – and if – the time comes.

      Without giving myself another minute to think about it, I punch in her number and press the phone to my ear. It rings once, then twice – and then an automated voice picks up, informing me that the number I’m attempting to reach has been disconnected. I look down at the phone again, feeling the rueful grin cross my face.

      I hang up the call and slip my phone back into my pocket. I stare out at the city lights again as I drain the last of my beer, amused by the fact that she gave me a bum number. I suppose I should have seen it coming, but I was so caught up in the moment with her, I didn’t even think about it. It was a rare oversight on my part. One I wouldn’t have normally made with a woman.

      But that’s okay. I’m a man who gets what I want, and what I want right now is Berlin Roth.

      “The chase is on,” I mutter, laughing to myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “You gave him a bad number?”

      “Well – yeah. I mean, it’s not like we were ever close,” I admit. “I thought he was a cretin back then, and that probably hasn’t changed much. How do you even know who he is, anyway?”

      “Please,” she scoffs. “Sawyer West is in the tabloids like every other day.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s a great selling point.”

      My best friend Gabby is sitting across from me a couple of days after the meeting with the borough board, her jaw on the table, and her eyes so wide they’re practically falling out of her head. We’re sitting at a small café outside the office where I work as a public defender. It’s not glamorous, it doesn’t pay very well, and it’s not my ideal job, but the experience is invaluable, and it gets me closer to where I eventually want to be in life.

      But I have to admit, as I sit here looking at Gabby in her beautiful Prada business suit, carrying her Gucci handbag, glancing out at her sleek candy apple red Lexus out in the parking lot – then contrast it to my off the rack budget suit, knockoff handbag, and my ten year old Camry that I drive as little as possible – I can’t help but feel a hot shot of jealousy. Gabby is making quite a living for herself, and I’m struggling to get by – I think being a bit jealous is probably normal.

      Not that I begrudge her the fancy suits or nice cars – she works hard and has earned everything she has. And her path – corporate law – wasn’t my path. I was actually offered a job at her firm coming out of law school too but knew I’d be bored stiff negotiating contracts, mediation, and whatever else she has to do.

      I’m proud of Gabs, and I know she loves what she does, but I wanted to leave a different mark on the world. I want to be known as somebody who defends the innocent. The sort of lawyer who is willing to stand between the people and the gears of the justice machine that perpetually spins and grinds people to dust. I’ve found that all too often, actual innocents are caught up in the teeth of that great machine and get chewed up along with the guilty.

      “My God, Berlin,” she gasps. “He’s a beautiful man – not to mention the fact that he’s filthy rich. What’s not to like?”

      “He was also a pervert who only wanted to get into my pants back in college.”

      Gabby shrugs. “Time moves on. People change,” she notes. “Except for you – you have remarkably stayed pretty much the same.”

      I give her a small grin. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

      “I’m not sure, either,” Gabby says, bursting into laughter.

      I throw my crumpled-up napkin at her and laugh along, but her words echo around in my head. Am I really the same today as I was back in college? I don’t feel the same. I think I’ve grown and changed in a thousand different ways. I think I’m wiser and nothing like the naïve girl I was back then. But maybe I’m wrong. I must be if Gabby doesn’t see any change in me, since she knows me better than anybody else on this planet.

      My thoughts are interrupted when Gabby takes my hand and gives it a squeeze and favors me with a small smile.

      “I honestly didn’t mean that as an insult.” Her tone is serious. “All I meant is that you’re one of the most steady, consistent people I’ve ever met. We always know what we can expect from you. And that’s not a bad thing.”

      I know she’s trying to be reassuring, but it still feels like she’s trying to make me feel better about what she perceives to be one of my flaws or shortcomings.

      “Am I like, boring and predictable?” I ask.

      “No, of course not. It’s not like that.”

      There was a moment of hesitation before Gabs spoke – it was super brief, but I noticed it. It’s surprising to know she thinks I’m boring and predictable – and maybe a bit hurtful. But in my life, I’ve always had to be the strong one. I’ve always had to be steady and keep an even temperament. I’ve always had to be a rock who couldn’t afford to let herself break down.

      It’s been that way since I was young. After my mother died, my father fell to pieces. He drank a lot, spent most of his days losing money at the track, burning through everything they’d put away for their retirement, and racking up bills he has no way of paying. And that was all before the Alzheimer’s struck. Now, his medical bills make the money he was drinking and gambling away look like pocket change.

      I guess maybe taking on the responsibility for all of that has forced me to become a bit – stagnant. But I have to keep my head about me. I have to be the one who plans things out to the letter, and I have to be the one who keeps the entire ship afloat. I don’t have a choice.

      “I am. You think I’m boring and predictable,” I groan. “I mean, I guess I am boring and predictable.”

      She lets out a long breath. “You’ve got a lot on your plate, hon,” she says. “More than anybody else I know. It doesn’t leave a lot of room for just cutting loose and having fun. When you’re dealing with as much as you are, spontaneity kind of goes out the window.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “I know so.” She squeezes my hand again before letting it go. “But there is a cure for that, you know.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “Calling that gorgeous hunk of a man, and then getting together with him,” she quips. “I mean, if he forgives you for giving him a fake number and all.”

      I laugh and feel my cheeks flush. There’s a small part of me that feels bad about giving Sawyer a fake number – I don’t like to lie. In my life, I’ve always tried to be as honest as I can be. But still, I’m not looking for a hook-up. I’m not the kind of woman who sleeps around or has sex just to have sex. I’m not a prude, and I’m not the ‘waiting for marriage’ type, but to me, sex isn’t meaningless. That intimate connection between two people is special and should be valued, and I don’t think Sawyer does. At least, not in the way I do. He never did back in school, and I have no reason to think he does now.

      “Even if it’s not Sawyer, I want to see you go out with somebody, hon,” she continues. “I don’t even remember the last time you went out on a date. You really need to take some time for yourself. You need to cut loose and have some fun.”

      “I really do. More than you know,” I chuckle sadly. “It’s just that there isn’t any time for me. Between taking care of my dad, work, and the advocacy stuff I do, it takes up all of my time and – ”

      “I get that, Berlin. But when are you going to make time for yourself? You have to make time for yourself somehow,” she presses. “I don’t want to see you end up alone. Sometimes you have to be a little selfish – and that’s not a bad thing.”

      I feel the frown pulling the corners of my mouth downward. “I just don’t have that luxury, Gabs. I wish I did, but I don’t.”

      “Do you though? Wish you did?”

      “Of course. I don’t want to spend my life alone,” I reply. “Why would you even ask that?”

      “Sometimes it just seems like you kind of – hide – from anything even approaching an emotional attachment,” she shrugs. “It’s seemed like that since the day I met you.”

      “Hiding?”

      “Well, yeah,” she tells me. “You just seem to avoid any kind of connection with anybody. It’s like you’re afraid of it.”

      “I don’t think I’m afraid of it…”

      My voice trails off as I realize I don’t have an answer to that – not anything that makes any sort of sense anyway. I guess I’ve never really stopped to think about it – not that I have the time to think about romance or relationships anyway. Between work and taking care of my dad, I just don’t have time for it. At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      But sitting here with Gabs and hearing what she’s saying, it feels like something inside of me clicks, and a door opens. And for the first time, I start to wonder if that’s all just a story I’m telling myself. Yes, my obligations are real, but have I been shielding myself from the possibility of developing something emotionally with somebody?

      Gabby laughs softly. “See what I mean? You’re so afraid of it; you can’t even come up with a good excuse.”

      A small smile touches my lips. “Shut up.”

      “People can change, Berlin,” she says softly. “Give Sawyer a chance to show you whether he has or not.”

      “Going to be kind of difficult since I gave him a bad number,” I observe.

      “He’s one of the most famous men in the city,” she shoots back with a giggle. “If you can’t figure out how to track him down, you’re a lost cause, hon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After leaving Gabby at the café, I trudge back to my office to find half a dozen new case files sitting on my desk. As if I don’t have enough on my plate as it is. But it’s the job, so I drop down into my chair and pick up the first file.

      It takes a minute, but I familiarize myself with the first two – a drunk and disorderly and a petty theft case – pretty routine stuff I can usually plead down with the prosecutor’s office, but it’s time consuming because they’re usually looking to extract every ounce of blood they can. Even more so if I have some newbie assistant DA who thinks they’re the second coming of F. Lee Bailey and wants to make a name for themselves by grandstanding and trying to make a federal case out of something so petty. Newbies can be the worst.

      As I’m reading over the third case file on my desk, my mind starts to wander, and everything Gabby and I talked about floats through my head. Which, of course, brings it straight back to Sawyer. Had I judged him too harshly? Could he have possibly changed? Was my judgment of Sawyer a means of – as Gabby said – hiding away from emotional connection or attachment?

      I have to admit, Sawyer’s presence in the borough board room was different. Oh, he was as beautiful as I remember him being. He’s a gorgeous man; there is no question about that. But his bearing and demeanor were different. He seemed more mature than I remember him being, and he carried a sense of gravitas that was new to me – and honestly, he wore it well.

      I lean back in my seat and take a sip from the cup of coffee on my desk, then frown – cold and bitter. I let my mind wander aimlessly. Not so surprisingly, it immediately finds its way back to Sawyer. I know his family is filthy rich but famous? I guess in the sense that rich people are often thought of as famous, it makes sense.

      In Sawyer’s case though, given the fact she also said he’s a staple in the tabloids, infamous might be a better word for it. I remember him getting his face in the gossip rags a few times back in school, but it wasn’t anything that interested me, so I tuned it out. The goings-on in the lives of celebrities – or pseudo-celebrities – aren’t anything I care about.

      I try to weigh that image I have of Sawyer – that different presence and demeanor I thought I noticed – against the idea that he’s still a fixture in the tabloids. I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character. Sure, he’s still Sawyer, but this new, older Sawyer didn’t seem to me like the kind of guy who lives his life in the eye of the paparazzi. He didn’t seem to have that air of wildness he did as the stupid trust fund kid he was back in school. He seemed to have more substance to him.

      But then, I’ve been wrong before. All I know is that I don’t have time for romance, and even if I did, I don’t think Sawyer would be the right choice for me. We come from two different worlds. I just don’t see how our conflicting worldviews can ever sync up. The simple answer is, they can’t. We can’t. Which means, he isn’t worth thinking about anymore.

      That issue settled in my mind; I turn back to the third case file I need to review but glance at my watch. Since I won’t be meeting with any clients until tomorrow, it’s getting close to time for me to knock off. As I’m pondering whether to power through this file here or take it home, I become aware of a presence in the doorway to my office. It’s large and looming, and I hear the tiniest knock against the door frame. When I look up, I give a start and stifle a gasp to keep it from escaping.

      As if my thoughts were a beacon that drew him, Sawyer is standing there; his hands slipped casually into his pockets. He’s leaning against the doorframe, a wide smile on his face. He cuts an imposing figure and looks like he just stepped off the pages of a fashion magazine. I quickly draw in a breath and let it out slowly to recover my wits, not wanting to encourage him by looking like some awestruck teenage girl.

      “Sawyer,” I manage, once I can keep my voice from quavering. “What are you doing here?”

      He gives me a small shrug. “I was just wondering why you’d give an old friend a bum number,” he explains. “So I thought I’d come down and ask personally.”

      I open my mouth but find that I don’t have an answer at the ready – which is a rarity for me since I’m usually very quick on my feet.

      “Tell you what,” he goes on. “Why don’t you tell me over dinner? My treat.”

      I shake my head. “Tonight’s not good for me,” I reply. “I have –”

      The roguish grin on his face only widens. “I have this strange suspicion that no night will be good for you,” he cuts me off. “So why not just bite the bullet tonight?”

      “I have a lot of responsibilities.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” he states. “But there is something I wanted to speak with you about. Something important.”

      “Important?”

      He nods as I sit here, caught somewhere between being intrigued and terrified. As his dark brown eyes bore into mine, my breath catches in my throat. I feel my heart turn a somersault. I also start to wonder if what he wants to talk about is at all related to the meeting with the borough board the other night. His promise to talk to Compass.

      But then another thought slips into my head – he’d been a little cagey about his interest in a local community meeting, not to mention what he does for a living. But at the time, I brushed it off as a mixture of coincidence and my own heightened emotion conspiring to cast everything in a sinister light.

      Seeing him standing before me now though, and having him tell me he has important things to talk about, makes me wonder if maybe it wasn’t simply coincidence after all. But what could he have to talk to me about? And then I begin to wonder if he works for Compass in some capacity – in-house counsel maybe? Is he a lawyer, too? Is that why he was so interested in whether or not I’d actually try to get an injunction from the courts? I can’t recall what his family did to amass the fortune they have, so maybe it is in law. Maybe Sawyer works for his family law firm.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t keep you out too late,” he urges. “I know it’s a school night.”

      I consider him for a moment and then think back to my earlier conversation with Gabby. And maybe to prove to her – and more importantly to myself – that I’m not entirely predictable and boring, I give him a nod.

      “Sure,” I tell him. “Why not? I have a few questions of my own I’d like to ask.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “This place is nice,” she says, a slight nervous tremor in her voice. “The food is amazing.”

      “Yeah, I come here a lot,” I nod. “Best Cuban food outside of Havana.”

      I’m sitting across from her at Carillo’s, a favorite Cuban restaurant of mine. It’s a casual, family run restaurant, so it’s homey, which means there isn’t the natural tension of being in a more formal setting. Carillo’s is relatively small and done mostly in red brick and a rich, red color with black tables and booths.

      The air is saturated with the aroma of the spices they use, and the music piping in from the overhead speakers is a lively Cuban band. The rear wall of the restaurant is taken up by a mural of the Cuban flag. On the other walls are framed black and white photos of Havana and some of the country’s rural areas. Everything is neat, orderly, and clean without being antiseptic – this place oozes culture and personality.

      “Not much for cooking, huh?” she asks.

      “Not really,” I answer. “Not much sense in cooking for one.”

      She cocks her head and looks poised to say something, but then seems to think better of it and remains silent. I have a feeling her question was going to be about why I’m not married at this point in my life – or at least in a relationship. Part of me is glad she chose not to ask, simply because that’s not a discussion I feel like having right now. It’s enough for me at this point for her to know I’m single – that at least puts the ball in motion.

      “How did you find out where I work?” she asks.

      “Wasn’t that hard. Just a matter of asking the right people the right questions,” I explain, giving her a sly smile. “I’m a smart, resourceful guy.”

      “Apparently,” she grins. “I’m almost flattered you’d put in the effort.”

      “Some things are worth the effort.”

      Her cheeks flush, and she takes a sip of her iced tea to give herself some cover, but not before I see the hint of a smile touching her lips. She’s always been shit at taking compliments – that’s something I remember keenly about her – but I can see she still likes them.

      The conversation over dinner is light and friendly, if a bit strained, with everything kept on the surface. It’s the sort of awkward two people who are more acquaintance and less friend would have. Which I suppose was to be expected. It’s not what I want – I want to get to know this woman – but I should have expected it.

      “So, were you able to speak to the people at Compass?” she asks.

      I nod. “We’re talking, yeah.”

      “Do they seem open to the idea of giving the residents the extra time?”

      “It’s hard to say just yet,” I reply. “But they didn’t automatically oppose it, so there’s that. I’ll make sure to tell you as soon as I hear anything.”

      She purses her lips, but nods, obviously hoping I’d have something more substantive to offer her.

      “So what is it you do, Sawyer?” she probes. “You were pretty vague about it the other night.”

      I give her a smile. I know I’m going to have to answer that question eventually. It’s going to come out – really, all she’d have to do is Google my name. The fact that she doesn’t know means she hasn’t looked it up – which is something I’m somewhat relieved about, and yet disappointed that she wasn’t even interested enough to Google me. But for now, it plays into my hands, so I’ll keep tap dancing around it as long as I can.

      “I wear a lot of different hats,” I tell her. It’s not technically a lie. “Like I told you the other night, I like to have multiple revenue streams, so my resume is pretty – diverse.”

      “Well, what might some of the things on your resume be?” she presses.

      “Why are you so interested in what I do?” I chuckle softly. “I promise you it’s not all that interesting.”

      “Why are you being so evasive?”

      rub my jaw, unable to keep the grin off my face. She is a determined woman, and when she smells blood in the water, she goes on the attack. Such a lawyer.

      I’m not ready to give up my secret yet, though. I know that if I do, it’ll immediately fuck things up between us, and the damage would be irreparable – and I’d like to at least give myself a fighting chance. But at the same time, I don’t want to outright lie to her.

      “I don’t mean to be evasive. I just don’t like talking about work when I’m out with a beautiful woman, and I’m trying to get to know her,” I respond. “Honestly, I think what I do for a living is the least interesting thing about me.”

      She looks away as her cheeks color, and I know I’ve won this round. The best way to knock Berlin off track is to pay her a compliment. She takes a drink of her tea and falls silent again.

      “Can I ask you a question now?” I lean forward, taking the offensive this time.

      Berlin looks up at me. “Uh, sure.”

      “Why’d you give me a bum phone number?”

      Berlin shifts in her seat, looking distinctly uncomfortable. She looks as if she’s been dreading the possibility of having this conversation the entire evening. She looks down at the table before raising her eyes to me again, offering me a weak, watered-down smile.

      “To be perfectly honest, I don’t know why I did it,” she tells me. “I just – it’s not like we were really friends or anything. It was just kind of weird to not only see you out of the blue like that after so many years – but for you to then ask for my number.”

      “Not making more of an effort to be your friend is a regret of mine, believe it or not.”

      She arches her eyebrow at me. “I know what you were after back then, Sawyer,” she shoots back. “And I wasn’t into that.”

      “I knew you weren’t into it early on. You were pretty clear about that,” I chuckle. “And yet, I persisted. Why do you think that is?”

      A sly grin touches her lips. “Because you’re a spoiled trust fund kid who isn’t used to not getting what he wants, and doesn’t like to hear the word ‘no’?”

      She says it like it’s a joke, but I can hear the iron core of truth in her words. And yet, rather than be offended, I find it hilarious and laugh out loud. Berlin looks at me curiously, a small smile playing upon her lips, as if she’s unsure whether to laugh along with me or not. Eventually, she chuckles quietly.

      “Well, that was certainly a very blunt, direct assessment of my character,” I say.

      “Sorry,” she responds, looking abashed. “I didn’t mean to sound so rude or judgmental.”

      I wave her off. “It’s fair. I mean, you hit the nail on the head. I know I was pretty terrible back then,” I offer. “But I was also a different man back then. I’m not the same man today, Berlin.”

      She says nothing, but I hold her gaze for a long moment as if I can prove that I’m not the same man anymore with nothing more than my eyes. She returns my gaze, but it’s wary. She looks at me the way somebody might look at a snake that’s coiled and ready to strike. It’s clear Berlin doesn’t trust me and still thinks the worst of me, which means I need to do something to turn that perception around. I just don’t know what that something might be at the moment.

      “So what was this important thing you wanted to talk to me about?” she asks gingerly, obviously trying to divert the conversation.

      I quickly take a drink of my mojito to buy myself a moment or two. I’ve been fully intending to talk to her about the coming issue we’re going to have all night long – although I admit it’s with about as much enthusiasm as she had about the whole bum phone number conversation. This whole issue with the Atwell is something I’m hoping we can pave over smoothly and move forward from. The more time I spend with her, the more charmed and intrigued I am by her – and I find myself wanting to know even more.

      “Right. That,” I start, clearing my throat. “I just wanted to – talk to you about what you said at the board meeting.”

      “What about it?”

      I clear my throat again and feel a flutter of nerves in my belly. It’s an unusual feeling. I’m not a man who is ever nervous. About anything. I’m a man of conviction, and I don’t tend to second guess my decisions because I know they’re based in sound logic and reason. In business, I don’t operate on raw emotion. And when it comes to women, I’ve never had any reason to be nervous, simply because nine times out of ten, I get what – or who –I want.

      Which is what makes the churning in my gut so unexpected and interesting.

      “Are you okay?”

      Berlin’s voice pulls me out of my own head, and I look up, giving her a smile. “Yeah fine,” I reply. “Just lost in thought for a minute.”

      She gives me a skeptical look – like she thinks I’m sitting here picturing her naked or something. Which normally is something I’d do, but with Berlin, it’s just – different. I can’t explain it just yet since I don’t understand it myself. But there’s something about her that’s still different – and entirely captivating – even all these years later. I would absolutely love to sleep with Berlin, but I have a respect for her that encourages me to avoid crossing that line or pushing for things I know she’s not comfortable with.

      “Anyway,” I go on. “I just wanted to tell you that I respect what you said at the borough board meeting.”

      “Thanks?” she replies cautiously.

      “I know I’ve asked you this before, but do you really think a delay of twelve to eighteen months will make a difference?” I wonder. “I mean, at the end of the day, they’d still have to move. Right?”

      “I think it would make a huge difference in the lives of the people,” she leans forward as she speaks. “It will give them an appropriate amount of time to prepare, rather than simply saying ‘you have sixty days to get out.’ It honestly should be absolutely criminal to throw people on the street like that.”

      I nod, hearing the passion and confidence in her voice returning. She speaks so commandingly and forcefully; it’s almost hard to believe she’s the same woman who spoke so timidly to me throughout our dinner together. I guess it has to be something she is passionate about and believes in wholeheartedly for her to get rid of the stammer and quaver in her voice and speak with the confidence I know is in her.

      “But,” she adds. “I haven’t given up hope that the borough board will revoke the permit.”

      “I got the feeling that wasn’t likely to happen.”

      “Then we go to court, and I see about getting an injunction,” she shrugs. “I’m sure I can tie it up for months, if not years.”

      I grin and look down at my mojito, still trying to work up the nerve to tell her it’s my company – me – she’ll be fighting in court. I want to, and know I should, but I can’t force myself to say it. Hearing the passion in her voice and seeing the stubborn set to her jaw tells me she won’t take the news particularly well. It could potentially collapse the bridge I’m trying to build between us.

      That bridge is admittedly coming along slowly and tentatively, but I feel it’s headed in the right direction. And I really don’t want to fuck it up before it gets going. Maybe if I grant the delay and sit on the project for eighteen months, it will help smooth any ruffled feathers and she won’t be so furious with me. But before I do that, I’m going to need to crunch the numbers and see what kind of hole that puts me in.

      “What about the financial burden you’re placing on Compass Development?” I ask, honestly curious to hear her feelings about that.

      “Personally, I don’t care about Compass. I hope they take a big financial hit,” she snaps. “Maybe it will teach them to value people over profit for a change.”

      “That seems a bit harsh,” I say. “They’re a business and –”

      “And it’s their greed that brought us to this point,” she goes on. “They want to turn hundreds of people out onto the street just so they can make a buck.”

      I sit back in my seat and open my mouth to speak, still trying to work up the nut to confess my sins to her, but the words won’t come out. I try, but the words just don’t come. And the words that do come out make me cringe inwardly.

      “Well maybe you should try talking to somebody at Compass directly,” I chuckle. “Maybe you’ll convince them to scrap the whole project.”

      I meant it as a joke, but when I see the expression on her face shift, I know I just opened up a can of worms I hadn’t intended to. It was a stupid joke because I know that inviting her to Compass is going to lead her straight to me – which is only going to piss her off ten times more, given that we’re sitting here together, and I could have just talked it out with her over dinner right here and now.

      I feel like there’s a slow ease and rapport developing between us. I’ve wanted to nurture that small spark, helping it to grow into a larger flame and eventually a bonfire. And I know if I tell her now that I am Compass, that will smother that fire long before it ever gets going.

      Selfish and deceptive? Maybe. Probably. But I have it in my mind that I want Berlin, and I won’t be deterred from exploring that with her.

      Part of me is hoping she won’t actually take my suggestion seriously and just write it off as ridiculous and counterproductive. I’m hoping she’ll think it’s a waste of time since the head of a multi-billion dollar company probably wouldn’t take the time out for her.

      “That’s actually not a bad idea,” she muses. “Maybe if I appeal to them in person rather than throw legal papers at them straight out of the gate, it will look better. Perhaps it will make them a bit more sympathetic.”

      Shit. It was a stupid suggestion to make in the first place. I’ll need to tap dance around it. This is definitely not one of my finer moments, I admit, and one of the reasons I will sit with a situation and think it through thoroughly before I make any decisions. In the meantime, while I review the financial impact of delaying the project, I’m going to have to try to dissuade her from actually taking a visit to Compass.

      “Yeah, maybe. But I think more than likely, you’re going to have a hard time getting to the people you need to talk to,” I mutter weakly. “There are so many layers of interference that it’s tough to get some face time with the decision makers. And then, by the time you do, it might be too late to file your injunction. I don’t want to discourage you; I’m just giving you an honest lay of the land – I kind of have an idea of how these people operate.”

      I hate to see it, but she seems to deflate right before my eyes. Berlin’s face falls, and a frown creases her face as she lowers her gaze to the table, looking almost forlorn – which makes me feel like a bigger asshole than I already do.

      “But hey, if what I saw you do in the borough board meeting is any indication of your skill, I have a feeling you’ll do great in court,” I encourage her through nearly gritted teeth.

      Berlin settles back into her seat with a look of disappointment but a steely resolve on her face. As I sit there knowing we’re headed for a confrontation that seems inevitable, I can’t help but admire how passionate she is about it. Her strength and conviction is really something. Even though I don’t share her views about the current situation, I can at least appreciate that about her. I don’t agree with her position and will fight like hell to keep her from winning her injunction, but I appreciate and admire her for fighting for what she so obviously believes in.

      “So how do you like working at the public defender’s office?” I ask, just to get the conversation headed in another direction.

      “Some days are tough,” she responds. “But it’s rewarding work.”

      “You’ve always had such a strict moral code – doesn’t defending criminals wear on you?” I muse. “I mean, I thought you would have been more likely to work in the DA’s office, punishing the criminals.”

      Her eyes narrow, and her jaw clenches – which tells me I have probably just touched a raw nerve inside of her. Clearly, this is a case of me not knowing her as well as I thought I did – or that I want to.

      “Yes, I have to deal with my fair share of genuine scumbags. But you would be surprised how many good people – innocent people – get caught up in the machine for no other reason than how they look, or how much money they have,” she sniffs. “I do what I do for those people – the ones who have no voice and are just fodder caught in the wheels of the system.”

      “That is quite a campaign speech,” I tell her. “Planning a run for public office?”

      “I deal with fewer scumbags in the PD’s office than inhabit political offices these days,” she rolls her eyes.

      “You’re probably not wrong about that,” I smile softly. “But maybe if you were, say, state Attorney General, you could change things from the inside.”

      “Are you offering to finance my campaign?” she smirks.

      “Maybe I am,” I shrug.

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Politics aren’t for me. I feel like my place is helping out the little guy.”

      A smile curls my lips upward. “That’s one thing I remember about you from school that hasn’t changed – your idealism.”

      “Yeah well, if I weren’t idealistic, I couldn’t do what I do,” she retorts, a hard edge to her tone.

      “I didn’t mean any offense,” I tell her. “I’m not judging you. I actually admire that about you.”

      “You don’t have to patronize me.”

      “I’m not patronizing you,” I respond. “I mean it. I admire your strength. Not many people have the courage of their convictions. It’s more than clear that you do. I really respect that in you, and I think it’s really… attractive.”

      As my words settle, our gazes lock, and I swear to God, I feel like a big jolt of electricity is shooting through my body. It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever experienced. And judging by the look on her face, Berlin felt something too. Her large doe eyes are wide, her full lips are parted, and she looks like she’s having as much trouble comprehending what she just experienced as I am. She quickly looks away, her eyes moving around the restaurant – she is very obviously avoiding my gaze again and trying to look casual as she sips her iced tea.

      The air between us is suddenly infused with a tension that wasn’t there before. It’s like somebody flipped a switch and saturated the air with a sense of – anticipation. And as Berlin continues looking around the restaurant and very pointedly avoiding my eyes, I notice that her cheeks are flushed red. It occurs to me that she’s as attracted to me as I am to her. I can see her fighting with herself, but she knows there’s some sort of chemistry between us that can’t be denied – though she’s doing her level best to do just that.

      While I’m encouraged by what seems to me to be a mutual attraction, unfortunately for me, she is a woman of extraordinary willpower. She may have felt that same connection being made between us, but she has the ability to keep me at an arm’s distance and stuff it all down. But I think knowing she’s attracted to me puts a slight crack in that hard outer shell of hers. I can work with that.

      She clears her throat and glances at her watch. “Well, listen, thank you for dinner,” she blurts out. “But I really need to get going.”

      “Sure,” I nod. “Thanks for joining me tonight.”

      Her cheeks are burning bright red, her smile is uncertain, and she’s still avoiding direct eye contact with me as she gets to her feet.

      “G – goodnight,” she stammers.

      “Night, Berlin,” I reply. “I hope we can do this again sometime.”

      With another awkward smile, she dashes out of the restaurant, leaving me sitting there with a smile on my face, my pulse quicker than it was a few minutes ago, and a certainty that sooner, rather than later, Berlin will be mine. It’s not going to be easy, and she will throw a lot of obstacles in my path, but eventually I am going to win her over. I feel absolutely certain of that.

      With nowhere to be, I order another mojito and sit back as I ponder some of the questions floating around in my head and try to map out a plan to make her mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “So what was it all about then?”

      I shrug and pop a French fry into my mouth. “I have no idea. It was just – weird,” I note. “I mean, he said he had to talk to me about something important, but nothing important came up.”

      Gabs and I are sitting in a burger shop around the corner from my apartment, discussing my dinner with Sawyer. Or perhaps dissecting is a better word. My neighbor, Mrs. Hawley, offered to sit with my dad for a little while so I could run some errands and whatnot like she does every Saturday. She’s an older widow who has plenty of time on her hands, so she’s always offering to keep an eye on him for me – which is something I appreciate a lot. It allows me to do what I need to do but also allows me to have some semblance of a social life on the rare occasion I decide I need some time out.

      “Maybe he just wanted to go on a date with you,” Gabby laughs.

      I laugh and shake my head. “Doubtful. It seemed like there really was something he wanted to say, but he couldn’t quite seem to spit it out,” I note. “It was strange.”

      “Sounds like you intimidate the poor man.”

      “Hardly. Sawyer West is the most self-assured man I’ve ever met. His confidence borders on cocky – which is annoying,” I scoff. “The man never second-guesses himself – which is also kind of annoying, since he doesn’t allow for the possibility that he could be wrong.”

      A quirky grin touches Gabby’s lips. “Know what you sound like?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “You sound like a girl with a crush who is trying to list out every negative trait somebody has so you can convince yourself that you don’t like him,” she laughs. “You kind of sound like you’re trying to talk yourself out of a crush.”

      “Oh, shut up,” I giggle. “I do not have a crush.”

      She takes a sip of her soda, her mischievousness coming through in the glint in her eye and the grin on her face. Gabs knows me inside and out. She sometimes even sees things in me that I don’t see myself.

      Is it possible I have a crush on Sawyer? I suppose it’s possible. I mean, he’s gorgeous, and he genuinely does seem more mature today than he did back in school. At the same time, though, there were points I could see the cocky, arrogant side of him I knew and despised so much all those years ago peeking out.

      “You keep telling yourself that, hon,” she laughs. “But tell me why you think he wouldn’t just want to spend time with you.”

      I shrug. “I’m not his type. I’m not rich. I don’t have lingerie model good looks,” I say. “We don’t move in the same social circles and have nothing in common.”

      “Okay, for one thing, you underestimate just how gorgeous you are –”

      “Stop,” I say, my cheeks burning with color. “I’m not fishing for compliments.”

      “I know you’re not. And you know me well enough to know that I don’t hand out compliments to people who are.”

      I purse my lips – that much is true. Gabs has never had much of a tolerance for people who go fishing for validation and compliments. When she says something, it’s because she means it. Still, I’ve never been good at taking compliments. Even just hearing Gabs, somebody I love with everything in me, offer me a compliment makes me feel – gross. I somehow feel unworthy of somebody’s praise. I always have, and I don’t know that it’s going to change in this lifetime.

      “Anyway, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” she grins at me. “You underestimate your beauty, Berlin. And maybe, just maybe, it’s not your looks that attract him anyway. Maybe, and I’m just putting this out there, but maybe he’s interested in you as a person. For your brains as well as your magnificent rack.”

      The laughter bursts from my throat, and I slap her playfully on the arm. She’s managed to embarrass me to the point that my cheeks are burning red. I kind of want to crawl into a hole. She grins like a fool. Eventually, my laughter dies down, and I feel my face returning to a more natural shade. I clear my throat and take a quick drink of my soda, then once I’m calm and gathered, turn back to her.

      “Sawyer was always more interested in how somebody looked than in what kind of person they were,” I tell her. “To him, women were more of a status symbol or fashion accessory than anything.”

      “That was then; this is now. You said he seems different today than he did back then,” she reminds me. “And correct me if I’m wrong, but you also said he told you that he knew you weren’t interested in him back then, and he chased you anyway.”

      “So he says.”

      “Do you ever give anybody the benefit of the doubt?” she laughs.

      “Only people who’ve earned it.”

      I grin as I pop a couple of fries into my mouth and chew on them. What I’m not admitting to Gabby is that as we sat in the restaurant the other night, for a brief moment, our eyes locked, and I was overwhelmed with the strangest rush of emotion. It was like a door inside of me had been unlocked, and everything that had been stuffed inside came tumbling down around me.

      I don’t quite get it, but there was some sort of a connection that formed between us that was impossible to ignore. It’s hard to explain – even more difficult because I don’t understand it myself.

      “Listen, I’ve seen him do a couple of interviews, and I’ve read a lot about him – and from everything I’ve gathered, he seems like he’s grown into a decent guy,” Gabs tries to reassure me.

      I laugh out loud. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take the tabloids as gospel.”

      She shrugs. “I’m just saying it sort of jibes with what you’re telling me about your date with him.”

      “It wasn’t a date.” I wince at the nervous giggle that falls out of my mouth. “It so wasn’t a date.”

      She gives me that sly smile of hers. “Well, whatever you want to call it then.” She shrugs. “It just sounds like he actually is a decent guy – and one who’s interested in you.”

      “I’m suddenly regretting that I tell you everything,” I laugh.

      “I’m your best friend. I’d kill you if you didn’t tell me everything.” She smiles. “So, when are you going on another date with him?”

      “I haven’t gone out on a date with him to begin with.”

      She waves me off. “Fine, whatever. Semantics girl.” She sticks her tongue out at me. “When will you two be occupying space together again?”

      I laugh out loud. “You’re so dramatic,” I say. “And I have no idea. It may have been a one off. It was probably a one off.”

      The biggest reason I believe that is that I practically ran out of the restaurant at a dead sprint. I’m sure that made quite an impression on the man. Not that I’m looking to see him again or anything anyway. Gabby laughs and shakes her head as she looks at me, earning her a small frown.

      “Look at you,” she teases. “You’re squirming in your seat. This is the first time I’ve ever seen you have such a visceral, physical reaction to a man. It has to mean something.”

      “Yeah, it means I don’t like him.”

      “I think we both know that’s not exactly true,” she responds with a knowing grin.

      I sit back in my seat and grumble to myself under my breath. I want her to be wrong. I really do. But even if it’s only to myself, I have to acknowledge that spark between us the other night. I have no idea where it came from or why I felt a growing sense of chemistry with Sawyer, but I’d be lying to myself if I denied it.

      It makes no sense to me, and that’s what has me feeling so off-kilter about it. There was nothing he did – and certainly nothing I did – to precipitate it. We were having a normal conversation, everything above board and on the surface – it was all totally superficial. And then, out of nowhere, it felt like I got hit with a bolt of lightning, and as I looked at him, I was overwhelmed with a rush of emotion.

      Like I said, it makes absolutely no sense. Least of all to me.

      “Well, I’ll admit that he’s a very good-looking man,” I tell her. “But that’s a far cry from being into him.”

      She shrugs. “Give it time. The seed’s been planted, now nature will take its course,” she chirps. “I mean, God knows you need to get your field plowed.”

      I erupt in laughter and feel my cheeks glowing with heat, so I quickly cover my face with my napkin to hide my embarrassment.

      “You are awful,” I manage to croak.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m wrong, though,” she laughs along with me.

      It’s one of the things I love about Gabby – she’s always been able to pry a laugh out of me at the most unexpected times. She doesn’t sugarcoat much and is never afraid to give me the unvarnished truth of things. But at the same time, she just instinctively knows when to reel it in and lighten her touch. We’re opposite in a thousand different ways, and yet, we mesh together perfectly all the same.

      “Okay, I’ll stop harassing you about Sawyer for now. But just think about it. I mean, it wouldn’t really hurt at all to at least give him a chance, would it?” she presses. “If he hasn’t changed, he hasn’t changed. No skin off your nose. But if he has – well, that’s an entirely new ballgame, isn’t it?”

      I pull at the ends of my hair, twisting it around my finger – an unconscious nervous gesture I’ve had since I was young – and ponder her words. I just have too much going on in my life, and I’m not in the market for a relationship right now. I haven’t been in a very long time. But I have to admit that being with Sawyer the other night, even though I resisted his charms as hard as I could, was still intriguing. As much as I hate to admit it, a massive chemistry bomb exploded between us. To say the least.

      It was completely unexpected, but I’d be denying the truth if I didn’t acknowledge that spending some time with him lit something up inside of me. Something I’ve never felt before. The way he conducted himself also made me start to question a lot of the beliefs I’ve held onto about Sawyer West. But is that enough? Is that a door I should even be opening right now, given everything happening in my life?

      I give my head a small shake. No matter how brightly he’s lit me up inside, between my job, my advocacy, and my father, I can’t afford to take on the burdens of a romantic relationship. Maybe he has changed since college. Maybe he’s really not the same person as he claims. But I still think on a fundamental level, Sawyer and I see relationships – and people – on very different levels.

      And right now, I’m neither able nor willing to change my point of view.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Mrs. Hawley, thanks for sitting with my dad today,” I greet her as I close the door behind me.

      She lowers her book and looks up, favoring me with a sweet, almost grandmotherly smile. Mrs. Hawley is still an attractive woman with a nice figure and a full head of black hair that’s got a small sprinkling of gray woven throughout. Her dark eyes shine with her intelligence, and her dusky complexion gives her an almost exotic appeal. I have no doubts she could still go out and snag men half her age if she wanted to, but she insists that her interest in love died with her husband. It’s sweet but also sad.

      “Of course, dear,” she responds as she gets to her feet. “I’m always happy to come by. Gives me something to do with my day, you know?”

      I give her a small smile. “I appreciate that, Mrs. Hawley. More than I can even express.”

      She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. “You don’t need to express anything, Berlin,” she tells me. “I know what you’re going through, and it’s a big responsibility. Far bigger than you should have to handle on your own. It’s too much.”

      “He’s my dad. It’s my responsibility.”

      “It takes a village, dear,” she holds my gaze. “You’re young and beautiful, Berlin. You should be out having adventures and falling in love.”

      My soft laughter leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. “I’m afraid those aren’t the cards I was dealt.”

      “And how would you know what hand you were dealt, child?” she admonishes me. “You’re so busy burying yourself in work and caring for your father; you have no idea what cards you’re holding, let alone what the game is.”

      I grin. “You really know how to stretch a metaphor, Mrs. Hawley.”

      She returns my smile. “It doesn’t make my meaning any less true,” she says gently. “You’re only young once, Berlin. You should be out taking advantage of it.”

      I chew on my bottom lip and look away. There’s a part of me that would like to be able to go out on a moment’s notice and have drinks with the girls, or just get out and have some fun. As it stands, I have to plan well in advance and make sure I have somebody to sit with my dad. It’s not always easy, and although Mrs. Hawley keeps telling me all I have to do is ask, I don’t like imposing on her so often.

      “I know it’s difficult to think about, but have you considered putting your father in an assisted care facility?” she asks.

      I nod. “They’re all so expensive,” I explain. “And between his bills and my own – I just don’t have enough to make it happen.”

      She frowns and looks down at the ground before raising her eyes to me again. “Surely with your connections working for the city, you can find resources that can help. There are social aid programs and whatnot, right?”

      I give my head a small shake. “I haven’t,” I admit. “I don’t want to rely on social aid – not when I have a job, and there are others who need it worse than I do.”

      “I don’t know about that, dear,” she says. “You could use the help, and you are just as worthy as anybody else. Don’t let your pride lead you to make bad decisions.”

      “It’s a family trait, unfortunately,” I grimace. “It’s in the genes.”

      Mrs. Hawley gives me a wan smile. “I didn’t know your father before he came to live with you, but I can’t believe he’d want this for you,” she encourages me. “I have to believe that he’d want his daughter to enjoy life, find love, and be happy.”

      I fall silent and look down at the ground, unsure what to say. Sometimes my life feels so complicated, my responsibilities like an anchor around my neck, dragging me to the bottom. No, my dad wouldn’t want this life for me. He’d want me to be out having fun – having a family of my own. But I can’t just dump him in some shitty state-run facility and forget about him. For all his faults and flaws, he’s my dad. And before his own life came off the rails, he was a good dad. At least, he did the best he could. I can’t just abandon him in the hour of his greatest need.

      “Yeah, probably,” my voice is barely more than a whisper. “You’re probably right.”

      She pats my hand and gives me a gentle smile. “Well, I won’t keep badgering you about this, dear,” she says. “I just don’t want to see such an intelligent and beautiful young woman end up alone and miserable. You deserve so much more.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Hawley,” I say, pursing my lips.

      “Of course, Berlin,” she says, moving to the door before turning back. “Just – promise me you’ll think about it.”

      “I promise.”

      She gives me a nod and then opens the door. I walk over and watch to make sure she gets into her apartment okay before I close and lock my own door. I hear the television in my father’s room going – another sports highlight show, judging by the sound of it – and head down the hall. I lean against the door frame and look in to find him sitting propped up in bed, his eyes glued to the tube. He looks over and gives me a smile.

      “Hey, honey,” he says, sounding every bit like my father rather than the stranger he is some days. “How was your day?”

      I feel tears well in my eyes as I look at him and can’t help the smile from stretching across my face. His eyes are bright and lively – I can tell he’s actually here with me right now. He’s present and in the moment. After the last few days of him being out there and not recognizing me, along with him being so angry about it, it’s a nice change of pace. One that overwhelms me with emotion.

      He pats the edge of his bed and gives me a gentle smile. “Come sit next to me.”

      I walk in and sit down, and he immediately takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. My dad used to be a big, burly man with a barrel chest, broad shoulders, and an overpowering laugh. His voice was a deep rumble, and back when he sported a full beard, he looked like a bear of a man. It’s hard for me to believe the balding, sickly thin, frail man in the bed before me is my father. He literally is a shell of the man he used to be, and all too often, he just looks hollowed out. His gaunt face and empty eyes break my heart every time I see them. Which is what makes seeing him present and in the moment with me mean all the more, since I know there is a day in the not too distant future looming when that sparkle will be gone forever.

      “Tell me about your day, honey,” he says.

      The smile crosses my face at the same moment, the tears roll down my cheeks, and I’m powerless to stop either. My dad squeezes my hand again and reaches out, wiping away my tears. I can see the sadness and frustration in his eyes, knowing he’s as powerless to stop what’s happening to him as I am to control my tears.

      “Sorry,” I sniff and wipe at my eyes. “I’m making this weird.”

      He chuckles. “You’re not,” he reassures me. “But maybe telling me about your day will make it seem more – normal.”

      I wipe at my eyes again, doing my best to will the tears to stop falling. Maybe he’s right. Maybe just talking about something normal like my day will help alleviate the strain of awkwardness in the air around us.

      So, I start my story, not that it’s overly exciting, but he listens, hangs on my every word, and seems to relish every moment of it.

      I don’t know; maybe his condition makes moments like these, when he’s coherent, lucid, and totally present, make the mundane mean so much more to him. Maybe it makes him feel more – well – normal. Whole, perhaps. He’s taken life’s day to day things for granted – hell, we all do – and it’s only now, at a time when he doesn’t know who he’s going to be when he wakes up every morning, that he appreciates it. Maybe it’s knowing that he very well may forget everything I’ve said, forget himself, and even forget me, that makes him seem to cherish life’s small, inconsequential moments in ways he never has before.

      He seems eager for more, so I go on and tell him about everything else I can think of – from the meeting with the borough board, to lunch with Sawyer, as well as my conversation with Gabby about it. My mouth is moving so fast, and my words are flowing out so freely, I don’t even realize what I’ve said until my dad quirks an eyebrow and grins.

      “What are you grinning at me for?” I smile.

      “I think Gabby is right,” he laughs softly. “It sounds like you have a crush on him.”

      My peal of laughter is something close to a shriek as I playfully slap his hand. My dad laughs along with me for a moment before his expression grows serious.

      “Obviously I don’t know this Sawyer West character,” he begins. “But one thing I want is for you to have a full life, Berlin. I want you to find love, have a family – I just want you to be happy.”

      I give him a lopsided grin. “What, you don’t think I can be happy on my own?”

      “I think that you’ve dreamed of having a family of your own since you were a little girl, honey.”

      I shrug. “Dreams change, Dad,” I state. “Priorities change.”

      “True enough. But one thing that’s never going to change is that I want you to be happy. I want you to live a happy, fulfilled life, Berlin,” he presses. “I never want you to be like me, looking back at all the things you wish you’d done – or that you wish you’d done differently.”

      He stares into my eyes. The meaning behind his words is more than clear to me. I squeeze his hand in return and give him a smile that probably looks as weak as it feels.

      “Dad, I –”

      He shakes his head. “No, I know that I haven’t been the best father. I know I screwed up plenty,” he declares. “And I know that now, you’re paying the price for those things.”

      “That’s not true, I –”

      “It is true, honey. No need to sugarcoat things for me,” he cuts me off. “I never want you to look back at your life and have a single regret. I never want you to look back and say you wish you’d done this or that differently.”

      I open my mouth to speak but come up empty. I’m at a loss for words only because here I am at twenty-eight years old, and I can already look back and see things I wish I’d done differently. I can already look back and feel that sting of regret. It has nothing to do with my dad, and it’s nothing he can shield me from. It’s just life.

      He squeezes my hand again, pulling my attention back to the here and now, and when I look up, he’s staring back at me with eyes that are more focused and intense than I’ve seen them in a very long time – maybe ever.

      “Listen to me, Berlin, not only do I want you to live a life free of regret, I never want to be a millstone around your neck,” he says fiercely. “I never want to be a burden to you. Ever.”

      “Dad, you’re not a burden to me.”

      “I am, though. I’m not a fool. I know I am,” he tells me. “Which is why I want you to put me in a home somewhere. A state-run place – I don’t really care. I just want you to be able to live your life for you instead of worrying about me all day, every day.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” my voice is firm.

      “It’s what I want, honey,” he presses. “I’ve thought about it a lot, and that is exactly what I want.”

      “Like I said, it’s not going to happen,” I spit. “So you might as well get that thought out of your head right now.”

      He sighs and looks down. “So you’re not going to abide by my wishes?”

      “When they’re stupid and irrational, you bet I won’t.”

      “Berlin, I’m not incoherent. I know what I’m saying, and I know what I want,” he continues. “This is my wish –”

      I stand up so suddenly, he bites off his words. I’m not going to just stick him in some warehouse where he can sit there every day waiting to die. He’s my dad, and as such, is my responsibility. That he’s pushing back so hard against me is filling me with grief and anger – emotions I’m learning all too often go hand in hand.

      “Berlin –”

      “No, Dad. I’m not going to do that,” I tell him, my voice barely more than a whisper. “This conversation is over.”

      I turn and leave his room, closing the door behind me. I hate leaving him when he’s so present with me – I worry how many more of these days we’ll have together – but I can’t have that conversation with him. I won’t. I’m not going to entertain the idea of sticking him in a hole somewhere and just wait for his clock to run out.

      I can’t. And I won’t. I refuse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, I couldn’t help but notice we’re in the same building as the public defender’s office.”

      Having just wrapped up a meeting with a couple of the city planners on a project for the city we’ve got scheduled, Rider and I are standing at a vending machine in an alcove.

      “You’re quite the observant one this morning,” I quip.

      He shrugs and feeds some money into the machine, then presses the Dr. Pepper button. There’s a loud clunk, and Rider bends down to retrieve the bottle that rolls into the tray. He twists off the top and takes a long swallow, then grins at me like an idiot.

      “I’m just pointing it out in case you feel like going up a couple of floors to get a first-hand look at how our wonderful justice system works,” he notes. “Or you know, just in case you felt like taking an extremely smart and incredibly gorgeous social crusading lawyer to lunch or something.”

      The same thought had actually already occurred to me which, was why I agreed to meet the city planners in their office rather than insist they come to mine. And given the way Berlin had sprinted out of the restaurant the other night – along with the fact that she has yet to reach out to me – I figured I’d have to track her down if I wanted to see her again.

      As Rider looks at me, a wide smile cracks his face. “Oh, you already mapped this all out.”

      I shrug. “I always have a plan. You should know that by now.”

      “What was I thinking?”

      “You obviously weren’t,” I grin.

      “So, do you want me to hang out and wait for the inevitable shoot down?” he jabs at me. “Or are you going to take that walk of shame back to the office alone?”

      “When did you get to be so funny?” I smirk at him. “We need to get you to an open mic night.”

      “You need to tell her, Sawyer,” he informs me, his tone more serious. “The wheels are in motion and –”

      “I know, I know,” I groan. “I’m planning on it.”

      “You said that last time.”

      “I know. I meant to. I was just enjoying her company, and I didn’t want to fuck it up,” I admit.

      “Fair,” he concedes. “But seriously, if you want to build something with her, you’re going to need full transparency here, man.”

      I sigh. “I know. And I’m going to tell her.”

      He looks at me for a long moment and then nods, flashing me a grin. “Okay man, I’ll leave you to it then,” he grins. “I’ll see you back at the office.”

      “Yeah, get out of here and go do some work,” I laugh. “Go earn the exorbitant salary I’m paying you.”

      “Good luck, man,” he says, and then under his breath adds, “You’re going to need it.”

      Rider turns and walks away, laughing to himself. It makes me chuckle and shake my head. One of these days I’ll learn to hold some things back and not tell him everything. He usually just uses it as fodder to trash me. But such is the nature of our friendship, which is based in part on mutual good-natured trash talking.

      I turn and head for the elevators at the end of the hall, still chuckling to myself. The doors open, and I take it up to the seventh floor where Berlin’s office is located. The public defender’s offices take up two floors – one for the attorneys and a second for meeting rooms and administrative offices, which are on the sixth floor.

      Both floors are hives of buzzing activity with what seems like ten thousand people dashing this way and that on one errand or another. Frankly, the PD’s offices could use some cleaning and freshening – a little remodeling probably wouldn’t hurt either. The walls on both floors are painted with the same drab gray and look like they haven’t seen a new coat in thirty years. The walls are nicked, scarred, and dingy, and the linoleum on the floor is curling upward in some places and is in rougher shape than the walls.

      All of the furniture on both floors is battered and beaten – I’d be shocked if the public defender’s offices have seen a new desk in the last couple of decades. Frankly, this place is a dump. I don’t know how somebody like Berlin manages to maintain any semblance of hope or optimism in here.

      When I get to Berlin’s office, I find the door ajar, but she’s not inside, so I go in and take a look around. I walk over to a bookcase standing against the wall to the right of her desk and look at some of the framed pictures she has on display. I see a couple that are obviously from her college days – candid snaps with some of her girlfriends in various places.

      There’s a particular picture that catches my eye, so I pick up the silver frame and examine it. The photo is of a much younger Berlin – she can’t be more than eleven or twelve years old – and an older man I assume is her father. In the picture, they’re sitting in the stands at the old Shea Stadium, smiling at one another. There’s a look of adoration in her father’s eyes, and she’s looking at him with something akin to worship in hers. The love between them is evident and makes me smile.

      I look around and notice that while I see pictures of Berlin in her younger days with her friends that run through very recent times, I don’t see any other pictures of her and her father. Or her mother, for that matter. It makes me wonder what happened to her folks, or whether they’re still in the picture or not.

      “This is becoming a thing with you.”

      I turn at the sound of her voice to find Berlin standing in the doorway of her office, a look of consternation on her face.

      “What’s becoming a thing?” I wonder.

      “Dropping by my office unannounced – and uninvited.”

      “Ouch,” I grin. “Somebody having a rough day?”

      She walks in and drops her things on the desk before snatching the picture frame out of my hands and carefully puts it back where it belongs like she’s placing a holy artifact back on a sacred shrine.

      With her standing so close, I can smell the citrus of her shampoo and a light hint of her perfume. It’s feminine and intoxicating –I feel my groin stirring and have to fight back the urge to grab hold of her and kiss her. I’m relatively certain that would not be well received.

      She gives me a pointed look and then shifts her gaze to the pair of chairs sitting in front of her desk. The message is clear – get out from behind her desk. Flashing her a grin, I walk around and drop down into one of the two chairs that look like they’d been lifted from an AA meeting. I cross one leg over the other and fold my hands in my lap as Berlin sits down in her chair and looks at me with an expression that’s one part irritation and one part curiosity.

      “What are you doing here, Sawyer?”

      “I was in the building doing some business, and I thought I would take you to lunch.”

      “Well, that’s a bit presumptuous, don’t you think?” she asks. “Assuming I’d be available – or even interested – in going to lunch with you?”

      I give her a winning smile. “In business, I’ve found that it pays to take chances sometimes. Calculated risks.”

      “Speaking of business,” she scoffs. “What kind of business would bring you here?”

      I clear my throat. “Well, that’s what I was hoping to talk to you about over lunch.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Is this like the other night when you wanted to talk to me about something important – then didn’t talk to me about anything important?”

      “But did you have a good time the other night?” I smile.

      Her cheeks flush, and the smile creeps across her face before she can stop it. But Berlin quickly regains her composure and smooths out her face, looking at me with a cool and detached neutrality.

      “I had a pleasant evening, yes,” she says. “And I appreciated it.”

      I laugh softly. “I’m glad because I had a wonderful time, too.”

      She lets out a long breath, and though she remains composed, I can see a sparkle in her eye that tells me she enjoyed our evening out a lot more than she’s letting on. She may be able to control her expressions, but she can’t control those eyes of hers.

      “I have a lot of work to do, Sawyer,” she tells me, trying to sound stern. “They just dropped another half dozen cases on me –”

      “I promise you this time; I really do have something important to discuss with you.”

      “I really shouldn’t.”

      I can tell by the tone of her voice and the look in her eye that she’s on the fence about it. All she needs is a gentle push.

      “Come on, Berlin,” I push. “It’s just lunch. I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      Her eyes drift from me, to the stack of files on her desk, and back to me again. I don’t know if her hesitance is because she thinks I’m still only trying to get in her panties, or if she’s still holding my past against me, but I need to help her get over that. I need to help her see me as a new person.

      She’s right in that we weren’t really friends back then, but I wasn’t lying to her when I told her that was a regret I carried. Another regret is allowing her to believe I was only interested in what’s between her legs, as opposed to her as a person. I know the fact that she believed that is a failing on my part.

      “Okay, but it’s just lunch,” she tells me. “I only have an hour.”

      “Fair enough,” I smile. “I’ll even let you pick the place.”

      She glances at her watch. “Give me fifteen minutes to wrap up a couple of things here, and I’ll meet you downstairs in the lobby.”

      I’m about to protest and tell her I can wait here, but she’s got her serious face, on so I don’t want to push things. It was like pulling teeth to get her to agree to lunch in the first place, so I get to my feet, not wanting to give her a reason to back out.

      “Okay, I’ll meet you downstairs,” I agree.

      “See you in a few.”

      Twenty minutes later, I’m standing in the lobby checking my phone when I feel her step up beside me. I look down and flash her a smile.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      “I get to pick the place, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Great,” she says. “Let’s go.”

      For being so much shorter than I am, she moves quickly. I have to hurry to keep up at first. But since my stride is naturally longer than hers, I’m able to keep pace pretty easily. Rather than head for the parking structure or the curb to hail a cab though, she leads me to a small promenade between the buildings, where I see some food trucks parked. I cast her a sidelong glance, and she smiles.

      “What?” she chirps. “You said it’s my choice.”

      “I suppose I did,” I say slowly. “Well, lead on then.”

      I follow her over to a truck called Kung Food – a truck that apparently serves a Korean-American fusion menu. We stand in front of the window as I look at their list of offerings, completely dumbfounded.

      “You’ve never eaten off a food truck before, have you?”

      I look down and see a wide, mischievous smile on her face like she’s getting one over on me or something. Truth is, I haven’t eaten off a food truck before. I usually prefer my meals to come from someplace more – sanitary. I don’t think they got the name, ‘Roach Coach’ for no reason.

      “I can’t say it would be my first choice,” I laugh. “But, I’m game to try.”

      “Working in the PD’s office, you learn to appreciate the expediency of the food trucks,” she says.

      “Great,” I say. “This should be different.”

      “Don’t be such a prissy elitist,” she shakes her head and laughs. “What will you have?”

      “I’ll leave my gastrointestinal fate to you.”

      She gives me a devious grin and steps to the truck to order, chatting amiably with the guys working inside. Indeed, they talk like old friends, and I can see that Berlin just inspires an ease and warmth in people I’ve never been able to master. I hand over the money, and a moment later, we get our food and drinks, then find a vacant table. Using a couple of the napkins to wipe down the surface before we sit down. Berlin looks at me and smirks.

      “What?” I ask. “Is preferring a clean eating area a crime?”

      She shakes her head. “No, no, of course not,” she grins. “I appreciate fastidiousness in a man.”

      I take a seat across from her, a leonine grin on my face. “Oh? And what else do you appreciate in a man?”

      She quirks an eyebrow at me but refuses to take the bait. Instead, she digs into her lunch, a bowl of rice topped with Korean short rib bulgogi and cabbage with kimchi on the side. I have to admit, it’s something I’ve never had before, but it smells pretty amazing. I pick up something I’m more familiar with – a crispy egg roll – and take a bite. Berlin is stealing glances at me, so I finally oblige her by picking up my fork and taking a bite of my own bulgogi bowl. The explosion of flavor in my mouth is intense. I can’t keep the smile off my lips as I chew. I glance over at Berlin, who is giving me a haughty expression that just screams, I told you so.

      “Fine, I was wrong,” I laugh. “That’s what you want to hear, right?”

      She shrugs. “That will do.”

      “I’m still not saying it’s the most sanitary thing ever,” I add, “but the flavor is pretty damn amazing.”

      “I’ll take the win, thanks.”

      We eat happily in what I can only describe as a companionable silence for a bit, the earlier tension and sense of distrust – from her of course – seemingly vanished in the aroma of surprisingly good food.

      But I know these unexpected good vibes between us are temporary. Looming on the horizon, like a wall of storm clouds moving into the area and ready to unleash the fury of an Atlantic storm, is what I have to talk to her about.

      There’s no getting around it or putting it off any longer. It’s time for me to man up and lay it all out there – come what may.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      I told him I only have an hour for lunch, but the truth is that I’m not sitting on a clock other than my own. If I want to take a bit longer, I can. I just didn’t want Sawyer thinking my entire day revolves around him. I mean, since he feels like he can just drop in anytime and whisk me away, he apparently already thinks that. But I don’t want to add fuel to that fire. I’ll keep the clock for myself.

      But I must admit, after a bit of initial stiffness and awkwardness, lunch with Sawyer has been actually a lot more pleasant than I thought it would be. The conversation is light and fun – he has a better sense of humor than I thought. I don’t remember the last time I laughed as hard as I am sitting at that table with him.

      We’ve burned through forty-five minutes, and honestly, it seems to have passed in the blink of an eye. The atmosphere between us is definitely a hell of a lot more comfortable today than it was when we went to dinner. I don’t know why that’s changed, but I’m glad it did. Not that I plan on making this a regular thing.

      Things seem less tense between us, but in his eyes, I can still see the shadow of trepidation. There’s something on his mind. Even though he’s doing a good job of obscuring whatever is on his mind, I can see it. It makes me more than a bit curious, but I’m not going to force it out of him. I’ll let him play this out in his own time. At least for now.

      “So, was it as bad as you feared?” I motion to the lunch truck.

      “Well, Hep C doesn’t start showing symptoms for a few weeks, so…”

      I laugh. “Are you always this much of a drama queen?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Wonderful,” I roll my eyes.

      His chuckle is a rich, deep rumble in his chest that sounds like thunder rolling in. I have to admit that this version of Sawyer, as I’m getting to know him, is very different from the one I knew back in college. He’s confirming the initial, more favorable impression of him I got back in the borough board room.

      I have to say, this version of him is very attractive – as much as it pains me to admit that. He’s charming. Funny. He’s obviously very intelligent and well-spoken. And although I’d never tell him – his ego is inflated enough – his confidence and take-charge personality is also kind of attractive to me. I like that he doesn’t waffle and isn’t wishy-washy about things. I like that he’s a man who knows what he wants and goes after it. I respect that.

      Oh, he can certainly cross that line into cocky and arrogant – and that’s about as much of a turn off as anything. But his self-assuredness is an attractive quality.

      “I’m man enough to admit that I may have judged your lunch truck too quickly,” he grins. “It was a lot better than I expected it to be.”

      I grin foolishly, basking in the glow of a win. It’s a cheap and petty win, but I’ll take it, nonetheless. But then I recall the mountain of case files on my desk and all of the work waiting for me, and that shine starts to dull a bit. As much as I’m enjoying lunch with Sawyer, I can’t hang out here, slacking off forever.

      Sawyer gathers up all the empty plates, taking them all over to the trash can and disposing of them for me. I don’t recall him ever being this neat before, but I wonder if I just missed it. It’s amusing, if nothing else. He comes back to the table and sits down across from me again, and all of a sudden, that tense awkwardness that’s marked most of our time interacting together recently is back.

      “Everything okay?” I probe.

      “Yeah, I just – I needed to talk to you about something.”

      I can see the strain in his eyes and the set of his jaw. Whatever is on his mind is pretty heavy, and I’m more curious than ever. But there’s a sinking feeling inside of me. I think this has to do with the talk he said he’d have with the people at Compass. And judging by the look on his face, I have to assume it’s a talk that didn’t go well. I should have known it was going to happen. Well-connected or not, Sawyer isn’t a miracle worker. Nor is this really his fight – he was doing me a favor.

      “They said no,” I state, hoping that verbalizing it will take some of the sting out of it. “Compass isn’t going to grant the delay.”

      Sawyer looks at me, his expression absolutely pained. I can tell there’s more to this story than what I’m assuming. And judging by the look on his face, I have to think it’s a lot worse than I expected.

      “What is it?” I ask, my voice tentative.

      He clears his throat and runs a hand through his hair, the trepidation on his face growing with every passing second – which only serves to increase my own anxiety.

      “Okay, look, there is no easy way for me to tell you this, so I’ll just be blunt…”

      His voice trails off as he seems to be gathering himself for whatever it is he has to tell me. This is probably the first time I’ve ever seen Sawyer looking uncomfortable or uncertain about anything. He clears his throat again and then looks at me.

      “So, about Compass,” he starts. “It’s a funny story, really –”

      “It’s probably safe to say that when it comes to Compass, I’m going to fail to see the humor in anything,” I cut him off.

      “Fair enough,” he responds. “It’s just…”

      His voice tapers off, and that look of uncertainty on his face deepens. As a memory long forgotten resurfaces in the forefront of my mind, all of the pieces fall into place. The picture becomes clear to me – and I am just barely resisting the urge to scream out loud. I don’t know how in the hell I didn’t see or remember it before. Inwardly, I’m kicking my own ass for it.

      “Compass is your dad’s company,” I say softly.

      Sawyer takes in a deep breath, with a grimace on his face.

      “Well, technically it’s mine now,” he corrects me. “But my father was the founder, yes.”

      As I listen to his words, I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach, and all the air has been driven from my lungs. I stare at him for a minute, wide eyed and open mouthed as the shock surging through me gives way to a potent anger.

      “Are you even fucking kidding me right now, Sawyer?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not, and I know I should have said something sooner –”

      “You’re goddamn right you should have,” I hiss. “Like the night of the board meeting.”

      “I know, I just –”

      “You what? Thought it would be fun to screw with me?” I snap. “Oh, I know – you thought you could take another run at getting me into bed, right? Try to complete that old college conquest? Is that it?”

      He chuckles. “You and Rider, you’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “Shut up. Just shut up,” I sneer. “Nothing about this is funny.”

      He sits back in his seat as the smile falls from his face. He looks back at me, his expression smug, arrogant, and without the least bit of contrition. I know I should stand up and walk away, but there’s part of me that wants answers. Wants to know what he thought he was going to get out of playing this stupid game with me. I mean, I figure I already know what his ultimate endgame was, but for some reason, the masochistic side of me wants to hear him say it.

      Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly and try to gather my wits about me. It’s a process I have to repeat a few times.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask. “What was your ultimate goal here, Sawyer?”

      “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be pissed. I knew this is how you’d react.”

      “Damn right I am,” I spit. “And I have every right to be.”

      “Maybe,” he replies.

      “Maybe? Are you joking?” I growl. “You lied to me, Sawyer.”

      He shakes his head. “I never lied. Never once,” he claims. “I just didn’t answer certain questions because I didn’t want to lie to you. I think as a lawyer, you can appreciate the difference.”

      “Don’t get cute with me,” I fire back. “Lying by omission is still a lie, and you know that.”

      “I wasn’t aware I was under oath.”

      I grit my teeth so hard; I’m half-afraid I’m going to crack them. My blood is boiling. There is a big part of me that wants to punch him square in the nose. That he can be so flippant and dismissive about all of this is well beyond infuriating.

      “You son of a bitch,” I whisper. “You are a son of a bitch.”

      “I know you’re upset –”

      “You’re goddamn right I am.”

      He sighs. “Look, I knew this was how you were going to react,” he says gently. “I was going to tell you the first night we went to dinner, but honestly, I was enjoying your company so much, I didn’t want to ruin it.”

      “You mean, you thought you had a chance to get me into bed and didn’t want to ruin it,” I snap.

      He shakes his head. “That’s not it, Berlin,” he snaps, his voice sizzling with heat. “Believe it or not, sleeping with you is pretty low on my list of priorities. In fact, this whole thing with me and you has absolutely zero to do with that.”

      I sit back in my seat, feeling like I just got slapped across the face. The stupid thing is, I don’t know why I feel like that. I mean, sleeping with Sawyer has always been a non-starter for me. But to hear him say he’s not even interested in sleeping with me hits me right in the ego. It’s silly and makes absolutely no sense, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t sting my pride just a bit.

      It would be simple for me to write it off as a case of him lying just to make himself look better. But I don’t necessarily think it would be true. When I look into his eyes, I see the heat of his anger. I see his earnestness – and his sincerity. It’s pretty shocking to me, but when he said he wasn’t interested in me for the sex – my bruised ego aside – it looks and sounds to me like he’s actually being honest.

      But still, that doesn’t mean he gets a pass for lying to me – by omission or otherwise.

      “Fine, whatever,” I stammer, trying to get my feet back under me. “That doesn’t change the fact that you had a chance to tell me that you’re the one trying to destroy the lives of the people at the Atwell, and you didn’t.”

      “I’m not trying to destroy anybody’s life, Berlin,” he says, dialing back some of the anger that had colored his voice before. “This is my business. My livelihood. If I didn’t take this project on, somebody else was going to –”

      “Oh, so it’s better to be screwed over by somebody you know than somebody you don’t,” I spit. “Thanks for that lesson.”

      He lets out a long breath, and I can see the frustration darkening his features. Sawyer is genuinely frustrated with me. Good. He can be as pissed as he wants to be – he doesn’t have the moral high ground here.

      “Berlin, you’re not being fair here,” he protests.

      “Fair? I’m not being fair?” I gasp, astounded by his cluelessness. “Sawyer, people like you are hurting people in this city. You’re destroying lives and everything that makes this city great.”

      He slams his open palm down on the table so hard, the crack of it echoes around the promenade. I can feel all the eyes turning our way – people do so love watching a good dumpster fire drama unfold. But the scrutiny is off-putting and uncomfortable, to say the least.

      Sawyer sits across from me, his eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched tight, and his face dark with anger. I feel my pulse quicken. I don’t fear him. For all of his faults and flaws, one thing I am certain about when it comes to Sawyer is that he would never strike a woman. He just doesn’t have that in him. But he does cut a very imposing figure that would put a jolt into the stoutest of hearts.

      “It’s people like me – those of us who invest millions – that help this city grow and prosper, Berlin,” he growls, the deep bass of his voice rumbling through me. “Like it or not, people like me represent the lifeblood of this city – of this world. If it wasn’t for people like me, we’d still be in the Middle Ages.”

      I smirk. “I hate to break it to you Sawyer, but your narcissism and delusions of grandeur aren’t your best quality,” I sneer. “The world would find a way to get along without you just fine. It’s not like we need a world filled with these gaudy skyscrapers that are nothing more than monuments to your wealth and ego.”

      “Berlin, I –”

      “I’ll see you in court,” I spit. “I know you don’t like hearing the word no, but you better get used to it. The only way you’re getting the Atwell is over my dead body.”

      I get to my feet quickly and turn away, walking briskly across the promenade and away from him, my face burning with my anger and disgust. How could I have let myself think he’s a good man? How could I have let myself be suckered in by his charm? How could I have actually believed he’d grown and matured – that he wasn’t the same self-centered, egotistical asshole he was back in school?

      I’m an idiot. An absolute idiot and I let him play me. That’s how.

      Yeah well, I won’t be making that mistake again. Lesson learned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “She’s just so fucking idealistic and naïve,” I rant as I pace my office. “She’s got this Pollyanna view of how the world should be instead of a realistic view of how the world actually is.”

      Rider’s perched on the couch stationed in the sitting area in my office, saying nothing. He’s just watching me pace and listening to me rave. That’s one thing I like about Rider – he knows when to speak and when to just shut up and listen. I’ve been going on like this for damn near half an hour by now, and through it all, he’s just taken in everything I’ve said. But I know he’ll have some thoughts for me when I’m done – whether I want to hear it or not.

      Although, I can’t deny that’s what a good friend does – they listen and then offer you the unvarnished and sometimes unflattering truth. And he’s always been a good friend like that. I may not like to hear it in the moment, but I always appreciate it. More times than not, his thoughts turn out to be correct.

      “Sounds like she’s really gotten under your skin,” he remarks, once I finally settle down.

      I stand in front of the glass that makes up the rear wall of my office and stare out at the view of Manhattan below. Normally it’s a view that brings me peace. It mellows me out when I need to take a breath and relax. But not today. Now, I look at the endless sprawl of high rises – luxury condos, office buildings, apartment buildings – and all I can hear is Berlin’s voice and her condemnations of ‘people like me’.

      “What gets me is she acts like we just roll around town, looking for people to victimize,” I grunt. “She acts like we’re bad guys, and like we’re ruining all of New York when all we’re trying to do is make it better.”

      “Well, from her point of view – and doing what she does – I can see why she’s upset,” Rider admits. “I mean, it’s not like any of the current residents of the Atwell will likely be able to afford the condos we’re planning on putting up.”

      “And how is that my fault?” I argue. “We’re not the ones who determine the housing market.”

      “No, all we’re doing from her perspective is cashing in,” he remarks. “And we’re choosing to pursue the high-end luxury market, therefore driving up prices from competitors and limiting the already-scarce housing stock in the city. So, she’s right.”

      I turn from the windows and face him, staring at Rider for a long moment. He doesn’t flinch, though. He just sits there and waits me out. Finally, I cross my office and drop down into one of the plush wingbacks that sit across the coffee table from the couch Rider is sitting on.

      “So what? We should just abandon all of our projects because some naïve idealist thinks we’re taking advantage of the poor?” I ask.

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” he responds. “I’m just giving you what her perspective is. And having come from a similar background to her, I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know you do,” I say and wave him off.

      I turn and look out the wall of windows again, doing my best to dissolve this thick thread of anger that’s been coiled tightly around my insides ever since my lunch with Berlin. My office sits on the thirty-eighth and top floor of the building. Thanks to my father’s smart planning, I now own the whole building, but Compass only takes up the top eight floors – the rest we lease out to other companies, which provides a very solid and steady stream of revenue.

      “Know what I think?” Rider asks.

      “I’ll assume you’re going to tell me regardless of what I say,” I grin.

      He flashes me a grin. “I think she’s so deep under your skin because you care about her even more than you’re comfortable admitting.”

      I sit back in the chair and laugh softly while Rider looks at me with an expression of confidence in his conclusion.

      “And is that your professional opinion, Dr. Phil?”

      He gives me a smirk. “It is, actually.”

      “Well, you’re not exactly going out on a limb here, Doc,” I chuckle. “Given that I already told you that I’m into her.”

      He shakes his head. “Being into her is one thing,” he says. “What I’m saying is that you care about her even more than you’re copping to.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He leans forward and clasps his hands, never taking his eyes off me. “If I had to guess, I’d say you’re head over heels for her,” he explains. “That what you feel isn’t just being into her, but something a lot deeper.”

      “Come on, man,” I say. “We’ve just barely reconnected. I think it’s a little too soon to be talking about love.”

      “Personally, I think you fell in love with her back in college. Or at least, you were starting to,” he says. “This just seems like a natural extension of emotions that are continuing to grow.”

      I laugh out loud. “You’re so full of shit.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yeah, you are.”

      My laughter tapers off, and we’re left sitting there in silence. Rider stares at me with a look of smug assurance on his face.

      “Tell me something then,” he begins. “Normally, when you get caught up in a negotiation or some such, you handle it, and you’re done with it – and whoever you’re talking to. You lay it down, tell them how it’s going to go down, and that’s it. You’re done.”

      “And your point is – what?”

      He grins at me like he’s just about to call checkmate. “My point is that ever since you found out Berlin was tied up with the Atwell project, you have been bending over backwards to accommodate her – to avoid ruffling her feathers.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “Is it?”

      “I have not bent over backwards –”

      “In any other case, you would work your contacts, squeeze whoever needed to be squeezed, and do what needed to be done to get a project on track. I’ve seen you do it a thousand times,” he continues. “But with Berlin, you’re delaying, backpedaling and –”

      “I am not backpedaling.”

      He arches an eyebrow at me, a grin quirking one corner of his mouth upward. “No? Then why did I receive a copy of a financial impact report on the Atwell? Maybe somebody in accounting or whatever was just curious about how delaying the project would impact Compass?” he questions. “Probably just a total coincidence – you know what a curious lot those bean counters are.”

      Grinning ruefully to myself, I get to my feet and clasp my hands behind my back as I begin pacing back and forth in front of the window wall again. I’m agitated – mostly because despite my protests, I can’t entirely dismiss what Rider is saying out of hand. I’d like to, but I can’t. To do so would be breaking one of my most cardinal rules – to never lie to myself.

      I don’t like lying at all, but I’m realistic enough to know there are sometimes you need to shade the truth now and again – or leave things out – to keep things moving in a forward direction. But one thing I vowed to never do – something my father had ingrained in me from a young age – was to never deceive myself. He told me if I start lying to myself, I might as well shutter the company because that will lead me to make some very bad decisions based on emotion, rather than on logic and intelligence.

      So, after listening to Rider and taking an unflinching look at myself in the mirror, I can’t entirely dismiss what he’s saying. At the same time, though, I don’t have to agree with every syllable that falls out of his mouth.

      Am I attracted to her? Absolutely. Do I feel something on a deeper level for Berlin? Yes. I acknowledge I’m interested in her for far more than just sex. She’s so different from any woman I’ve ever known or been involved with. I’d go so far as to say there is something special about her. But that’s a far cry from being in love with her, as Rider is suggesting.

      “I’m not judging you, man,” Rider says. “I’m not even saying this is a negative thing.”

      “No? Then what are you saying?”

      He shrugs. “I’m just giving you some food for thought.”

      I stop pacing and slide my hands into my pockets as I turn to look at him. A thousand different thoughts are firing through my head, but none of them make any sense to me whatsoever. It’s confounding me simply because my thinking is always so clear, and I’m always sure of myself.

      Ever since Berlin found her way back into my life, though, my thoughts have been anything but clear. I’ve never experienced the sort of uncertainty I have around her, nor have I second guessed myself as often as I have recently.

      “Food for thought, huh?”

      He nods. “Look, how long have I been telling you that you need somebody in your life?”

      I chuckle. “How long have I known you?”

      “Exactly. And finally, you have somebody you really connect with,” he continues.

      “Yeah, except for the fact that she now despises me,” I note wryly.

      “That’s a situation you have the power to turn around,” he informs me. “That’s something you have some measure of control over.”

      My snort of laughter is sharp. “A very small measure. Berlin is a very headstrong woman,” I correct him. “She’s fiercely independent.”

      “But she’s also got a very good heart and caring nature,” he responds. “She’s kind and forgiving.”

      “Well, you seem to be quite the expert on Berlin,” I chuckle.

      He shrugs. “It’s not like she’s a complete stranger to me,” he grins. “Let’s also not forget that I am a brilliantly keen observer of humanity.”

      “Oh right, let’s not forget that.”

      “Talk to her. Try to smooth things out,” he urges me. “I think if you don’t at the very least try to fix this, you’re going to regret it for the rest of your life.”

      I scoff and wave him off, although there’s a big piece of me that wants to do nothing more than that. I just don’t think Berlin would appreciate me showing up at her office again. Not after what happened the last time I saw her.

      But he’s right. I shouldn’t just let this go by the boards. I don’t know exactly what this is I feel for her – nor how to define that spark and chemistry that exists between us – but it’s not something I should give up on so easily. There is something that exists between us – I know Berlin feels it too – and I think we’d be doing ourselves a terrible disservice to not at least explore it with each other.

      I look over to Rider and nod. “I’m going to need your help.”
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      “It’s the best deal you’re going to get in light of these charges,” I explain.

      My client, a nineteen-year old kid named James, leans back in his seat. He’s been charged with battery after a bar fight left a man bloodied and concussed. The prosecutor, Archie Denton, is thankfully a longtime veteran and a reasonable man to work with. But my client is a knucklehead who thinks the world owes him something.

      “You’re my lawyer, right?” he asks. “And you gotta do what I tell you to do?”

      “Yes, I’m your lawyer,” I reply. “And ultimately, I do have to do what it is you want me to do. But I have to tell you, if you push this and insist on taking it to trial, you are going to lose. And when you lose, you’re going to do some time. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      “Maybe not, though,” he sits back in his seat with a smug look on his face.

      I sigh and drop my pen on the file in front of me. I lock eyes with him, hoping my expression conveys the gravity of his situation.

      “They have you on video, James. They have you starting the fight, throwing punches, and hitting the man in the head with the beer bottle. You shouldn’t have even been in the bar in the first place,” I tell him. “The evidence against you is irrefutable, and I promise you that if you insist on going to trial, you will lose.”

      He scoffs. “You don’t sound like my lawyer,” he spits. “Sounds like you’re with the cops.”

      I roll my eyes. “Do what you want, James. But I negotiated a deal with the prosecution that lets you off with probation,” I tell him. “That means no time in jail. But if you’d rather throw that all away and go to jail, that’s fine. It’s your life.”

      I gather my things and shove it all into my bag, probably more irritated than I should be about this. But this kid is as dumb as he is ungrateful. I could have mailed it in and let him do the two or three months he likely would have been sentenced to. Not only will I get paid the same, but I also wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep about it. After all, he put himself in this position.

      I get to my feet and head for the door before stopping to turn back to him. “There’s a clock on his deal,” I inform him. “The prosecutor wants a decision in forty-eight hours. Think about it and call my office.”

      Without waiting for him to reply, I walk out of the conference room and slam the door behind me. I know I shouldn’t be as upset about this as I am. In the grand scheme of things, this is meaningless and isn’t some outrageous travesty of justice. Whether James does probation or spends a couple of months in jail doesn’t matter. Hell, maybe he’ll learn something if he gets locked up for a bit.

      As I walk out of the conference room, I head back to my office and glance at my watch. I give thought to digging into my next couple of cases, but it’s not only closing in on six, but I’m salty as hell, so I decide to call it a day. I tidy up my desk, grab a couple of things from my drawer, then head for the elevators, avoiding all eye contact with the others in my office who are staying late.

      The doors slide open. I step out into the lobby and head for the front doors, anxious to get out of here.

      “Berlin.”

      I don’t recognize the voice and consider pretending I didn’t hear him and just keep moving, but when he calls my name again, I sigh and turn around. I blink at him stupidly a couple of times when I see a familiar face standing there smiling at me.

      “Berlin Roth,” he says. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      “Rider Douglas,” I respond.

      Back in college, Rider was Sawyer’s right-hand man. And given the fact that I saw them together at the borough board meeting, I’m assuming that job description hasn’t changed.

      “Still cleaning up Sawyer’s messes, I see?” I start. “That must be a full-time job.”

      He flashes me a grin. “Hey, it’s a living.”

      I roll my eyes. “What do you want, Rider?”

      “I’m here to escort you to dinner,” he announces like it’s obvious.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Sawyer would like you to have dinner with him,” he replies. “He’d like to talk to you about the Atwell project.”

      “Tell him he can do all of his talking in court.”

      “He’s actually hoping to avoid going down that path,” he tells me. “And frankly, I think both you and I know that going to court is a losing proposition for you.”

      I narrow my eyes as I stare at him, my blood starting to burn with anger. The worst part of it is that I know he’s right. I can file for all the injunctions I want, but at the end of the day, the decision will come down to a judge to make the call on whether to grant it or not. And dishearteningly, most of the judges in the city have been growing progressively more pro-business.

      I talk a good game and try to exude optimism, but the truth is, I have no idea if I can get an injunction for eighteen hours, let alone eighteen months. But I’m certainly not going to admit that to Rider – which is admitting it to Sawyer by extension.

      “It may perhaps be a losing proposition, but it will throw a wrench into the gears for you guys,” I tell him. “I can hang things up for you guys.”

      “Maybe,” he shrugs. “But you don’t do business in this city as long as Sawyer’s family has without making some allies and learning which wheels to grease along the way.”

      I stare at him, completely dumbfounded. I mean, I understand that what he’s saying is probably true. But that he’d lay it out there like that is kind of unreal to me – backroom deals are called backroom deals for a reason. The arrogance of these two is astounding.

      “So what you’re telling me is that the game is fixed,” I say, putting as much venom into my voice as I can. “So I should just take my ball and go home.”

      “No, what I’m saying is that in this town, it doesn’t hurt to have friends in positions of power,” he replies.

      “Great, I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Rider sighs. “Listen, you forget that I grew up just like you – working-class family, had to rely on scholarships to get me through school –”

      “We are nothing alike,” I snap. “So if you have a point, you better make it because I really do have someplace to be.”

      “We are a lot more alike than you obviously care to admit, Berlin,” he says, his voice carrying a hint of frustration. “But my point is that Sawyer really is a good man. Admittedly, he’s a bit out of touch with working-class people and the poor –”

      “You can say that again,” I cut him off.

      “But because I grew up without a lot, and have sympathy for those like me, I do what I can to steer him toward being fair to people – like those at the Atwell – as well as the less fortunate,” he goes on. “And frankly, it would do some good to have an ally in his life. I think we can both be a very good influence on him in terms of making him more – socioeconomically aware.”

      “Except that I’m not part of his life.”

      “Not yet,” he presses. “But I think if you get to –”

      I shake my head, a frown creasing my face. “Did he really send you down here to set me up with him,” I cut him off, “like some idiotic teenage boy? What kind of ridiculous high school garbage is that?”

      Rider chuckles. “No, actually he didn’t ask me to fix you two up. He’s of the belief that ship has sailed,” he says. “What he did ask me to do was to convince you to have dinner with him, yes. But only because he knew you’d shoot him down on sight.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “He would like to talk to you, Berlin,” Rider presses. “See if there’s some sort of understanding the two of you can come to.”

      “An understanding?” I gape at him.

      Rider shrugs. “Well – yeah.”

      “Not bloody likely,” I spit. “That man stands for everything I despise in this world.”

      “That’s fair,” he states. “But what if you could have a hand in turning him into something you don’t despise – somebody who can do a lot of good for the causes you’re so passionate about?”

      “I don’t see that happening,” I scoff.

      “There’s one way you can find out whether it’s a viable plan or not,” he goes on. “Come on, what’s it going to hurt? It’s just dinner.”

      I have to admit, the idea of getting access to Sawyer’s fortune and influence to help shape policy for low-income housing in the city is appealing. Really appealing. With an ally like Sawyer on my side, I know we could do great things for a lot of people. We could potentially end the homeless crisis in the city. Or at least, make great headway on it.

      But at what cost to me, personally? I shudder to think what he’ll want in return for the use of his money and power. Sawyer isn’t the sort of man who does something for nothing. I doubt my feminine wiles and charms will be enough to influence him to seeing – and doing – things my way. So, what is he going to want in return?

      It’s a good question, and unfortunately, I know there’s only one way I’m going to get an answer to it. I sigh and look over at Rider.

      “Give me a minute to make a call,” I tell him.

      He nods, and as I turn to step away, my bag slips off my shoulder. I curse loudly as it hits the ground, sending things everywhere. Rider quickly stoops and helps me gather my things. I look around to make sure I got everything when I see him holding the pill bottle in his hand. He looks over at me, his eyes filled with concern, as well as the one thing I hate most in this world – pity.

      “Donepezil,” he says softly. “That’s for –”

      I snatch the bottle out of his hand and quickly stuff it in my purse, feeling my face flaring with heat. I’m torn between wanting to tell him to mind his own business and pleading with him to not tell Sawyer. This is my issue – a private issue – and I don’t feel it’s necessary to tell the world my father has Alzheimer’s. The last thing I want is the pity that comes from such a statement. I don’t want or need anybody’s pity. Especially Sawyer’s.

      Ultimately, I decide to not say anything. Maybe if I don’t make a big deal out of it one way or the other, Rider will assume it’s no big deal, and it will all be forgotten soon enough. Or that he’ll have the discretion to not run back and report to his boss. That’s what I’m banking on anyway.

      “Just give me a minute to make a call,” I tell him.

      “Take your time.”

      I fish my phone out of my bag and call Nadia to let her know I’m going to be late tonight.
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      “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” I remark.

      “I wasn’t going to, at first,” she fires back. “And next time you want to talk to me, do it yourself, rather than have your lapdog come fetch me.”

      Berlin takes a seat across from me at the table in Vito’s, a small Italian bistro I sometimes frequent, that I had Rider bring her to. Even fresh out of work, not having had a chance to freshen up, or put on something nice, Berlin is breathtaking. Not even a drab gray, off the rack business suit, can dull her beauty.

      “I don’t think Rider would like being called a lapdog,” I chuckle.

      “Well, what should I call a man who does your bidding – such as asking me to come have dinner with you?”

      “A friend helping another friend out,” I say, feeling a small flash of irritation at her characterization of Rider. “Friends do that, you know.”

      “What I know is that you probably could have said what you needed to say in a phone call,” she hisses. “Or better yet, an email.”

      “Perhaps. But then I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of your sparkling company.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, clearly not amused. I clear my throat and take a sip of my water. The waitress comes by. I order us a bottle of wine and look over to find Berlin staring at me with a dead-eyed expression on her face, radiating impatience and irritation from her every pore.

      “Come on,” I tease. “Can’t you at least try to lighten up and enjoy dinner with me?”

      “This isn’t a social visit,” she snaps. “Rider said you wanted to discuss something about the Atwell with me. I’m here – so speak.”

      I nod. “I do,” I say. “But talking business makes my throat dry.”

      “Sawyer –”

      I hold up my hand, my frustration with her growing. “Look, I asked you to come to dinner with my tonight, so we could have a civilized discussion about everything,” I say. “I happen to like wine with my dinner. If you’d rather not have a glass – don’t. It’s up to you.”

      She sits back in her seat, the irritation on her face matching what’s likely on mine. I swear to God, when she gets her blood up, everything is a war with her. The woman will not back down from a fight. Ordinarily, it’s an attribute I admire in a person. But right now, as I’m doing my best to get to know her and smooth the waters between us, it’s goddamn frustrating.

      The waitress arrives with two glasses, and after letting me taste the wine, she pours for the both of us. Berlin looks at the glass like taking it will be admitting defeat or something. As she ponders her decision, I pick up my glass, raise it to her silently, then take a drink. Almost grudgingly, Berlin picks up her own glass and takes a sip – somehow managing to look brooding, pouty, and like she’s doing me a favor the whole time.

      A moment after she brings the wine, the waitress brings out an antipasto plate for us to start with and then takes our dinner orders. I take a couple of pieces of prosciutto and cheese off the plate and pop them into my mouth, chewing contentedly.

      “I took the liberty of ordering this before you got here,” I tell her.

      “Great, thanks.”

      Still holding her wine glass, Berlin sits back again and looks at me expectantly, but says nothing. She’s definitely not going to make this easy for me. Granted, she’s got a right to be pissed – I didn’t give her the full story when I know I should have. I can’t order her to not be pissed at me. Although, it sure would make things a lot easier.

      I take a drink of my wine and set the glass back down, then lean forward, laying my forearms on the table, and lock eyes with her.

      “You know, supposedly in the East, when somebody apologizes, it absolves them of further guilt or punishment,” I start.

      “Well, we’re not in the East,” Berlin notes with a slight raise of her glass. “Which means I can go on punishing you and making you feel guilty as long as I want. Also, you haven’t apologized anyway.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “You are a tough nut, Berlin Roth.”

      “In this town, you have to be,” she remarks. “And also, I don’t appreciate being lied to.”

      “Fair enough,” I say. “But in my defense, I didn’t actually –”

      I bite off my words when I see her eyes widen, and her expression darkens. Playing semantics games with her probably isn’t going to win me any points or do anything to smooth the feathers I’ve quite obviously ruffled.

      “Just know I didn’t start out intending to – not tell you everything,” I explain. “It just sort of happened. And I’m sorry for not telling you when I should have.”

      She purses her lips as she looks at me, quite obviously noticing the fact that I still refuse to cop to technically telling a lie – because I don’t think I did. Lying by omission may be a thing in the legal profession, but out here, I think not doling out information until it’s necessary is just smart business.

      “Anyway,” I go on, “I understand why you’re upset, and for that, I apologize. I really mean it.”

      “I’m just curious about something – how do you do it?” she starts. “How do you sleep at night knowing you’re sentencing a lot of these people to a life on the street?”

      The question takes me aback somewhat, but before I have to answer, the waitress arrives with our meals. I inhale the garlicky aroma of my clam and shrimp alfredo and smile. Vito’s has the best alfredo sauce in the city – and in New York, that’s saying something. Berlin ordered the chicken piccata, which is also very good. I give her a smile.

      “Tell you what,” I begin. “How about we just enjoy a lovely meal together? We can talk shop, and you can make me grovel for your forgiveness after.”

      For the first time since she sat down, a small smile tugs at the corner of her mouth – but she’s quick to quash it. Instead, she raises her wine glass and taps it against mine, the high-pitched ping of the glasses seeming to dissipate some of the tension in the air.

      “Deal,” she states. “Just be ready to do a whole lot of groveling.”

      I laugh softly. “That’s fair.”

      The conversation as we dig into our meals is slow and tentative at first, but it gradually loosens up. It’s not altogether that long before we’re joking and laughing together again. Of course, the bottle and a half of wine we’ve gone through may have helped grease the wheels, but whatever. The important thing to me is that the atmosphere between us is light and jovial. As we talk and laugh together, there’s a sparkle in her eye that’s good to see. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that she was having a good time.

      Moments like these have been rare in my life – moments where I’m completely at ease with a person. With Berlin, I feel like I can be less guarded than I usually am. She makes me feel comfortable in ways nobody else has before. I know I told Rider those doors that led to a future with somebody – a family of my own – were closed to me forever. I said it because I truly believed it. Have for a long time.

      But Berlin makes me see things differently. She makes me feel things I haven’t felt before. Makes me believe things I never thought possible – or at least, not realistic. I’m not saying there’s a white picket fence, two-point-five children, soccer mom, PTA meetings, and minivan life in our future. There’s just something about her that makes me think anything is possible.

      But I know the laughs, smiles, and kumbaya moments we’re sharing all have a shelf life. It’s a thought that bums me out. Though hopefully, we can get through the tough, unpleasant bits and circle back to this place we’re in right now. That’s my sincerest hope for this evening – that we can find a way to keep things light and headed in a good direction. I want to explore this thing between us, and judging by the look in her eye, I can see that Berlin does as well.

      Eventually, the meal comes to an end, and as the waitress takes our plates away, she seems to take the good vibes along with her. Berlin’s expression grows serious, and the smile that has charmed and dazzled me all evening fades away as well, leaving a hollow feeling in the center of me. Hopefully, this is a temporary condition.

      “So, I guess we should talk business,” I say.

      She nods and gives me a small smile. “We should.”

      The waitress comes back and offers coffee and dessert, but Berlin declines, so I do as well. She gives me a smile and lays the check down on the table then disappears again, leaving Berlin and I sitting there with a growing sense of awkward tension in the air.

      “So what did you want to talk about, Sawyer?”

      “The first thing I want to do is tell you that I appreciate your passion,” I tell her. “I admire how willing you are to fight tooth and nail for these people.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to tell me something I’m not going to like?”

      Berlin braces herself for what I’m about to say, her body tensing up like she’s expecting to take a physical blow. I give her a small grin, knowing this is not going to go the way she thinks it will. But I need to make some things clear to her first.

      “One thing I need you to know is that I’m running a business,” I begin. “I know you think I’m the devil incarnate, but I have a responsibility to everybody I employ to do right by them as well. And believe it or not, my company provides a lot of jobs. Hundreds, if not thousands.”

      “And are you telling me this as a justification for kicking hundreds of people out of their homes?”

      “Honestly, I don’t need to justify anything,” I tell her. “I’m a businessman, and all I’m doing is earning a living.”

      “Sawyer, you are –”

      I hold my hand up to cut her off again. “Hear me out before you pass judgement,” I interject. “Because of you, I’ve had to do a lot of thinking and soul searching about the Atwell project. Because of you, I had to take a fresh look at it.”

      She opens her mouth – no doubt to deliver me a scathing rebuke – but then seems to think better of it. She closes her mouth again without saying anything, apparently understanding this is going to go her way and wanting to hear me out.

      “I’ve run the financial impact delaying the Atwell project will have on my company and let me say it’s significant – I’d be taking at least a ten million dollar hit,” I explain. “But I’m going to delay the project for two years. Once that two years is up, though, the Atwell will be coming down. This is a delay, not a cancellation of the project.”

      Berlin stares at me wide-eyed, her mouth hanging open. There’s a long moment of silence between us. Then, the expression on her face shifts. She looks like she’s waiting for me to drop the punchline on her. And when I don’t, her expression shifts yet again – this time to one of utter joy. Her eyes shine with unshed tears, and she clasps her hands over her mouth.

      “Are you serious?” she gasps.

      “I am.”

      “This is for real?”

      I nod, chuckling softly. “It’s for real, Berlin.”

      She jumps out of her seat so suddenly; she tips it over. It hits the ground with a clatter, drawing the gaze of everybody around us in the restaurant. But Berlin comes flying around the table and throws her arms around my neck, squeezing me tightly. She giggles and plants a sloppy kiss on my cheek.

      “You don’t know how much good you’re doing, Sawyer.”

      I take her hands and hold them, forcing her to stop bouncing on her heels, and look her in the eye.

      “I need you to really understand this is a temporary delay,” I tell her earnestly. “The project will proceed once the delay is up.”

      She nods eagerly. “I understand,” she confirms. “But giving the residents two years to figure their situation out is huge, Sawyer. You are doing such a good thing here.”

      “Yeah well, let’s keep it between us,” I mutter with a wink. “The last thing I need is for everybody and their uncle to come around asking for favors.”

      Her smile is wide, and the look on her face is one that’s nearly rapturous. It’s not everything she wants – I’m not going to cancel the project – but it’s more than she hoped to get, which is a win for her and the residents of the Atwell. And seeing how happy it makes her makes me feel good. That smile on her face, and that bounce in her step fill me with a deep and profound feeling of happiness. It’s well worth what I’m going to have to eat because of the delay. Besides, I’ll still make my money back; it will just be further down the road than I’d projected.

      “Happy?” I ask.

      “Ecstatic.”

      “Good,” I respond. “Then let’s go celebrate.”

      She chews on her bottom lip for a moment as if she’s having an internal debate. She looks into my eyes, and I feel that same sensation I felt before jolt me again. I have to fight off the urge to kiss her. As if she’s reading my mind, Berlin takes a step back, a knowing smile upon her lips. But rather than leave, she surprises me.

      “Let me make a call,” she tells me. “I’d love to go celebrate.”

      “Excellent,” I state. “I know just the spot.”
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      I lean against the railing and look out over the lights of Manhattan, spread out below us. Sawyer took me to up to the rooftop lounge of a swanky boutique hotel called The Midtown. The place is lively and looks like the kind of place you’d see in a movie or something. It’s glamorous and filled with people who look like they all stepped straight out of the pages of a fashion catalog.

      Honestly, I’ve never seen so many absolutely beautiful, flawless people in one place before – and at the same time, I’ve never felt so out of place before in my life.

      “What do you think?”

      I look over as Sawyer steps to the rail beside me, handing me a flute of champagne.

      “It’s amazing up here,” I tell him. “It’s not often I see the city from this vantage point.”

      “I love looking out over the city.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, because you own half of it.”

      He shrugs. “I just think it’s beautiful,” he responds. “I think it’s the most beautiful city in the world.”

      I look over at him, hearing the sincerity in his voice. “You really love it here, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

      I shiver as a cold wind breezes past us – a reminder of the cold season that’s coming. I hadn’t thought to bring a heavy jacket since I didn’t expect to be out this late. When I left the house, I figured the light sweater I brought with me would be sufficient. But now that the sun is down, with winter bearing down on us, I wish I’d had the foresight to have a coat on hand.

      I take a sip of my wine as Sawyer pulls off his suit jacket and wraps it around my shoulders. I look up at him and smile as I pull his coat down around me.

      “Thank you,” I smile. “That was very thoughtful.”

      He waves me off. “What kind of man would I be if I didn’t offer a cold woman my coat?”

      “I appreciate that,” I respond. “Your mother raised quite the gentleman.”

      “She did her best,” he laughs. “Can’t really say all of her lessons took though.”

      “I tend to think the important ones did.”

      A small smile on his lips – as if talking about his parents opened some inner wound that hasn’t quite healed yet. Sawyer raises his champagne flute, so I follow suit. He taps his glass against mine, the musical ping floating off on the evening breeze.

      “To – new beginnings,” he announces.

      I give him a smile and raise my own glass. “To doing the right thing.”

      We spend the next couple of hours talking – and drinking more champagne than I should. But I have to say I’ve enjoyed his company. He’s been charming. Sweet. Funny. I’ve had such a good time with him, I’ve almost completely forgotten about the fact that he lied to me. Almost.

      I’m doing my best to see things from his perspective. He was right when he said if he’d told me up front that Compass was his company, I would have shut him down right then and there. But the more time I spend with him, I see a different side to him than the one he presents to the world. He’s not just the cold, hard, cutthroat, and ruthless businessman he projects himself to be. He’s got a lot of layers and depth most people don’t see.

      And if I’m being honest with myself, I find that I’m incredibly drawn to Sawyer. It would be easy to say I’m drawn to his money, influence, and what he can do to help with some of my pet causes. It would be easy to let myself believe that’s the reason I’m here tonight. But one thing I’ve realized is that it’s not that. Our philosophical differences aside, there is something about the man that really resonates with me. Deeply. And I know he feels it too.

      I don’t know how to describe it, or what it is exactly, but I’m glad I didn’t just write him off. Or at least, I’m glad I rolled the dice and came to dinner with him tonight. Not just because of the delay on the Atwell project, but because I genuinely enjoy my time with him. And the more time I spend getting to know him, the more I want to know.

      “Thank you for everything tonight,” I say. “It really means a lot.”

      He favors me with a smile that melts my heart. Standing side by side against the railing, as close as we are, I can feel the warmth coming off him. His presence is so substantive; he doesn’t even have to be touching me to provoke a physical reaction in me. As his brown eyes sparkle in the rooftop lights and bore into mine, I feel my stomach turning and roiling. I feel the fire inside of me smoldering – and I feel myself growing wetter by the second.

      The silence between us is strained. Anticipatory. Expectant. And when he takes me by the shoulders and pulls me to him, it feels like the most natural thing in the world.

      I look into his eyes, and he looks into mine. We inch closer… closer…

      Our mouths crash together in a sudden soft frenzy. And as his tongue pushes past my lips, it sends a sizzling current of electricity down to my very toes, lighting up everything in between.

      Sawyer wraps his arms around me, pulling me into his hard, toned body, and I suddenly feel very small as he engulfs me. Our tongues dance together in my mouth in a kiss so passionate, it comes close to stealing my breath. I can honestly say I’ve never been kissed like this before. It is so intense; my panties are completely soaked through.

      He pulls back and looks down at me with pure, raw hunger in his eyes. My body twitches, and I’m swept away on a current of desire that leaves me breathless and trembling. It’s a feeling I’ve never known before. One that’s threatening to swallow me whole.

      “Stay the night with me,” he whispers.

      I know I should say no – I’m letting my emotions get the better of me, and that usually leads me to making bad decisions. Or at least slight lapses in judgment. But his words, spoken in that deep bass that rumbles so deliciously through my body, tears away the usual iron grip I have on my self-control. There’s a small voice in the back of my mind screaming at me to stop, to think, to not react on my carnal desires. But when I open my mouth to say no, I silence that voice.

      “Yes,” I nod, my voice breathy.

      A salacious smile upon his lips, Sawyer takes my hand and leads me to the elevators at the far end of the rooftop lounge. We go down one floor, step into the office of the night concierge, and quickly arrange to get a room. That done, Sawyer leads me back to the elevator, and when the doors slide closed, he immediately presses me up against the side of the car.

      His mouth finds mine, and as he proceeds to steal my breath with another kiss, I feel the hard length of him pressed flush against my stomach. The feeling of his long, hard cock sets fire to my every nerve ending. It has me wetter than I’ve ever been before in my entire life.

      Sawyer slides his hand beneath my skirt. I shudder as he touches me through my panties. His smile is languid as he finds just how wet I am for him. He slips his fingers beneath my panties, and I tremble as he runs them along lips that are swollen and sensitive to the touch.

      As my desire swells within me, a thread of fear wraps itself around my heart and squeezes me tight. I reach down and grab his hand, pulling it away from me. He looks at me questioningly, and I turn away from him for a moment, an embarrassed flush creeping into my face.

      “I – I should tell you that I’m a v – virgin, Sawyer,” I stammer, all my self-confidence leaving me. “I – I’ve never been with anybody before.”

      I pull away from him and press myself harder against the wall, closing in myself. I don’t know why, but I feel certain Sawyer will somehow be turned off by my revelation. That he’ll reject me as being some sort of freak or something. It’s not that I don’t have desires or wants. It’s not that I’ve never wanted sex – I just never felt strongly enough about anybody to consider giving myself to them.

      But it’s different with Sawyer. I feel so strongly for Sawyer that giving myself to him feels natural. It feels right. My body is yearning for him in ways I’ve never yearned for anybody. It’s crying out for release, and I want him with every fiber of my being.

      “I – I understand if that turns you off or you don’t want me,” I whisper.

      Sawyer takes my hand and squeezes it gently. The look in his eye is both passionate and kind all at the same time.

      “I don’t care about that, Berlin,” he says softly. “But if you would rather not –”

      I shake my head quickly. “No. I want to,” I say. “I really want to.”

      He cups my chin in his hand and forces me to look him in the eye. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Absolutely.”

      “Good answer.”

      Sawyer presses me against the wall of the elevator car, holding me up beneath his solid frame as his mouth locks against mine. He slides his hands down and cups my ass. I giggle as he lifts me up and wrap my legs around his waist. My moan is lost in his mouth as I grind myself against the hard cock pressed to my hot, wet center.

      The car stops. I feel a sudden bolt of nervous fear shoot through me, and I tense up. But there’s nobody waiting for the car as Sawyer carries me out and down the hall. I plant a line of kisses down his neck and grind myself against his rigid length even harder, the anticipation inside of me growing by the second.

      We get to the door, and Sawyer puts me down to fish the key out of his pocket. He quickly slips the keycard into the slot and throws the door open, grabbing my hand and dragging me in behind him. He closes the door behind us, then pushes me up against it as his jacket slips off my shoulders and pools at my feet. Our mouths collide, our tongues swirl together in my mouth, and I gasp as his large, strong hands roam my body.

      Sawyer slides down to his knees before me, pinning me against the door as he runs his hands up my thighs. I look down into his dark brown eyes that are alight with a mischievous glint.

      Sawyer lifts my skirt up to my waist and slides my panties down in one smooth, swift motion. He raises my leg and sets it down on his shoulder, his eyes still riveted to mine as he leans in, his warm breath sending embers of lust crawling along my skin.

      The moment the tip of his tongue touches my clit, I cry out, my entire body clenching up tighter than a drum. I draw in a stuttering breath as he runs his tongue along my lips, slick with my desire. My hands clasp onto the door behind me for dear life, clawing and grasping at the overwhelming sensation. He teases me ever so softly, eliciting gasps and moans from me. My legs are shaking. He finally plunges his tongue into my center, and I reciprocate by grasping his hair. Pulling on his hair, I grind myself against Sawyer’s face as he licks and laps at my hot, molten core furiously.

      He nips at my swollen bud and slides one, then two fingers deep into my pussy. I yank his hair viciously, my body shuddering. He slides his tongue back and forth over my folds, his grumbles of pleasure lost within my quivering thighs, his deep, rumbling voice vibrating against my clit. His fingers and tongue working on me in unison have me hurtling toward the brink of ecstasy faster than I’ve ever managed to get myself there before.

      Sawyer grabs my ass, his fingers pressing hard into my flesh, and pulls me down on his face even harder. The scruff on his chin tickles the insides of my thighs, and his tongue, probing deep within me, sets off a bomb of sensation that rocks me to the core. My entire body vibrates as he laps at my wet pussy, and with just a few sharp nips at my clit, I explode.

      Gripping his hair tightly, I pull his face deeper between my thighs. A scream erupts from my throat. My body shakes as Sawyer continues to finger and lick me, prolonging and intensifying my orgasm. Slowly, the ecstasy coursing through my body loosens its grip, making my body go numb, and my legs feel like rubber. Sawyer catches me before I topple over, a wide, goofy grin on my face.

      “Jesus,” I pant. “That was incredible.”

      Sawyer gets to his feet, matching my smile as my juices glisten on his lips. He picks me up and carries me over to the bed, throwing me down on my back. I quickly sit up, never taking my eyes off him as I strip out of my shirt and bra, then toss them to the side. Sawyer leans down, taking my breasts into his hands, and I let out a sharp gasp as he roughly pinches one of my nipples as he sucks on the other.

      I reach down and start to slide my stockings off, but Sawyer’s voice stops me and pulls my attention back to him.

      “Leave them on,” he demands, his voice gruff.

      I bite my bottom lip and watch as he quickly unbuttons his shirt and shrugs out of it. Sawyer raises his head and leans forward, our teeth clicking together as he kisses me with a ferocity that fuels my own passion. I reach out and fumble with his belt, doing my best to get it undone. But my nervousness and inexperience show as Sawyer reaches down, getting his belt and slacks undone in the blink of an eye.

      Sawyer kicks off his shoes as I push his pants down, and he lets them fall to the ground, kicking them to the side as well. Finally, I get my first look at his long, hard length. I feel a tremor of nerves fluttering in my stomach as I wonder whether something so long and thick will fit inside of me – I’m a small girl, after all. But he makes it clear that’s not something I need to worry about right this moment.

      My hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and he grips it hard, yanking my head back firmly as he steps forward. Gripping his thick rod, Sawyer runs the head of it around my lips, letting me feel the slick moisture spilling from the tip. I’m so turned on the taste is like honey to me.

      “Open your mouth,” he commands.

      I do as he says. With slow, deliberate motions, he slides his cock into my mouth, and I taste his salty precum. He rolls his hips, slowly pumping his staff into my mouth, and I feel the fire between my thighs burning bright.

      “Close your mouth now,” he gasps through gritted teeth, his voice thick with desire.

      I wrap my lips around his shaft tight, swirling my tongue around the head of his cock as he starts to piston his dick into my mouth. His rhythm is slow at first. I moan as I feel every inch of his rod in my mouth deliciously. A few moments later, though, he starts to move his hips faster, driving his thick member into my mouth even harder. I can’t get enough of his taste

      Sawyer grips my hair and pulls my head back, forcing me to look up at him as he fucks my mouth. My body tenses, and my pussy quivers as I relish the feel and taste of him. I listen to him grunting, hear how labored his breathing is getting, and know he’s coming close.

      I reach out, intending to finish him off with my hand and mouth, but when I grip the base of his cock, Sawyer grunts and staggers back a couple of steps. He’s got a wild-eyed gleam in his eye and a roguish smile on his face as he takes a minute to gather himself.

      “I’m nowhere near done with you,” he growls.

      A small squeal escapes me as Sawyer hauls me to my feet. He spins me around and bends me over the bed. He digs around on the ground, finally coming up with a small silver packet. He opens it with a soft rip and quickly slides the condom down his throbbing length.

      My heart is thundering in my chest, and there’s a fluttering in my stomach as I realize what’s about to happen. This is it. I’m about to lose my virginity to a man I never would have even considered sleeping with back in college. But my body is ringing with need and begging for release – and everything about this situation feels so right.

      I want this. I want it more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life.

      I want him.

      Sawyer pushes my skirt up around my waist, and then I feel his hand in the middle of my back, pressing me down as he steps up behind me. I feel the head of his length press against my hot, wet opening. My heart lurches in my chest, and my entire body starts to tense up in nervousness and anticipation at the same time.

      “Just relax,” he says soothingly.

      “I’m trying.”

      I feel the head of his length parting my swollen lips, and a moment later, I grimace and do my best to stifle my cry as I feel him sliding into me inch by inch. There is an intense pinch of pain as he moves deeper into me, and my eyes shimmer with tears as Sawyer fills me up. It’s not long before he’s entirely sheathed within me, and I’m biting my tongue so hard, I can taste blood.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I don’t trust myself to speak without sounding like I’m in sheer agony, so I just nod. Sawyer starts to roll his hips slowly, and I feel his engorged staff moving within me. I’m just about to tell him to stop when a wave of pleasure unlike anything I’ve ever known comes in from nowhere and crashes down over me.

      Sawyer’s rhythm steadies out – he slips deep into me and then moves back, almost pulling out completely, before plunging into me again – and the pinch of pain that accompanies every thrust is blended with an overwhelming rush of pleasure. The pain actually seems to make the pleasure all the more vivid.

      “Sawyer,” I gasp. “Oh my God, yes.”

      He picks up his pace, thrusting his hips harder, slamming himself deep into me. He grips my hair and pulls my head back again, the steady slap-slap-slap of our bodies crashing together filling my ears. My body is alight with an erotic energy that fills me from head to toe, and I’m screaming out as he fucks me.

      The sound of flesh meeting flesh rings out a moment before I feel the sting of his hand slapping my ass. At the same moment, he drives himself impossibly deep into me. The sensation is so overwhelming, when I open my mouth to cry out, all that comes out is a ragged gasp. Still gripping my hair tight, Sawyer smacks my ass again, that sharp lance of pain augmenting the pleasure he’s giving me.

      I feel his cock swelling within me as his movements become more frantic. He plunges himself into me again and again, both of us moving together in unison. I feel my body tightening again as Sawyer delivers another hard smack to my ass while he pierces my molten core.

      “Play with your clit,” he instructs.

      I reach down and immediately begin to do as he commands, teasing and playing with my clit as he plunges his dick into me with a wild abandon. It’s not long before I feel like I’m touching a live wire. My body is seared with sensation. I shudder and cry out as my orgasm grips me tight. Sawyer’s grip on my hair tightens, and he pulls my head back harder as he slaps my ass again, fucking me as I come.

      My orgasm is so powerful, it leaves me breathless and boneless, and I pitch forward, collapsing onto my stomach. Undaunted, Sawyer rolls me over onto my back and settles in above me, bracing himself on arms that are rippling with muscle. He spreads my thighs, running his fingertips along my silky stockings, growling low with approval.

      I gasp, and my eyes grow to the size of dinner plates as he drives his cock back into me. I reach up and dig my nails into his shoulders as he resumes his rhythm, thrusting his length into me hard and deep. Leaning down, his mouth crashes into mine, and he forces his tongue past my lips, the passion in his kiss matching the intensity he’s fucking me with.

      Our bodies move together. The sensation of him filling me up is absolutely electric. As I’m rocked by another wave of pleasure, I dig my nails even deeper into his shoulders, drawing a sharp hiss from him. Sawyer drives himself into me one last time and holds himself there for a moment. Then all at once, I feel his cock pulsing and throbbing deep inside of me, and then a low growl passes his lips as he bursts into the condom.

      We remain coupled together like that for several long moments, our eyes locked together as we catch our breath. Eventually, he withdraws his cock, and as he does, I feel almost – empty. My every nerve ending is singing with delight and vibrating with an erotic energy that lights up even the darkest corners inside of me.

      “That was amazing,” I whisper.

      He nods. “Yes, you are.”

      He plants a soft kiss on the tip of my nose before rolling off me and flopping onto his back. Sawyer pulls me to him, and I rest my head on his chest, feeling comforted by the steady sound of his heartbeat booming inside of him – and it’s not long before I give myself over to the warm, dark comfort of sleep as it pulls me under.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes snap open as a bolt of bright white fear rockets through me. I sit up in the bed and look around wildly, not certain where I am for a moment. But then I feel the aches and pains in my body, in places I’ve never been sore in before, and it all comes rushing back to me – every last delicious memory, which brings a smile to my lips.

      I slowly turn my head, half-convinced I’m not going to see Sawyer laying there, that this was all some elaborate dream. Or maybe in a champagne fueled haze, I went back to somebody else’s room – a thought that makes my skin start to crawl. But when I look over, I see him lying there, propped up on one elbow, staring back at me.

      I run the tips of my fingers along his cheek, trailing them over his, scruffy beard as I stare into eyes that are sparkling like they’re lit from within. Sawyer gives me a crooked little grin.

      “You snore,” he states simply.

      I laugh and slap him playfully on the chest. “Shut up.”

      I glance over at the clock on the bedside table and frown. It’s later than I expected, and although Nadia said she could stay the night, I don’t want to put her out too much. But the thought of getting out of this bed and breaking that magic spell is tough when all I want is to stay nestled in his arms – and maybe do a bit more of what we did earlier.

      But then an image of my dad crosses my mind, and despite how hard I clung to it, the magic bubble I’ve been floating in all evening vanishes.

      “I should go,” I say softly.

      He pulls me down to him again and wraps me up in those thick, hard arms. Almost unconsciously, my body melts against his, and I relish the feeling of being engulfed by this man’s body. It makes me feel warm. Cared for. Safe.

      “Stay,” he murmurs.

      “I wish I could,” I respond with a sigh, reluctantly pulling myself out of his embrace. “But I really need to go. It’s late.”

      “Got a date?” he grins.

      “Maybe,” I laugh.

      I see a flash of something in his eyes – it’s brief, but it’s there – and from where I’m sitting, it looks like jealousy. But he quickly covers it with a warm smile that puts a small flutter in my heart.

      “Well, then he’s a lucky man,” Sawyer replies.

      “Oh? Who said it’s a man?” I give him a wink.

      His laughter booms off the walls of the room as I slip out of bed and start to gather my clothes. He watches me intently as I put my bra and shirt back on, the lust in his eyes still more than clear. I’m tempted to take it all back off and let him have his way with me again. But my duty to my father comes first – before me, and definitely before anything I want for myself.

      I let out a long, frustrated breath as I straighten my stockings and smooth my skirt out as best as I can – next time I’ll remember to take them off before I fall asleep.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I’m caught off guard by the question. More precisely, it’s the sincere concern in his voice that throws me off guard the most. It sounds like he actually cares. I don’t know why it strikes me like it does – but it does, all the same.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I reply. “I just – I have some things I have to take care of.”

      He glances at the clock. “It’s coming up on midnight.”

      “Life and responsibilities are a twenty-four-hour commitment,” I fire back.

      Stepping over to the side of the bed, I pick up his phone and quickly input my number as he watches me.

      “That the number to Big Al’s Oil Changes and Donuts?” he cracks.

      I stick my tongue out at him. “Still can be if you’re not nice.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      I laugh, leaning down and planting a kiss full of fire upon his lips. His growl is muffled by my mouth, and I feel him trying to pull me back down into bed. When I resist, he takes my hand and moves it down to his crotch, where I feel how rigid he is. It’s a temptation that takes all of my willpower to resist, but I step away feeling a bit lightheaded and laugh softly.

      “Down, boy,” I remark.

      “You do this to me.”

      “I have a feeling a stiff breeze can do that to you.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe. But you look and feel nicer.”

      I give him a flirty smile and a wink. “Call me.”

      And with that, I march out of the hotel room and softly close the door behind me. With a small shake of my head and a smile I can’t get off my face, I head for the elevators feeling utterly amazing, and for the first time in my life, completely satisfied.
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      “.. and then she split,” I say. “Practically sprinted out of the room. It was weird as hell, man.”

      “Maybe you’re just exceptionally bad in bed, and she needed to run home to her vibrator just to salvage the evening,” Rider laughs.

      I laugh along with him. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “After all these years, you’re just now figuring that out?”

      “Hardly,” I fire back. “Just reaffirming a known fact.”

      “My mom always said she thought you were a bad influence on me.”

      “That’s funny because your mom always used to tell me she wished she had a son half as amazing as me.”

      Our laughter eventually tapers off, and in the silence that follows, Rider frowns slightly and looks down at his hands, which are folded in his lap. We’re sitting in my office, and I’ve just told him about the evening before – sparing all the gory details, of course. But I can tell there is something bothering him.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      He nods. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” he replies. “Go on.”

      “You can talk to me about –”

      “I’m good, man.”

      I eyeball him for a moment longer. Whatever it is, he obviously wants to keep it to himself for now, so I have no choice but to respect his wishes.

      “Anyway, the way she rushed out like that with no explanation was strange,” I go on with a chuckle. “Which means she’s probably either married or a drug dealer.”

      Rider laughs and shakes his head. “Yeah, that sounds plausible,” he rolls his eyes. “Berlin just seems like the type who’d run a cartel.”

      I grin but give him a shrug. “I’m just not sure what to think, honestly.”

      “I think you’re overthinking this.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “It’s definite,” he corrects me. “It probably had nothing to do with you. She probably just had something to do.”

      “At midnight?” I wonder. “I mean, she was a virgin, so I know she doesn’t have a kid –”

      “So, you’re discounting the possibility of an Immaculate Conception?”

      I laugh out loud. “I know she’s practically a saint and all, but…”

      “She fucked you. That’s got to count for a Mother Teresa level act of charity.”

      “Well, you’re just full of jokes today, aren’t you?”

      He grins, but it soon fades, and he’s left looking at me, his expression more serious than before. I can see that he’s still wrestling with something in his head, but he seems no more inclined to talk about it than a few minutes ago, so I leave it alone. For now. I know if I press, he’ll likely make some comment about my control issues – which is standard fare for him. But if he’s struggling with something, I want to help.

      “I think you’re looking at this the wrong way, man,” he finally says.

      I lean back in the chair, the leather creaking beneath me. “And how should I be looking at it?”

      “Berlin wouldn’t give you the time of day back in school, right?”

      I nod ruefully. “Yeah.”

      “So not only did she give you what I have to assume was her most prized possession – her virginity – she gave you her number to follow up with her,” he notes.

      A wry grin touches my lips. “I haven’t tried calling yet, so I don’t know that it’s actually her number yet.”

      Rider looks at me, a deadpan expression on his face, clearly not amused by my bullshit. I hold my hands up, palms out at chest level in mock surrender, chuckling at how serious he’s suddenly gotten.

      “Okay, fair enough,” I say.

      “Obviously, if she was willing to sleep with you, then something in her has shifted,” he declares. “God knows what, but it’s obvious that she’s into you. She wouldn’t just run away like that without a good reason.”

      I let out a long breath. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “No, definitely.”

      There’s an underlying heat in his voice that catches my attention. I look up at him and see the struggle in his eyes. Whatever he’s wrestling with in his head is big – which makes me think it’s also important. Which, in turn, makes me even more curious than I already am.

      “What is it, Rider?” I finally ask. “What is banging around in your head?”

      “Nothing, man,” he replies. “I’m good.”

      “That’s bullshit. I can see that you’re not,” I demand. “I can see you’re fighting with something.”

      “It’s not my story to tell, Sawyer.”

      “Well, whose is it?”

      It’s then I realize that it’s Berlin’s story. I don’t know what Rider knows and what he’s hanging onto, but I know with utter certainty it has to do with Berlin – which means I have to know.

      “Out with it, man,” I tell him.

      “Like I said, this is not my story to tell, Sawyer.”

      “Kind of seems like it’s something I should know, though.”

      “Maybe,” he replies. “But it’s not my business and –”

      “If it has to do with Berlin, as I suspect it does, I’m making it your business.”

      He chuckles wryly. “Not sure that’s how that works.”

      “Come on,” I press. “If it explains what happened last night, I think I need to know.”

      He leans back in his seat and frowns. Rider has always been good at keeping secrets – it’s one of the reasons I trust him as much as I do. The man never opens his mouth about anything. It’s a trait I admire and value – but one that is really irritating me right now.

      “Were you sworn to secrecy?” I ask.

      He hesitates for a moment and then shakes his head. “No. I just don’t like being up in other people’s business.”

      “I understand and appreciate that,” I continue. “But if you weren’t sworn to secrecy, there’s no expectation of privacy for whatever this is.”

      He laughs softly. “You need to stop hanging out with lawyers.”

      I shrug. “They teach me a few things now and then.”

      Rider runs his hand through his hair and sighs. “You know, you could just ask her why she dashed out of the room yourself,” he says. “I know you can be persuasive.”

      “You know I don’t like going into a situation without knowing the lay of the land,” I retort. “I like to have an idea of what I’m dealing with.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “So, let’s have it.”

      Rider perches on the edge of the sofa, clasping his hands in front of him. He looks genuinely pained as if making the decision whether to tell me or not is killing him. Rider does his best to avoid getting in other people’s business. He’s never been one who enjoys gossip or rumors, preferring to stay above the fray. He’s always believed it was just too much hassle to get caught up in the affairs of others.

      “Okay look, this isn’t my business,” he starts.

      “You’ve made that abundantly clear already,” I grin.

      “Fine,” he grumbles. “She dropped her purse, and I found a bottle of – pills.”

      “Pills?”

      “Yeah, but not for her. The name on the bottle was for a Robert Roth –”

      “Her father,” I nod. “What was the name of the medication?”

      “It was Donepezil.”

      I frown. “And that is –”

      “It’s for Alzheimer’s,” he tells me. “Her father has Alzheimer’s.”

      I sit back and whistle low, the news hitting me like a sledgehammer to the gut. That would certainly explain her rushing off like she did in the middle of the night – she probably had to get home to her father and relieve whoever she has watching her dad when she’s not there.

      “I can’t imagine those meds are cheap,” I mention.

      “Probably not.”

      I rub my jaw, absorbing the information and trying to figure out not only what it all means, but what to do about it. The cost of caring for a parent with Alzheimer’s must be daunting. Not to mention the emotional toll it must take on her. As I think about it, I can’t imagine the burden that must be on Berlin’s shoulders on a daily basis, and how hard it must be weighing her down.

      And yet despite all of that she’s carrying on her back, she remains upbeat. Focused. Determined. She carries on every day, doing her job and taking on even more work on behalf of those less fortunate than her. What she does is admirable. Who she is as a person is even more so.

      I guess that makes my own problems seem woefully trite compared to hers. I’m lucky. I could easily afford that medicine, no sweat, and could have an army of highly trained nurses on call at all hours if I had a family member with that disease. Yet again, Berlin Roth is making me reflect on how fortunate I am compared to most people.

      “So now that you know, what are you going to do about it?” Rider asks.

      “I’m not sure yet but for now, I’ll file it away,” I respond. “I appreciate you telling me, brother, and don’t worry; I’ll keep your name out of it.”

      He nods. “I’d appreciate that.”

      Our conversation shifts to work and several projects we have in the works, but my mind continues to drift back to Berlin and her situation. She never complains about her lot in life. No, she bears her burdens stoically. Her strength and courage in dealing with all she does is incredible. I don’t think I can respect her any more than I already do right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe it,” Gabby squeals. “Oh my God, honey. This is amazing.”

      She’s practically bouncing in her chair, and I’m suddenly regretting asking her to meet me for a quick cup of coffee after work. I put my elbows on the table and bury my face in my hands, shaking my head. In the couple of days since I slept with Sawyer, I’ve been hit by wave after wave of – not exactly regret – but something close to it.

      I feel Gabby grab hold of my wrists, and she pries my hands away from my face. Her smile is wide, and her eyes are shining with excitement – though I don’t know what there is to be excited about.

      “What are you tripping about?” she asks. “This is a good thing, baby.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. “A good thing?”

      “It’s a very good thing,” she presses. “You finally let yourself loosen up enough to let him in – well, into your panties.”

      I groan as she cackles, her voice seeming to echo around the coffee house. I glance around, fearful that people are eavesdropping on us, but everybody around us seem absorbed in their own conversations or whatever electronic device they have their faces buried in. Thankfully, nobody seems to be paying any attention to us.

      “I just – I let myself get caught up in the moment,” I mutter. “Between him giving me the delay on the Atwell, the glamor of the lounge we were at, and all the booze I had, I let myself get carried away.”

      “Was it good?” she presses. “I mean, I have this image of him being an absolute stallion in bed –”

      “Gabby,” I almost shriek, which makes her laugh.

      I’m mortified but can’t stop my own laughter from slipping out. Damn her.

      “I’m serious. This is important information,” she giggles. “Did he curl your toes or make you scream like a banshee?”

      “Oh my God, shut up.” I can’t stop my cheeks from flushing or the laughter pouring out of me.

      She clasps her hands in front of her as if she’s praying. “Tell me, Berlin,” she pleads. “I have to know if my fantasies match the reality.”

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm myself. I would like to move on from this particular topic, but I know Gabby isn’t about to let it go until she gets the information she wants. It’s one of the traits that makes her such a good lawyer – her dogged determination. It’s great in court, but terrible when I want to keep something private.

      “It was – fine,” I say, knowing I have to give her something.

      She cocks her head and stares at me blankly. “Fine?” she repeats, exasperation in her voice. “Seriously? That’s all you have to say?”

      I shrug. “What? It’s not like I have any basis of comparison.”

      “You can do better than that,” she presses.

      I can’t quite stifle my giggle, but I can tell by the set of her jaw and the way she’s leaning forward on the table that Gabby is not going to be deterred. I have to give her something more.

      “Fine,” I start. “It hurt at first. It hurt a lot.”

      “Well that’s to be expected.”

      “But once the pain faded, it was – amazing. Beyond amazing, Gabs,” I tell her. “I’ve never come that hard before.”

      She lets out a small squeal of delight before lowering her voice and leaning forward conspiratorially. She’s got a wicked smile on her face and a mischievous glint in her eye – and I somehow just know what the next question is going to be.

      “Is he big?” she almost whispers.

      I grin and feel my cheeks flaring with heat. Sometimes she is way too easy to read – and she says I’m the predictable one.

      “Yeah. And thick. Better than that though, he’s an incredibly generous lover,” I confirm quietly. “Not that I have a lot to compare to, but he made me feel so good Gabs.”

      “I think I might swoon,” she groans. “Seriously, I might just swoon right now.”

      “Go ahead, I’ve never actually seen somebody swoon before,” I urge her. “I’m curious to know what it looks like.”

      Gabby laughs. “I’m so happy for you, babe,” she says. “Seriously, it’s about damn time.”

      I sigh and rake my fingers through my hair, feeling my stomach churning. I purse my lips and try to find a way to articulate my thoughts but can’t find the right words.

      “What’s bothering you about it, hon?” Gabby asks.

      I stare at her completely deadpan for a moment. “Ummm… well, the fact that I slept with Sawyer, for one thing.”

      “The fact that you did tells me that you are a lot more into him than you told me,” she points out. “Maybe even more than you realized yourself.”

      I shake my head. “I was caught up in the moment, and I’d probably had too much to drink.”

      “Yeah, you said that already,” Gabby smirks. “I’m still not buying it.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “Because I know you. And you are one of the most tightly controlled people who has ever walked the Earth,” she tells me. “You didn’t have too much to drink unless you wanted to – which tells me it was for a reason. And perhaps that reason was to get yourself to relax enough to sleep with Sawyer because you wanted to sleep with him.”

      I open my mouth to object but can’t force the words out. Instead, I sit there gaping at her like a fish out of water, my mouth opening and closing stupidly. She’s not wrong that I am a very tightly controlled person. I don’t do anything – and I mean anything – unless I want to do it. I’m not somebody who will ever be pressured or coerced into doing something I don’t want to do. And that includes drinking.

      I can count the number of times I’ve been drunk on one hand and still have fingers left over. I don’t like the feeling of being out of control of myself. And I’ve never had any sort of sexual encounter that I didn’t want. I also control how far I go and when we stop – which is usually well short of even getting naked together. The point is I never do anything I don’t want to do.

      Which means that, yeah, I probably slept with Sawyer because I wanted to. It was easier letting myself believe it was the emotion of the day along with the alcohol I consumed. Having to admit that deep down, it’s something I really wanted – that it wasn’t just being caught up in the moment – means I’m going to have to not just admit to but confront the facts. And the facts can only mean that I have a genuine emotional attachment to Sawyer. It’s no longer an abstract thought or concept – the aches and soreness deep within me confirm the reality of it all.

      And that scares me. I’ve been trying to blame it on the emotion or the alcohol, but to acknowledge that I wanted it to happen, that I wanted to sleep with him, means that I have to confront the real feelings I have for him. It makes it real – which is when people start getting hurt. And by people, of course, I mean me. I know if I open up and give my heart to Sawyer, it’s only going to end up getting trampled on and set on fire. That’s just the way my love life has been.

      “Face it Berlin, you are crazy about this guy,” Gabby presses.

      I shake my head. “I can’t be, Gabs,” I tell her. “I have too much going on right now.”

      “You’re always going to have a lot going on, hon. There is no ideal time,” she shrugs. “You have to carve time out for yourself.”

      “Easy to say,” I comment. “Not so easy to put into practice.”

      She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. “Honey, listen to me. I know you have an overdeveloped sense of responsibility and all, but we only have one go around in life,” she urges. “I don’t want you to spend it alone. I want to see you blissfully happy and living your best life. And of course, having all the incredibly mind-blowing, body-rocking sex you want.”

      I give her a wan smile. “I’m not alone – I’ve got you.”

      “You know what I mean,” she laughs. “Stop being so obtuse.”

      “I’m not. I’m just acknowledging the reality of my life right now.”

      “You’re making excuses to continue hiding yourself away,” she says pointedly.

      “I am not.”

      “Answer me this, Berlin,” she demands. “Do you care about Sawyer?”

      I lean back in my seat and chew on my bottom lip. That’s not an easy question for me to answer since it’s not nearly as black and white as Gabby seems to think it is.

      “It’s… complicated, Gabs,” I finally admit.

      “It’s actually not,” she retorts. “You either care about him, or you don’t. It’s a simple question.”

      “Gabby, with everything –”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk.” She wags her finger at me. “I’m not asking about everything else. All I’m asking is whether you care about him or not.”

      I look down at the table, my mind spinning as I ponder her question. There’s no question that I feel something for Sawyer. I feel it right down into my bones. It’s powerful, and it’s profound. It’s unlike anything I’ve felt for anybody before. I find it liberating and terrifying at the same time. I can’t say it’s love. Even thinking it would be ridiculous because we’re nowhere near that far down the road just yet – but there is something there between us. It’s a visceral and raw emotional connection that fills me with a feeling of light and joy I’ve never known.

      I just don’t think I can indulge myself in it right now. It’s not the right time. Not with the craziness that is my life. Gabby calls it an overdeveloped sense of responsibility – and maybe it is. All I know right now, though, is that there is nobody else who can care for my father, and I won’t just throw him away like garbage because I want to have a social life.

      “I care about him,” I finally reply softly. “But I’m not in a place to do anything about it.”

      “You need to –”

      I raise my hand to cut her off, suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling of bitter melancholy, knowing that I have to put something I want up on the shelf because I don’t have the time for it.

      “I can’t, Gabs. Not right now,” I explain. “I won’t give up my advocacy work. Too many people are depending on me. And I can’t just abandon my dad.”

      She frowns, a look of genuine disappointment on her face. But she also doesn’t look like she expected anything less from me. And at the same time, she looks sad – for me. Seeing that expression in her eyes feels like a kick straight to the solar plexus.

      “At some point, you’re going to regret not choosing yourself, hon,” she almost whispers. “I know it’s hard, and I know he’s your dad, and you feel responsible for him – and that’s not a bad thing. But do you really think he’d want to see you living your life like this – with nothing in it but work and him to fill it?”

      I want to be angry. I want to shout at her that she just doesn’t understand. She has two parents who are healthy and don’t need her to care for them twenty-four hours a day. I get so tired of people – not just Gabby – telling me what I need or what I should do. Especially people who don’t have to live this existence. People who haven’t walked in my shoes and don’t know what my life is like right now. People who just don’t know anything.

      But she is right. My dad himself told me so. And instead of following along with that, I’ve chosen to make sure that he would never have to be without me. It’s my duty. My responsibility. But at the end of the day, it’s the choice I made. And that’s what really gets me.

      Could I make a different choice and still live with myself? I don’t know. I just don’t know.

      I know that Gabby is pushing me toward Sawyer because she loves me. I know it’s coming from a good place with her. But that doesn’t make it any easier to swallow.

      “I know Gabs,” I tell her, biting back the bitterness in my voice. “I’m just – I’m not really in a place right now where I’m mentally and emotionally ready for a relationship.”

      She looks like she wants to argue further, but gives me a brief nod and that small, sad smile instead. I know what her question was going to be – if not now, when?

      It’s a good question. One that I have no answer to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      It’s been almost two weeks since my truncated night with Berlin, and I haven’t heard a peep out of her. I’ve left her a couple of messages and sent her a couple of texts but have gotten nothing but crickets in return. It’s a reversal of fortune for me since I’m usually the one who loses interest and moves on from somebody quickly. I’m not the one who gets ghosted, and I have to say, I don’t particularly like it.

      It makes me wonder if she regrets sleeping with me and thinks it was a mistake – and that she can correct that mistake by trying to wipe it away and pretend it never happened. Out of sight, out of mind, and all that. But she should know that I’m not a man who’s easily deterred. If she really does regret it and doesn’t want to see me again, it would be better for her to just tell me straight up. It would save us both a lot of time and frustration.

      I step off the elevator, no longer content to sit around and wait for her to call me back. It’s time to get some answers. The PD’s office is the usual hive of activity with people scurrying around like ants, doing their part to defend the downtrodden. I have to say, these people have a shit job and deal with shittier people, but I admire them for their dedication to it.

      I make my way to Berlin’s office and find the door open, just a crack. I can hear her inside – it sounds like she’s on the phone – so I push the door inward and slip my hands into my pockets as I lean against the frame and wait for her to finish up. Her back is to me, and she’s speaking into the phone, gesturing with her hands animatedly. I get the feeling this isn’t anything to do with work.

      “No, I just need a little more time. Please, just give me a few more days,” she pleads.

      Her shoulders seem bunched so tight; I don’t know how she’s ever going to get the knots out of them. But there’s something more there – the way she’s slumped forward a bit, her head down, it almost looks like she’s resigned to some particularly dark fate. She seems – defeated.

      It’s nothing I would have ever expected from her. Berlin, to me, seems larger than life. Determined. Strong. Indomitable. I’ve always thought it was one of her most attractive qualities.

      But seeing her now is like seeing a shadow of the woman I know – the woman I’m coming to care for a great deal.

      “I know, and I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t an emergency,” she goes on. “I just need a little more time. Please.”

      She spins around, and her eyes immediately grow wider than dinner plates when she sees me. She starts stammering to whoever she’s speaking with, seeming to lose her train of thought. She tears her eyes away from me and gives her head a shake as she tries to focus on her phone call again, but not before I saw the stark fear in her eyes.

      It’s not fear of me, and it wasn’t the expression of somebody who was startled. No, it had nothing to do with me – it was fear of something else. She looks like a woman who sees something terrible bearing down on her and feels powerless to do anything about it.

      “I’ll – I’m going to have to call you back,” she snaps, quickly disconnecting the call.

      Berlin drops her phone onto her desk and puts her hands on her hips, an expression of extreme irritation on her face.

      “Haven’t you heard of knocking?” she growls.

      “Door was open already,” I protest. “And before you yell at me for not calling, I tried. A couple of times actually. But I think you already knew that.”

      “So you thought you’d just invade my office – again?”

      “It seemed like the only way I was going to get to talk to you,” I say evenly. “Unless your plan really was to ghost me?”

      Berlin lets out a long sigh and grumbles something under her breath to herself. She drops down into her seat and waves vaguely in my direction – which I guess is her invitation for me to sit down. Grinning at her, I walk in and take a seat in one of the chairs across from her. We stare at each other for a long moment, and I can feel the tension crackling in the air. But I get the impression that whatever is bothering her has nothing to do with me – but who she was talking to on the phone.

      “I’m sorry,” she begins. “I wasn’t intending to ghost you, Sawyer. It’s just – things have been really hectic lately.”

      As I look more closely at her, I can see the strain around her eyes. She looks like she hasn’t been sleeping much. Like she’s completely stressed out. Whatever’s going on in her world is obviously not good.

      “What’s going on, Berlin?”

      She won’t meet my eyes and fidgets with the papers on her desk. She looks for all the world like she’d rather be anywhere but right here – or that I was. In the past, with other women, I might have just glossed over it. I might have not been interested in what’s going on and what has them upset. But with Berlin, I find that I want to know. I want her to talk to me. And what’s more, that I want to do whatever I can to make it better for her. I want to help ease whatever burden she’s carrying.

      “Talk to me,” I press her. “Let me help. At the very least, let me listen.”

      She purses her lips but stops fidgeting. A moment later, she looks up, and a small grin tugs at the corner of her mouth.

      “I’m not going to get rid of you until I talk, am I?” she asks.

      “No, probably not.”

      I give her a grin, but her smile in return is weak. Tired. I sit back in the chair, folding one leg over the other, and clasp my hands together. As I sit there, I wonder if this has anything to do with her dad, and I immediately start trying to think of ways I can help. But I get the feeling that’s a subject that isn’t going to come up in normal conversation. Berlin is a prideful woman, and I just have a feeling that unless I bring it up, she’s not going to.

      “I know about your father,” I start, trying to be as gentle and delicate as I can. “I know about his Alzheimer’s.”

      Her face immediately darkens and grows even tighter. Clearly, I wasn’t as delicate as I wanted to be. Either that, or she’s more sensitive about it than I thought. Not that I can blame her for that. My dad was taken quickly. I have no idea what she’s going through, so the last thing I want to do is patronize her.

      “Fucking Rider,” she mutters. “Of course he told you.”

      “In his defense, I pretty much had to pull his fingernails out,” I protest. “He did not want to tell me.”

      “And yet, he did.”

      “I pushed him, Berlin,” I argue. “If you’re going to be mad at somebody, be mad at me.”

      “Oh, I am. But I should have known Rider wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut,” she snarls. “That’s my business, Sawyer. My personal business.”

      “I understand that,” I tell her. “And it will go no further than this office. I just want you to know I want to help. And that I’m here to listen if you want to talk. I can’t even begin to imagine the burden you’re carrying.”

      Berlin’s eyes narrow, and she glares daggers at me. “My father is not a burden –”

      I hold my hands up to cut her off, seeing that she’s angry and is lashing out right now. She falls silent but stares at me like she wants to kill me.

      “I’m not saying he’s a burden to you, Berlin,” I cut her off. “And I apologize if that’s how you took it.”

      “Maybe it’s because that’s exactly what it sounded like to me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I try again. “I only meant that your having to deal with all this is unfair to you. Not that he’s a burden. I’m sorry if it seemed offensive. I really didn’t mean it in that way.”

      Berlin looks away and runs her hand through her hair. I can see her jaw clenching and unclenching. I can tell she’s fighting like hell to keep from blowing up on me, but it seems to be taking a Herculean effort on her part. After taking a minute to gather herself, Berlin looks back to me and appears to be slightly calmer – the key word here being slightly.

      “Thank you,” she concedes. “And I apologize for taking your head off.”

      I give her a tight smile. “I just want to help you,” I explain. “In any way I can.”

      “I appreciate that, Sawyer. I really do,” she sighs exasperated. “Right now, though, I just don’t know that getting involved with somebody is smart. I’ve got so much going on and –”

      My laughter cuts her off, and she looks at me, a dumbfounded expression on her face. First, she ghosts me, and now that I’m confronting her about that, she’s trying to cut things off before we even really begin.

      “I have to say, you are an anomaly in my life,” I say.

      “An anomaly?” She raises an eyebrow in warning.

      “I’ve never had to work so hard to get a woman to go out with me before.”

      I mean to keep things light. Hopefully to get a laugh or at the very least, a genuine smile out of her, but she’s not having it. Her glare could curdle milk. It’s actually kind of adorable, but I’m smart enough not to mention that right now.

      “I’m sorry to be so difficult for you,” she growls. “Let me make things a lot easier on you, Sawyer. I –”

      “Berlin, I get that you’ve got a lot on your plate,” I interject. “But shutting me out instead of letting me help you carry the load is only hurting you.”

      “And what if I said I don’t need any help?” she spits. “What if I tell you I’m doing just fine on my own?”

      “I’d say that you’re either too proud to admit that you’re not, or you’re lying – if not to me, then to yourself,” I fire back. “I can see the toll your life is taking on you.”

      She groans, and I can see the first cracks forming in that icy veneer she usually wraps herself up in. Berlin’s eyes shine with tears she’s bitterly hanging on to, refusing to let them fall.

      “What do you want from me, Sawyer?” she asks, her voice sounding as defeated as she looks.

      “I want you to realize that you’re not alone,” I respond. “Even though you take great pains to isolate yourself, you are not alone, and there are people around you more than willing to help you shoulder your burdens – even if it’s nothing more than just listening to you vent.”

      It’s then I see the first tears start to fall. They roll down her soft, alabaster colored cheeks. I have to fight the urge to walk around the desk and pull her into a tight embrace and kiss her tears away. I don’t feel like that’s the right play here and would push her away rather than pull her closer to me.

      “Do you really want to know what’s bothering me?” she mutters weakly.

      “I really do.”

      I adjust in the chair and settle back, getting myself comfortable since I get the feeling this is going to be involved. Berlin looks awkward and embarrassed. As if she’s suddenly not only uncertain of herself but regretting the decision to share her story with me. I get the feeling she thinks sharing her life in this manner implies a level of intimacy that maybe she’s not entirely ready for.

      To be honest, I’m not sure we’re there yet either. But to that I’d ask – if not now, when? Sometimes, circumstances force you out of your comfort zone, and this may be one of those times. But if stepping out of my own comfort zone means helping ease the burden being felt by somebody I’m coming to care a great deal about, then it’s well worth being a bit uncomfortable.

      I watch Berlin’s eyes dart around the room as if she’s expecting to see somebody eavesdropping on her. She’s clearly not comfortable talking about something so personal in the office.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I offer. “We’ll go grab some lunch or something.”

      She looks down at her desk; her face etched with unease. Berlin looks at the three folders sitting on her desk, and then at the clock mounted to the wall. She purses her lips as if trying to come to a decision. Finally, she nods.

      “Yeah, maybe some fresh air will do me some good,” she says.
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      “I think people in this town would stone me to death,” I say. “But I honestly prefer Chicago style dogs.”

      Sawyer turns to look at me, and I can’t help but laugh at the scandalized expression on his face.

      “Bite your tongue, heathen,” he grins. “This is New York. Everything is better here.”

      I hold up the plate in my lap. “Except the hot dogs.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s like I don’t even know you.”

      A genuine smile crosses my face – the first one in days, it seems like – and I laugh. Getting out of the office and into the crisp late Autumn air is doing me a lot of good. It’s helped clear my head and has somewhat pulled me out of the funk I’ve been mired in the last few days. As the bills pile up, I feel like my world has come crashing down around me, and I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know how to fix everything that’s broken right now.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you’re a Mets fan,” he says. “I saw the picture in your office.”

      I nod. “Yeah, my dad is a Mets fan,” I note. “I grew up rooting for them.”

      “So you’ve always been a champion for the downtrodden and the underdog,” he grins.

      “Let me guess; you’re a Yankees fan.”

      “I knew you were smart.”

      I flash him a wry grin. “And I thought you were,” I fire. “Guess I was wrong.”

      He laughs long and loud, his voice booming out over the small lake. “She shoots, she scores.”

      “And let me guess – you’re a Rangers fan as well,” I add, rolling my eyes.

      “Which would mean you’re an Islanders fan.”

      “Of course,” I tell him. “I only support the best.”

      “Maybe you haven’t seen the Isles play in a while –”

      “Shut up,” I squeal with laughter as I slap him on the arm.

      My breath comes out in steamy plumes that drift away on the breeze. The sky above is the color of slate with the whispered hint of rain – perhaps even the first flakes of snow – that will be coming soon. It’s cool right now and it will be getting much colder very soon, but I find this kind of weather invigorating.

      We’re sitting in a small, somewhat secluded section of Central Park. Surrounded by trees, lots of green, and small hills, it’s easy to forget that we’re square in the middle of the crazed hustle and bustle of Manhattan. Sitting on the park bench in front of the peaceful, mostly still waters of a small lake, it’s easy to forget we’re not up in the Catskills or something.

      I breathe deeply, taking in a chest full of the cool, crisp air. I savor it. Relish the way it seems to energize me and clear my mind. I look over at Sawyer and give him a small smile.

      “Thank you for this,” I say. “Sitting out here is – just what I needed.”

      “I just got the feeling you needed to be somewhere without walls for a while,” he replies.

      I nod. “You don’t know how true that is.”

      When I finish off the last of my hot dog and chips, Sawyer takes my plate along with his, walking them over to a trash can. He comes back and drops down onto the bench beside me, and all I can think is how good and reassuring his presence feels. It should be the last thing on my mind – he should be the last thing on my mind. And yet, I can’t stop thinking about him. I can’t help feeling comforted by having him beside me.

      It’s crazy to me to think that in such a short span of time – excluding our college years, of course – I’ve come to feel the way I feel about him. Especially given that we’re on opposite sides of the aisle about so many things. He is the sort of corporate CEO type I typically find reprehensible. The sort who doesn’t give a damn about the common person and the type who will ruin people’s lives all in the name of profit. Compass Development, like many other companies out there, victimize people just to turn a buck.

      And yet, there is a good heart beneath his gruff, corporate CEO exterior. Beneath the façade, Sawyer puts up and shows to the world is a good man. About that, Rider was very right. I’m just shocked as hell to see it. And yet I can’t deny that he’s nothing like the image he projects. He cares about people. Or at least, he cares about me, and that has led him to doing right by the people I’m trying to protect. But he’s funny. He’s warm. Kind. Thoughtful and intelligent.

      Basically, beneath the mask he wears, he’s everything I never thought he was back in college. He’s everything I never believed he was capable of being. It scares me to admit, but I trust him. I feel comfortable with him. And yeah, I care about him.

      But I can’t lie to myself either – I still have a certain wariness about him underneath all the hearts and flowers. Sawyer was always a player back in school. He probably slept with ninety-nine percent of the female students. If not, it sure seemed like it, anyway. He was with a different girl every few days, and there seemed to be a never-ending line of women who were all just waiting for a chance to throw their panties at him – and then be discarded a very short time later. It was like screwing Sawyer West was a badge of honor among the female student body or something. And there’s a small piece of me that wonders if he’s still like that – if he’s still a player whose only interest is in banging as many women in his lifetime as possible.

      I don’t get the impression that he is. He’s more centered and grounded. He’s more mature than he was back then. But I also need to remind myself that he’s the face of a multi-billion-dollar company and has to project a certain image. He has to carry himself with gravitas and a kind of wisdom. It could all just be an image he presents to the public that is as substantial as a puff of smoke on a breeze.

      I don’t believe it’s fake or an act. I truly believe that he is just as I find him. That getting laid isn’t his primary motivation with me. I’ve been fooled before. But until he proves me wrong, perhaps I need to give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe Gabs was right in that I owe it to myself to at least explore these feelings I’m having and see where it goes.

      I have no idea how I’ll juggle a relationship on top of everything else on my plate. But if this – thing – that exists between us is real, if it’s what I think it is and goes where I think it could, then I’ll find a way to make it work. Because if there’s one thing I do know, more clearly than anything else in my life, is that contrary to what people in my life may think, I don’t want to end up alone.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t called you since – that night,” I say softly.

      “I’ll admit, I was surprised. Ordinarily, I have to change my number because I get so many calls for a second round,” he replies, flashing me a grin.

      I laugh and shake my head. “Such a cocky asshole.”

      “I’ve been told it’s one of my better qualities.”

      “You were lied to.”

      We both laugh together for a moment, and I revel in the quiet in my mind. Seems like it’s the first time it’s been peaceful up there in a week. Sawyer looks over and gives me a gentle smile.

      “It’s okay,” he tells me. “I understand why you didn’t call. I know you’ve got a lot going on.”

      I nod absently, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear and looking out across the lake. My heart lurches in my chest and feel a tingling throughout my body. I know that this is it. This is the point where I either choose to let him into my life or shut him out – possibly forever. I take a long, deep breath and then let it out slowly.

      “Things have been falling apart lately,” I start slowly. “That call you heard earlier…”

      My voice trails off. I swallow hard, having trouble getting the words out of my mouth. For his part, Sawyer remains silent. Patient. He doesn’t pressure me and seems content to let me play this out in my own way. And I appreciate him for that.

      “That was – my super,” I confess, my cheeks burning with shame. “He’s threatening to evict me.”

      “Evict you?” Sawyer asks, his voice full of surprise. “But why?”

      I sigh, my shame only deepening. “I’m behind on the rent. Again,” I admit. “The bills have been stacking up, and I’m having to rob Peter to pay Paul.”

      I fall silent and feel the tears of embarrassment sliding down my face. Sawyer reaches out and using his thumb, wipes the tears away. He leans forward and plants a gentle kiss on my forehead. It’s a comforting gesture that fills me with a sense of warm gratitude. He gives me a smile and wraps his arm around me as I lay my head on his shoulder.

      “Is it because of the cost of your father’s meds?” he questions.

      I nod and smile weakly. “That and because being a public defender doesn’t exactly afford you a champagne and caviar lifestyle,” I tell him. “It barely affords you a pizza and beer lifestyle.”

      The deep chuckle in his voice reverberates through my entire body and makes me smile. Despite the shitstorm my life has become of late, being with Sawyer brings me a sense of comfort. Happiness.

      I’ve been fighting it hard, but now, sitting here, feeling his body pressed to mine, I can’t deny it any longer. Even despite everything in my life, I’m happy with him.

      I melt against him and soak in the warmth that’s radiating through me. I spend the next half an hour telling him my tale of woe. I lay it all out for him and don’t spare any of the ugly, embarrassing details. I even tell him about the fact that my father managed to accrue a mountain of debt because of his gambling – something I’m still trying to pay down.

      Through it all, Sawyer listens to my every word, never interrupting, never scoffing, and best of all, ever judging me. He just – listens. And when I’m done, I feel somehow unburdened. My heart is lighter and freer than it’s been in what seems like forever.

      And all I can do is smile at him.

      “Anyway, things are difficult at the moment, but I’ll get through it,” I murmur. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “I can help, Berlin. I’d be more than glad to help.” His voice is soft. “You’re not alone in this.”

      I shake my head. “It’s okay, Sawyer. I’ll get through it. I’ve been in tough spots before,” I say. “This is no different.”

      “It is, though,” he replies. “The difference is that this time, I’m here for you, Berlin. I’m here to help. I want to help.”

      “I appreciate that. I really do,” I tell him. “But I’ve managed this long on my own. I’ll be okay.”

      Sawyer looks down at me. “You know, it’s not a sign of weakness to admit you need help now and then,” he says. “It’s actually a sign of strength.”

      I laugh as I look into his eyes. “You sound like a fortune cookie,” I giggle. “Or a self-help book.”

      “You know, you’re not nearly as good at deflecting as you think you are,” he grins.

      “Sure I am. I’m actually pretty brilliant at it,” I tease. “You’re just not very good at letting me deflect.”

      “Let me talk to your super,” he replies. “I can talk to him and convince –”

      I shake my head vigorously. “Oh no. I appreciate it, but I’m not letting you anywhere near my super. I know better than that.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I laugh. “It means I know you’ve got a temper. And believe me, Lou will push your buttons,” I argue. “The last thing I want is to get tossed out on the street because you beat Lou’s ass. Not that I would mind seeing Lou get his ass beat but – no. Just no.”

      “Fine,” he responds. “Then let me get you caught up. I can help with some of the bills –”

      “The only thing I want you to do less than speaking with Lou, is paying my bills,” I retort. “Not to sound like a cliché, but I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “What kind of girl is that?”

      “The kind of girl who doesn’t pay her own way,” I fire back. “Or who relies on anybody else to pay her bills.”

      He nods. “I can respect that,” he says. “But there’s nothing wrong with the kind of girl who accepts a helping hand now and then.”

      “We can go around and around all day, but my answer’s not going to change,” I stand firm. “Now, we can keep bickering, or we can just enjoy the rest of our time together.”

      Sawyer gives me a cock-eyed stare and a wry grin. “Cheap shot.”

      “But a winning one.”

      “I’ll let you slide this time,” he says. “Only because winning is such an uncommon feeling for you Isles fans.”

      The laughter bursts from my throat. I slap his shoulder again, and just like that, the awkwardness I’ve been feeling since I first saw Sawyer standing in the doorway to my office vanishes. It’s not long before we’re laughing and joking together. I feel at ease with him again – or rather, at ease within myself.

      I haven’t felt this comfortable around a man in forever – nor have I ever felt this close to one. Ever. I feel like I can tell Sawyer anything – and want to tell him everything. It’s almost like he’s cast a magic spell on me or something. I don’t understand it, but that doesn’t make it any less real.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “For what?”

      “For getting me out of that office for one thing. It’s done wonders for my head,” I smile. “And for being so easy to talk to.”

      “I meant it when I said you weren’t alone.”

      I take his hand and place a gentle kiss on his knuckles as I look him in the eye. His expression is sincere – he really means what he’s saying. He wants to be here for me. Wants to help me. But I accept help about as well as I take compliments. Still, knowing he is here for me means a lot.

      “There’s no sense in going back to the office at this point,” I announce. “But I should probably get home. I need to see to my dad.”

      He nods. “Of course. Let me give you a lift home.”

      “I appreciate that. “

      Leaning against him with his arm wrapped around my waist, we walk back to the parking lot as the first light droplets of rain begin to fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      The feel of her warm body pressed to mine as we walk feels nice. Better than nice, actually. The easy companionship and that electric chemistry between us lights me up inside in ways I’ve never felt before. In ways I never knew I could. Berlin has awakened something inside of me I wasn’t expecting. But I’ve realized that now that it’s out, I don’t want this ride to end. In fact, I want it to keep growing.

      We get to my car as a light spatter of rain begins to fall, and I revel in the feeling of the cool air and mist falling on my upturned face. I have to say; this day has turned out pretty well. But as I look at Berlin, at the way her business skirt hugs her hips and her full breasts strain at the fabric of her blouse, I realize just how much better this day can be.

      “Today’s been wonderful,” Berlin turns to me with a smile. “I really appreciate you listening to me today.”

      “Of course,” I nod, feeling my cock stirring in my slacks.

      My eyes slide up and down her body – it’s like an involuntary reaction – and I lick my lips in anticipation. Berlin’s eyes sparkle, and she’s got a mischievous grin on her lips.

      “I don’t have to be psychic to see where your mind is at,” she says. “And let me just tell you –”

      I cut her off by pushing her against the passenger side of my car, pinning her with my body as my mouth finds hers. Her voice is muffled as I slide my tongue past her lips. Her body is so firm and soft at the same time, which enflames my passion. She mock-struggles to break my grip but then melts into me, kissing me back just as hard. My cock is rigid, and I press it against her, letting her feel just how aroused I am, and she murmurs into my mouth.

      “You naughty boy,” she gasps, a dazed grin on her face. “I was just about to tell you we weren’t going to do this today.”

      “Oh, well we can stop if you’d like.”

      “Shut up and kiss me,” she smiles.

      I kiss her again and feel Berlin pressing her body against mine. I slide my hands up her blouse, cupping her breasts, and circle her stiff nipples with my thumb. Her moan is a soft murmur as her body stiffens beneath my touch. She grinds herself against me. The friction of her rubbing against my cock sends waves of pleasure rolling through me. My passion is rising, and my body is growing taut with excitement. I have to have her. Now.

      Reaching my hand into my pocket, I hit the button on the remote to disengage the alarm and unlock the doors. Our tongues are swirling together in her mouth as I reach behind her and open the door. My breathing ragged, I slide into the back seat and pull Berlin in with me – suddenly thankful I’d thought to drive the Range Rover today. I pull her to me, and she straddles my lap, immediately starting to grind herself against me. I fumble with the handle to pull the door shut behind us, locking us away behind the darkly tinted glass.

      She pulls away from me to catch her breath. “Sawyer, I don’t know if we should be doing this. What if somebody sees us?”

      I slide my hand down between her thighs and find her panties soaking wet – as I knew they would be – and feel the salacious smile spreading across my face. She gasps as I touch her through the thin fabric and writhes against my hand. Throwing her head back, she closes her eyes and moans softly.

      “You were saying?”

      She grins, an expression of near rapture on her face as I slide my fingers beneath her panties and slide them along lips that are slick with her juices. I cut my eyes around the parking lot, though, and they fall on a blue van at the far end, well away from us. There doesn’t seem to be anybody in it, so I ignore it and return my focus to Berlin. I admit, since this section of the park seemed deserted, I didn’t think about anybody seeing us before. But now that we’re in the middle of this, there is no way in hell I’m going to stop. My desire for her is overflowing, and my body is begging for release.

      I plunge my two fingers inside of her, and Berlin’s pussy is so wet, they glide right in, making her gasp out loud. Her eyes are wide, and she’s chewing on her bottom lip as I pump my fingers into her. Berlin locks her eyes onto mine and digs her nails into my shoulders as she grinds herself down on my hand, taking my fingers into her even deeper. Her cheeks flush and her lips part, a breathy moan escaping her.

      I pierce her pussy with my fingers harder, and Berlin moans deeply, moving against me in a rhythm. Her grip on my shoulders tightens, and I feel her body stiffen as I reach even deeper inside of her. Berlin’s mouth crashes against mine, and she forces her tongue against mine, her kissing frenzied as her body tightens, and her pussy clenches around my fingers. With one last hard drive, she cries out; her voice muffled against my mouth. Her whole body starts trembling as she comes on my hand.

      Slowly, her body seems to relax, and she sits up, looking down at me with a smile on her face. I withdraw my hand, and as she watches, I slip my fingers into my mouth, savoring the taste of her juices. There is a look of hunger in her eyes – a deep burning desire that matches the fire between her thighs.

      “Delicious,” I murmur.

      Berlin reaches down, quickly unhooking my belt and getting my zipper down with a lot more ease than the last time we were together, and I flash her a smile.

      “Been practicing?” I ask.

      “Shut up and fuck me already,” she moans.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      I raise my hips and slide my pants down enough that my cock springs free. Berlin’s eyes shine with lust as she reaches down and takes my cock in her hand, giving it a couple of slow, hard strokes. I quickly unbutton and open her blouse, pulling her bra down enough that her breasts spill out into my hands. My mouth and tongue find them instantly, and she groans as I tease one nipple with my mouth and the other with my hand.

      She squeezes my cock tight, drawing a gasp from me as the tip of her tongue circles her lips languidly. Berlin raises her head and locks eyes with me again as she raises herself up and brushes the head of my cock against her slick, swollen lips. We both moan in unison as the head of my rod slides between her velvety folds, slipping further into the snug warmth of her wetness.

      Gripping my shoulders again, Berlin starts to ride me, rising and falling on my thick, rigid staff. She’s slow and tentative at first, her movements hesitant as if she’s uncertain of herself. But she has no need to be. The feeling is incredible.

      I slide my hands beneath her skirt and cup her ass, squeezing it tight, and give it a firm smack. She yelps and grins at me. I start to help her move, guiding her up and down on my cock, showing her how to fuck me.

      It’s not long before she’s rolling her hips and grinding her pussy against me hard and fast. I draw in a sharp breath as she bites my neck at the same moment she sinks her nails into my shoulders. But the feeling of her tight pussy gripping my cock as she impales herself on my dick is just too good. My entire body is humming with erotic energy, and with each thrust of her pussy on me, she brings me closer to the brink.

      She kisses me again, rolling her hips even harder than before, fucking me with a breathtaking intensity. Her tongue dashes against mine, and a small squeal bursts from her throat. That’s followed by a loud, lusty scream as she throws her head back. I press my fingers hard into Berlin’s hips to keep her upright as she thrashes wildly on top of me, caught in the grips of what looks like the most intense orgasm of her life. Her cries fill the confines of my car, and I have no doubt if anybody was standing out in the parking lot, they’d be able to hear her too.

      It takes a couple of minutes for her body to stop shaking and for her breathing to return to normal. When she turns her eyes to me, they glimmer with a fevered light, and the smile on her full lips looks almost maniacal. She leans forward and bites my earlobe.

      “Your turn,” she whispers.

      Her nails still digging into my shoulders, she starts to roll her hips again. Her movements are slow and deliberate – it’s as if she’s gaining confidence in her sexual abilities by the second. There’s a flirty smile on her lips as she rides me in a smooth, steady rhythm.

      Grabbing the back of my head, she shoves my face into her breasts. I greedily suck and knead them, reveling in the feel of her perfectly soft skin. Berlin grinds herself against me, taking my cock deep into her, and she gasps. I can feel my body tightening as she grips me with her pussy, sliding up and down my shaft in smooth, deliberate motions.

      I press my fingers hard into her ass, and then as I look directly into her eyes, I slap it hard. A small yelp passes her lips, and she squirms on top of me, but she starts to move faster, impaling herself on my cock harder. Berlin starts to thrust herself up and down faster, fucking me with zeal.

      My breathing is becoming labored. I feel my body tightening as she fucks me. Berlin pounds herself up and down on me like she’s got something to prove. We’re both panting, moaning, and I’m hurtling toward the edge, unable to stop.

      A moment later, I cry out as I feel my cock pulse and then explode inside of her. Berlin buries her face in my neck, her loud moans lost in my flesh as my body twitches, and I fill her up with my come. We cling to each other for several long moments, the tightness of her pussy milking every last drop of come from me.

      Slowly, we come back to ourselves, and she leans down, giving me a soft, tender kiss. I pull her to me in a warm embrace for a moment before she slides off my lap. We stare at each other in silence for a few seconds before we start laughing for no discernible reason. A feeling of warmth envelopes us both as this bond that’s been building between us grows stronger – it’s something neither of us can deny.

      “I – I should get home,” she finally breaks the silence.

      “Absolutely. What about your car?”

      “It’s okay. I’ll take an Uber in the morning.”

      She opens the door and climbs out of the back. I see her take a quick glance around; pensiveness etched upon her face. I slide out after her and see nobody around. It looks as deserted as it did when we climbed into the back seat, so we both do our best to put ourselves back together. Berlin hides behind the open car door to adjust her panties, then smooths out her skirt and tries to do the same with her hair – something that makes me laugh. She slaps me on the chest but grins.

      “Shut up. This is your fault,” she says.

      “I apologize.”

      She leans into me and gives me a kiss, then pulls back and looks into my eyes. “It’s okay.”

      Finally put back together sufficiently, I hold the door open and let her climb into the passenger seat, then walk around and slide behind the wheel. Our journey is mostly silent but still warm and companionable. Half an hour later, I pull to a stop in front of her building – which has definitely seen better days. It’s not a tenement by any stretch of the imagination, but it certainly looks – worn.

      As if embarrassed by where she lives, Berlin looks away from me and quickly throws open the door. She gives me a quick peck on the lips and climbs out.

      “I – I’ll call you,” she promises. “Soon.”

      I nod. “If not, I’ll just show up at your office again.”

      She gives me a smile as she closes the car door and practically sprints into her building without a backward glance. I’m about to pull away from the curb when an idea strikes me. I look at the doorway of her building again and weigh the pros and cons in my mind.

      Coming to the conclusion that sometimes it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission, I shut off the engine and climb out of my car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      The fact that the elevator is actually working makes me believe today is going to be one of those rare, good days when things are going to go my way. It’s been a few days since I saw Sawyer, but I’m still wrapped up in those warm feelings he inspires in me – not to mention the small, delicious aches inside of me.

      I still can’t believe I had sex with him in his car. I hadn’t intended to have sex with him at all that day. But Sawyer has such a force of personality and just oozes sex appeal from his every pore that I couldn’t stop myself. I’m just drawn to and desire him in ways I can’t explain – ways that have made me abandon my long-held virginity with barely a second thought.

      Not to be cliché or anything, but Sawyer has absolutely rocked my world. He’s so commanding that he gets me wet in the blink of an eye. I’ve never thought of myself as a submissive sort of woman, but I’m happy to give over that control to him – at least, if only in the bedroom. But the way he takes charge and has his way with me is sexy as hell.

      Sawyer makes me feel so amazing. He makes me feel desired. Wanted. When Sawyer looks at me, I feel like the most beautiful woman on the planet. Maybe the only woman on the planet. All I know is that I’ve never felt the way I do with Sawyer – like a sexual being.

      I know I had some initial misgivings after the first time we slept together. I admit that I had a small freak out about it. But as I’ve gotten to know Sawyer, as my feelings for him have developed, any lingering regrets or misgivings have faded away.

      When the elevator doors slide open, the smile on my face falls away. Lou is in the lobby applying a coat of paint to a section of wall that’s needed it for the last year or so. I guess I should be pleased he’s doing it at all. I step out of the elevator and stride toward the front door as Lou puts his paintbrush down in the tray and pulls a rag out of his pocket, wiping his hands as he turns to me.

      I’m in a good mood right now, and the last thing I want is for that to be spoiled. I don’t want to deal with Lou yelling at me for being behind in the rent. It’s happened quite a lot in recent months – which is personally embarrassing for me – but I don’t want to talk about it right now. I’m feeling too good to deal with Captain Buzzkill.

      I’m reaching for the door when his voice stops me, which feels a lot like I’ve just had a glass of ice cold water thrown in my face.

      “Hey, Berlin,” he starts.

      Letting out a long breath, I turn around, doing my best to keep my expression totally neutral.

      “What is it, Lou?”

      He stuffs the rag in his pocket. “Just wanted to tell you your account’s clear.”

      “Excuse me?” I gape at him. “What do you mean, my account is clear?”

      “Your rent? You’re paid up for the next six months.”

      “What? How?”

      He shrugs. “Somebody obviously wanted to do you a solid. What does it matter?”

      “Who?” I press. “Who paid my rent?”

      “Some guy, fuck if I know,” he shrugs. “Handed me a big-ass check. And it cleared. I ain’t gonna look a gift horse in the mouth. Especially when it means you ain’t gonna be late with the rent.”

      “This guy – let me guess,” I go on. “Tall. Maybe six-three, dark brown hair, brown eyes? Big build?”

      “Yeah, sounds about right.”

      I mutter under my breath, the irritation surging through me, the last vestiges of my former good mood floating away like scraps of paper on a stiff breeze.

      “You need to give me that check back so I can return it,” I snap.

      His laughter turns into a wheezing cough, and he shakes his head. “Yeah. No way in hell that’s gonna happen.”

      “Lou, you need to give me the check back –”

      “Couldn’t even if I wanted to – which I don’t,” he grumbles. “It’s already cleared.”

      “Goddammit,” I growl.

      “What’s the problem, lady?” he snaps. “Your fuckin’ rent’s paid. Be grateful somebody took pity on you because you were gonna be out on your ass if –”

      I turn and storm out the door of the building before Lou can finish his statement, the blood inside of me beginning to boil over. I flag down a cab and give him the address for my office – then change my mind and give him a different address altogether.

      I’m in a terrible mood now and feel the need to spread it around.
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        * * *

      

      I step off the elevator and find myself in the lobby of Compass Development. I walk across the tile of the lobby and look around. The lobby is luxurious and beautiful, but beyond that, the office has an open floor plan and is done in stainless steel and glass. It’s thoroughly modern and sleek – but in my opinion, it’s sterile. Cold.

      I step to the receptionist’s desk, and she gives me a perfunctory smile that looks about as genuine as the smile that’s painted on a Barbie doll.

      “Good morning, and welcome to Compass Development,” she chirps. “How can I help you today?”

      Her voice is as mechanical as her smile. She looks so lifelike, but I’m convinced if I look behind her, I’ll see her plugged into the wall.

      “I’m Berlin Roth and I’m here to see Sawyer West,” I announce. “I don’t have an appointment.”

      She purses her lips. “Oh, if you don’t have an appointment, I’m afraid it won’t be possible to see him,” she responds. “He’s a very busy man.”

      “Of course he is,” I go on. “And I understand that. But this is a matter of some importance, and I just need five minutes of his time.”

      She cocks her head like a puppy trying to comprehend the sound of my voice. “And what is the nature of this matter, Miss Roth?”

      “It’s personal.”

      Receptionist Barbie consults her computer and types in a few commands before turning back to me. “Well, Mr. West has an opening next Tuesday at eleven-thirty,” she says brightly. “Would you like to make an appointment?”

      I grumble to myself and look around the office again. I see a hallway near the back I didn’t notice before. I assume that’s where the executive offices are.

      “Miss Roth?”

      I look at Receptionist Barbie again and then turn, walking briskly through the office and toward the hallway in the back as she calls out to me. I ignore her and keep walking, my anger growing with every step I take.

      “Miss Roth, you can’t go back there,” she calls after me. “Excuse me. Miss Roth, you don’t have an appointment.”

      I walk down the hallway, passing offices on my left and right – none of them Sawyer’s. At the end of the hall is a large, imposing door that looks like it was made from cherry wood with an empty desk in front of it. The brass nameplate next to it reads Sawyer West. Bingo.

      As I stride toward the door, I can hear Receptionist Barbie’s feet scuffling along on the tile and her frantic breathing as she hurries to catch up with me.

      “Miss Roth, you can’t –”

      I throw open the door to Sawyer’s office to find him huddled with Rider at his desk. They’re both looking at his computer screen, laughing with one another about something, but look up quickly when I storm in.

      “Mr. West, I tried to stop her,” Receptionist Barbie pants from behind me.

      “It’s fine, Kyra. I’ll meet with her,” Sawyer replies as he gets to his feet. “Thank you.”

      I turn and watch as she gives Sawyer a shaky smile and then turns, leaving his office and closing the door behind her. I turn back to Sawyer, ready to explode, and give a very pointed look at Rider. He exchanges a look with Sawyer and clears his throat.

      “Right. Guess I’ll give you two a few minutes,” Rider says. He gives me a brief smile as he ducks out of Sawyer’s office.

      I look at the giant wall of windows that overlook Manhattan. Were I not so pissed off right now, I might be impressed with the view. On the right side of the office is a sitting area with couches and chairs, on the left is a massive desk with glass shelving behind it. Like the main office area out front, Sawyer’s office is modern and sterile. The only real touch of warmth I see are the black and white pictures of natural settings on the walls.

      “Everything okay?” Sawyer asks. “Are you okay?”

      “No Sawyer, everything is not okay.”

      He purses his lips and nods, then motions to the sofas and chairs on the other side of the room.

      “Okay, would you like to have a seat? Talk about this?”

      “No, this won’t take long.”

      “Okay,” he frowns.

      Sawyer comes around his desk and leans against it, folding his arms over his chest. He doesn’t really look all that surprised to see me. I get the feeling he knows why I’m here.

      “I told you I didn’t want you to speak with my super,” I start.

      “Technically speaking, I didn’t talk to him. Much.”

      I grit my teeth and narrow my eyes, my anger rising like a wave. “Don’t get cute, Sawyer.”

      “Can’t help it; it’s just my natural state of being,” he grins.

      “Sawyer, I swear to God –”

      He chuckles. “Relax, Berlin, I’m just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “I’m not screwing around,” I snap. “I told you I didn’t want you to help –”

      “And I know you’re too stubborn and prideful to ask for help even when you need it,” he fires back.

      “I didn’t need it.”

      “Yeah, you did,” he scoffs. “You were on the verge of losing your place. And what then? What were you going to do if you and your dad got tossed out onto the street?”

      I open my mouth to argue but realizing that he’s right, close it again, knowing I have no argument to make. I’ve been so busy trying to hold it all together that I haven’t stopped to think about the day I couldn’t do it anymore. I really don’t know what I would have done if Lou had served us with an eviction notice. I have no savings to speak of, nowhere to go, and no plan. Setting aside my pride for just a moment, I can see the truth of the matter is that Sawyer saved my ass.

      And I think that’s what pisses me off more than anything. I’m not a woman who wants to rely on anybody. For anything. I value my independence, above all else. Which, I see now, has left me with a few massive blind spots. Not that he had any right to go behind my back and do what he did.

      “That’s hardly the point,” I hiss. “I asked you not to do something, and you did it anyway. And I don’t like feeling indebted to people.”

      “Technically, you never told me to not –”

      “Oh shut up already,” I snap. “Stop splitting hairs with me.”

      “Look, we can sit here and argue about whether or not I was an asshole for trying to help you out,” he goes on. “Or, you can simply say thank you, and we can move forward.”

      I know I sound like an ungrateful bitch. I hate that I do. At the same time, though, I’m embarrassed as hell knowing if not for Sawyer, we’d be royally screwed. I mean, I might have been able to juggle some things here and there and do the tap dance I usually do. But doing so would have forced me to dance and juggle even faster. And every month we fall further behind, the tempo of the music speeds up, and I have to dance to the tune even faster. I could have gone through the usual rigamarole, but it would have only been postponing the inevitable. Again.

      “Thank you,” I say more grudgingly than I intend to.

      “And you’re very welcome.”

      I glare at him, gritting my teeth, my hands balled into fists at my side. I’m doing my best to keep my temper in check, but it’s not easy. I’m mostly pissed at myself for getting into this position in the first place. Sawyer stands there staring at me with an amused smirk on his face that makes me want to scream. Nothing like rubbing it in.

      “Look at you,” he chuckles. “And you say I have a temper.”

      “Shut up,” I growl.

      He laughs again, that deep booming voice washing over me like a warm, comforting wave. I look away but can’t keep the grin from stretching across my face. I shake my head and look up at him.

      “You really are an ass,” I laugh softly.

      “True. I am,” he replies. “But I think you kinda like it.”

      “Now you’re pushing your luck,” I fire back.

      I don’t know how he did it, but I came in here with a head of steam, ready to rip him a new one, and he somehow managed to talk me down. My anger was justified, but somehow, he defused it. Damn him.

      “I’m grateful, Sawyer,” I tell him and mean it. “And I swear I’ll pay you –”

      He waves me off. “That’s not necessary. In fact, don’t even think about it.”

      “Sawyer, no, I –”

      “I’m serious,” he grumbles. “Do not worry about it.”

      I purse my lips and blow out a breath, frustrated, embarrassed, and a hundred other things right now. But most of all, I’m grateful that Sawyer cares so much that he’d risk pissing me off to help solve my problems.

      “So – what now?” I ask.

      He glances at his watch and shrugs. “How about lunch?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll have the contracts sent over in the morning,” I say into the phone, taking a sip of my coffee. “Have your people review them and get back to me.”

      I pace in front of the windows, looking out over the city as I talk to one of my contractors. We’re breaking ground on a new project soon, and I’m trying to get my ducks in a row.

      My office door opens, and I see Rider step in with a newspaper under his arm. He’s got a devious grin on his face, and he tips me a wink as he closes the door behind him. I watch him walk over and drop down onto the sofa. I look at him curiously – he doesn’t usually read papers; he gets his news online. He’s grinning at me like a fool, which makes me even more curious.

      The voice coming through my earpiece pulls me back to the present. “Yeah, yeah, sorry. I’m here,” I speak into my Bluetooth device. “Sorry about that.”

      I spend the next ten minutes going over some details with my contractor, trying to get everything straight before I finish up. I don’t want any mistakes on this. When we finish ironing everything out, I disconnect the call and drop my earpiece on my desk. Carrying my cup of coffee with me, I walk over to the sitting area and take the chair across from Rider.

      Crossing one leg over the other, I take a drink of my coffee and wait. He’s looking at me, an amused sparkle in his eye. He looks like he’s practically ready to burst.

      “And why are you looking like the cat that ate the canary this morning?” I ask.

      “I take it you haven’t seen the news?”

      “I have. I read the paper this morning,” I reply. “I just didn’t read anything that would lead me to be as chipper as you.”

      His grin widens. “Clearly you didn’t read the right news.”

      He tosses the paper over to me, and I see right away it’s the Borough Ledger – one of the trashier tabloids in the city. If not the state. Or country. There is no story too salacious for this rag. It doesn’t even necessarily need to be true. In fact, based on my own experience with the Ledger, they prefer stories that are based in fiction.

      I pick it up and arch an eyebrow at Rider. “Are you kidding me? The Ledger?”

      “Don’t judge too quickly,” he continues to grin.

      “When did you start reading this shit?”

      Rider chuckles. “When it started to get interesting.”

      I sigh and unfold the paper. My eyes are immediately drawn to the large photo that takes up most of the front page. It’s me and Berlin climbing out of the back of my Range Rover and getting ourselves together after our lunchtime rendezvous a couple weeks back. I groan when I read the headline – which is displayed, of course, in massive black block letters: Afternoon Delight for Sawyer West and Mystery Woman.

      “Jesus Christ,” I grumble. “What the fuck is this?”

      “Looks like the way I wish I spent my lunch hours,” he cracks.

      “Oh, shut up,” I laugh.

      I skim through the article – which is not surprisingly, very light on facts. Instead, it’s filled with the most suggestive gossip and innuendo possible. But most of the article seems to speculate on who the ‘mystery woman’ is. The writer seems to obsess on it, actually.

      “So, let me guess,” Rider starts, “this isn’t what it looks like?”

      I grin. “No, it’s exactly what it looks like,” I tell him. “We banged in the back of my car. What I can’t figure out is how they got these pictures.”

      “With a camera, I’d guess.”

      I throw the paper back and laugh. “Fuck off.”

      As I scan my memory of that day, my mind lands on the van that sat at the far end of the parking lot. Had the paparazzi been tailing me? Where had they picked me up? And why?

      “I guess it was a slow news day in tabloid land,” I muse.

      “I disagree,” Rider objects. “As they say, sex sells. And quite obviously –”

      “Okay, okay,” I hold up my hand and cut him off. “Points for creativity.”

      I run a hand through my hair and take a drink of my coffee. This is all amusing as hell and all, but it’s irritating as shit at the same time. I’ve had to deal with the paparazzi my whole life, and my hatred of them has only grown stronger through the years. This is but one more example of why.

      It’s then the thought that should have been among the first enters my mind. I look at the paper splayed out on the couch beside Rider and groan. I slip my phone out of my pocket and take a look at it. No texts, no missed calls. Yet.

      “I don’t know if she’s seen it, is pissed and isn’t calling,” I wonder out loud, “or hasn’t seen it yet.”

      “Which means that you should probably think about getting your ass over there and getting to her before she sees it,” Rider finishes for me.

      I nod. “Exactly what I was thinking.”
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        * * *

      

      “I guess I should just get you an office of your own,” she says. “I mean since you seem to be here so often.”

      I lean against the door jamb with my hands in my pockets and give her a small shrug. “No need. Your office works just fine.”

      “Well you certainly seem to be making yourself at home here.”

      “I don’t see you calling building security on me,” I note.

      She laughs softly. “You know me; I hate to cause a scene.”

      I look at her and smile. Even doing nothing but sitting behind her desk in a dark business suit and green blouse that hugs all her curves just right, she’s breathtaking. A thought flashes through my mind of taking her out to have some fun.

      But then, that would just make this situation worse, wouldn’t it?

      “Come in, come in,” she tells me. “I can’t have you hovering in the hallway like a creeper.”

      I laugh and step in, closing the door behind me. I cross her small office in two steps and drop down into the seat across from her. I know she hasn’t seen the pictures yet, otherwise she would be tearing me a new one right now. Berlin is a private woman. She’s going to be pissed once I tell her. Hopefully she places her anger where it belongs – at the feet of the paparazzi – instead of me.

      “I’m telling you now that I can’t take a long lunch today,” she says. “I have to take a deposition in half an hour, and then I have a pre-trial hearing after that.”

      I chuckle and hold up my hands. “Okay, okay. I get it. No lunch date today.”

      “I wouldn’t mind it, but, well – I can’t be irresponsible every day.”

      I laugh. “Fair enough. But it’s funny you should mention a lunch date.”

      “And no, I can’t go out to your car for a quickie,” she grins. “Just to head that off before it takes root in that head of yours.”

      “Wow, it seems like you have me pegged.”

      “I know how your mind works,” she laughs.

      I clear my throat, suddenly feeling distinctly uncomfortable. “Yeah, about that.”

      As if she’s picking up on my discomfort, she sits up straighter in her chair, a look of concern flashing through her eyes.

      “What is it, Sawyer?”

      I look down at the tops of my shoes, trying to figure out how to tell Berlin that her picture is splashed all over the front page of some sleazy tabloid, and her sex life has been laid bare for all the world to see.

      “Sawyer?”

      The note of concern in her voice sends a lance of guilt through me, even though it’s not my fault. Well, not entirely. I can’t control what the paparazzi does. They’re scumbags, and they make their living by exposing the tawdry details of people’s lives. By the same token though, I know this. I am normally more careful about what I do in public. I’m usually more aware of my surroundings.

      But being so close to Berlin allowed my hormones to override my common sense and judgment. It’s a rare occurrence, but not completely unheard of. I’d allowed myself to think more about fucking Berlin in that moment than in maintaining my public image. And now I’m paying the price for it. Or rather, Berlin is paying the price for it. I’m used to living my life in the eye of the sleazy tabloids – she’s not.

      “Sawyer, you’re kind of freaking me out right now,” she says.

      “So, I take it you haven’t seen the news this morning?” I begin.

      “Sure, I glanced – trouble in the Middle East. Big surprise,” she frowns, clearly confused. “Couple of politicians under investigation for corruption – even less of a surprise –”

      I take the Ledger out of my bag and toss it onto the desk in front of her. “No, I mean that – news. If that’s what people call it.”

      The paper trembles in her hands as she picks it up and unfolds it. I watch her eyes widen as she scans the picture on the front page, taking in every detail of it. Her mouth trembles, and she lets out a stuttering gasp.

      “W – what is this?” she whispers.

      “It’s us, out by the lake the other –”

      She slams the paper down on the desk hard enough to rattle the pens in her cup. “I know what this is,” she snaps. “How did this happen? Who took this?”

      “I – I don’t know,” I admit. “I guess some piece of shit paparazzi must have followed us out there. I didn’t see him. That’s my fault. I’m usually more careful.”

      She runs her hand through her hair, a look of both fear and anger on her face. “I – I can’t believe this,” she stammers. “I can’t believe this happened.”

      “I just wanted you to hear it from me first, Berlin. I didn’t want you to have to see that shit,” I say seriously. “I’m sorry about this, Berlin. I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      She lets out a long, trembling breath. “It’s not your fault,” she replies, her voice little more than a whisper. “I know you didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      She stares at the paper and looks – maybe for lack of a better word – scared. I don’t know what she might be afraid of, whether it be her friends or father finding out, or something else. But seeing the paper has definitely rattled her.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Nothing. It’s nothing,” she insists. “We’ll – talk about this later.”

      “Berlin, I –”

      “No, I can’t deal with this right now, Sawyer,” she says. “I need to prepare for my deposition.”

      “Okay, no worries.” I get to my feet. “We’ll talk later.”

      She nods distractedly, and although she tosses the Ledger in the trash basket, I can see her eyes still lingering on it as well as her mind spinning. I would give anything to know what’s going through her head right now.

      “So, call me later?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yeah, I’ve got a pretty stacked schedule coming up, but I’ll call you soon.”

      She looks up at me, and there’s a sudden awkwardness in the air. Part of me thinks I should give her a hug and a kiss before I go. But that might be more of a thing for people in relationships – which we are not just yet. At the same time, I don’t want to leave her office without acknowledging that she’s somebody special to me. And for her part, Berlin looks at me like she has no idea what should be done in this weird space between us right now.

      I walk over and plant a kiss on the top of her head and lay my hand on her shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I whisper softly.

      I just hope she believes me. Hell, I hope I believe myself.

      She nods and gives me a weak smile, obviously not as reassured as I’d hoped she’d be. With a small nod, I turn and leave her office – only to be greeted by the weight of a thousand eyes on me. In all the time I’ve been making unannounced visits to this office, this is the first time anybody has seemed to notice me. And now it’s like everybody in the Public Defender’s office suddenly recognizes me. Gee, I wonder why.

      Fuck. Does everybody read those trash tabloids?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “Give me a fucking break,” I mutter to myself.

      I slam my office door behind me to make a point – and so I don’t have to listen to that insipid fucking giggling. Every single day for the last two weeks since that article in the Ledger came out; I’ve come into my office to find “Afternoon Delight” by the Starland Vocal Band playing on my computer on an endless loop. Apparently, the PD’s office is filled with comedians.

      I’m not in the mood for it today. I still haven’t really unpacked all of the emotional garbage floating around in my head from having my sex life splayed out all over New York for everybody to see and consume. I’ve been avoiding everybody like the plague since the article came out – and Nadia and Gabby have had the good grace to refrain from adding to my pile of shame. I figure I can deal with that later – or just hope it dissipates entirely, so I don’t have to.

      Adding to my foul mood is the fact that my morning has been spent at the doctor’s office having more blood sucked out of me than a herd of vampires would have taken. I haven’t felt good in a few days and finally decided to see what was going on. I’m tired of feeling wrung out, nauseous, exhausted, and like I don’t want to do anything but sleep the day away.

      I drop down behind my desk and groan as I look at the stack of files sitting on my desk. Just because I’ve been out, that doesn’t mean the wheels of justice have stopped grinding. Another wave of nausea rolls over me, so I put my head down for a minute. The taste of bile is thick in the back of my throat. I’m doing all I can to keep from having to puke into my trash can.

      I lift my head at the sound of my office door opening and see my supervisor step in. Carl Kennedy, the Principal Attorney for our unit, has been working in the PD’s office about as long as I’ve been alive. He’s got a full head of snow-white hair, lines etched deep into his face, has a bit of a bulbous nose that’s usually red – which, along with his typically watery eyes – gives away his habit of tipping a few back. Not that he makes any bones about it. He never comes in drunk and is still exceptionally sharp. Carl really is one of the best lawyers I’ve ever been around. He probably forgets more every day than I’m ever going to know.

      Carl ambles across my office and drops heavily into the chair across from me. I lean back in my seat, still fighting the urge to vomit, and give him what I know has to be a weak smile.

      “Morning, Carl,” I croak.

      “What did the doctor say?”

      “They’ll call me this afternoon with some results.”

      He nods and looks away from me. It’s then I notice the tension in his eyes and the set to his jaw. He’s typically a gruff but fairly jovial guy who’s got a good sense of humor about him. Oh, he’ll bite your head off if you give him a reason, but more times than not, you’ll find him laughing about something. But right now, he seems grim and troubled.

      “Everything okay, Carl?”

      He runs a hand over his face and lets out a long breath, and I can tell he’s doing his best to keep himself together. He gives me a smile that might be weaker than the one I gave him. That’s what tells me something is very wrong and immediately, I think somebody’s died.

      “Carl, what’s wrong?”

      He purses his lips and gives himself a small nod. “I spoke with Dwight earlier this morning.”

      Dwight Watson is the man in charge of our office and a notorious asshole. We rarely see him down here in the main offices – he would never deign to mix with we commoners. Instead, he sits up in his ivory tower on the tenth floor, passing judgment and dispensing his brand of justice on us. So, the second I hear that Carl had spoken with him is the second I realize that nobody died, but it’s not good news for me.

      In fact, if Dwight’s involved, I already know what’s coming next – I’m losing my job.

      “Carl, you have got to be kidding me,” I start. “I give everything to this job. I’m the best lawyer you’ve got in this damn unit.”

      “I know you are, Berlin,” he tells me. “You’re the most talented lawyer I’ve seen come through those doors – probably ever.”

      “Then why, Carl? What did I do?”

      He gives me an expression full of sorrow. “It’s the fucking picture those lowlife pieces of shit got of you.”

      “What? You’re kidding me?” I gasp. “Not that I’m not embarrassed about it, but what does my personal life have to do with my ability to do this job?”

      “It doesn’t. At least, I don’t think it does,” Carl replies. “I don’t think it matters for anything. What you choose to do in your own time is your own business, far as I’m concerned.”

      “Then why am I being fired, Carl?”

      “Because Dwight is worried about the politics of it all,” he sighs, sounding resigned. “And because he’s a coward.”

      I prop my elbows up on the table and bury my face in my hands, doing my best to not only keep from vomiting but from bursting into tears as well. I can’t believe this is happening to me. I just can’t fucking believe it.

      “He’s worried about how that picture is going to reflect on him,” Carl informs me. “Nothing more.”

      “It’s not going to reflect on him,” I argue. “It has nothing to do with him.”

      “I know that. I tried to tell him that,” he tells me, his voice thick with sympathy. “But like I told you, he’s a coward.”

      Carl doesn’t even flinch when I slam my fist down on the desk. The force of the blow topples my pen cup and scatters my pens everywhere. They hit the floor with a clatter, and I watch them roll away, still numb with disbelief about what’s happening to me.

      “So that’s it then. Some scumbag invades my privacy, snaps a picture of me on my own personal time, and I get fired for it,” I growl. “It’s not because I’m incompetent. Not because I’m corrupt. It’s because I chose to have sex with somebody. I’m being fired because I’m a woman who has needs and desires, and that man is uncomfortable with that.”

      Carl sighs again and nods. “Yeah, that sounds about right,” he confirms. “Dwight is a piece of shit, Berlin. And I’m sorry as hell about this. You don’t deserve this bullshit.”

      “No I don’t,” I state. “There has to be something I can do, Carl. I have to fight –”

      He holds his hand up to cut me off, the look of sorrow on his face only deepening. Carl looks down at the ground, rubs at his eyes, and when he looks back up, I can see they’re red and watery as if he’s been crying.

      “I fought with him for three hours today, Berlin,” he says softly. “We went back and forth, and he will not budge. All he’s worried about right now is covering his own ass.”

      My stomach lurches, and I barely manage to grab the trash can in time before the dry toast I managed to choke down this morning comes rushing back out. My stomach empties into the can, and I dry heave for a moment. When I set the can down and sit back up, Carl is there with a handkerchief. I take it and dab at my mouth, then grab my bottle of water and take a long swallow.

      “Thank you,” I groan.

      “I’m really sorry, Berlin,” he says. “More than I can ever express. I wish there was something I could do.”

      I sigh. “It’s not your fault, Carl. When does he want me out?”

      His face blanches, and he looks down at the ground. “Immediately.”

      The tears roll down my cheeks, and my head spins so hard, I feel like I might pass out. I scrub the tears away, but I can’t staunch the flow. They run freely down my face, and I sniff loudly.

      “What am I supposed to do, Carl?” I gasp. “What in the fuck am I supposed to do? I can’t be out of work. Not with my father and…”

      My voice trails off. I might as well be talking to a brick wall. That’s not a knock against Carl – he’s essentially middle management and can only do so much. If the people above him want somebody gone, that person is gone. In his case, that person is me.

      “I’m sorry, Berlin.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

      “Dwight wants me to give you an hour to pack up, but fuck him.” Carl attempts to smile through his own tears. “Take all the time you want.”

      I try to smile at him through the tears but fail. All I can do is nod as Carl gets to his feet. He’s never been an overly sentimental man, so when he comes around my desk and kisses the top of my head and gives my upper arm a squeeze, it means a lot to me.

      He leaves me office without another word, quietly closing the door behind him, giving me the privacy I need to have my breakdown. As quietly as possible, I cry hysterically for a few minutes, then do my best to pull myself back together – which is far from an easy task. I’m gripped by fear and uncertainty, not to mention a thousand questions that are rapidly firing through my brain.

      I don’t know what I’m going to do. With my father’s meds, the bills, and everything else, I don’t know what in the hell I’m supposed to do. I don’t know how we’re going to make it. I guess I should be thanking Sawyer ten times over right now, given that if not for him, we’d definitely be living on the street. At least thanks to him, we’re going to have a roof over our heads for the next six months.

      “Fuck,” I growl.

      My anger and shame boil beneath the surface. I grab the coffee cup sitting on my desk – my gift for winning my first case. I look at the smooth porcelain surface and trace my fingertips along the city seal. My tear splashes off the surface of the mug, and a white-hot bolt of rage tears straight through me. I get to my feet, reach back, and with all the strength I can muster, I hurl the mug across the room.

      “Fuck!” I scream. The mug hits the far wall and shatters, sending a spray of ceramic shards across the room.

      My office door opens, and one of the other attorneys in the office, a short weaselly-looking man named Arthur, pokes his head in. He looks at the shards on the ground and then up at me, his eyes wide and blinking behind his black-rimmed glasses.

      “Uhhh… everything okay in here?” he asks.

      Arthur and I have never gotten along. Personally, I’ve always hated the guy and thought he was a rat-faced, back-stabbing asshole. He’s the type who would step over or on anybody to better his lot in life. I guess if there’s one silver lining to all of this, it’s that I don’t have to pretend with him anymore.

      “No Arthur, everything is not fucking okay,” I spit.

      “Is there anything –”

      “Get out!” I scream. “Get the fuck out of my office!”

      I grab the water bottle of my desk and hurl it at the door. Arthur ducks out a moment before the bottle bounces off the wall and clatters to the floor. I plant my hands on top of the desk and lean down, taking deep breaths and letting them out slowly, trying to calm myself down.

      It’s doing no good, though. The enormity of what’s happening feels like I’ve got iron bands wrapped around my chest, and they’re squeezing tighter and tighter. So tight that I’m struggling to catch my breath. I feel a pain pulsing behind my eyes, and my heart is thumping so hard inside of me, I’m half-convinced it’s going to leave a bruise.

      I pick up an old box that’s sitting in the corner and start putting all my personal effects inside. I don’t have much here – I guess that’s one benefit of having had one foot out the door all this time. It takes me about ten minutes to pack up all the things I’ll be taking with me. Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I pick up the box, cradle it against my hip, and walk out of my office.

      I hear the whispers and murmurs following in my wake as I make my way to the elevators. It’s somehow worse than the eyes I feel following my every step. Word of my firing has spread faster than wildfire through the office. Not that I’m surprised – gossip around here seems to travel at the speed of light.

      I never got particularly close to anybody in my time here, so I don’t feel compelled to say goodbye to anybody on my way out. And nobody makes a move to wish me a fond farewell either, confirming the lack of any sort of social bond with my co-workers – I’m just another body moving on out of here.

      When the doors slide open, I step aboard and turn around. I catch sight of a few people peeking over their cubicles at me – the closest thing to a goodbye that I’m going to get from these people.

      It’s only when the doors slide closed, sealing me into the elevator alone, that I let the tears fall.
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        * * *

      

      Having gotten the call to come into the doctor’s office while I was on my way home, I sit in the crowded waiting room impatiently. The woman sitting next to me lets out a series of wet rattling coughs, only belatedly covering her mouth – and barely covering it at that. It’s disgusting. I just want to get out of here before I catch what she has. That would be the last thing I need right now.

      I haven’t told Nadia about losing my job yet. I’m going to have to do that when I get back from the doctor’s office. I somehow doubt that she’s going to be too upset about having some time off, though. I know that caring for my father must feel like an anchor around her neck that’s pulling her down. But she’s been better than great about helping.

      After that, I’ll need to start the process of finding a job. I want to find the right fit for me, but I also know I can’t take too long – or be too picky. I know that desperate times like these aren’t exactly conducive to finding one’s dream job. But I am going to do the best that I can.

      My time in the PD’s office was invaluable. It gave me trial experience, helped me to hone my style and skills, and honestly, I think working with good people like Carl made me a better lawyer. Now maybe I can take all the tools I’ve gathered and get myself into a good defense firm or even a non-profit organization that has a solid reputation for doing social justice work.

      It may not be the sort of work that leads me to becoming a millionaire, but so long as I can keep the lights on, food in our bellies, a roof over our heads, and fill my father’s prescriptions, I’ll be happy. Plus, doing good work like that will be ten times more satisfying for me personally. I’d rather see true justice done and protect the innocent than have a Ferrari.

      “Berlin Roth,” the same bored sounding receptionist who’d left the message last night calls out.

      I quickly get to my feet and hustle away from the coughing woman. I’m ushered into the rear offices and parked in an exam room – where I have to wait another twenty minutes sitting. The waiting irritates me almost as much as people who don’t cover their mouths when they cough or sneeze. But that’s the name of the game, unfortunately. I know the doctors in these sorts of clinics are overworked and can’t always be as prompt as I wish they could be.

      Eventually, Dr. Harbor saunters in, reading from my file folder as he shuts the door behind him. He’s a tall, handsome man with perfect features, a pleasant smile, dark, soulful eyes, and a full head of dark hair that’s shot through with gray. He looks like somebody straight out of central casting who was put into the role of ‘kindly doctor’ on some television hospital drama. But I’ve been seeing him for years, and even though he can be a bit corny at times, I like him a lot.

      “Well good morning, Berlin,” he greets me.

      “Morning Doc Harbor,” I respond. “How are the wife and kids doing since I last saw you yesterday?”

      He flashes me a made-for-TV grin. “Do I detect a hint of sarcasm in your voice?”

      “Well, I’m glad to tell you there’s nothing wrong with your hearing, Doc,” I finally give him a grin in return.

      He nods as he closes the file and sets it on the small counter against the wall. He pulls a stool over and sits down on it in front of me. He purses his lips, saying nothing, and looks at me like he’s trying to figure out how to impart some particularly bad news. It only ratchets up my anxiety. I’m not the greatest when it comes to dealing with doctors in the first place, so the fact that he’s not saying there’s nothing wrong with me – coupled with the strange expression on his face – has me on edge. To say the least.

      “You’re kind of freaking me out here, Doc,” I tell him. “What’s going on?”

      He hesitates a moment longer and looks at me with an inscrutable expression. I have to literally force myself to stay in my seat and not shake the answer out of him.

      “I have the results of your bloodwork, and I’m surprised, Berlin.”

      “Surprised?”

      He nods. “Yeah. Surprised.”

      As I listen to him explain the results of my bloodwork, I get the sort of weightless feeling you get in the pit of your stomach when you crest the rise of a roller coaster that’s so high, you think you can reach out and touch the clouds – and then plunge straight over the edge into a nearly vertical drop.

      And it’s all I can do to keep myself from screaming in absolute horror.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I set my cup of coffee on the table as I sit down across from Berlin and give her a smile – one she doesn’t return. I can see how tense and upset she is, but one thing I’ve learned is to never try to handle or manage her. She’ll come to things in her own time, in her own way. There’s nothing I can do to force it.

      It’s why I haven’t been pressing her to get together with me. I’ll lob the occasional text just to let her know I’m still out here and want to see her, but I can’t make her contact me. I’m doing my best to be patient, knowing the tabloid article must have rattled her deeply. I know she’s embarrassed about it, and it’s made her very wary of being seen in public – especially with me. So, I’ve been trying to give her the time and space she obviously needs.

      I won’t lie, though. It’s frustrating as hell. The connection we share is real – and I know she feels it, too. But she has been keeping me at an arm’s distance. I can’t even say we’re really seeing each other since that would imply we talk more than once every couple of weeks. I don’t know what we are to each other, to be honest. I’ve made it clear that I want to be more with her – much more. I want to be closer to her, but she continues to resist.

      Honestly, I’ve never had to work this hard to be with somebody before, so this is all new ground to me. But as I look at her from across the table, see the way the sunshine makes her skin glow as if she’s lit from within, I know I’ll do whatever she needs to get to a place where she’s comfortable, and most of all, ready to be with me – and all that entails.

      Nobody has ever made me feel the way Berlin makes me feel. I’ve never wanted to be with somebody so bad that I chase them as hard as I chase her. There is just something about her; I connect with on a deep, primal level. As cynical and jaded as I can be sometimes, even I recognize how rare that is – and I’m not willing to throw it away just because she’s making me work for it. I’m not willing to walk away from her over my pride. I truly believe we can have something truly unique. Special. And I want it with everything in me.

      “It’s good to see you, Berlin,” I start. “I’ve missed you.”

      She gives me a small smile but says nothing. Instead, she looks down at the table and picks at the napkin beneath her cup of coffee. There is obviously something really weighing her down. We’re sitting on the patio at the coffee house she asked me to meet her at, and despite the place being packed with people, I can see how utterly alone she feels right now. My heart goes out to her. That’s something I want to change.

      I let out a breath and watch as the plume of steam wafts away on a current of air. And as the sun slips behind the iron gray clouds above, plunging us back into a dusky gloom, Berlin finally looks up at me. I see her jaw flexing, and the look of total discomfort on her face is painful for me to see.

      “Talk to me, Berlin,” I nudge her gently. “What’s going on?”

      “I – uhhhh –”

      She bites off her words as several fat tears roll down her smooth cheeks. She angrily scrubs them away and seems to be silently chastising herself. Reaching across the table, I take her hand and give it a squeeze. She looks like she might yank it away but then relaxes and looks at me, giving me the saddest, most humorless smile, I’ve ever seen on a person’s face.

      “It’s okay,” I say softly. “Whatever it is, we can figure it out.”

      Her eyes widen, and there’s a terrified glint that shines through for a moment – but just a moment – before she manages to quash it, leaving nothing but a flat, wooden expression on her face.

      “I – I lost my job at the PD’s office,” she finally tells me, her voice trembling.

      I stare at her blankly for a minute and watch as more tears roll down her face. She sniffs loudly and uses her napkin to dry her eyes. Her cheeks are red and blotchy, her eyes swollen, and although I know what a massive blow this must be to her, I can tell there’s something more. Something she’s not telling me. But I remind myself – in her own time, in her own way.

      “Berlin, that’s terrible,” I reply. “Why? What happened?”

      “Politics,” she sniffs, a note of disgust in her voice.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It seems that photo in the Ledger made some of the people above me uncomfortable,” she replies. “They – no, he – was afraid it would somehow blow back on him and make him look bad.”

      “Who is he?” I growl. “What’s his name?”

      “Dwight. Dwight Watson,” she responds. “He’s the office’s Chief Administrator.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “Yeah, I called him that too,” she says with a small grin. “Among other things.”

      It’s weak and watered-down, but it’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen on her face since I sat down. I know what being an attorney and doing the work she does means to her. And I know that for Berlin, this isn’t just the loss of her job – it’s a blow to her very identity. She defends the people who can’t defend themselves. That’s just who she is. So to have that stripped from her is like a shot to the gut.

      “I feel like this is my fault,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head. “It’s not your fault,” she insists. “You didn’t make me do anything I didn’t want to do.”

      “Maybe not, but you wouldn’t have been there if not for me,” I admit. “And I should have known better. Those paparazzi assholes are always around, and they’re everywhere. They’re like fucking bedbugs.”

      Seeing the pain in her eyes affects me deeply. The last thing I ever wanted was to cause Berlin problems. As I look at her, though, I just get the feeling there’s more to the story here. I feel like she’s holding back and isn’t telling me something. I don’t know what it is. Maybe I’m way off base, but there’s something in her eyes – something she’s doing her best to snuff out – that I’m picking up on. Though I’m tempted to ask her about it, I know that pushing her right now would be the wrong move.

      “What if I spoke to this – Dwight character?” I ask.

      She shakes her head vehemently. “God, no,” she replies. “That would only make the situation worse.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. “He fired you. How much worse can it get, Berlin?”

      She blinks at me for a moment before erupting into laughter as if only just now realizing how absurd her statement was. She laughs long and loud, clapping her hands together. I get the feeling her outburst is not because it’s that funny – it really wasn’t – but is more of an expulsion of a tremendous amount of emotional energy that’s been boiling below the surface. It’s like turning the pressure release valve on a boiler that’s about to blow.

      She finally settles down and looks at me, an amused grin on her face. “It feels like it’s been ages since I’ve been able to laugh,” she says. “Thanks for that.”

      “Anytime. I just like seeing you smile,” I reply. “And I meant it – I can talk to Dwight.”

      Her smile fades. “It won’t help. He’s a political animal,” she says. “Everything he does is calculated based on how it will affect his own political clout.”

      I flash her a roguish grin. “Yeah well, I’m not without my own political clout in this city,” I tell her. “I’ve got plenty of chits I can call in –”

      “I appreciate it, but I’d prefer it if you didn’t,” she shakes her head.

      “But Berlin –”

      “I don’t need you to always throw on your cape and come rushing in to save me, Sawyer,” she declares firmly. “I don’t want or need you to solve all my problems for me. Sometimes, it’s enough to just be able to talk to you. Sometimes it’s enough for you to just listen.”

      I nod and give her a small smile. Sitting around doing nothing has never been something I’ve been good at. I’m the type who will roll up my sleeves, dive into a problem, and hammer away at it until I find a solution. But I have to recognize that’s not what Berlin needs from me. I have to believe her when she says sometimes; she just needs me to listen – even though it might kill me to do so.

      “So what are you going to do?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not sure yet,” she admits. “I need to start circulating my resume, obviously.”

      I open my mouth, ready to offer some advice, but then close it again, letting the words die on my tongue. This is a time for me to listen and not, as she says, throw on my cape and go rushing in to save her. Instead, I let her talk.

      And Berlin talks for a good twenty minutes or so, really opening up to me about her fears and the anxiety this is all bringing with it. She’s not good with uncertainty in her life and is battling the dark thoughts of doubts about her ability that are weaving their way through her mind. As I sit there and listen to her explain to me what it is she’s looking for and what she hopes to find, an idea begins to form in my head. But I decide to sit on it for a minute.

      “I have to say, I never thought my sex life would lead to a complete reevaluation and overhaul of the other parts of my life,” she chuckles.

      “Yeah, I’m –”

      She reaches across the table and grabs my hand, giving it a tight squeeze. She looks into my eyes, and I see a steely resolve there I haven’t seen yet today – the sort of determination I typically associate with Berlin. I see her strength and confidence – I see all of the qualities that drew me to her in the first place.

      “If you say you’re sorry one more time, I’m going to kick you in the balls so hard, they’ll have to remove them from your throat,” she growls. “I’m not sorry it happened. Despite the fallout, I don’t regret being with you, Sawyer.”

      I raise her hand and kiss her gently on the backs of her knuckles. “I’m glad. Because I don’t regret it either,” I tell her. “Next time, though, we’ll make sure we’re actually alone.”

      “Good thinking,” she replies. “I’m not super crazy about half the city knowing about my apparent sexual deviancies.”

      I give her a grin. “I think the Ledger actually has a circulation that covers about three-quarters of the city.”

      She cackles with laughter and slaps my hand. “Shut up. You’re not helping.”

      “The saving grace here is that they didn’t have your name to print,” I mention. “And given the attention span of the American public, this will be old, forgotten news in no time.”

      “Thank God,” she grins. “But if you have any famous friends, could you ask them to do something outrageous to speed the process along?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      I can see some of the tension around her eyes and in her body slowly melting away. There’s still something there that she’s not telling me. It’s been hovering over us like the damn Sword of Damocles since I sat down, but she’s holding onto it. Maybe I’m being paranoid, and it has nothing to do with me. It more than likely is, but I want to be the sort of person in her life she can fully open up to and hold nothing back with.

      We’re obviously not there yet. But I hope that one day soon we can be. I want to move forward with Berlin in my life. I want her to stop keeping me at an arm’s distance and let me in with no reservations. I take a drink of my coffee and decide now is as good a time as any.

      “Without sounding like I’m trying to solve all your problems, I’d like to make you a proposal,” I begin.

      “If this has anything to do with you giving me money –”

      “Far from it,” I promise.

      “Then what is your proposal?”

      “Come work for me,” I tell her. “I need a good personal attorney.”

      “Sawyer, I –”

      “Wait, wait,” I cut her off. “Hear me out first.”

      She sits back in her seat, cradling her coffee cup in both hands as if trying to absorb the warmth as the evening sets in and the temperature starts to plunge.

      “Consider it a temporary thing. A sort of bridge between jobs,” I explain. “You’ll be free to come and go as you please as you look for another job more suited to your talents and liking, but you’ll assist me with projects I need handled.”

      “What sort of projects?”

      I shrug. “Whatever may come up that requires a lawyer’s touch.”

      She smiles. “I thought Rider was your fixer?”

      “This is New York. One can never have too many fixers.”

      She laughs. “I don’t know, Sawyer. I mean, I appreciate the offer but –”

      “Hey, you haven’t let me finish my sales pitch yet.”

      Her smile is dazzling, even in the oncoming gloom of the night. “Well, by all means. Pitch away.”

      “I can guarantee you’ll make double what you made at the PD’s office,” I begin. “Better benefits for as long as you’re with us, which will help with your dad’s meds. Whatever you need. You set your own terms, Berlin.”

      “That’s very generous, Sawyer.”

      “It’s the least I can do after allowing your sex life to become salacious gossip.”

      She laughs softly, and I can see her pondering the offer. She’s a proud woman. I know there’s some small voice in the back of her head telling her that this is an act of charity and to reject it out of hand – she doesn’t want to be viewed as a charity case. I know I need to give her a gentle push to silence that voice.

      “Like I said, it’s a temporary gig, Berlin. Just until you find something that will be a good fit for you,” I press. “And before you even begin to think about rejecting this as a handout, believe me when I say you will work for your money. I promise you that. This isn’t an act of charity. It’s bringing in a more than capable lawyer to help me protect my company.”

      She chews on her bottom lip, and I watch the wheels in her head spinning. She’s weighing out all the pros and cons and looking for hidden strings or pitfalls, which makes me chuckle to myself. I know Rider does this as well, which makes me wonder if all lawyers are this cynical. Finally, she raises her head and gives me a smile.

      “Can I think about it?” she asks.

      “Absolutely. Take your time.”

      “Thank you, Sawyer.”

      “Nothing to thank me for. Like I said, this is a legit job offer, and if you accept it, I’m going to put you to work.”

      She smiles. “Noted.”

      We stare at each other for a long moment, and I’m again haunted by that unspoken – thing – I see in her eyes. I don’t know what it is, and it’s driving me crazy.

      “Is everything okay, Berlin?” I ask tentatively. “Is there something going on?”

      She shakes her head. “No – well, nothing I haven’t told you tonight.”

      I nod, but still feel unsettled – and more certain that she’s still holding out on me. I have no idea what she’s holding back, but I know it’s there. And I know it’s something big.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “So you took the job, right?” Gabby asks.

      “I’m – thinking about it.”

      “What is there to think about, babe?” she gapes at me. “You need a job; he’s offering you a job. And with full bennies and double the pay? What are you waiting for?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I sit back and take a drink of my soda as Gabby continues to stare at me like I’ve suddenly sprouted a second head. I know from her standpoint, it’s the perfect set up – money and benefits. But there’s more to it than that. A lot more.

      “Is it because you’d be working with Sawyer?” she asks.

      I shrug. “That’s part of it,” I tell her. “I mean, working with somebody I’m sort of seeing could be problematic.”

      “Only if you let it be,” she presses. “You’re two grown adults – surely you can separate work from personal, can’t you?”

      I laugh softly. “In theory.”

      I sigh and look around the small vegan café Gabby chose to meet in. It’s around the corner from her office and is full of the lunchtime crowd; people in power suits stuffing their faces before they have to get back to their respective offices. Waitresses scurry about, dropping off plates of food amid the buzz of conversation.

      I take a bite of my spinach wrap and chew thoughtfully as Sawyer’s words bounce around in my head. On paper, taking the position with his company makes sense. It would be a good stopgap until I find the job I want – for a number of reasons. Being able to survive, feed myself and my father, and take care of his medical needs chief among them.

      At the same time though, there are a number of obstacles that I’m having trouble seeing my way around. There is, of course, the fact that we’re seeing each other. That provides plenty of complications, all on its own. There is also the fact that his company stands diametrically opposed to everything I believe in. I’ve spent my entire career fighting companies like Compass who trample over people in the name of profit.

      “Not to sound overly dramatic or anything, but if I agree to work for Sawyer, I’m going to be getting into bed with the sort of company I abhor,” I tell her. “I fight companies like Compass – I don’t work for them.”

      Gabby purses her lips. “And while I admire your convictions and your passion for the cause, at some point, you have to worry about your own survival.”

      “Convictions are convictions precisely because they can’t be violated,” I reply.

      “Honey, I have a feeling all those people you go to bat for would understand if you took a job that allows you to remain fed and housed if it means you’re able to continue fighting for them.”

      “At the very least, it’s a conflict of interest,” I argue.

      “Only if you are in a court fight with Compass,” she corrects me. “Which, given that Sawyer delayed the Atwell project, there isn’t going to be one. Right?”

      “This time,” I point out. “But he continues to develop projects all around the city.”

      “I would be willing to bet a large sum of money if you and Sawyer talked about this, he would avoid developing projects that would put the two of you into conflict.”

      “There are a lot of if’s and maybe’s in that statement,” I note. “I mean, he did tell me he’s not going to stop developing properties, and that the bottom line is his most important line.”

      Gabby takes a bite of her sandwich and chews, never taking her eyes off me. I know she’s just buying herself time before delivering some zinger she thinks will knock me off balance and agree with her. It’s one of the things that makes her a brilliant lawyer – she’s able to find the soft spots in an argument and then eviscerate them. It’s one reason I was surprised she went corporate rather than criminal.

      But when she frowns and washes her sandwich down with some of her tea, I know she hasn’t come up with that zinger. She does have one solid counter argument, though. One that’s not as easy for me to dismiss.

      “With the money you’d make working for Sawyer, you wouldn’t have to stress as much about your dad’s meds,” she says. “Life wouldn’t be such a struggle for you, Berlin.”

      I nod and sigh. “That’s why I didn’t reject it out of hand.”

      “And if that’s not enough, consider this – with you in his ear 24/7, you might just be able to help change the way he does business,” she offers. “You might be able to get him on board with your cause.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “But there isn’t a lot of money in charitable causes. And Sawyer likes making money.”

      She shrugs. “Maybe you can find a way to do both. Let him make money and also put him on a more – compassionate path.”

      A small smile touches my lips. All of those are terrific arguments for taking the job – being able to pay for my dad’s meds being the most obvious. But I haven’t told her everything yet. Hell, I’m still trying to wrap my own brain around it and figure out how it all fits into my life. It complicates things even more.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I give my head a small shake as Gabby’s voice pulls me out of my head and back to the present.

      “Berlin, what’s going on with you?” she prods.

      I look at her and feel my stomach roiling. My eyes sting as they well with tears. Gabby takes my hand, stroking it gently as she looks at me with genuine concern etched into her features. Frustrated and embarrassed, I wipe away the tears and sniff, doing everything I can to keep from breaking down right here in front of a full restaurant.

      “Honey, talk to me,” Gabby urges me softly. “What’s happened?”

      “I’m pregnant, Gabs,” I whisper.

      Her mouth falls open, and her eyes grow comically wide with shock. I would probably laugh if I weren’t on the verge of sobbing uncontrollably.

      “W – h – how?” she stammers.

      I arch my eyebrow at her. “Really? You need me to explain how these things happen?”

      I do my best to keep things light – and keep myself from crying – but my joke comes out flat and wooden.

      “Shut up,” she says with a courtesy chuckle. “When did you find out?”

      “A couple of days ago.”

      “Have you told Sawyer yet?”

      I shake my head. “I meant to tell him. We had coffee, and I was going to,” I respond. “But I chickened out.”

      “Oh my God, Berlin,” she whispers. “As if you needed any other problems.”

      My snort of laughter is sharp and brittle. “Tell me about it.”

      “Well, you have to tell him,” she says simply. “If nothing else, he is going to owe you child support.”

      “Yeah. But do you see now why going to work for him might be problematic?” I ask. “I mean, if he wants nothing to do with me when he finds out – or with our child – things could get awkward real fast.”

      “Yeah, I see that.”

      Gabby whistles low and leans back in her seat, an expression of stunned disbelief on her face. It’s an expression I know well since it’s been plastered on my own face the last few days.

      “Oh my God, Berlin,” she gasps. “I – I don’t even know what to say.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      When Gabby looks at me, her expression of shock melts away and becomes one of steely resolve. She holds me with her gaze as if trying to transfer that to me through the sheer force of her will. She takes my hand again and grips it tight – the physical manifestation of the fervent light in her eyes.

      “No matter what happens, we’ll get through this,” she tells me. “We’ll figure it out, Berlin.”

      “Yeah,” I say, sniffing back tears.

      “If nothing else, I’ll wrangle you an interview down at my firm,” she presses. “I know it’s not what you want to do, but at least it would be a job. And if you’re going to be a mother – on top of everything else on your plate – you’re going to need money, babe.”

      “I know. And I’ll definitely think about it,” I tell her. “There’s just so much going on in my head right now that I don’t know up from down.”

      She nods. “I get it. You just let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll get you an interview.”

      “Thanks, Gabs. I really appreciate it.”

      “Anything for you, Berlin. You know that.”

      I wipe my eyes with my napkin and blow out a long breath. I feel better for having told Berlin about the baby. Hauling around a secret like that on your own can be suffocating. But Gabby sharing this burden with me takes some of the weight off my shoulders. I feel a bit better than I have since I found out I was pregnant.

      Gabby tightens her grip on my hand again and grins mischievously. “I just want to know what you were thinking,” she says. “I mean, don’t you know that having sex in the back seat of a car pretty much guarantees you’re going to get pregnant?”

      I bury my face in my hands and groan, then lift my head and laugh as I shake my head. Being as devoted to the trashy tabloids as she is, I should have known Gabby would have seen my picture in the Ledger. But I hadn’t received a mocking phone call or text from her, so it hadn’t even entered my mind – I’ve had a lot more to think about lately.

      “You’ve been sitting on that all day, haven’t you?” I grin.

      “All day? I’ve been sitting on that for a couple of weeks now. I figured it’d be a line best delivered in person,” she cackles. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

      “Tell you what, I had sex in a car?”

      “No, that you are becoming such a wanton sexual deviant,” she teases. “Frankly, I’m shocked.”

      I laugh. “Yeah well, I’m only taking your advice and enjoying myself a bit.”

      “And I’m so proud of you, babe.”

      We laugh together for a minute before our conversation shifts to more mundane matters. All the while though, her words continue to echo through my head. And as a mother-to-be, I will need a job for as long as I can manage it until I have to go out on maternity leave. I am going to need to sock away some cash to make it through once the baby is born. Hell, I’m going to need a decent pile of money even before the baby is born to get ready for his or her arrival.

      And although it terrifies me to even contemplate the idea, the best opportunity I have to put together a decent nest egg is probably going to be working for Sawyer. It’s a path forward fraught with plenty of thorns and pitfalls – I have no idea what he even thinks about having a child.

      But at this point, what Sawyer thinks doesn’t matter. I’m going to have and keep this child. It’s not even a question in my mind. He can either be in our child’s life or not. That’s up to him, and I have no plans to pressure him one way or the other. It won’t be easy – in fact, it’ll be downright brutal – but I can raise a child on my own if needs be.

      I’m not going to lie though – having some help would be nice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “I wasn’t aware you knew where I lived.”

      “You’re not the only one who’s resourceful.”

      I grin. “Clearly not.”

      I step aside and let Berlin into my place, my eyes unconsciously sliding up and down her body as she passes me. She’s wearing a long, flowing skirt that’s dark blue with white polka dots and hugs her hips enticingly. She’s also wearing a white blouse with a dark blue sweater and has her hair tied back into a ponytail with a white tie. I’ve never seen her dressed down in casual attire before, and she’s got this whole 1950’s retro vibe going on. I have to say; it’s appealing as hell.

      I lead her into the living room and offer her a seat on the couch. She looks around my condo like it’s the most luxurious place she’s ever seen.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yeah, I was just hoping we could talk.”

      “Yeah, absolutely. Can I offer you a glass of wine?”

      “Ummm… do you have some hot tea actually?”

      “On the wagon?”

      A strange expression crosses her face, and she won’t meet my eyes. “Something like that,” she responds. “It’s just kind of cold out there.”

      “Fair enough. Let me just go grab some.”

      “Thank you.”

      I head into the kitchen and try to decipher Berlin’s behavior. The fact that she put in the effort to find out where I live is one thing. But I can see the tension in her body and that inexplicable glint in her eye. I have no idea of what’s happening, but I’m glad she’s here, and we’ll figure out whatever is going on with her. Suffice it to say; I’m curious as hell.

      After getting a tray set up with some hot tea, cream, and sugar, I carry it all into the living room and set it down on the coffee table.

      “Well aren’t you just Little Suzie Homemaker,” she grins at me.

      “My mother taught me that every civilized household has tea service at the ready.”

      “I think I’d like your mom.”

      “I’m sure she’d have liked you.”

      She lets that hang in the air between us for a long moment and looks distinctly uncomfortable. I suppose things are too new with us to even be joking about meeting parents. And given that the only surviving parent either of us have is suffering from Alzheimer’s, I’m sure that adds another layer of baggage for her.

      I pour out the tea and leave her to fix it how she wants it, then walk over to the faux fireplace that is mounted in the wall below the large flat-screen television. The fireplace is seven feet long and two feet high, and when I turn on the gas and hit the ignition button, it springs to life, running along the burner pipe in sequential order until they’re all lit. It’s sleek, modern, and doesn’t put out much heat, but I always thought it looked pretty cool.

      That done, I grab the remote, turn off the TV, and push the button that turns on the stereo. Soft jazz floats out through the hidden speakers.

      “You can leave the TV on,” she offers.

      “Nah, it’s fine,” I tell her. “I can catch the highlights show later.”

      I fix a cup of tea for myself and drop down onto the couch across from her. She sips her tea, looking everywhere except at me, which makes me even more curious.

      “You have a beautiful place,” she remarks.

      “Thanks,” I reply. “I actually just bought the one next door, and I’m planning on knocking down the wall over there and enlarging this place.”

      She looks to the wall in the dining room I’m pointing to and nods. “That’s going to be a lot of room for one person.”

      “I like to spread out.”

      She giggles and sips her tea. I watch her for a moment, and about the only word I can use to describe her in the moment is – awkward. And not the sort of awkwardness that sometimes exists between us. This is different. It’s like she has something to say but is afraid to say it. It’s apparently going to take some prodding to get it out of her.

      “I’m glad you came by,” I start. “But what’s the occasion?”

      She takes another sip of her tea and sets the cup down on the coffee table in front of her, then leans back and crosses her legs and folds her hands in her lap. Berlin chews on her bottom lip and seems to be pondering what to say.

      “I – I guess I’ve been doing some thinking,” she starts. “I mean, I had a talk with my best friend the other day, and she gave me some food for thought.”

      “Yeah? And what did you think about?”

      “I think – I think I want to accept your offer,” she says tentatively. “If it’s still on the table.”

      “Of course it’s on the table,” I respond. “And I’m really happy to have you coming on board, Berlin.”

      She holds a finger up. “Before we spit on our palms and shake on it –”

      “I haven’t closed a deal like that since I was twelve years old,” I laugh.

      “Regardless, before we close this deal, so to speak, I have a couple of conditions.”

      I arch my eyebrow. “Conditions, huh?”

      She cocks her head and grimaces. “More like – a couple of suggestions, perhaps.”

      “I’m listening.”

      I sit back and take a drink of my tea, waiting for her to elaborate on her – suggestions. I’ll make a show of it just to make her sweat, but I don’t think there’s anything she can ask of me that I won’t give her.

      “Well – this thing between us – I mean, it’s more than obvious that I like you, Sawyer. And I don’t think I’m out of line to think there’s something between us, right?”

      “You’re not out of line at all,” I assure her. “And I would hope that given how hard I’ve been chasing you, that you know I care about you as well.”

      She gives me a small smile. “Even knowing that, it can’t happen –”

      “Berlin, let’s not rush into anything –”

      “Hear me out before you say anything.”

      I nod. “Apologies. Please, continue.”

      “What I was going to say was I don’t want to give up what we have between us,” she goes on. “Not until we explore it and figure out what it is. I really think we have the chance to build something special.”

      I open my mouth to tell her I want and believe the same thing, but then close it again, not wanting to interrupt her again.

      “But we can’t be that way at work. I don’t want any special privileges, I don’t want special treatment,” she tells me. “I want to earn anything I get. I don’t want to be known as the girl who’s only here because she’s sleeping with the boss. In fact, I don’t want anybody to even know we’re dating.”

      I screw up my face as if I’m pretending to think about it. “Fair enough. That’s understandable.”

      “I’m serious,” she presses me. “No hand holding, no hugging, no kissing – no nothing at the office.”

      “Quickies in the supply closet?”

      She arches her eyebrow at me. “Seriously?”

      “What? You didn’t explicitly list it,” I object. “I just want to make sure the ground rules are clear.”

      Berlin laughs, and it’s a beautiful sound, like crystal windchimes clinking in the breeze. Her smile lights up the room in ways no fire in the fireplace or lamp ever could. It’s warm, inviting, and sexier than I can even say.

      “Just for the sake of clarity, there will be no quickies in the supply closet.”

      I sigh dramatically. “I’m starting to think maybe this isn’t going to work out after all.”

      She laughs again. “You are absolutely awful.”

      “Believe it or not, you’re not the first person to tell me that.”

      “Oh no, I believe it,” she replies. “I absolutely, one hundred percent believe it.”

      “Did you have any other demands, you damn extortionist?” I tease.

      She purses her lips and pretends to think about it. “Other than what you already promised me – free rein to come and go as I need to, you’ll double my salary and give me full bennies right away.”

      “Did I say double?” I feign confusion. “I don’t recall saying double.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you said triple,” she giggles. “But, you should know better than to negotiate with a lawyer.”

      I hold up one hand in protest. “Double it is.”

      We both fall silent for a moment, each of us taking a sip of our tea. The awkwardness has faded, but there’s a residual energy charging the air between us. It carries a sense of anticipation. I lick my lips to moisten them and drain the last of my tea to quench my suddenly dry throat as I take Berlin in from head to toe. God, she’s attractive. I have to adjust in my seat as my cock starts to thicken.

      She could have handled all of this with a phone call and didn’t need to put out the effort to not only track down my home address but come all the way over here tonight. I appreciate that she did – I’m glad to see her. And it shows me that perhaps she’s willing to put in some effort to help build this thing between us rather than let me do all the chasing. I like that thought and want to believe it.

      “Who’s watching your dad?” I ask.

      “My cousin Nadia is with him.”

      I stand up and walk around the coffee table, reaching down to take her hand. Berlin gives me a flirtatious smile as I pull her to her feet. I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her to me, reveling in the feeling of her soft, firm body pressed tightly to mine.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “I’m thinking that you didn’t actually come all the way over here just to deal with some trivialities that could have been handled in a phone call or an email.”

      She hooks her fingers through my belt loops and looks up at me, that flirty smile playing across her lips.

      “You seem pretty sure of yourself,” she counters. “Couldn’t it be that I came over because I believed it should be done face to face?”

      I shrug. “I suppose it’s possible,” I tell her. “But, I like my thought better.”

      “Mmm-hmmmm,” she smiles. “Of course you do.”

      I lean down and press my mouth to hers, our kiss soft and sweet as our tongues mingle slowly. She pulls back, her eyes closed, and a dreamy look on her face.

      “If you want to know the truth, I really did think this conversation was better done face to face,” she tells me.

      “Is that so?”

      “Mhm,” she nods. “But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like the thought of the fringe benefits of a face to face meeting.”

      I smile. “And hey, at least we’re not in the supply closet.”

      “I don’t know what you’ve done to me,” she says. “I went my whole life without sex, but now I can’t seem to go two minutes without thinking about it. What have you done to me?”

      I shrug. “I suppose I cast a magic spell on you.”

      “Apparently.”

      She laughs and then squeals when I pick her up. I cradle her in my arms and carry her into the bedroom, gently laying her down on the bed. She wiggles around for a minute, a wide, indulgent smile on her face.

      “This bed is amazing,” she marvels. “I may just go right to sleep.”

      I laugh as I quickly pull her to her feet again. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “Then convince me to stay awake.”

      A wolfish smile spreads across my lips. “Gladly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      Lost in the passion of the moment is my courage and conviction – not that I had a whole lot of either when I walked through the door. He’s right, of course. I could have handled what I needed to handle with him in an email. My real reason for coming over here tonight was to tell him that I’m pregnant, but the words vanished the first time he looked into my eyes.

      And now, as his tongue gently caresses mine, all thoughts other than what he’s making me feel in the moment flee from my head. He grinds his hips against me, and I feel that deliciously long, thick cock pressing against my stomach. The memory of having him inside of me sends a pleasant shudder rolling through me, along with a wave of anticipation.

      I pull back and look up at him, his dark brown eyes boring straight through me, laying me bare. His gaze is so intense; it ignites the fire inside of me. I feel myself growing hot.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” he whispers.

      My face flushes, I press my lips to his, and when he slides his tongue into my mouth, it nearly takes my breath away. His hands are on my shirt in an instant. I gasp as he gently circles my stiff nipples through my shirt. Teasing me. Enticing me.

      He quickly and deftly unbuttons my shirt, and before I even know what’s happening, I’m watching it sail across the room. A moment after that, I feel my bra snap open and fall, my full breasts spilling into his waiting hands.

      I moan softly as his mouth finds my breasts, his tongue flicking the tender, sensitive nipples. I’m so consumed by the sensations coursing through me that I let out a surprised squeal when my skirt falls to the floor, pooling around my feet.

      “You really are a magician,” I grin.

      “Just wait until you see my magic wand.”

      I laugh out loud and slap his chest. “Careful with it. Don’t want to make me disappear.”

      He gives me a playful shrug. “I was thinking more of sawing you in half.”

      Our mouths find each other, and I part my lips, reveling in the feeling of his tongue doing a slow, seductive dance with mine. He pushes my panties down. As they slip down my legs, I step out of them. Sawyer lifts me like I weigh nothing and lays me down on the bed, stepping back to look at me fully naked for the first time.

      Despite the low, soft lighting in the room, I feel entirely exposed in ways I never have before. I’ve never been completely naked in front of somebody before, and my skin feels like it’s on fire with embarrassment. I move my arms to cover myself, but he shakes his head and steps forward, removing them.

      “Don’t. I want to look at you.” His voice rumbles and caresses me as warmly as his hands do.

      As if acting of their own accord, my arms move to cover myself again, but I fight the urge. Sawyer stands there, drinking me in from head to toe, a look of almost euphoria on his face. He looks at me like I’m the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen, and I shudder beneath his gaze. I’ve never been looked at the way he’s looking at me – by anybody. And it sends tendrils of warmth winding through me, wrapping me up, and stokes the fire burning out of control between my thighs.

      I wiggle and writhe beneath his scrutiny, growing wetter by the second. Desire floods my body. All I want – all I need – in that moment is to have him inside of me.

      “Come here,” I purr, crooking my finger at him.

      Sawyer steps forward but stops short and slips to his knees before me. He gently pulls me to the edge of the bed, sets my thighs on his shoulders, and leans forward, his warm breath on my pulsing lips, sending a shiver of pleasure up my spine. I gasp, feeling the tip of his tongue flicking my clit. He laps at it slowly at first, then takes it into his mouth, rolling and sucking on it gently. My body clenches tightly, and I cry out as his tongue plunges deep into me.

      He moans softly, sending shockwaves up me, then laps at my pussy with increasing vigor. I grip his hair tightly, grinding myself against his mouth as he starts to lick me harder. I feel the pressure building low in my belly. I’m hurtling toward the edge of ecstasy, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it – not that I want to. I bite my bottom lip hard enough to draw blood, and when I feel him take my clit back into his mouth as he plunges two fingers deep into me, I explode.

      My body bucks and thrashes as he continues to drive his fingers into me. I rattle and shake uncontrollably as he laps at my clit, and I come harder than I ever have before. A powerful wave of pleasure washes over me, making my body seize up and all coherent thought to flee my mind. I feel so out of control of my body that I clamp my thighs around Sawyer’s head and squeeze tight.

      Slowly, my body starts to relax, and I’m able to move my legs again, parting them and allowing Sawyer up for air. He looks at me with a wide, salacious smile on his face and my juices dripping from his chin.

      “Sorry,” I gasp as I try to catch my breath. “I wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      He shrugs. “I can think of worse ways to go.”

      I laugh as he gets to his feet, and I quickly sit up, grabbing hold of his thick cock through his pants. I squeeze and rub his thickness, drawing a small moan from him. He pulls his shirt over his head and throws it across the room in the general direction mine ended up in. Moving my hands up, I go to work on his belt, getting it undone, then pull his pants down his thighs with ease.

      “I see you’ve been practicing,” he chuckles.

      “Maybe I have.”

      “Naughty girl.”

      I nod and give him a sultry grin. “What can I say? You bring it out in me.”

      I slip his boxers down and allow his long, rigid cock to spring free. I take it in my hand, gripping him tight at the base, and lean forward, sliding my tongue down one side of his thick shaft and back up the other. I swirl it around the head of his dick, teasing the sensitive underside, then taste the precum pooling at the tip.

      Sawyer groans as I take him into my mouth, sliding him all the way in. I tighten my lips around his cock and suck him harder, moving my head up and down faster. I hear him growl as I hold him in my mouth and swirl my tongue around his staff. He grunts and takes a step back, then looks down at me with an expression of absolute desire and need etched into his features.

      He pushes me back down on the bed and makes me scoot back, away from the edge. He looks me up and down again, a look of primal hunger and desire on his face. Sawyer collapses down on top of me, bracing himself on his arms, so he’s looking down at me. I part my thighs and wrap them around his waist, feeling the head of his cock brushing softly against my wetness.

      Our gazes are locked, and I bite my bottom lip hard as I feel him slowly working his hard, thick staff into my tight, wet core. Sawyer slides into me inch by inch until he’s fully sheathed within me. A sharp pinch of pain tears through me as I adjust to having his length and girth filling me up so completely again.

      As he starts to roll his hips, plunging himself even deeper into me, the discomfort gives way to absolute pleasure, and I moan. His movements are slow and deliberate, and he never takes his eyes off mine. The pleasure he’s making me feel is like a bright, white light that fills every inch of my body.

      I grip his forearms, digging my nails into his flesh. He thrusts himself into me in a steady rhythm that sets off explosions of ecstasy within me. He leans down and kisses me, his tongue swirling with mine seeming to heighten the pleasure that’s rocking my entire body.

      Sawyer’s movements are slow and sensual, rather than being erotically frantic like our last couple of times together. He’s taking his time with me, doing his best to wring every ounce of pleasure from the moment and from each other. If I had to describe it one way, I’d say what we’re doing is more like making love rather than fucking. There’s an emotional energy crackling between us that hasn’t been present the last couple of times we’ve been together, and it feels like the connection between us is being built and strengthened.

      I gasp, then giggle as Sawyer grabs my hips and rolls me over so that I’m on top of him. I settle myself, so I’m sitting astride him, his cock still nestled within me. I look down and find him grinning at me with a sexy gleam in his eyes. His fingertips leave burning trails in their wake as he slides them up my thighs and then moves them even higher, sliding them up my stomach until he’s cupping my breasts. He gives my nipples a soft pinch, and I yelp.

      Throwing my head back, I close my eyes and moan as I absorb all the different sensations – from his hands on my breasts to his cock buried deep inside my pussy – gripping me tightly. Planting my hands on his chest for leverage, I start to roll my hips. I grind myself down on his cock, taking him as deep as I can, while he works at my clit with his fingers.

      I’m rocking on his staff firmly, and Sawyer is thrusting upward, matching my rhythm, our bodies moving toward the precipice of pleasure in unison.

      “You feel so amazing,” he gasps.

      I keep rolling my hips, watching triumphantly at the look of ecstasy sliding across his face. I feel his body tensing, and his cock swelling and know he’s not going to last much longer. He keeps working my clit with his fingers as I pick up my rhythm, impaling myself on his length even harder, savoring every second of it.

      My body tenses. I feel my orgasm rushing toward me like a tsunami. Sawyer moans as I grip his thick shaft with my inner muscles, squeezing him as tight as I can. His breathing is ragged and labored, and I can see him gritting his teeth. I roll my hips harder, working his cock with everything in me as I bring him to the brink.

      Sawyer raises his hips, piercing me deeper than he ever has, and hits a spot that touches off an explosion of sheer bliss I’ve never felt before. My body racks with sensation, and my every nerve ending feels like it’s on fire. I throw my head back and cry out, my voice filling the air around us. I dig my nails into his chest, making him draw in a sharp breath as my orgasm crashes down over me.

      A couple of moments later, I feel his cock pulse, and then with a growl that’s more animal than human, he explodes. The warm sensation of him filling me up with his come sends warm, delicious waves rolling through me, making me shiver with sheer delight.

      Still sitting astride Sawyer, we slowly come to a stop, our shared bliss deeper than anything I’ve ever felt in my life. Finally, I feel his rod growing soft inside of me, and I collapse on top of him, still trying to catch my breath. Sawyer runs his fingers through my hair and trails them down my back, making me smile.

      “You make me feel so incredible,” he murmurs in my ear.

      “Mmmmm… I think that goes both ways.”

      We lay coupled together like that for a while, neither of us speaking – neither of us feeling the need to ruin what feels to me like a perfect moment with needless chatter. We’re wrapped in a bubble of bliss, and because moments like these are so special and so rare, I want to enjoy it as long as I can.

      I lay with my head on his chest, listening to the hard, steady thump of his heart. The rhythm is soothing and relaxing. I close my eyes and smile, relishing the feel of his arms around me. I’ve never felt so cared for before. Nor have I ever felt so safe.

      Planting a soft kiss on his chest, I smile dreamily. Though I know I should tell him why I really came here tonight, I push it away, promising myself that I’ll tell him. Soon. Right now, I just want to enjoy this feeling that’s been so rare in my life.

      I try to fight it, but the warm, comforting darkness of sleep washes over me, pulling at me until I give in to its dark embrace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “You gave her a job,” he says. “I have to admit, that’s not something I saw coming.”

      I shrug. “Giving her flowers and chocolate just seemed to cliché.”

      Rider and I are sitting in Roosevelt’s, having a beer after finishing up at the office. He chuckles and takes a long pull of his beer.

      “But what are you going to have her do?” he asks. “I mean, you’ve already got an army of lawyers at your disposal.”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      He frowns slightly. “You do realize she’s a criminal attorney, right?” Rider poses the question. “And you do realize there’s a difference between a criminal attorney and a corporate attorney like me, don’t you?”

      I give him an annoyed frown. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that question?” he smirks.

      “Fuck off,” I say but grin.

      I look around the pub, watching the professional crowd filtering in. I have to admit if only to myself, that giving her the job was impulsive. Technically Rider is right – I don’t really have a pressing need or position for her at Compass. But it’s not like I can’t afford to keep her on staff, so what harm does it really do?

      Although, if I’m being brutally honest with myself, after having given it a bit of thought, it’s just another example of me doing what she said she didn’t want me to do – throwing on my cape and trying to save her. But what else could I do? I couldn’t just sit by and do nothing when I’m to blame for her losing her job in the first place – whether she thinks I am or not.

      I should have been more careful and not let myself be overwhelmed by my hormones. But she does something to me that I can’t explain. It’s not just the sex – although I do enjoy it a lot. Possibly more than I’ve enjoyed sex with anybody in my life. Which is really saying something – I’ve been with more than a few women who were willing to do anything and everything to please me.

      With Berlin, though, it’s not just the physical release that drives me. It’s the desire to be closer to her. It’s that natural connection and intimacy we share. When I’m with her, I don’t feel like it’s just a physical act to get myself off. It’s more than that. So much more. There’s a chemistry between us that fills me with feelings I can’t explain, other than to say it’s like a really good drug – and one I can’t seem to get enough of. The more I get, the more I want.

      Rider sets his beer mug down and looks at me, his expression not as flippant. “I am partly serious, though,” he says. “Unless we’re going to start doing some shady shit, you really don’t have a need for a trial attorney.”

      “Well, if I do plan on doing some shady shit, at least I know my ass will be covered.”

      He grins and shakes his head. The waitress comes by and drops off a basket of wings for us. I snatch one up and wolf it down. I don’t need to justify bringing her on board to anybody. My company, my rules. That’s just how it works. And yet, I find myself needing to justify it to Rider for reasons that aren’t clear to me.

      “You really care about her, don’t you?”

      Rider’s question hits me out of the blue. Although, I probably should have anticipated it. The fact that I didn’t shows me just how far I have my head up my ass these days. I pride myself on being able to see the entire chessboard in front of me. I may not have the expertise to deal with this thing or that thing, but I see the game well enough. I’m usually thinking three moves ahead, so I get the right people in the right positions at the right times. It’s how I’ve succeeded in expanding Compass in ways not even my father, as brilliant as he was, could think of.

      And yet today I’m caught off guard by the most basic and obvious of questions. I should kick my own ass.

      A wry smile touches my lips. “And you’re surmising this because I gave her a job?”

      He looks at me for a moment, his expression one of brotherly affection. “I surmise this because of how different you’ve been since you started seeing her.”

      “Different?”

      He takes a long pull of his beer and nods. “For one thing, you haven’t been as big of an asshole lately.”

      My laughter bursts from my chest without warning, making me glad I didn’t have a mouthful of beer at that moment, or Rider would be wearing it. He grins back at me.

      “Gee, thanks?” I ask.

      “Anytime, buddy.”

      I chew on another wing and wash it down with a long swallow of beer. I don’t know about being less of an asshole, but Berlin has had a strangely calming effect on me. That much I can’t deny. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t feel as tense or impatient around people lately as I normally do. She called me a magician, but I’m starting to think maybe she’s the one who cast a spell on me.

      “You still haven’t answered the question, though,” he presses. “You care about her a lot, yes?”

      I give him a brief nod. “Yeah, I do.”

      His smile is wide and genuine. “That’s good, Sawyer. That’s really good. It’s about damn time,” he nods. “And I’ll assume since she’s continuing to have sex with you, the feeling is mutual.”

      “I’ll have to assume so,” I shrug.

      “Well shit, I better call the Ledger,” he smirks. “Manhattan’s most eligible bachelor is now off the market. Maybe they can get a more flattering picture of you two.”

      “Am I just now noticing, because of my apparently new kinder, gentler personality, that you’re kind of an enormous asshole?”

      Rider laughs. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      We sit together, eating wings and drinking beer in a companionable silence for a few minutes. Things with Berlin seem to be getting better, and we seem to be growing closer, which is something that makes me happier than I would have guessed when this whole thing began. But there’s this maddening bit of distance that’s keeping things from being completely whole – keeping us from being completely whole.

      “She has a secret,” I blurt out. “There’s something she’s not telling me.”

      Rider shrugs. “We all have secrets, man,” he replies. “You have plenty of your own.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not like that. She’s holding something back from me, and I can’t help but feel like it’s somehow relevant to us,” I explain. “I thought she was going to tell me last night, but she didn’t. She held onto it – whatever it is.”

      “Maybe it has nothing to do with you,” Rider responds. “Believe it or not, there are some things in this world that don’t revolve around you.”

      I chuckle. “Very few,” I joke. “But seriously, I just have this instinct that says whatever she’s holding back does revolve around me.”

      “Ego much?”

      I crook an eyebrow at him. “And how long have you known me?”

      “Good point,” he grins. “Maybe she’s pregnant.”

      I almost drop my beer mug. “Bite your fucking tongue, man.”

      He laughs and wipes his fingers with a napkin. “I seem to remember somebody once having a dream about having a family of his own,” he reminds me. “Settling down in a house with a white picket fence?”

      I drain the last of my beer and signal the waitress for a fresh round. She nods, letting me know she got the message, and a couple of minutes later, she weaves her way through the crowd and drops off our drinks, giving me a wink as she leaves the table. I ignore it. In fact, I don’t even watch her ass when she walks away, which proves to me that Berlin is definitely a witch who has cast some fucked up spell on me.

      “Here we go with this shit again,” I groan.

      “I just thought it was an opportune time to remind you of some of the things you’ve said.”

      “That was back when I was young and stupid,” I respond. “Like I’ve told you a million times already, I don’t think that’s in the cards for me.”

      “Two things,” he begins. “First, that doesn’t deny that you still want that very thing. And two, you also said that finding a true and lasting love wasn’t in the cards for you either. And yet, here we are.”

      “Who said love? I never said anything about love. Nobody’s saying that,” I counter. “We’re way too new to even be talking about that word.”

      “Wow,” he laughs out loud. “I can’t believe how fast and tight your asshole puckered when I brought up the word ‘love’.”

      “I’m going to stab you with this chicken bone.”

      He laughs, but it slowly fades away, and he gives me a more serious expression. “Seriously, Sawyer. Would it be such a bad thing?” he asks. “Having a good woman in your life? Having some kids and stability in your world?”

      I wave him off. “We’re not there yet,” I say. “And this whole having children thing is a product of your imagination.”

      “A wee bit defensive about it, aren’t we?”

      “I’m pretty sure with my money; I can get away with murdering you right here and now.”

      “Probably,” he grins. “Still doesn’t make me wrong, though.”

      I sit back in the booth and take a long swallow of my beer. It’s been a long while since I’ve given serious thought to having a family of my own. I won’t lie – the idea still holds some appeal for me. But it’s not something I think will actually come to pass.

      “This is all pointless conjecture,” I note. “Berlin’s not pregnant.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Then ask her what she’s hiding from you.”

      “I’m sure it’s something to do with her father.”

      “So ask.”

      “She’ll tell me when she’s ready.”

      Rider grins fiendishly. “Why are you so afraid to ask her? Afraid of what you might hear?”

      I laugh and drain the last of my beer. “I’m not afraid. It’s just not my business,” I respond. “I have to learn to respect her boundaries.”

      Rider sits back and smiles like the Cheshire Cat. “Wow. You really are turning over a new leaf,” he says. “It’s like I don’t even know you anymore.”

      “You are really on a roll tonight,” I note. “You seem to enjoy really twisting that knife.”

      “It’s kind of nice to be on the giving end of things for a change,” he offers.

      I scrub my face with my hands but can’t keep myself from chuckling. This whole situation – even talking about Berlin being pregnant – is absurd. If she was, I’m sure she would have told me by now. That woman is nothing if not responsible.

      Still, that fearful, almost haunted look in her eyes continues to flash through my mind. She’s definitely got a secret, and despite what I said to Rider, I really don’t think it has to do with her father. I can almost guarantee it has to do with her – us. But I can’t see deeply enough into her mind to know what it is.

      A fact that’s frustrating the shit out of me. But, like I told Rider, I am trying to learn to respect her boundaries and be a better man. I’ve never felt the need to change for anybody, but there’s just something about Berlin that inspires that desire to change and grow in me.

      Yeah. She’s definitely cast a spell on me. There’s no doubt about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “So how are you settling in?”

      “So far, so good,” I say.

      “Everybody treating you well?”

      I nod. “Yeah, well enough I guess,” I tell him. “Although Rider seems to be taking an evil glee in tormenting me.”

      Sawyer laughs. “Yeah, that guy’s a real jokester.”

      “Does anybody take anything seriously around here?”

      “Every now and then.”

      I smile and shake my head at him. In that quiet moment, my stomach churns, and my heart stutters inside of me. I know I need to do the right thing. It’s time I come clean and open my mouth to tell him about the baby, but once again, my courage fails me. The words die on my lips. I clear my throat and run a hand through my hair.

      Instead of doing what I know I should do, I look around his office and try to pry the fingers of guilt that grips me tightly. The last time I was here, I didn’t really stop and take the time to take it all in. Now that I have a minute, as I look around Sawyer’s office, my impression is that everything is – big. Larger than normal. The chair I’m sitting in for instance, a deep, plush wingback, practically swallows me whole. I feel completely engulfed by it.

      “Why is everything in this office so large?” I ask.

      “Maybe it’s all normal sized, and you’re just small.”

      I sigh. “You just have a smartass answer for everything, don’t you?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      We stare at each other for a long moment, and when Sawyer doesn’t speak, I roll my eyes.

      “Why did you call for me, Sawyer?” I ask. “What am I doing here?”

      He shrugs. “I just wanted to say hi.”

      I give him a deadpan stare. “Are you serious?”

      “What? Is there something wrong with wanting to greet my employees and make sure they’re transitioning into the company okay?”

      “Oh, is that what this is?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Mmm-hmmmm,” I smile.

      He gets up and comes around his desk, and when he takes my hand, my stomach lurches. His touch sends tendrils of electricity crawling along my skin, making my heart pound in my chest. He pulls me to my feet and walks me over to the wall of windows. We stand side by side, close enough that our hips touch, and look out over the city.

      Though dark gray clouds hang low in the sky, blanketing the city in a light mist and dull light, I can’t help but think it’s beautiful. I honestly don’t know if it’s being up this high above everything, or if Sawyer’s love for this city is becoming infectious, but lately, I’ve been seeing it differently. Many of the things I used to take for granted – or just flat out annoyed me – have become charming quirks. Eccentricities of my home. I don’t know that I am ever going to love this city the way Sawyer does, but I’m certainly learning to appreciate it quite a bit more.

      “So why did you really call me in here?” I ask.

      He takes my hand and turns me to him, a sultry smile on his lips. Sawyer grips my waist and pulls me against his body, letting me feel how aroused he is. I smile but try to pull away and shake my head.

      “Uh-uh,” I tell him, planting my hand on his chest to push him back. “We agreed that we wouldn’t do this on company grounds.”

      “Actually, I recall you saying it wasn’t a demand but a suggestion,” he tips me a wink.

      I scrunch up my face and consider it for a moment. I guess I did say that.

      Sawyer pulls me to him again and leans down, pressing his lips to mine. I part my lips and his tongue slides against mine, sending a shock of erotic energy coursing through my veins. He pulls back, his eyes boring into mine, and gives me that carnal smile I’m coming to know so well.

      “Sawyer, we can’t,” I wince at the weakness in my voice. My body is already betraying me. “We’re at work. Anybody could come through that door.”

      “Doesn’t that add to the thrill of it all?”

      A wolfish smile on his face, Sawyer takes my hand and guides it down to his cock, forcing me to grab hold of his rigid length. I grip him through his slacks, stroking him up and down, my breath coming out in small gasps.

      “Berlin, I want you. I need you,” he says softly. “My office door is locked – nobody’s coming in.”

      A small squeak passes my lips, and even though my mind is telling me to loosen my grip on his cock, my body rejects the idea. I squeeze him harder. I fumble with his belt, quickly getting it undone, and slide my hand down into his pants. He moans softly as I take hold of his staff, sliding my hand up and down his hard shaft.

      “W – we shouldn’t be doing this,” I protest, but even as I do, I melt into him, kissing up his chest and neck.

      “But you want to.”

      I don’t. But I do. I told myself that I would not let him talk me into this at the office. It’s unprofessional. It’s wrong. I’ve never done anything like this before, and I vowed I never would. But my body is reacting to him and is overriding my brain.

      I should have known Sawyer would push that line with me – and I should have known I’d give in. Gabby called it my sexual awakening – something she said is long overdue. I’m not sure what to call it, but it’s making me do things I wouldn’t ordinarily do.

      “Don’t you?” he asks softly.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Good girl.”

      Sawyer pushes me up against the glass behind me, our mouths crashing together. His tongue is forceful, his kiss passionate, and it takes my breath away. I grip him harder, stroking him up and down, then circle my thumb over the tip of his cock, swirling his precum around the head and making it slick.

      Sawyer grabs me by the wrists and puts my arms over my head, pinning them against the glass with one of his large, strong hands. He kisses me hard and slides his hand beneath my skirt. His fingertips trail upward, every inch heightening my anticipation and pleasure. Somehow, he makes the short journey feel like a thousand miles. I try to push against him, try to will his hands closer to my wetness, but he takes his time.

      Finally, his fingers softly brush through my now soaked panties. I gasp out loud, cutting a quick glance at the door, praying that nobody comes through it.

      Then all of a sudden, he moves fast. He yanks my panties down to the middle of my thighs, then pierces me with two of his fingers. I press my head back against the glass, moaning loudly as he sends his fingers in and out of me. Part of my mind continues to scream that this is wrong, that I shouldn’t be doing this, but another part of my brain tells that voice to shut up. My body is lit up from the inside, and I can’t get enough of this.

      I turn my head and cast a look behind me, seeing all that nothing out there, and feel my stomach drop. The sudden sensation of vertigo overwhelms me, and I grab his forearms to steady myself. The only thing standing between me and a long drop and grisly end is this pane of glass. And yet, as Sawyer’s fingers continue moving within me, the erotic thrill surging through me is unlike anything I’ve ever known. I can’t stop myself from gasping his name.

      I bite my bottom lip hard, stifling my cries, and trying to maintain control over myself. But it’s no use. Sawyer continues to drive his fingers into me. Adrenaline rushes through me as I glance behind me again, seeing the sheer drop. It terrifies and excites me at the same time, which only serves to send new sensations through my body.

      Sawyer plunges his finger into me one last time, and that’s it for me. I tighten up around his fingers as I lean forward and sink my teeth into Sawyer’s shoulder, making him suck in a sharp breath. My body trembles violently as I come, my cries muffled and stuttering against his shoulder. I dig my fingers harder into his arms. My legs grow weak and rubbery. Sawyer flashes me a grin and holds onto me, keeping me from falling.

      I’m still trying to catch my breath when Sawyer’s mouth finds mine again. His kiss steals the breath I’ve managed to recapture. I’m still having trouble staying upright, so Sawyer picks me up and carries me back to his desk, setting me down on top of it. I squeal, then giggle as my bare ass makes contact with the cold glass surface of his desk.

      Reaching out, I tug Sawyer’s pants down. Finally, his long, glorious cock is free. I marvel at it for a moment. He steps forward, grabbing my ass with his hands and pulls me to him. He gives me a smile and a kiss, then buries his long, thick cock to the hilt.

      I draw in a long, shuddering breath as Sawyer starts to roll his hips, moving that incredible rod in me. I grab hold of his forearms again, steadying myself as he starts to thrust himself into me faster and with more force.

      “Fuck me, Sawyer,” I gasp. “Harder, baby.”

      He complies with my command and starts to plunge his length into me. My skin feels like it’s on fire. He keeps going. Filling me up and stretching me open. I glance at the door, feeling that same surge of fear that somebody might walk in I got when I looked out the window and saw the nothingness behind me. Sawyer was right, the thrill of discovery – and potential death, I guess – makes things so much more vibrant.

      He pulls out, and in one smooth motion, flips me over onto my stomach, pushing my skirt up around my waist. With a deep, passionate grunt, he plunges his staff back into me, barely even missing a beat. I feel his hand in the middle of my back, pressing me down and holding me in place as he thrusts his hips in a hard, steady rhythm.

      There’s just something about the way he picks me up and throws me around, the way he knows the perfect mix of gentle and rough, that turns me on more than I can say. I don’t know what it is. I’m a woman who typically doesn’t like not being in control – even if it’s just over myself. But ceding control to Sawyer and giving my body over to him, letting him use me the way he does, drives me absolutely crazy with desire.

      I listen to our muffled cries, feeling his tight, firm body against mine, and feel myself growing hotter as my pussy grows wetter. Sawyer’s breathing grows labored, and he grunts as he continues driving himself into me.

      I clench my inner muscles around him, gripping his hard staff as tight as I can as I push myself back against him. And as I do, I feel Sawyer stutter. His breath catches in his throat. He pushes me down harder, pinning me so I can’t move and slides himself into me deep and slow. As he does, I feel his shaft throbbing within me, and when he explodes, filling me with a rush of his hot come, it pushes me over the edge.

      I cry out, but before the sound leaves my throat, he claps his hand over my mouth. I scream against his palm and press myself back against him, squeezing his cock as it pulses inside of me. I gasp and shake uncontrollably. I come again. Unbelievably hard. Even better than the first one. I writhe beneath him as my pussy throbs and clenches around him, my orgasm gripping me in an iron fist, screaming and screaming against his hand.

      I can’t move for a long moment. I can barely breathe. All I seem able to do is lay there on his desk, quivering and gasping for breath. Eventually, Sawyer steps back, and his deflated cock slips out of me, his warm come spilling down the insides of my thighs as he does. I stand and turn around, a shaky smile on my face.

      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into fucking you at the office,” I gasp.

      “You didn’t seem to argue too hard,” he grins.

      I smooth down my dress, knowing I need to get to the bathroom to clean myself up. We both take a couple of minutes to put ourselves back together, and I’m hoping when I walk out of his office, I’m not going to look like I just had sex. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine I’d be doing the walk of shame out of my boss’ office.

      I check my hair in the mirror on the wall to the right of his desk and take a second to redo my ponytail, knowing that’s always a dead giveaway – sex hair. I’m just finishing putting the tie in my hair when Sawyer’s office door opens, and Rider steps in. I’m suddenly acutely aware of the scent of sex saturating the air around us.

      Time freezes as the three of us look at one another. I cut a glance at Sawyer and see him standing there, wearing an inscrutable expression. I know my guilt is written all over my face – I’ve never been able to hide my emotions very well. And it’s a thought confirmed by the awkward smile that creeps across Rider’s face.

      He clears his throat and holds the file in his hand up. “I’ll – uhhh – we can talk about this later,” he stammers. “Also, we’ve got that meeting –”

      “Yeah, right,” Sawyer replies. “Of course. I’ll be right there.”

      Without another word, he turns and walks out of the office – but not before I hear him snickering to himself. I round on Sawyer; an ‘are you kidding me’ expression on my face.

      “You said the door was locked,” I hiss.

      He gives me a small shrug and a sheepish smile. “Oops?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      “So, are we going to talk about it?”

      I look over at Rider and grin. “Nope.”

      “Oh, I think we should talk about it.”

      “Nothing to talk about,” I respond.

      We’re in the sitting area in my office after getting back from meeting with a couple of potential clients. It’s just the routine preliminary stuff that bores me to death. But we have to do our due diligence, put in the facetime with clients, and press the flesh. It’s tedious as hell – but a necessary part of the job.

      Rider has been mum about what he walked in on the whole day – which has been a pleasant surprise. At least until now.

      “Oh, there’s lots to talk about,” he crows.

      “There really isn’t,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I hate to break it to you.”

      “Dude, in your office?” He looks down at the couch dramatically. “You two haven’t done it here, on this couch, have you? I’m not sitting in –”

      “Dude, shut the hell up,” I laugh.

      “You could have at least locked the door,” he prattles on. “I mean, Berlin must have been absolutely mortified.”

      “You say one word to her about any of this, and I swear to God I’ll gut you like a fish.”

      “Me?”

      “You,” I grin. “She told me you seem to enjoy screwing with her.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t enjoy screwing with her more than anybody else. I’m all about equality here.”

      “Yeah well, you might want to ease up a bit. She’s got a worse temper than I do,” I tell him. “And she’s more prone to violence than me.”

      “I can believe that actually,” he notes. “What I didn’t expect was for her to be as big of a sexual deviant as you.”

      I punch him in the arm but can’t stop the laughter. “You’re such a prick,” I reply. “But again, you are not –”

      “I know, I know. I’m not to breathe a word about this to Berlin,” he waves me off. “Don’t worry; you’re my designated punching bag.”

      “Don’t suppose there’s any chance you’re just going to let this go?”

      “Not a chance in hell,” he chuckles. “What I want to know is, did your deviancy rub off on her? Or was it a pre-existing condition that just needed to be unleashed?”

      I look over at him and arch an eyebrow. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you.”

      He leans back, sinking into the couch, and screws up his face as if he’s lost in thought. Finally, he turns back to me, the grin still on his face, but he says nothing.

      “What? No witty retort?” I ask.

      “Keeping my powder dry,” he informs me. “I’ll be dining out on this for months.”

      “Knowing you, probably years.”

      He shrugs. “Yeah probably.”

      My office door opens, and when I turn, I see Berlin standing in the doorway. She gives me a weak smile, but she lowers her eyes when she sees Rider. For his part, he drops the smile and puts on a professional face. Clearing his throat and gets to his feet and looks back down at me.

      “I’ll uhhh – I’ll let you two speak,” he says. “And I’ll draw up the contracts and send them over later this afternoon or maybe tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.”

      He gives Berlin a polite smile and heads out of the office, but not before he gets in one final zinger.

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, you two,” he calls over his shoulder as the door clicks closed.

      I sigh and shake my head. “He just can’t help himself.”

      “No, he can’t.”

      “Come in, sit down.”

      Berlin remains where she’s standing with her hands on her hips. “We’re not going for round two here, Sawyer.”

      “I swear it’s not like that,” I give her a grin. “At least, not this time.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “I want to talk to you,” I reply in all seriousness. “I wanted to talk to you this morning but – well – we got a bit distracted.”

      She clears her throat, and I see her cheeks flush, but she smiles and takes a seat on the couch across from me. She smooths her dress down, folds her hands in her lap, and settles in. I hold up a finger, getting out of the chair to walk back to my desk. I dig through some things, pick up a file folder, and carry it back to my chair.

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      I set the folder down on the table between us and sit back. Berlin looks at it hesitantly for a moment before she reaches out and picks it up, setting it in her lap and opening it up. She flips through the brochures and information I’ve compiled for her for a few minutes and then looks up at me questioningly.

      “What is this, Sawyer?”

      “It’s a way for you to reclaim your life.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I sit forward in my seat and peer at her intently. “It’s an intake packet for the Rose Hills Assisted Living facility,” I tell her. “It’s the top of the line facility that specializes in Alzheimer’s patients.”

      She looks at me, completely dumbfounded for a long moment as if she’s not fully comprehending what I’m saying.

      “I know you don’t want to feel like you’re warehousing your father somewhere,” I begin. “Rose Hills is a fantastic facility with qualified doctors who can care for him around the clock. They can attend to his every need and take care of him in ways that neither you nor your cousin are trained to.”

      She sits back. I can’t tell what it is she’s thinking or feeling in that moment. Truthfully, she looks kind of pissed off. I start to think maybe I’ve overstepped. Again. Not that the fear of overstepping has ever deterred me before, but when it comes to Berlin, I realize I’ve been overthinking everything.

      “I know you don’t want to feel like you’ve just dumped your father somewhere to run out the clock. But think about it, Berlin,” I urge her. “You – and your cousin, for that matter – can have some part of your lives back and have the peace of mind knowing your father is being cared for by trained professionals twenty-four hours a day. It seems like a win-win to me.”

      Her eyes shimmer with tears she’s fighting to hold back. I know what a monumental decision this would be for her, and I can only imagine how difficult it is to pull the trigger. But I also know how self-serving this probably sounds to her. And if I’m being honest, I can’t say it’s not entirely self-serving on my part.

      I would love for Berlin to reclaim her life. I would like to enjoy a night out with her and not have her attention divided between her father and me. It would be nice to not have her rushing off in the middle of a date because she has to take care of her father when her cousin has to leave. I want Berlin to enjoy her life. And I want her to enjoy her life with me. I want to build something real, something tangible with her, but it’s difficult to do when we don’t get to spend as much time together as I’d like.

      “I don’t know, Sawyer.”

      “I know this probably makes me sound like a selfish prick. And if that’s the case, so be it,” I tell her. “But I honestly think this is the best thing for both you and your father. And I have to believe your dad would want you to be happy and to have a life.”

      She chews on her bottom lip. I can see the indecision etched into her every feature. I can tell she’s torn between the responsibility she feels for her father and her desire to have a life of her own.

      “I – I don’t think you’re being selfish,” she admits. “I think this sounds amazing, and I don’t disagree about the benefits for my dad. I just don’t think this is feasible. There’s no way I can afford this place.”

      “That’s something you don’t need to worry about,” I tell her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean what I said,” I respond. “You don’t need to worry about the cost. It’ll be taken care of.”

      She shakes her head. “I – I can’t let you do that,” she tells me. “That’s too much.”

      “Like I said, that’s not for you to worry about,” I press. “All you have to do is agree, and it’ll all be taken care of.”

      “Sawyer, you can’t just –“

      “Believe me, Berlin, this is not a case of me putting on that cape again,” I tell her. “This is part of the employee benefits package that I offer to every Compass employee. We want you to be able to take care of your family – no matter what needs they may have.”

      She doesn’t say anything to that. Just frowns and looks down. I know this is a lot to take in.

      “Ultimately, this is your call, Berlin. The offer is there,” I tell her. “What you need to decide is whether you want to reclaim your life or not – knowing of course, that your dad will be getting top of the line care if you do.”

      She wipes away the tears that are slipping from her eyes. She looks like she’s about to speak, but then her eyes drift away, and she says nothing.

      “There’s nothing wrong with choosing yourself for once, Berlin,” I urge her. “There is no shame in choosing to have a life and be happy.”

      “Can I think about it?” she finally asks. “It’s a big decision to make, and I want to give it some thought.”

      “Of course. It’s definitely a big decision, and you don’t have to make it today,” I tell her. “Take your time.”

      She finally gives me a genuine smile – one filled with warmth – and I feel confident that maybe for the first time in her life, she’ll choose herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, it’s not that bad, is it?” he asks.

      I stare at him blankly, not believing he’d even have the nerve to ask me that question. But then, given that he’s the one leading the charge, maybe I shouldn’t be surprised.

      “Yeah, it really is,” I answer.

      It’s been about two weeks since I started working for Sawyer, and although it started off well enough, I’m now about to the point that I want to cut him. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew working for the man I’m seeing was a bad idea. One I shouldn’t have jumped into. But I needed the job and all the perks that came with it, and so I convinced myself it would be okay, and I jumped – and I now feel the need to slap myself for doing so.

      It’s not necessarily the fact that I haven’t spent my days doing the legal work I’ve been educated and trained to do. Not completely, anyway. But I’d be lying if I said I’m not a bit irked with the fact that I’ve spent my days picking up his dry cleaning, organizing files, screening correspondence, or whatever ridiculous task he’s set me to. Still, I’m not above menial work. I’ve never been one who thought herself above any type of work. I believe in earning my keep and have never been afraid to get my hands dirty. It’s how I was raised.

      No, what’s really rankling me is the almost frat house atmosphere in this office. At first, it was charming. Fun. And I thought an outlier since they seemed to be celebrating closing a few deals as well as some birthdays. But over the past couple of weeks, it seems like nobody takes anything seriously around here.

      To be perfectly honest, now that I’m in the belly of the beast and see exactly how the sausage is made here, I find myself shocked by something new every single day. There is so much horseplay and goofing off here that I can’t believe this is a functioning multi-billion-dollar company. It seems like it’s being run by people with the collective maturity level of a bunch of high schoolers.

      Oh, the image presented to the public is completely cool and professional. Nobody who walked in here off the street would ever guess at the foolishness I’ve seen. But I watch as people pull pranks on one another left and right – just yesterday somebody had shrink-wrapped somebody else’s entire workstation. And Sawyer encourages this kind of behavior.

      But I can ignore all of that – for the most part. What’s really gotten to me is that Sawyer seems to take a particular delight in needling and picking at me. He teases me relentlessly and seems to enjoy doing everything he can to get under my skin – and after a few weeks of that, I’ve had enough.

      “What’s so bad about working here?” he presses.

      “Other than you acting like a teenage boy with a crush?” I growl. “I swear to God, I’m half-convinced you’re going to start pulling my hair and throwing things at me to get my attention.”

      “I have not,” he laughs. “But if you’d like me to pull your hair, we can arrange that.”

      “Sawyer, you’ve been acting like a child.”

      He really has. He’ll ask for me to come to his office at random times just to tell me he wanted to see me. He makes obscene gestures to me when nobody’s looking. I’ve already had to warn him multiple times to cool it with the flirting in the office. That was a one-time deal, and the last thing he – or I – need is a sexual harassment suit. I don’t know if I’d ever actually sue him, but I like to keep it in my back pocket. Keeps him on his toes.

      But even still, it’s like every day I have to pick up after children.

      “Okay fine, maybe I’ve been having a little fun at your expense,” he grins. “My apologies. I like to keep things light around here, and I don’t want people taking themselves or the job too seriously.”

      “Is that why there’s an empty office filled with pinatas?”

      Sawyer laughs like it’s the funniest thing in the world. “Leftovers from a birthday party,” he says. “I meant to have the janitors clean that out.”

      I shake my head. “I just don’t get it. You present such a buttoned-up, serious image to the world,” I say. “Everything is so solemn and professional.”

      “That’s the image my father crafted. Under him, this place ran like a military encampment,” he explains. “He made sure the trains all ran on time, the morale of the employees be damned.”

      “I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

      “Very perceptive of you. I agree with my father that that’s the image that needs to be projected to the world. It makes clients feel more at ease to know their projects are being handled seriously and by professionals,” he tells me. “But behind closed doors, I have a different philosophy.”

      “Clearly.”

      “While there certainly is a place for that drill sergeant mentality in this office, I believe too much of it breeds stagnation and stifles creativity – not to mention kills morale,” he explains. “I want this to be a place where people want to come work. I want people to enjoy their job. A happy and satisfied workforce produces at a higher level than offices that have a demoralized and beaten down workforce – that’s a scientific fact.”

      “So you encourage this three-ring circus then?”

      “Oh come on, Berlin,” he argues. “It’s not like people are swinging from the chandeliers or getting drunk and setting things on fire out there.”

      “Pretty close to it,” I counter. “I’ve never seen such a zoo in the workplace before.”

      “I am very demanding and can be incredibly exacting. When there is work to do, I expect it to be done. You know this,” he goes on, almost taking it personally. “But so long as people are doing the work they’re being paid to do; I encourage them to enjoy themselves – so long as things don’t get out of hand. Believe it or not, there are certain lines that can never be crossed.”

      “We may have different definitions of things getting out of hand.”

      “We just may,” he replies. “It wouldn’t be the first time we didn’t agree on something, and I suspect it won’t be the last.”

      “Oh, I guarantee it.”

      He narrows his eyes, scrutinizing me for a moment. I shrink back into my seat, seeing that he’s upset. I see his brows furrowing, his jaw flexing, and know that I may be pushing him too hard. I’m just not used to this sort of clown car environment in the workplace.

      But I know it’s more than that. I’m not mad at Sawyer for his antics so much, as I am mad at myself right now. I’ve got a lot going on, and I’m not handling it all particularly well. Sawyer and I have been spending a lot of time together, often going to dinner after work and spending some evenings together. But my dad is always in the back of my mind, which dulls the shine on things for me. He’s been having more bad days than good lately. I worry that it won’t be long before he’s gone completely. It’s a constant distraction and stress on me.

      Added to that stress, I feel like I’m imposing on Nadia – though she argues otherwise – which puts added pressure on me. She tells me that she’s happy I’ve found somebody I enjoy spending time with – and I really do. I enjoy my time with Sawyer, away from this office. A lot. My feelings for him continue to grow, and that scares me because I don’t know what to do with it. I know he feels the same way, but with everything else going on, I haven’t been able to give myself over to him completely. It’s created a bit of a distance between us. I know it frustrates him.

      But I know none of that even compares to the distance that’s been created by the fact that I still haven’t told him I’m pregnant. Oh, I’ve tried to a million times already. I have a speech in my head that I’ve practiced in front of a mirror so often, I can recite it by memory. But when it comes to working up the nerve to actually deliver the speech, I have failed every single time.

      My failings and fears are what’s really gotten under my skin. Not that the antics around the office haven’t played a part, but my anger is mostly directed inward – I’m just lashing out at him right now since he called me into his office for no other reason than to say hello. Again.

      “What’s going on with you, Berlin?”

      “What do you mean?” I snap.

      “You just seem – off,” he notes. “I mean, I know you have a lot on your plate, but there’s something else. Something you’re not telling me.”

      I still haven’t given him an answer to what really is a generous offer. I would never feel right about taking that kind of money, benefit or not – I saw what Rose Hills charges per month, and it’s more than I make even at the exorbitant salary I’m making as an employee at Compass. There is no way I’d ever be able to afford putting my father into a facility like that on my own.

      There are a lot of benefits to taking Sawyer up on his offer – not the least of which is that I’d get to have a life. I’d get to spend more time with Sawyer and not have to worry about making sure I’m home to care for my dad. Plus, he’d get the sort of care and attention Nadia and I are completely incapable of giving him.

      I have no idea what I’m going to do yet – and I vowed to myself that if I opted to accept Sawyer’s help, I wouldn’t do so until I told him about the baby. He’s eventually going to force a decision from me. I have a feeling that moment is coming soon, so I need to find a way to suck it up and tell him. It’s only fair – and right – that he has all the facts and knows he’s going to be a father before I start accepting money from him.

      “What is it, Berlin?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I mutter, looking away.

      He arches an eyebrow at me. “You don’t?”

      My stomach churns and roils, matching what’s going on with my heart. My throat is dry, but my palms are suddenly sweaty. He’s looking at me with a mix of confusion and worry on his face. He knows I’m hiding something, but he doesn’t know what. This is the moment where I have to decide what to do. Now is the moment I need to make a decision – be a grown-up and tackle this head-on, albeit a bit late, or keep hiding and acting like the child I’ve just railed on Sawyer for being.

      Neither option sounds particularly good to me right now.

      “I really noticed it the night you came over to tell me you were going to take the job,” he says. “I saw it in your eyes – there’s something going on, but you’re not telling me.”

      I sigh and tug on the ends of my hair as I look down at the tops of my shoes. I open my mouth but quickly close it again, not trusting myself to speak in the moment.

      “I’ve given you space, Berlin. I haven’t wanted to press or try to solve your problems for you,” he goes on, his tone growing as serious as his expression. “I’ve been waiting for you to come talk to me about whatever’s on your mind. But it seems kind of clear you’re not going to. Not on your own anyway. So please, talk to me.”

      I open my mouth but still can’t find my voice. I know the next words that come out of my mouth will alter both of our lives forever, and I don’t want to just blurt it out. I want what I say to be right – whatever that means. But as I try to organize my thoughts, all I see is a jumble of disconnected words that have no meaning whatsoever. Nothing in my head is making sense right now, and no matter what I do, I can’t seem to force it to.

      “Berlin, you can talk to me. Whatever it is, I’m here to listen,” he urges me. “And whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together.”

      I raise my head and look him in the eye, my stomach churning so wildly, I’m half-afraid I’m going to vomit on his desk.

      But I have to tell him. I have to. No more waiting. No more excuses.

      “Sawyer, I’m pregnant.”

      So much for not just blurting it out. I might as well have vomited on his desk for all the grace and care I used in informing him that his world is about to be turned upside down. He leans back in his seat, eyes wide, mouth hanging open, a look of stunned disbelief on his face. After several long minutes of just staring at me, Sawyer gives himself a small shake and leans forward again.

      “Say again?” His voice is weak and hoarse.

      “I’m pregnant,” I repeat. “I’m sorry to be so blunt, but I –”

      He laughs softly and runs a hand through his hair. “Blunt is fine,” he stammers. “There really is no delicate way to drop a bomb like that.”

      Judging by the way he’s acting, I can tell he is already going into self-defense and preservation mode. His demeanor turns cool, and it feels like he’s building the walls around him and closing the gate. Shutting me out. It sets off a hot flare of anger inside of me. But more than the anger, the sudden cold front emanating from him makes me feel like I’m stranded on an island. Utterly alone.

      I don’t know what I expected him to say or do. But I didn’t expect that he’d make me feel so isolated and alone with this. We’ve been growing so close. I thought we were building something special between us – something with a future. But now? Now, I have no idea what he’s thinking or feeling – and it’s a crushing blow.

      All of a sudden, it feels like there is a yawning chasm between us, and the longer the silence between us stretches on, the farther away he’s getting. His brown eyes bore into mine, but rather than the warmth and vibrancy I normally see in them; I see nothing but a cool detachment. His face has become blank as if he’s wearing a mask of indifference. I can’t read him. I have no idea what he’s thinking or feeling in that moment, and he won’t talk to me.

      “Say something,” I urge him. “Please?”

      “I – I’m processing. I’m not sure what to say right now.” He runs a hand across his face. “I did not see this coming. Wow.”

      The white-hot anger inside of me starts to forge something hard. I see the way this is going and feel the need to start armoring and protecting myself. As much as it kills me, in the back of my mind, I knew there was a possibility he wouldn’t want anything to do with a child. But there was a part of me that hoped otherwise.

      He’s such a different person than the selfish asshole I knew in college, and just in the couple of months we’ve been seeing each other now, I’ve seen him change even more. He’s become kinder, softer, more compassionate. As our feelings for each other have grown, I’ve seen him becoming a better version of himself – one who thinks of others first, rather than himself.

      As I look into his flat, almost dead eyes now, though, I see that it was all just an illusion. A mirage – like an oasis in the desert. Now that the chips are down, all pretenses have faded away, and I see him for who he really is. I see that I was very wrong about Sawyer West.

      He’s still the same narcissistic, selfish, self-centered asshole I knew him to be back in school.

      He hasn’t changed a bit – he’s just learned to make the window dressing around him prettier and more appealing. And people have the nerve to call women honey traps.

      “Look, I don’t want anything from you,” I snap. “I just thought you should know. I’m going to have this baby, but don’t worry, I don’t expect you to be a part of our lives.”

      “Berlin, I –”

      “Save it. Just fucking save it,” I interrupt. “I don’t want a damn thing from you. In fact, just leave me the hell alone. I don’t want to see you again.”

      I get to my feet and bolt for his office door but stop and turn around. It feels like there’s a brick – a cold, greasy brick – that’s settled in the pit of my stomach. My heart feels like it’s been torn into a million pieces. My eyes sting with tears, and I feel them rolling down my face. I don’t even bother trying to wipe them away. My vision is blurry as I stare at him. I’ve never felt so alone in all my life.

      “I was wrong about you. I was so fucking wrong about you. You’re no different today than you were all those years ago, and I curse the fucking day you walked back into my life,” I cry. “But most of all, I hate myself for believing you’d changed. God damn you, Sawyer.”

      “Berlin wait –”

      I don’t wait though, and throw his office door open, before sprinting to my office and grabbing my things. I feel the eyes all on me as I rush down the hall and to the elevators. As the doors start to slide closed, I hear Sawyer’s voice calling my name. I stab the button hard and repeatedly, willing the door to close faster and for the car to descend.

      Through the gap between the elevator doors, I see Sawyer rushing toward me. I stare him down with tears and fury in my eyes. Thankfully, they finally slide shut before he gets to the car. Once they do, my resolve shatters, and I collapse, my back to the wall. I slide down, ending up on my butt as I sob wildly.

      I wrap my arms around myself and squeeze tight, cursing Sawyer and cursing my entire life. But I curse myself for being so fucking stupid – how could I have believed he’d really changed? But most of all, I curse myself for being so stupid as to let myself fall in love with him.

      I tip my head back and let out a primal, animalistic scream that fills the elevator car with the sound of my pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I step off the elevator and find Berlin’s apartment door. I don’t know that this is the wisest course of action, but given how she stormed out of the office yesterday, I’m thinking this may be my only course of action.

      She didn’t show up at work today. I was hoping that after she had a night to cool off and take the emotion out of the situation, cooler heads would prevail, and we could talk about it like adults. At the very least, I hoped she’d give me a chance to talk.

      But apparently, I was foolish to think that was even a possibility. And so, here I am outside her door. About to have one of the most consequential conversations in my entire life. What we say here is going to impact the rest of our lives.

      Assuming she’ll even open the door for me, that is.

      Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly, and then rap on the door sharply. I hear footsteps approaching, and a moment later, a tiny woman in her mid-twenties with dark hair and darker eyes opens the door. She looks me up and down with a look of utter disdain on her face. I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t even make that face at a pile of dog shit she just stepped in.

      “Well, you must be Nadia,” I announce. “And I’m guessing my reputation precedes me.”

      She makes a scoffing sound. I’m pretty sure she just rolled her eyes so hard; she got a good look at her brain.

      “What do you want?” she spits.

      “I’d like to speak with Berlin.”

      “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”

      I slip my hands into the pockets of my overcoat and nod. “I understand she feels that way but –”

      “There’s no but. She doesn’t want to see you, and I don’t blame her,” she cuts me off. “You’re an asshole, and you need to leave.”

      She moves to slam the door in my face, but I throw my foot in the crack, preventing her from closing it. She looks at me with fire in her eyes and a murderous expression on her face. She raises herself to her full five-foot-three height and puffs up her hundred-pound body, glaring hard at me – making it difficult for me to keep from laughing. She’s as intimidating as a box of kittens. But I choke back my amusement out of respect.

      “You need to move your fuckin’ foot and get out of here,” she growls. “Or I’m going to call the cops.”

      “I see that temper is a family trait.”

      If she clenches her jaw any harder, she’s going to crack her teeth. “I mean it. I’ll call the cops.”

      “Go ahead and call them, then,” I shrug. “I’m not going anywhere until I speak with Berlin.”

      “What part of ‘she doesn’t want to speak with you’ do you not understand?”

      “Oh, I understand perfectly well,” I fire back, irritation starting to seep into my voice. “I just don’t care. If she really doesn’t want to speak with me, she can be an adult and tell me herself.”

      I pitch my voice loud enough to be sure Berlin can hear me. Judging by the building, I’m sure the apartments aren’t very big. My voice carries, so I should be good on that count. A moment later, Nadia turns away from me, and I hear a whispered voice coming from behind the door. She turns back to me, and with a look that could melt steel, she turns away and walks deeper into the apartment. Berlin steps into the breach, her expression not all that different from her cousin’s.

      “I thought I made myself pretty clear yesterday,” she snaps. “You know; when I told you that I never wanted to see you again.”

      “Sure, but that was hardly fair,” I respond. “You can’t drop a bombshell like that on me and expect me not to take a minute to gather myself and process it all. I mean, that’s a pretty big fucking deal, Berlin.”

      “You were pretty clear that you weren’t interested –”

      “How would you know what I was thinking or feeling in that moment?” I growl. “You never even gave me a chance to speak.”

      “The look on your face –”

      “Oh, so you’re going to convict me based on your interpretation of a facial expression?” I mock her. “Tell me, how would that go down in court? Can you convict somebody based on your interpretation – or rather, misinterpretation in this case – of my expression?”

      I see her eyes narrow and her cheeks growing red. I can feel the tension rising and a dark, angry energy crackling in the air around us. This is going off the rails quickly. I need to quickly defuse this situation before it gets out of hand and we both end up saying something we’ll regret later. Or at least, something I’ll regret later.

      “Berlin, one thing I know about you is that you’re fair,” I begin. “You didn’t give me a real chance to talk yesterday. You just blew up and stormed out. I think we need to talk about this. Together.”

      Her eyes shift to the floor, and she chews on her thumbnail nervously. I can see her processing my words for a long moment.

      “Or you can just listen to what I have to say,” I continue. “And at the end of this conversation – or monologue – if you don’t like what you hear, I’ll never darken your doorstep again. You have my word.”

      She chews on her bottom lip thoughtfully for another moment before finally looking up at me and nods – of course, she’s still got that murderous gleam in her eyes. But hey, baby steps, right?

      “Fine,” she sighs. “If listening to you will get you off my doorstep, let me get my coat.”

      She closes the door. I have to wait a few minutes before she returns with a thick coat on over her yoga pants and hoodie. After closing the door behind her, she pulls a scarf from her pocket and starts to wind it around her neck, prompting me to chuckle.

      “It’s not that cold out there,” I observe. “The way your cousin was staring at me made me feel frostier.”

      She says nothing but walks toward the elevator, as if she expects that I’ll follow – which of course, I do. I step into the car, and she crowds herself on the far side, well away from me. A short time later, we’re out on the street in the night air that’s going from cool to cold. It feels like it dropped twenty degrees in the time I was inside Berlin’s building. I slide on my gloves and slip my hands back into my pockets.

      “I guess you were right,” I start casually. “Maybe a scarf would have been a good idea.”

      She walks along, swallowed up completely by her oversized coat, her arms crossed over her chest. The lower half of her face is covered by her scarf. In terms of non-verbal communication and body language, Berlin is about as closed off as Fort Knox.

      We walk down to a coffee cart that’s sitting beneath the awning of a pastry shop, and I grab us both a cup of hot cocoa. She murmurs her thanks as I hand her a cup.

      “Do you want to go inside where it’s warm?” I ask. “Grab a pastry, maybe?”

      “No, I just want you to say what you came to say so I can go home and get out of the cold.”

      I sigh, my breath coming out in a thick plume of steam. “Okay.”

      I lead her over to a bench in the small green space beside the pastry shop. As we take a seat, I’m hit by the overpowering stench of dog shit and piss. I grimace and turn to Berlin.

      “Do you want to find someplace else that’s not quite as – pungent?”

      “It’s fine. I don’t plan on us being here long,” she says, still not looking me in the eye. “Say what you have to say.”

      I let out another long breath and focus on taking short, shallow breaths through my mouth. It doesn’t help much, so I hold my cup of cocoa under my nose and inhale the rich chocolate fumes instead. I can feel Berlin staring at me – waiting for me to say what I have to say. Knowing she’s already pre-judged and ruled against me, I know I’ve got an uphill climb in front of me.

      But knowing how I feel about her, it’s a climb well worth making. What waits for me at the summit is something that fills me with a light and a joy I never expected to experience in my life – and I want it. More than anything I’ve ever wanted.

      “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t react the way you wanted me to react yesterday –”

      She turns to me, outrage on her face. “It’s not about how I wanted you to react.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      She opens her mouth but sputters and ultimately closes it again without saying anything, perhaps realizing that maybe I have a point. I take her silence as a concession to that.

      “News like that – it was shocking, to be honest. It hit me like a brick to the gut, Berlin,” I tell her honestly. “I just wanted a minute to process it all. That’s just who I am – who I’ve always been. I don’t go off half-cocked, and I think things through. I mean, how long have you known? How long have you had to process this?”

      She sighs, the anger on her face suddenly giving way to embarrassment. “A – a few weeks now. I wanted to tell you, but I kept chickening out. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kept it from you.”

      “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to make you feel like I didn’t want it. It was just so sudden.”

      She turns to me for the first time all night. “But you do want it?”

      “I was up all last night thinking about it all. I mean – I’m going to be a father,” I say, my voice barely more than a whisper. “It was something I used to dream about if you can believe it. I used to dream about having a whole pile of kids.”

      I look up, into the dark, clouded nighttime sky, the waves of disbelief still washing over me. I’m going to be a father. Never before have so few words ever rocked my entire life before.

      “Used to?” she asks gently. “But what about now?”

      I turn back to her and give her a soft smile. “To be honest, for a lot of years now, I thought that dream was dead. I didn’t honestly think I’d ever find somebody I’d want to have kids with,” I answer. “But then you came along, and you turned my world upside down anyway. In the best way possible.”

      She presses her lips together tightly. She’s wearing an inscrutable expression. I have no idea what she’s thinking right now. But the one encouraging thing is that she’s no longer scowling. She doesn’t quite have that, ‘I wonder what he’d look like going through a wood-chipper’ gleam in her eye anymore. So, I take that as a positive sign. Small, but a positive sign, nonetheless.

      “I care about you, Berlin. I care about you a hell of a lot,” I continue. “And I know you care about me too.”

      She shrugs as if to neither confirm nor deny that she does, in fact, care about me.

      “What I’m trying to say is that if I could pick who I wanted to start a family with, you’d be at the top of the list,” I say. “What I’m trying to say here is that, yes, I want you, Berlin – you and our child. I want to be a big part of both of your lives. If you’ll have me.”

      Her eyes widen. She looks taken aback like she doesn’t know what to say – which might be a first. She often accuses me of always having an answer – smartass or otherwise – but she’s the one who does. She’s just more subtle about it.

      “I would have told you all of this in my office yesterday,” I chuckle. “But, you were busy telling me to fuck off and sprinting for the elevator.”

      “R – really?”

      I nod, and she looks utterly abashed – well, as abashed as one can look when half their face is covered by a scarf.

      “You’re not just saying this because –”

      I take her hand and give it a firm squeeze. “Berlin, I say this with all the affection I feel for you – shut up,” I say. “I care about you more than I can even express. I think it’s even safe to say that I – I love you.”

      Her eyes grow dinner-plate wide. I imagine that beneath her scarf, her mouth is a perfect ‘O’. Tears make her eyes shimmer in the darkness as she stares at me.

      “Say that again?” she whispers.

      “Like – all of it, or –”

      She punches me in the chest, a laugh bubbling up from her throat. “No. Just the part where you tell me you love me.”

      I nod. “I do. I love you, Berlin,” I smile, marveling out how much easier it comes out of my mouth the second time.

      She throws her arms around me and squeezes tight. Her tears are warm against my skin as she buries her face in my neck. Her arms are clasped around the back of my neck, and she’s squeezing for all she’s worth. Very nearly choking me out in the process. But I don’t mind.

      “I love you too,” she says.

      “Good,” I nod. I smile. Maybe things will be okay. But while we’re at it, we may as well let it all out.

      “But there’s something else we need to discuss.”

      She sits back on the bench, cradling her cup of cocoa again, but with a dreamy shine in her eyes.

      “What do we need to discuss?” she asks.

      “Well, first of all, you still haven’t given me a decision about Rose Hills.”

      She chews on her bottom lip and looks away from me. “I just feel like I’d be abandoning him. I’d feel so guilty.”

      “You’d actually be doing him a lot of good, Berlin,” I point out. “You’d be making sure he’s getting better care than you or Nadia can give him.”

      “I know, it’s just…”

      Her voice trails off. I can see her really struggling with the decision. Which is fine, we can kick that can down the road a little bit. The second thing I need her to agree to might be a bit trickier. But at least she won’t have to feel guilty about agreeing to it.

      “The other thing is that I want you to move in with me – well – sort of, anyway,” I start.

      “Oh Sawyer, I do love you too, but I don’t think we’re there just yet,” she replies. “I don’t want to jump into –”

      “I didn’t mean with me, with me. I know we’re not there yet,” I protest. “What I meant to say was that the second condo unit I bought – the one right next door to me? It’s yours.”

      “What do you mean, it’s mine?”

      I shrug. “Is there another definition I’m unaware of?” I grin. “I’m giving it to you. It’s fully furnished – and it’s got three bedrooms, so if you’re not comfortable with enrolling your father in Rose Hills yet, there’s plenty of room for him. And Nadia too, if you wish.”

      “I can’t take your condo –”

      “Correction, it’s already your condo. The paperwork and title transfer should be done and ready for you when you come back to work tomorrow.”

      She arches an eyebrow at me. “Always with the damn cape. That’s kind of presumptuous, isn’t it?”

      I shrug. “Maybe. If you don’t want to come back to Compass, I’d understand,” I tell her. “But I know you don’t have another job, and I also know you’re not the kind of woman who likes sitting idly by.”

      She grins and nods. “Yeah, that’s true,” she replies, looking up at me. “Why are you giving me your condo? I mean, I thought you were planning on spreading out.”

      I give her a small grin. “And I still may one day. Who knows?” I shrug. “But what I do know is that I want my son to live nearby. I don’t want him to be too far away.”

      She laughs. “There you go being presumptuous again,” she smirks. “It’s going to be a girl. A perfect, beautiful little girl.”

      I laugh and place my hand on her stomach gently. “Nope. That is a boy. I can feel it. That’s boy energy in there.”

      “I guess we’ll see then, won’t we?” she teases. “So you mean it? It’s going to be my place?”

      “All yours.”

      “So I can like – kick you out when I’m done with you?” she asks, her voice dripping with seduction.

      “Well – we’re going to have to talk about that,” I counter. “I may need to reserve special booty call rights.”

      We collapse into laughter together. We look into each other’s eyes for a long moment. I’m struck again by just how breathtakingly beautiful she is. I lean over and give her a quick peck on the lips and pull back, smiling at her.

      “So, are we okay?” I ask.

      She pulls on the ends of her hair and nods. “Yeah, we’re okay. Better than okay.”

      “Promise?”

      She laughs. “Swear it.”

      “Good,” I tell her. “Then I expect to see you back in the office tomorrow.”

      She snaps me a quick salute and laughs. “Aye, Aye, Captain.”

      I sit back and stare at her, unable to keep the smile off my face. Tonight has gone a hell of a lot better than I thought it would.

      “I have to say; I thought it would be a lot harder to convince you to give up your apartment,” I admit. “I figured you’d fight me tooth and nail on that.”

      She laughs. Her voice as warm, rich, and comforting as the cocoa in our cups.

      “Why would it be difficult?” she asks. “That place is a dump!”

      I scoff. “Still not as big of a dump as that shithole where the Mets play.”

      She squeals. “You are awful!”

      I nod. “I am. And you love me.”

      She looks into my eyes and holds my gaze firmly with hers. Berlin places her hand gently on my cheek, a small smile playing upon her lips.

      “I do,” she whispers. “I really do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      I let myself into the condo and drop my bag and keys on the long dark oak table beside the door. I still have trouble thinking of this place as mine. But it is. I signed the paperwork a couple of weeks ago and made this place officially mine. I must have read those papers a billion times, but it’s still all so unreal to me.

      I walk into a foyer that’s done in a white Italian marble and glance at myself in a large, round, antique mirror that’s ornately carved and absolutely beautiful. I give myself a smile, then walk down the short hallway that opens up into a large main room that has a dark oak hardwood floor and is gorgeously decorated. There is a sitting area with a deep and plush oversized cream-colored couch and loveseat set across from them, with an oval glass coffee table between them.

      The main room has an open floor plan. To the right is the kitchen, which has been appointed with top of the line appliances done in black and chrome, and a dining area dominated by an oak table that sits eight, and a large glass door that leads out to a balcony overlooking the city.

      I stand in the middle of the main room and turn in a circle, taking everything in, and can’t keep the smile off my face. I’m hit once again by a wave of disbelief over the fact that Sawyer just gave this place to me. Grateful doesn’t even begin to express what I feel right now, but who does that? Who just gives somebody a condo that has to be worth upwards of a million dollars? Even to somebody they care about.

      “I don’t see that smile on your face often enough.”

      Startled, I turn around to find Sawyer standing in the hallway that leads to bedrooms in the back of the condo. Wearing dark slacks and a dark button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, Sawyer is stylish but casual. He looks like he just stepped out of a men’s fashion catalog and has a roguish grin on his face that makes my heart skip a beat.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I stopped by to check on your dad, actually,” he replies. “And to make sure Nurse Cooper has everything she needs.”

      Ever since I moved in, Sawyer has made it a point to stop by to check on my dad at least once a day. And over my objections, he also hired an in-home nursing staff to provide around the clock care and treatment for my dad while we prepare to set him up in Rose Hills. But I have to admit; it’s helped. My dad has had more good days than bad lately.

      I’m not naïve enough to think he’s going to get better – I know that’s not the way Alzheimer’s works. He’s going to continue fading until he’s gone. But with proper medical attention and daily treatments, it’s helping slow the ravages of the disease. It’s giving me more time with my dad, and for that, I am going to be eternally grateful to Sawyer.

      “How’s he doing today?” I ask.

      He smiles but gives me an ‘iffy’ hand gesture. “It’s not his best day, but it’s not his worst, either.”

      I step forward and wrap my arms around Sawyer, squeezing him tight. He strokes my hair and places a gentle kiss on the top of my head.

      “He’s asleep right now,” he says softly. “Nurse Cooper is with him.”

      I give him a gentle kiss and nuzzle myself against his neck, savoring the feeling of having his arms enveloping me, feeling completely engulfed by him. I feel so warm and so safe. As we stand there, I hear the front door close and footsteps echoing on the tile.

      Curious, I turn to see Nadia step into the main room. She smiles warmly at me and then shoots a frosty glare at Sawyer – she hasn’t quite forgiven him the way I have. She still holds him in some degree of contempt – or rather, she’s very cautious, given that she fully expects him to break my heart. I know that he would never, but still, I’m glad that she has my back.

      “Hey Cuz,” she greets me.

      “Hey Nadia,” I smile. “What are you doing here? Did I ask you to come sit with Dad?”

      She shakes her head. “No, not today.”

      “Sawyer,” she acknowledges him, her voice as frosty as her gaze.

      “Nice to see you again, Nadia,” he replies. “Thank you for coming. I really appreciate it.”

      I look from Sawyer to Nadia and back again. “What’s going on here?”

      Sawyer gives me a smile. “You and I are going away for the weekend.”

      “We can’t –”

      Nadia smiles. “Yes, you can. That’s why I’m here,” she grins at me. “So, go have fun. Enjoy yourself.”

      Saying I’m surprised feels like an understatement. But I also feel excited. This is the first time anybody has ever planned a long weekend away for me. It only adds to the fairy tale that’s been my life these last few months.

      “Are you sure, Nadia?” I ask. “I mean –”

      “Of course. Go and have fun,” she says, then turns to Sawyer. “Bring her back in one piece, or I’ll kill you.” She means it, too.

      “I would expect no less,” he replies with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      “This is amazing. I’ve never been anywhere as beautiful as this,” I marvel. “You really pulled out all the stops.”

      I’m standing before a floor to ceiling window that overlooks a valley. The view is absolutely breathtaking – I’ve never seen so much green before in my life. The valley seems to stretch on forever. There’s nothing but green trees all the way to the horizon.

      “I’ve been coming here since I was a kid,” he says. “I’ve always loved it up here.”

      I see his reflection in the window as he steps up behind me. Sawyer wraps his arms around me from behind and pulls me to him. He nuzzles my neck and plants a soft kiss on my skin. I turn around and clasp my hands behind his neck, pressing my mouth to his.

      Slowly, I pull back and look into his eyes. “Thank you, Sawyer,” I whisper. “This is incredible.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” he purrs. “I just thought we needed some time away. Time to ourselves.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      As amazing as things have been between us – we continue to grow closer by the day – there is still a slight disconnect. It’s unspoken, but it’s there, and I know it has to do with the baby. I know Sawyer still has some misgivings about the entire parenthood thing – but I also know he’s doing his best to work through them on his own. Outwardly, he seems okay with it most days. He even seems happy about starting a family with me.

      But the fact that he won’t talk about it with me, won’t make plans for the baby’s arrival with me, and still seems skittish whenever the subject comes up tells me he hasn’t quite managed to completely come to terms with it. Which is a problem. And it’s a problem that’s only going to grow and fester the longer it goes on unaddressed.

      But that’s for another day. It’s something we can deal with at a later point. This weekend is for us to reconnect. This weekend is about us and nothing more. And maybe, through that connection, we can somehow naturally bridge that unspoken gap between us. Maybe, as we grow together, as our hearts and minds grow ever more intertwined, Sawyer will feel comfortable enough to embrace our child wholeheartedly and without reservation.

      Sawyer gives me a smile and steps away, walking over to the fireplace to stoke the flames. He drops another large log into the fire, casting more warmth into the main room of the cabin. As he tends the fire, I look around and smile. The cabin is supposed to look rustic and rugged, but it was obviously built and decorated by people who never really spent a lot of time outdoors.

      The walls of the cabin are meant to look like rough-hewn logs. They’re aged and distressed looking, though it’s obviously just an affectation. The furniture is all top of the line and built for comfort rather than the strict utilitarian furniture you’d find in a real hunter’s cabin. It’s also got all the latest electronic gadgets and comfort items for city folk who like to escape to ‘nature’.

      Still, I’m not going to complain. I’m a girl built for comfort, not roughing it. Give me a king-sized bed with a memory foam mattress over a sleeping bag in the dirt with all the bugs and critters any day of the week.

      “How about we go take a dip in the spa?” Sawyer offers.

      “Are you kidding? It’s like thirty degrees out there,” I laugh. “It’s going to snow.”

      “Have you ever sat in water that’s a hundred and two degrees while it’s snowing all around you?” he asks.

      “I can’t say I have,” I grin.

      “Then you’re not living,” he replies. “It’s exhilarating.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I giggle.

      “Come on, live a little,” he presses. “You’ll like it. I promise.”

      “I didn’t even bring a swimsuit.” I roll my eyes. “This isn’t exactly beach weather in case you haven’t noticed.”

      He laughs. “Who said anything about a swimsuit?”

      “Oh my God,” I squeal. “I’m not going out there naked. What if somebody sees us?”

      He flashes me a crooked grin. “There isn’t another cabin within half a mile of here,” he assures me. “This is a very private place.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because I own it,” he responds. “Along with acres and acres of land around us. Believe me; we’re alone.”

      I bite my bottom lip, considering it – and in disbelief that I’m considering it. It’s not only way out of character for me, it’s even further out of my comfort zone. Still, there’s something enticing about it. Even kind of sexy. I look up at him, a coy smile on my face.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” I finally agree.

      “Good girl.”

      A few minutes later, we’re walking across the wooden deck at the back of the house.  I pull the thick, plush robe tighter around me. It’s every bit as cold as I thought it would be, and I’m suddenly regretting my burst of boldness. A couple of steps takes us down to the large spa. The water roils and churns. Thick clouds of steam drift up and off into the evening sky. Sawyer walks over and opens a box mounted to the side of the cabin. He flips a couple of switches, and the bright lights in the spa go out, plunging us into darkness.

      “Just so you’re a little more comfortable,” he says.

      “Thank you.”

      I watch as Sawyer saunters over to a small bench built into the low wall that surrounds the spa. He slips out of his robe and drops it onto the bench, then walks back to the spa. Even in the dim ambient lighting, I can see the way his muscles ripple as he moves.

      He’s a beautiful man. Incredibly strong and fit. He looks like he was carved out of granite. Not for the first time as I take in his toned and taut body, I still can’t believe an Adonis like him is in love with me. I don’t consider myself anything special. In fact, although I think I’m pretty, I also think I’m pretty ordinary.

      But when he turns those sparkling brown eyes of his on me and looks at me the way he does, like he’s seeing through me, he makes me feel like I really am special. He makes me feel beautiful and extraordinary. And I love him for that.

      “You going to join me?”

      I snap myself out of my reverie and see that he’s up to his neck in water, the steam billowing around him. Grinning like an idiot, I walk over to where his robe lays on the bench and hesitate for a moment. I take a deep breath and let it out, then yank off my robe before I can overthink it anymore. I drop my robe on top of his and squeal as the cold air hits my bare skin.

      “Oh my God, it’s freezing,” I cry.

      “Then you better get that sweet ass into the water,” he replies with a laugh. “It’s perfect in here.”

      I dash to the edge of the spa and then carefully pick my way down the stairs, settling myself into the deep, warm water. I lower myself until I’m neck deep in the water and let out a long, loud sigh.

      “This water feels amazing,” I moan.

      “I told you so,” he smiles at me.

      I settle down on a seat beneath the hot, churning water and lean back against the side. Sawyer settles in next to me. Our bodies so close they’re touching, and we both lean our heads back on the edge, looking up into the sky above. Not that there’s much to see – it’s covered in thick dark clouds that look ominous.

      I watch as the thick clouds of steam rise up and float away on the breeze. Jets of water knead my muscles, somehow magically working out the kinks and knots that seem to be a constant in my life. I know they’re stress-related – because I’ve never been one who really knows how to relax. But this spa – and something about the sharp contrast of the snowy, freezing world outside and this luxuriously warm water – this is really working for me.

      “This is heavenly,” I groan. “Just heavenly.”

      “Look at that.”

      I open my eyes and look over at Sawyer. He’s pointing up at something. I raise my eyes to the sky and see the first fat snowflakes drifting lazily to the ground. As we sit there in that boiling cauldron, more flakes fall. It’s not long before they’re coming down more heavily, the ground soon covered in a thin dusting of white. It’s so quiet and still. It’s pure magic. I could get used to the sort of peaceful feeling that envelopes me here.

      “It’s beautiful,” I murmur. “This might be the first time ever that I’ve enjoyed the first snow of the year.”

      Sawyer turns to me, a warm, genuine smile on his face. “It’s beautiful. But it’s still nowhere near as beautiful as you.”

      “You’re so smooth.”

      He gives me a leonine grin. “Yes. Yes I am.”

      I smile and lean into him, pressing my mouth to his. Our kiss begins soft and tender but soon becomes hotter than the water we’re soaking in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      The snow falls all around us, blanketing the world around us in a cloak of white. It gets a bit heavier and thicker with every passing minute, but I don’t get the sense this is going to be a bad storm. It’s likely just a light dusting and nothing more. I’ve always loved coming here simply because I enjoy the natural beauty of the place, but right now, it’s Berlin’s beauty that’s completely captivating me.

      We share a soft, sweet kiss. One that rapidly turns heated. I run my hands down her back, relishing the feel of her body, warm and wet, beneath my fingertips. I push her against the wall of the spa, pressing my body to hers and kiss her even harder as my desire for her grows.

      She reaches underwater and grips my cock, running her hand up and down my thick shaft with a sultry gleam in her eyes. I lean my head back and moan, losing myself in the feeling of her hand on my dick as she jerks me off under the warmth of the water. I turn my face up into the falling snow, enjoying the tiny dots of cold that melt against my warm skin.

      I plant a line of kisses down her neck, drawing a soft moan from her when I graze my teeth against her shoulder. I slide my hands up her body and take her breasts in my hands, teasing her stiff nipples with my thumbs. Berlin grins at me and rubs her fingers against my back, sending tendrils of lightning through me.

      I slide my hand down between Berlin’s thighs and tease her clit with my fingertips. She kisses my chest, swirling the tip of her tongue around my nipples, then gives me a firm bite. It’s surprising, but I don’t mind. The sharp pinch of pain morphs into pleasure, and my cock grows impossibly hard.

      I wrap my other arm around her, pulling her even closer to me and slip my fingers into her warm pussy. She shudders against me, her eyes rolling back in her head as I tease them in and out.

      “F – fuck, Sawyer,” she moans. “God yes.”

      As I work her pussy with my fingers, I grab her by the hair and yank her head back. Leaning down, I kiss her neck, gently nipping at the skin as I continue my rhythm slowly and steadily. She grinds herself against me, taking my fingers even deeper, and kisses my neck. Then, as if impatient, she grabs my wrist and starts to thrust my fingers into her faster.

      “You’re holding back,” she gasps.

      “Holding back?”

      She nods. “Don’t be gentle.”

      I give her a wolfish grin. “Music to my ears.”

      Gripping her by the hair, I push her over to the shallower end of the spa, turn her around and bend her over. She gasps when the cold air outside hits her skin, and then squeals when I slap her ass hard enough to leave a red handprint. I slip down into the water behind her and slap her ass again, the crack echoing through the still night air.

      Leaning forward, I plunge my tongue into her wet, sweet pussy. I lap at her wetness, relishing her taste. I slide my hand between her thighs, working her clit with my fingers as I continue to lap at her pussy from behind. Berlin pushes herself back against me, grinding her pussy against my face.

      Soon enough, Berlin is moaning and thrashing wildly. Her breathing is ragged, and her voice is thick with desire. When I flick my tongue against her swollen bud, she throws her head back with a cry so loud; it practically shakes the snow off the trees around us. She starts gasping and moaning wildly, and I pick up the pace, teasing and taunting her. She struggles against me, trying to push her pussy against my tongue, begging me for more.

      I oblige. I grasp both hips and pull her against me, suddenly picking up the pace. Berlin’s moans echo into the night as she comes. Hard. She shudders like she’s out of control as she looks over her shoulder at me, pure ecstasy etched deeply on her face.

      She sinks down into the water and crooks her finger at me, beckoning me to her. I don’t need to be asked twice. I wade through the water and grab hold of her, my mouth finding hers. Berlin’s lips part, and my tongue swirls with hers, and she grips my cock again, stroking it hard. I press her against the wall, and she wraps her legs around my waist, squeezing me tight.

      The head of my cock parts her soft, swollen lips, and I roll my hips, plunging deep into her. Berlin’s eyes grow wide, and she gasps and grins. Every single damn time, she seems surprised at how long and thick my cock is. Not that I mind. She looks me in the eye, a salacious gleam in her eye.

      “Fuck me, baby,” she gasps. “Fuck me now.”

      I thrust my hips, pumping my cock into her warm wetness. She grabs hold of my upper arms, her nails digging into my skin as I fuck her. I slam myself into her, the water from the spa sloshing out onto the deck, which sends clouds of steam billowing up to the heavens.

      Berlin’s breath is growing ragged. I feel her body tensing up around me, but the expression on her face is one of absolute bliss. I feel her squeeze her inner muscles around my cock, which sends white-hot bolts of ecstasy shooting through me.

      “You feel fucking amazing,” I whisper in her ear. “I love being inside of you.”

      She whimpers, and her body quivers as I plunge my staff into her. She rakes her nails across my back, and I draw in a sharp breath. My body crackles with a carnal energy that lights up every cell in my body. I can’t get enough of this woman.

      Taking a step back, I sit down on the bench and spin her around before pulling her onto my lap. Berlin presses her back against my chest, then reaches down and grips my cock again. She rubs the head of my dick against her swollen bud and presses herself against me harder, nestling the head of my length between her soft lips.

      I kiss her neck as she starts to slowly slide down, impaling herself on me. I cup her breasts, rolling her stiff nipples between my thumb and forefinger, then give it a firm pinch, drawing a sultry groan from her lips. Berlin presses herself back against me, writhing on my lap as she thrusts herself up and down on me. Reaching down with one hand, I rub her clit, making her cry out.

      Feeling my cock sliding in and out of her wetness sends shockwaves of tingles through me. She’s so incredibly tight and slick that I’m having trouble holding off the inevitable explosion that’s coming.

      Berlin’s moans are getting louder, her breath growing more labored. She continues thrusting herself up and down on me. Harder and faster. I feel the pressure building up within me and know we’re both plunging headlong toward the precipice of bliss.

      She turns her head and runs the tip of her tongue along my lips, leaving trails of fire in its wake. My body thrumming with an intense sensual energy, I stand up and turn around, bending Berlin over the edge of the spa again. With one hand, I hold her down against the deck, and with my other, I grab her hair, yanking her head back.

      “Hurry,” she pants. “I’m so close, and I need your cock.”

      I step forward and drive my pulsing cock back into her. Berlin cries out in elation. I rear back, nearly slipping out of her, and drive into her again. Our bodies crash together with a sharp noise as water sprays out onto the deck. I press my fingers into her hips as Berlin pushes herself back against me, taking my staff deeper into her.

      I feel Berlin’s pussy growing tighter, squeezing my shaft harder, and one final thrust pushes me over the edge. I throw my head back and let out a moan I’m sure they heard back in Manhattan as my cock pulses and then erupts inside of her. As I shoot ropes of my thick come deep into her pussy, Berlin lets out a scream that matches my own in volume. She quivers and writhes beneath me as I fill her up.

      Berlin turns around and wraps her arms around the back of my neck, pressing her mouth to mine. Her eyelids are heavy, and she giggles with a loopy exultation.

      “God, I needed that,” she smiles.

      “That makes two of us.”

      I sit down on the bench and pull her onto my lap again. We lean back and let the swirling water warm and soothe us as we bask in the golden afterglow that envelops us. I wrap my arms around her waist and hold onto her tight. This feeling of warmth, of closeness between us, is intoxicating to me.

      I feel for Berlin in ways I’ve never felt for anybody before. She’s constantly in my thoughts – no matter what I do, I can’t get her out of my head. I’m always looking for ways to make her happy. It seems like lately, her happiness is the only thing that matters to me.

      She looks at me with nothing but love in her eyes, and it makes my heart swell. The snow continues to silently fall around us, and the steam from the surface of the spa rises. It’s breathtaking and only adds to the beauty of the night.

      As Berlin curls herself into my lap, I stroke her hair and think that things can’t get any more perfect than they are right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “I love it up here,” I say. “I think I want to move here.”

      “I’ve thought about it,” Sawyer muses.

      His statement surprises me. “Really?”

      He chuckles. “Why does that surprise you?”

      “You’re a city boy,” I note with a shrug. “I don’t think you’d be happy living anywhere else.”

      He nods. “Yeah, but I could get used to it up here, I think.”

      We walk hand in hand down the sidewalk, peering in the shops we pass. Allen Street is the main drag that cuts through the center of this small slice of paradise. It looks like something straight out of somebody’s idea of small-town life. Mom and Pop shops line both sides of Allen Street – the only exception to the apparent ban on corporate America being the Starbucks on the corner of the one cross street. Because, of course – Starbucks manages to weasel in everywhere.

      The snow from last night didn’t stick, and although it’s still cold – the temperature on the electronic bank sign reads thirty-nine degrees – it’s not unpleasant. But even though it’s morning, the sky is the color of dark slate. It looks like it’s going to dump a lot more snow in the not too distant future. But it’s holding off for the moment, and I prefer cooler weather anyway, so it’s perfect.

      “You hungry?”

      I turn to Sawyer and smile. “After twice last night and twice more this morning, I’ve worked up quite the appetite,” I smile salaciously. “I’m famished.”

      “Excellent,” he replies. “We’ll need energy for another round when we get back to the cabin.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “No, I’m insatiable,” he fires back. “There’s a difference.”

      “Fair enough,” I respond with a laugh.

      He leads me into a small diner called Pancake that’s set between an ice cream parlor and a souvenir shop. I inhale deeply and let out a long, satisfied breath.

      “Oh my God, it smells incredible in here,” I gasp.

      Sawyer nods. “This is my favorite place to eat when I’m up here,” he notes. “Been coming here since I was a kid.”

      “Wow, so this is like an antique restaurant,” I giggle.

      “Cute,” he grins at me. “I mean, you do realize you’re only a couple of years younger than me.”

      “The key word there being – younger.”

      We laugh together as a middle-aged woman with iron gray hair greets Sawyer warmly before leading us to a table near the back of the restaurant. She sets the menus down in front of us.

      “It’s good to see you again, Sawyer,” the waitress says.

      “Good to see you too, Bette,” he replies. “This is Berlin.”

      “Good to meet you, Berlin,” she smiles. “Keep your eye on this one. I’ve known him a long time now, and he’s as troublesome as they come.”

      “She does know you well,” I grin.

      “She’s also prone to exaggeration,” Sawyer protests.

      They both laugh, and Sawyer favors her with the sort of smile you’d give a favored aunt. I can definitely see the affection between them that’s developed over the years.

      “I’ll give you two a minute,” Bette says.

      She hustles off, and I look around. The diner has a distinctly ‘woodsy’ feel to it. Like our cabin, it’s got the faux rough-hewn log walls. Old logging equipment and old black-and-white photographs of the town hang on the walls. It’s quaint and charming – and incredibly homey. And the confluence of delicious and tantalizing aromas that fill the place make my mouth water. Twelve hours of incredible sex or not, I think I could eat my weight in food here anyway.

      “So what are you thinking?” he asks.

      I flip through the menu – such as it is. The menu is far less expansive than the places in the city I’m used to. They don’t have many things on offer, but hey, I can respect a place that knows itself well enough to know what it does well and sticks with it, rather than experimenting just to satisfy city dwellers like me who are used to having a thousand different choices.

      “I may just go with the pancakes,” I state.

      “Really? How boring,” he grins. “Be adventurous. I mean, you did just have sex in a hot tub for the first time.”

      I giggle, my first instinct being to look around to make sure he wasn’t overheard. The waitress comes back to the table and flashes Sawyer a wide smile.

      “What’s it going to be, hon?” she asks.

      Sawyer looks at me. “Allow me.”

      “My culinary fate is in your hands.”

      Sawyer orders us enough food to feed an invading army – country fried steaks, hash browns, eggs, bacon and sausage, and a short stack of pancakes on the side. When we’re alone again, I just laugh.

      “Is somebody else joining us for breakfast?” I ask.

      “Nah. I’m just making sure you’re carb-loaded for the next round.”

      “I’m pretty sure if I eat all of that food, I’ll sleep through the next round,” I counter.

      “Don’t worry; I’m pretty sure I can manage to keep you awake.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” I grin.

      “You better.”

      “And you two better get a room.”

      We both look up into Bette’s smiling face. She sets our plates down and tops off our coffee before she turns and heads off again. I inhale deeply and feel my mouth watering. I cut a glance at Sawyer before digging into the mountain of food. We eat in silence for a few minutes – it’s all so delicious, I really have no desire to speak anyway. Every bite seems better than the last, so I just keep shoveling food into my face.

      I push my plate away and lean back in my seat, feeling like I might just explode. I stare in amazement at Sawyer’s nearly empty plate.

      “Where in the hell do you put all of that? You don’t have an ounce of body fat on you,” I whine. “I’m going to put on a thousand pounds from this.”

      Sawyer shrugs. “You only ate half of your food. You’ll probably only put on five hundred. Max,” he notes, giving me a grin. “Don’t worry though; I know just how to work it off of you.”

      I laugh. “Do you ever not think about sex?”

      He screws his head up, feigning thought. “No, not really.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      I look at the table next to us and see a young mother cradling her baby in her arms. She leans down and places a gentle kiss on the infant’s forehead. The baby coos and makes a series of adorable gurgling noises, squirming in his mother’s arms.

      Watching them interact sets off a rush of maternal feeling inside of me. It’s not going to be long before I’m holding my baby just like that. The thought of it brings a smile to my lips and fills my heart with a joy, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

      I turn and cast a glance at Sawyer, and the smile on my face slowly melts away. The expression on his face has darkened, and he’s very pointedly looking away, clearly not wanting to see the baby. It sends a familiar lance of pain through my heart. I feel my eyes burning with unshed tears. Sawyer looks at me, and I can see his expression slowly soften, but he remains silent.

      “Do you even want to have this baby with me, Sawyer?” I finally ask.

      “What? Where is this coming from?”

      I sigh and stare at the baby for a moment before turning back to Sawyer. He’s taking a sip of his coffee, appearing to be the picture of relaxation, but I can see the tension around his eyes and the small frown pulling the corners of his mouth downward.

      “Do you?” I ask again. “I mean, I honestly don’t get the sense that you do.”

      He sets his coffee mug down and shakes his head. “I honestly don’t understand where this is coming from.”

      I sigh. “Because every time I try to talk about the baby, you shut down on me.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You do, Sawyer,” I press. “You don’t want to talk about the baby. You barely even acknowledge the fact that we’re going to have a child together.”

      He rubs his jaw but says nothing. Instead, he lifts his mug and takes a long drink. I can see the tension in his eyes, of course, but there’s something else there – something I didn’t notice before. I don’t know what it is, but it’s something. And given the fact that I can see Sawyer closing himself off – and since he’s not exactly known for being emotionally open – I know I’m going to need to draw it out of him.

      “I’m going to have this child, Sawyer,” I start. “And if you’ve changed your mind and decided that you don’t want to be a part of that, you – you don’t have to.”

      I feel the warm, wet tears rolling down my face and angrily scrub them away. I wanted to approach this with cool logic, not emotion – but I seem entirely incapable. More tears replace the ones I just wiped away. Sawyer looks at me and purses his lips.

      “I don’t know why you’d think –”

      “Because you’ve been so cold about it all, Sawyer,” I snap. “What in the hell else am I supposed to think?”

      Sawyer runs a hand through his hair, a strange look on his face; I can’t quite make sense of it. But his continued silence is not only hurting me, it’s pissing me off. It makes me think he really doesn’t want to be part of our child’s life. It’s a thought that cuts me deeper than I could have imagined it would.

      But I knew it was a possibility. And knowing it was a possibility, I shouldn’t have dared hope – and I definitely shouldn’t have opened up like I did. I never should have let myself get as attached to him as I did. I should have known a man like Sawyer probably doesn’t want to be weighed down by a child.

      I don’t doubt him at all when he tells me he loves me – I think this may just be one of those cases when love isn’t enough.

      Sawyer sighs and looks over at the baby in the woman’s arms. I see the tension around his eyes ease. I’m shocked when I see the faint traces of a smile on his lips. It’s small and weak, but it’s there.

      “If I’ve seemed – distant – or maybe standoffish, I apologize, Berlin,” he begins. “It’s not that I don’t want to be with you or be a part of our child’s life. That’s not it at all.”

      “Then what is it, Sawyer?” I ask.

      He looks down at the table and lets out another long breath. For maybe the first time ever, I see uncertainty in Sawyer’s eyes. He looks – shaken.

      “I want to raise a family – with you,” he says softly. “But I’m – I’m scared, Berlin.”

      I feel my eyes widen and my mouth fall open at the same time. I’ve never known Sawyer to be afraid of anything – much less admit to being afraid. Even back in school. In some ways, I’ve kind of always thought of him as a superhero of sorts.

      “I – I’m shocked,” I respond. “I mean, the great Sawyer West, never intimidated, never scared, never takes shit from anybody – what in the hell do you have to be afraid of?”

      He takes a drink of his coffee and won’t meet my eyes. It’s amazing to me to see him so uncertain and nervous.

      “What in the hell do I know about being a father?” he asks. “I mean – seriously, look at that baby –”

      I follow his gaze to the baby and then turn back to him. He’s staring like it’s a bomb swaddled in a blanket, ready to go off.

      “That’s a lot of responsibility,” he continues, pitching his voice lower. “Being responsible for another life – I don’t know that I’d be any good at it. I’m afraid I’d do more harm than good.”

      His eyes are riveted on the baby, and fear is etched deeply into his features. Now that he’s admitted his fears, everything falls into place. Now I have a greater understanding of the situation – and of Sawyer himself.

      “I understand being afraid, Sawyer,” I tell him. “Trust me; I get it. I mean, what in the hell do I know about raising a kid?”

      “You will be a great mother,” he says, his tone more confident than I feel. “You just have a kind, nurturing way about you – a way I don’t have.”

      “That’s not true –”

      His bark of laughter is sharp. “It is true, and you know it,” he says. “You’re not selfish like I am. You’re giving and compassionate. I don’t have those traits.”

      “Sawyer –”

      “Oh, I’m not saying I don’t have other great traits, or that I’m not an amazing guy,” he chuckles, “but I don’t know that I have what it takes to be a good father, Berlin. I don’t know that I’ll do the right thing raising a child.”

      I reach over and take his hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “We are different, Sawyer. We’re very different.” I hold his gaze firmly. “But we also complement each other in a hundred different ways. Your strengths compensate for my weaknesses, and my strengths compensate for yours.”

      “I wish that was true.”

      I squeeze his hand more firmly this time, doing my best to really underscore my point and lend him some of the assurance and belief he so desperately needs.

      “It very true, Sawyer. I believe it with all my heart. And for what it’s worth, the fact that you’re so self-aware is a good thing,” I offer. “I think it’ll help you be a better – a great father. But the one thing that guarantees you’ll be a good father is that you’re a good man, Sawyer. You’ve got a good heart.”

      He gives me a small smile, wearing an expression on his face like he doesn’t quite believe me.

      “I mean it, Sawyer,” I press. “You’re going to be a great father. I mean – if you’re really sure you want to be.”

      He gives me a long, even look, a warmth spreading across his face that makes my heart swell.

      “I do, Berlin,” he tells me. “I truly do.”

      He raises my hand and gently kisses the back of my knuckles, a sweet smile on his face. And though he looks more confident and surer about his path moving forward, I can still see a sliver of doubt in his eyes – but just a sliver.

      “Do you really think I’ll be a good father?”

      “I know you will be,” I smile. “Of course, you won’t be a better parent than I’ll be, but that’s just because anything you can do, I can do better.”

      His laughter is a low, slow roll of thunder that reverberates through every last corner of my soul. It’s warm and comforting and fills my heart with a bright, white, light. Sawyer looks deep into my eyes, holding my gaze firmly. He squeezes my hand.

      “I love you, Berlin.”

      My smile is so wide; it hurts my face. “I love you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I pinch the bridge of my nose, feeling a screamer of a headache coming on – a full blown sit-in and protest at one of my properties tends to do that. As I consider Rider’s words, I find my mind wandering back to the Catskills and that perfect weekend Berlin, and I shared. I try to channel the good feelings the memories of that weekend engender to stave off the irritation flaring within me.

      “What do they want?” I ask.

      Rider chuckles ruefully. “Other than for us to not knock down their building?”

      “It’s not their building,” I grumble. “I bought it and have followed every law and regulation to the letter. Their time is up.”

      Rider clears his throat. “I’m assuming they heard about what went down at the Atwell. I haven’t confirmed it yet, but I heard they are looking to petition the borough board for a delay if not an outright quashing of the permits.”

      I slam my fist down on my desk, my frustration boiling over. “Son of a bitch,” I grunt. “This is why I don’t feed stray cats – not only do they keep coming back, soon enough you’re going to be feeding the whole goddamn neighborhood.”

      He grins. “No good deed goes unpunished, huh?”

      I glare at Rider. “Do you think this is funny?”

      His smile quickly fades. “No, not at all,” he replies. “I was just –”

      He bites off his words and looks away as if considering his next words very carefully. And if there’s one thing I despise, it’s being managed – Berlin and I are a lot alike in that way.

      “Spit it out,” I order him. “What is on your mind?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing I can say with any certainty.”

      “Then spill it.”

      He fidgets in his seat, still won’t meet my eyes, and looks distinctly uncomfortable. He still looks like he’s trying to find the right words to say whatever it is he’s struggling to get out – in other words, he’s still trying to manage me.

      “Rider –”

      My voice snaps him out of it. He looks at me, a small frown on his lips. “Like I said, it’s nothing I can say with any certainty…”

      “But? You obviously have a thought about something.”

      He nods slowly. “The deal at the Jackson got me thinking about how everything shook out at the Atwell.”

      “How so?”

      He finally raises his eyes to me. “These aren’t legally sophisticated people, Sawyer – the residents down at the Jackson. These are garden variety blue-collar types.”

      “Okay, but what’s your point?”

      “It just made me wonder if they were getting some – help,” he says, his voice growing quiet.

      “You mean Berlin.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know for sure, but the tactics – hell, the language they’re using – all sounds really familiar,” he points out. “And she hasn’t come in yet today.”

      “She hasn’t?”

      “Not that I know of,” he responds.

      A greasy feeling starts to churn in my stomach as a cold certainty that she’s mixed up in this takes hold of me.

      “She’s been helping you with things over in legal, right?” I ask.

      Rider nods. “Yeah, she’s picked up on contractual language a lot quicker than –”

      “Did she see the file on the Jackson project?”

      He pauses to think and then slowly shakes his head. “I honestly don’t know,” he admits. “I mean, I wasn’t keeping anything from her or hiding it. I didn’t think I had to. But I guess she could have stumbled onto it and maybe lit that fuse.”

      “Shit,” I mutter. “Let me get her in here.”
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        * * *

      

      “Before you start giving me shit, let me remind you that you never asked me to curtail my advocacy work,” she says.

      “I didn’t think I had to,” I spit. “I thought it was just assumed.”

      “Assumed?” she gasps. “Did you really think just because I’m earning a paycheck from you, I’d abandon the people who need my help?”

      I lean back in my chair and let out a long breath. I’m doing my best to keep my temper in check, but she’s really trying my patience right now. I gave her a pass on the Atwell and worked with her – I was doing my best to make her happy because I respect and care for her. But now she’s taken up the flag of another group and is demanding I take another hit for one of her pet causes. It’s a fucking bridge too far.

      “I thought at the very least because you’re now taking a paycheck from Compass Development that you’d have the good sense to avoid pulling the company into another dispute,” I growl. “Don’t you find this to be a conflict of interest?”

      “No, not at all. Like I said, you did not ask me to stop doing my advocacy work,” she replies simply. “And since I’m your personal attorney and am not involved in the actual development side of the company, there is no conflict.”

      I scrub my face with my hands, my irritation and frustration starting to boil over. I don’t want to fight with Berlin – not after we had such an amazing weekend together. And not because our relationship is really starting to take off and head in the right direction. I’ve finally seemed able to really wrap my head around and embrace the idea that I’m going to be a father, and we seem to be growing closer with each passing day. I don’t want to derail that.

      But at the same time, I still have a business to run. If I keep delaying every single project because I’m fighting with Berlin about the how’s and why’s of every single one, I’m never going to get anything done. At that point, I might as well shutter the building, call it a day, and retire because Compass will not survive that sort of forced charitable giving.

      “When I gave you the delay on the Atwell, I told you I still had a business to run. I told you it was a one-time deal, and I was still planning to proceed with all of the other projects I had on the docket,” I remind her. “And that certainly wasn’t a challenge to you to rifle through the files to cherry-pick projects you wanted to derail. Maybe you don’t see a conflict, but I’d be curious to talk to the legal department and hear their thoughts about the legality of that.”

      “I didn’t go looking for the file until I got a call from one of the residents,” she snaps. “When I learned what was happening, I did my due diligence and found the information.”

      “You’re the lawyer here, so correct me if I’m wrong, but you took proprietary information,” I grumble. “I don’t think you taking it in response to a phone call matters. Legally speaking.”

      “So what are you going to do here, Sawyer? Are you going to have me arrested? Prosecuted?” She glares at me. “Are you going to have me thrown in prison for trying to do something good for people?”

      I feel my jaw clenching, and every single muscle in my body grows taut. She’s really pushing me right now. I know I need to throttle it back, or this is going to get ugly really fast.

      “No. I’m not going to have you arrested,” I tell her. “I’m simply saying what you did is unethical.”

      “Do you know how many people currently reside in the Jackson?”

      The sudden change of direction in the conversation nearly gives me whiplash. But I know from Rider it’s an old lawyer trick meant to trip people up – and to divert from a subject they want to get away from. In this case, it’s the possibility that she may have broken a law in doing what she did. At the very least, it’s a massive breach of ethics.

      “My understanding is that as it currently stands, the Jackson has five hundred and twenty-three units,” I reply, deciding to play along for now. “I don’t have a current head count on the place.”

      “One thousand, four hundred and twenty-two,” she informs me. “That’s how many people are living there, Sawyer.”

      “Sounds like it’s overcrowded.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “No, the point is that I have a business to run and contracts to deliver on,” I fire back at her. “I don’t have time to play these fucking games.”

      “This isn’t a game, Sawyer,” she hisses. “This is almost fifteen hundred people who are going to be homeless.”

      “And how is that my problem?” I say, my voice rising. “I followed all of the legal niceties. The people at the Jackson were given ninety days’ notice when I acquired the property.”

      She looks at me for a long moment, an expression of utter revulsion on her face. I don’t know what it is she wants from me. I’m a businessman. This is my business. This is what I do. This is what I’ve always done – this isn’t news.

      “Does it really not bother you that you’ll be putting almost fifteen hundred people out on the street?” she asks. “I mean – do you really not care about them?”

      “What would you have me do, Berlin?”

      She stares at me with a stricken expression on her face – she looks absolutely heartbroken. It pulls at my own heart, but I don’t know how to stay true to myself and my company and make her happy at the same time. My business is obviously not compatible with her morality. I love her, but I can’t keep bending to her will on everything.

      “Berlin, it’s not that I don’t care about these people,” I tell her. “It’s just that I’m trying to run a business. This is what I do.”

      “Why can’t you also do something that helps the people? The regular, blue collar, hard-working people?” she asks, her voice sounding dejected. “Why is it your projects all seem to cater to the wealthy and run roughshod over the poor?”

      I sigh and run a hand through my hair. “The work is going to be done, one way or the other, Berlin,” I protest. I already know she won’t accept that answer. “If not by Compass, then by somebody else. I have plenty of competitors who’d love to snap up the work.”

      “But that doesn’t explain why you can’t do something to help the people who need it most,” her voice hardens. “The people you cater to don’t need it. There are more than enough luxury buildings in this city, Sawyer. What we don’t have enough of is affordable housing.”

      “That’s not my –”

      “I know, it’s not your problem,” she spits. “But if we don’t take care of our own, who will, Sawyer? If what you call progress continues the trajectory we’re on, it’s not going to be all that long before the only people who will be able to afford to live in New York will be the millionaires and billionaires.”

      “Which will lower crime, lower drug abuse, keep the city cleaner, safer, and –”

      “Wow. I can’t believe I’m hearing this fall out of your mouth right now,” she says, her voice tinged with sadness. “Believe it or not, it’s these people you spit on and look down your nose at that make New York what it is.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “I do. These people you have such contempt for are the ones who build the local businesses we all enjoy. They’re the artists who provide culture and diversity to our city – a culture you’ve told me makes you love this city as passionately as you do,” she spits. “What do your Wall Street buddies add to this city? What sort of culture do they bring? How do they add to the fabric of New York?”

      “Without those people you’ve got such contempt for, we wouldn’t have more than half of the other things we enjoy in this city – museums, parks, the theater,” I throw her words back in her face. “Like it or not, the wealthy not only provide jobs, but the massive amounts of tax money they pay and investments they make are the lifeblood of this city. Without them, we have no city. Certainly not one as great as this.”

      “So that’s all it’s about to you? Dollars and cents? Who cares about human lives?”

      I want to respond, but she shakes her head and looks away from me. We sit in a prolonged silence filled with the tension of unspoken words. The expression on her face is one of absolute misery and heartbreak – and I feel her slipping away from me. As we sit there together, we may as well be on opposite sides of the country, given the yawning chasm that seems to be opening up between us.

      Finally, Berlin raises her head and looks at me. “So, there’s no chance of you stopping the development of the Jackson?”

      I spread my hands out and frown. “I can’t, Berlin. I have a job to do and a business to run,” I respond.

      She nods slowly, the sadness on her face only deepening. “I was afraid you were going to say that,” she replies, her voice barely more than a whisper. “I was hoping you wouldn’t, but I was afraid you might.”

      “So, where does that leave us?” I finally ask.

      She doesn’t speak for a long moment. The way she sits there, staring down at the floor, unblinking and unmoving, you’d almost think somebody hit the ‘off’ switch in her. Finally, she raises her head. Her eyes are shimmering with tears. Her lips quiver, and I watch as a lone tear traces its way down her smooth cheek. Sitting there staring at me, she looks like the quintessential picture of heartbreak.

      “I don’t know, Sawyer,” she whispers. “I really don’t know right now.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I need some space to think,” she responds. “I need to think through some things I chose to ignore before.”

      “Berlin, that’s not fair. You’ve always known –”

      “That’s why I said they were things I chose to ignore.”

      She’s on her feet and headed for the door in the blink of an eye. I want to call out to her. I want to stop her. In that moment, I’m willing to say or do almost anything to get her to stop. To stay. But I know if I give in now, this is a battle I’m going to be fighting as long as we’re together. I gave her a gift once – she can’t expect it every single time. It’s not fair to me.

      And I can already hear her counter argument to that. That what I’m doing isn’t fair to other people. I hate it. I hate that she’s gotten so deeply into my head.

      As the door clicks closed behind her, I’m left alone in my office with my dark thoughts and the darker anger that’s surging through me. I grab the coffee mug off the top of my desk and hurl it across the room, a satisfied grin touching my face when it hits the wall and explodes into a million pieces that spray everywhere.

      I listen to the pieces falling, hear them tinkling against the ground, and can’t help but think that’s a pretty good metaphor for my heart right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      “You know I love you, right?”

      I give her a wry smile. Whenever Gabby prefaces a statement like that, I know I’m not going to like whatever comes out of her mouth next. It’s just another reminder that the only certainties in life are death, taxes, and that Gabby will always give me the unvarnished truth – whether I like it or not.

      “Of course I do,” I respond.

      “Good, then you need to pull your head out of your ass.”

      “Me?” I almost shriek. “Are you kidding? What about him?”

      I’m aware of all the eyes in the coffee house turning our way at my outburst. Realizing that I’m causing a scene, I sit back in my chair, take a drink of my latte, and pointedly ignore everybody gawking at us. Gabby just sits back and laughs.

      “I can’t believe you’re taking his side in this,” I hiss.

      “I’m not taking anybody’s side, hon.” She raises a hand in surrender. “I’m so neutral; you can just call me Switzerland.”

      “Sure sounds like you’re siding with him.”

      Gabby takes a drink of her coffee and sits back. “That’s because you’re so upset, you’re on the defensive,” she says. “And you’ll find offense with anything I say that doesn’t immediately support your position.”

      I open my mouth to argue but realize she’s right and then close it again. I know I have the habit of going on the defensive and lashing out when I’m as upset as I am right now. But it’s not like I don’t have good reason to be this upset – my life and the world I’ve dared to let myself dream of is crashing down around me. And I feel like I’m standing in the middle of this dumpster fire of my existence entirely alone. While I appreciate the fact that Gabs will always be unflinchingly honest and will give it to me straight, this is one of those times I could really just use a cheerleader who will listen. Who will tell me everything’s going to be okay, and that he’s the one with the fucked-up priorities.

      “His view of people – I find it abhorrent, Gabs,” I tell her. “That he can be so cold and unfeeling about taking people’s homes and turning them out is monstrous to me. It’s like they aren’t human beings at all. Just obstacles in his way to make more money. God, and it’s not like the man isn’t rich enough. He runs a multi-billion-dollar company! He could afford to completely change his business and still be fabulously wealthy. But he chooses to just be greedy instead!”

      Gabby sighs, taking my hand. “Babe, I’m not saying you’re wrong, but you’re shouting again.”

      I take a deep breath. “Sorry,” I mutter sheepishly.

      “Look, I don’t know Sawyer himself, but I think I can help you figure this out. For one thing, it’s because he grew up steeped in that sort of culture. I know plenty of guys like Sawyer – I have to deal with them on a daily basis,” she starts. “And for some of them, it’s not that they are unfeeling about people, they just don’t know any better. For them, it’s all about the job and the project in front of them. They get tunnel vision. It’s not that they are unfeeling; they just don’t think about people at all.”

      I grin ruefully. “I think that might actually be worse.”

      “It’s not. Not really,” she shrugs. “It means that they just need their eyes opened. They need to have those blinders taken off, and they need to see the people – and the real-world implications of what they’re doing. Until they come face to face with the people who suffer, it’s all nothing more than an abstract concept for them. I mean, Sawyer grew up rich, right? He’s never had to seriously worry about losing his job or his home for a day in his life. Maybe all you need to do is show him.”

      I tug on the ends of my hair, letting her words bounce around in my head for a minute. I’m pretty sure she’s right in that Sawyer has never had to see the real-world consequences of the people his projects put out on the street. I wonder if it would make a difference to him, though. As much as I’d like to say it would, the truth is I just don’t know.

      “What you’ve told me about Sawyer is that he’s got a good heart. That he’s grown and changed even in just the few months you guys have been together,” she presses her point. “You’ve told me he’s learned and changed – that he’s become an even better man.”

      I nod slowly, hating it when my words are used against me. But she has a point. And it’s true. In our time together, I’ve seen a softer, gentler side of him. I’ve seen him becoming more compassionate and caring. At least with me. I don’t know that it would translate to people in general. But then, I don’t know that it won’t.

      “Listen, I know you want to be pissed off and want to believe the worst of him right now. I get it, hon. I really do,” she continues, her tone slightly gentler. “But I really think I’d be doing you a disservice by just sitting here, patting your hand, and agreeing with you that he’s a horrible monster who should be drawn and quartered before being set on fire.”

      I sniff loudly and blink back the tears that are threatening to come spilling out. I’m doing my best to check my emotions, but being pregnant isn’t helping me a whole lot right now. Lately, I’ve felt out of control – even on my best days. I cry at the drop of the hat, get irrationally angry – and unbelievably sappy and romantic. Being pregnant is an emotional adventure, but right now, I just want the roller coaster to stop because I want to get off.

      “Do you know why I’m always so hard on you, hon?” Gabby asks. “Why I’m always honest with you – even when the truth is hard to swallow?”

      “Because that’s just who you are,” I say.

      “That’s true, that’s who I am,” she chuckles. “But not with everybody. I can mollycoddle a person, hold their hand, and tell them everything’s going to be alright with the best of them.”

      A wry grin touches my lips. “Really? I’ve never seen this alleged side of you before.”

      “Right, you haven’t,” she nods. “And you haven’t because the people who do are people I don’t respect. They’re weak. They need that hand-holding because they don’t have the strength to deal with the truth. I love and respect you far too much to ever patronize you like that.”

      “Sometimes it’d be nice to just have you give me a hug and let me whine,” I laugh.

      “You’d hate me for it. But worse than that, you’d hate yourself for it,” she states. “You’re not the type to lay down and wallow in your own misery, Berlin. You never have been. You’re stronger than anybody I know – including me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is true. To overcome what you have in your life to become who you are and accomplish what you have takes a strength very few people have,” she tells me. “I don’t have that sort of fortitude. I grew up comfortably and took the path of least resistance – I went into corporate law because it’s easy.”

      “You’re brilliant at what you do,” I mention.

      “Well that much is true,” she grins. “But it’s also the easiest way to go. I sit in board rooms with wealthy people and figure out how to get them wealthier. But you – you are a fighter. You get down in the mud, and you take on all comers. You are fearless, Berlin.”

      “I’m definitely not fearless,” I chuckle.

      She seizes my hand so quickly; it startles me. I look up, and her gaze is so direct and penetrating, it carries a physical weight to it. I feel like she’s pinning me to my seat with nothing but her eyes.

      “You need to stop selling yourself short. Stop minimizing the things you do,” she daggers into me, her voice low and harder than steel. “You see injustices every day, and unlike ninety-nine percent of us, you do something about it. You step in front of the train that’s going to run people down and fight like hell to stop it.”

      I give her a small shrug. “It’s just the right thing to do.”

      “Exactly. But for most of us, it’s not even a thought in our minds. You have an uncommon moral compass, and you are driven to do right,” she insists. “Lots of people have the ability to change the world, Berlin. But you actually have the strength and courage to do it. That’s why I respect and admire you as much as I do.”

      In all our years of friendship, Gabby has never said those words to me. She’s never told me she respects and admires me. And hearing the flat-out earnestness in her voice, I have no doubt what she’s saying is true. It overwhelms me with emotion and humbles me at the same time. By any measure, Gabby is a success. A big success. So hearing her so passionately speak about how she feels makes my heart swell with feeling.

      I look up at her with eyes that are blurry with tears and a soft smile on my face. “I think you might be the first person who’s ever said those words – and meant them,” I tell her. “Thank you for that.”

      She is on her feet and comes around the table quickly, pulling me into a tight embrace. I sniff loudly and try to discreetly wipe away the tears spilling down my cheeks. Most of them are happy, but there are also more than a few mixed in for what I’ve lost. Or at least, for what I feel like I’m losing.

      After a moment, Gabby goes back to her seat and takes a swallow of her macchiato, giving me a smile that warms me from the inside. I sit back and take a drink of my decaf latte, turning to look out the front windows of the coffee house, a smile unconsciously touching my lips.

      Fat snowflakes drift lazily down from a gray sky above and slick the street with a thin coat of fresh powder. The soft snowfall is beautiful and peaceful – and of course, brings the memories of my weekend with Sawyer in the Catskills to mind immediately. As I think about that weekend, I’m wrapped in a thick blanket of nostalgic warmth. I recall the feel of his arms around me, his lips on mine, and the sound of his words in my ear. I remember the way his fingers felt on my skin, the way he felt inside of me, and the love I saw shining in his eyes every minute of the day.

      I’ve never felt so deeply for somebody. Nor had them love me back so hard in return. What I have with Sawyer is real. And it’s profound. He’s altered my life in so many ways – not the least of which is growing inside of me right this moment. Which is what makes this chasm between us so difficult to bear because I don’t know that it can be bridged.

      I watch through the window as people bundled up in thick jackets, scarves, and hats scurry about, running whatever errands they’re on, and automatically think of the residents of the Jackson. I know that some of them are standing in the cold outside their building right now, protesting. Some of them have already begun putting up tents and plan to ride this out until they either win or are forcibly removed – and all because Sawyer will not budge. And because they believe in me. They believe I can somehow weave a Christmas miracle and save their homes.

      Once again, I feel the full weight of the responsibility bearing down on me. Only this time, I don’t know that I can bear it. I wish I felt half as strong as Gabby believes I am. But I’m not. Right now, I feel as weak as I’ve ever felt in my life – weak and utterly heartbroken.

      “So tell me why you think I have my head up my ass,” I finally ask her.

      “Because you’ve always known what Sawyer does. His business dealings shouldn’t come as any surprise to you,” she replies. “And because you’re letting your moral outrage ruin the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

      “So what? I should just tell the people at the Jackson they’re out of luck because I’m in love?”

      She shakes her head. “That’s not what I’m saying at all,” she tells me. “What I’m saying is that you need to make your passion and your moral outrage work for you instead of against you both.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that, Gabs? He holds all the cards. I don’t really have a legal leg to stand on,” I respond. “I mean, I can make a big show of it and try to force his hand but at the end of the day, unless the borough board or the court decides to stop what he calls ‘progress’ – which I doubt will happen – those people are going to be out on the street before Christmas. All I can do is fight, yell, and try to shame him into doing the right thing.”

      “Or,” Gabby starts. “You can try to maybe work with him to find a solution to everything.”

      She takes a sip of her drink, her eyes still pinned to mine, letting her statement just hang there in the air between us like it’s the answer to everything.

      “And how am I supposed to do that?” I finally ask.

      “You feel so much for these people you defend that you’re always on the attack, hon. And while that’s not always a bad thing, it makes you overlook certain things,” she starts. “Namely, like identifying who the enemies are – and who your allies might be.”

      “Okay, now you sound like you’ve been reading fortune cookies all day,” I laugh wryly.

      “I’m saying there is a middle ground you two can find if you’d stop taking a scorched earth approach to things,” she fires back. “You want more affordable housing. He’s a developer whose company builds – homes. Surely, if you put those two things together, you can create something that makes the both of you happy, yes?”

      I sit back in my seat, stunned to the point of breathlessness. I never thought about it like that. It’s an answer that seems so simple that I feel stupid for not thinking of it before. But then, then I realize that maybe it’s not as simple as all that. Sawyer is a man whose business dealings are driven by profit. And the truth is, there is little to no profit to be had in building low-income housing for a company like Compass. Unless…

      I look up at Gabby, smiling wide. “You are brilliant,” I say. “You are utterly brilliant.”

      “I know,” she chirps.

      “You’ve given me an idea about how to turn him into an ally,” I grin.

      “See? Me kicking your ass the way I do pays dividends,” she smiles.

      “Yes it does.”

      I jump out of my seat and throw my arms around her. She giggles as I squeeze her tight. I am more grateful for this woman than I can even begin to express. I think she’s given me an idea about how to make the both of us happy and save a relationship that an hour ago, I thought was doomed.

      “I have a lot of work to do.” I plant a kiss on Gabby’s cheek.

      “Then get to it, girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      It’s been almost a week since I last spoke to Berlin – which seems fucking ridiculous since she lives right next door to me. But there have been no calls, no texts, no – nothing. I’ve even stopped by her place a couple of times but got no answer. It’s been nothing but radio silence from her.

      I get that she needs some space, so I want to give it to her. Our last conversation didn’t exactly go over too well. Forcing her to talk to me would only guarantee things between us would get even worse. She can be stubborn as hell when she gets her mind set on something.

      With nothing better to do, I decided to stop by Rose Hills to spend a little time with her dad. On his more lucid days, I enjoy spending time with him. He’s a good guy and has a lot of great stories – about Berlin, mostly. And I enjoy hearing those. Especially now that she’s freezing me out.

      Part of me thinks I should take the hint. She hasn’t shown the slightest interest in talking to me, and I don’t know if that’s going to change. We are different in so many ways. But most of those we can get past since in the grand scheme of things, they’re minor. And yet there’s one major issue between us, and it’s one I don’t know can be resolved. We just see the world in two very different ways, and they very well may not be compatible with each other.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. West,” the woman at the desk greets me brightly. “Lovely to see you again.”

      “You as well, Emma.”

      With a floor made of marble, furniture upholstered in high-end fabrics, and appointed with antiques and prints of Van Gogh, Monet, and some of the past masters, the reception area of Rose Hills looks more like a four-star hotel than a hospital. It’s by design, of course. The administrators want people to feel comfortable here. They want people to feel like their relatives are on vacation rather than in a facility.

      “How is Mr. Roth doing today?” I ask.

      “Well, let me see,” she replies, tapping a few keys and consulting her computer. “As of two hours ago, he was having a good day. Responding to stimuli, lucid and coherent, conversational.”

      “That’s good.” I nod. “I’m very glad to hear that.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you,” she replies with a sly grin. “And the – ahem – medicine you’ve brought along.”

      I return her grin and give her a conspiratorial wink. I’m not supposed to bring in outside food, but the nurses here are good enough to look the other way as long as I’m discreet about it. She issues me a visitor’s badge and smiles.

      “You can head on back,” she says.

      “Thanks, Emma.”

      “Anytime, honey.”

      Keeping the bag under my coat, I head down the corridor that will lead me back to the resident’s rooms. I follow the path that’s familiar to me now, passing through a courtyard that’s got a pond, lush foliage, and colorful flowering bushes. Now covered in a thin dusting of snow, it projects an air of peace and tranquility.

      The automatic doors slide open for me, and my footfalls echo through the silent corridor all around me. I find my way to Robert’s door and give it a firm knock.

      “Come in,” I hear the muffled voice on the other side of the door.

      I open the door and step in to find Robert in the large recliner set near the window. The flat-screen is tuned to a highlight show on ESPN, as usual. He gives me a smile, and I can tell he’s present and in the moment with me.

      “Robert,” I greet him. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Good. I’m good.” He nods. “Please tell me that’s a meatball sub I’m smelling.”

      I chuckle. “Nose like a bloodhound.”

      “That’s me,” he grins, tapping the side of his nose.

      I pull the bag out from under my coat and set it down on the table, then start fishing everything out and laying it on the table as Robert comes and sits down, a ravenous gleam in his eyes.

      “How are they treating you here?” I ask.

      “Can’t complain,” he responds. “They treat me pretty good.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      I take a seat and look around the room. It reminds me a lot of a high-end hotel room. There’s a large window that overlooks the snow-covered field and lake set behind the facility. He has a large, overstuffed recliner with a clear line of sight to the fifty-two-inch flat-screen mounted to the wall. He’s got a king-sized bed, a private bathroom, and this small, round table set in a corner with a pair of chairs that aren’t overly comfortable, but they’re functional.

      Robert unwraps his sandwich and tears into it with zeal. He murmurs his approval and nods as he chews.

      “This sandwich is amazing,” he grins through a mouthful.

      I’ve got a turkey club on squaw bread, but I’m suddenly regretting my choice to not go with the meatball sub because it smells incredible. Robert wipes his mouth with a napkin and sits back, his expression growing serious.

      “I want to say thank you, Sawyer,” he starts.

      “No thanks necessary,” I assure him.

      “I disagree. What you’ve done for me – and most of all, what you’ve done for Berlin – I can’t even begin to tell you how much I appreciate it,” he states.

      “Robert, you don’t have to –”

      “Just – hear me out,” he cuts me off. “I know I’m not always here these days. My mind – it’s not what it used to be. So when I have these moments when I’m clear and my head ain’t all fuzzy, I gotta get those things I want to say – what I need to say – out.”

      I pick at my sandwich and nod, giving him the floor. He gives me a tight smile and a nod in return.

      “I know you’re the one footin’ the bill here, and there ain’t no words to tell you how much I appreciate that. I’m never gonna be able to pay you back for givin’ me the time with my little girl you have,” he says, his eyes shimmering with tears he’s fighting to hold back. “More than anything, that time with Berlin – I can’t even put a price on that.”

      “Robert, you don’t need to thank me for that,” I respond. “It’s my pleasure. Really.”

      A mysterious smile touches his lips, and he nods. “She always says you’re a lot more compassionate than you let on,” he tells me. “A lot humbler.”

      I laugh out loud. “I’m not sure that’s true.”

      “Well, she believes it, so that’s good enough for me.”

      I take a bite of my sandwich and chew, just to give me a chance to gather my thoughts – and so I don’t keep interrupting him. Robert obviously has some things he needs to get off his chest, and he’s still self-aware enough to know that he’s not all here, so I want to give him the space to do what he needs to do.

      “Anyway, while I’ve still got my wits about me, I wanted to talk to you about Berlin…”

      He lets his statement hang in the air between us for a moment, and when I look over, he looks like he’s starting to struggle with his thoughts. He looks as if he’s chasing some thought through a sudden and rising fog in his mind and can’t quite seem to grasp it.

      I see the frustration on his face as the realization that he’s declining and will soon be lost in that fog again sets in on him. I feel for the guy. I can’t even imagine how scary and frustrating it must all be.

      He gives his head a small shake. “I was talking about Berlin, wasn’t I?”

      I nod. “Right, you were.”

      He rubs at the stubble on his chin, making a dry, scratchy sound, and looks off into the distance. I can tell he’s still trying to catch the thoughts that continue eluding him, but then he seems to catch them, and his face brightens.

      “Berlin. My little girl. She’s a good woman,” he starts as if he’s trying to convince himself.

      “She is. She’s amazing in a thousand different ways,” I respond. “I don’t know that I respect anybody more.”

      He nods enthusiastically. “She is definitely amazing. You’re right about that,” he says. “She’s also one of the most stubborn people on the planet.”

      A wry laugh bursts out of my throat. “You can say that again.”

      “She loves you, Sawyer. Loves you a lot,” he goes on.

      “And I love her,” I respond. “But there’s this gap between us. We see the world differently. It’s a difference I don’t know can be reconciled.”

      He arches an eyebrow at me. “There are few things in this life that can’t be reconciled,” he states. “And believe me when I tell you this ain’t one of them.”

      “Think so?” I muse. “I mean, it’s a pretty big gap.”

      “It’s a disagreement,” he continues.

      “I think it’s a little more than that,” I press. “I mean, it’s a completely different philosophy about life and our role in it.”

      He cackles and shakes his head. “You make it sound so grandiose,” he argues. “It’s a disagreement about business practices. Believe me when I say that’s something that can be reconciled.”

      “I’m not sure she feels the same way.”

      “She just wants you to understand her, Sawyer.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      He takes another bite of his sandwich and settles back in his chair, chewing with a look of concentration on his face, as if he’s being very deliberate in organizing his thoughts.

      “She fights for the underdog. She always fights for the underdog,” he finally says. “She has this natural hostility toward the wealthy.”

      I laugh softly. “Sounds about right.”

      “We didn’t have too much when she was growing up,” he laments, his voice tinged with sadness. “She got made fun of a lot as a kid by the other kids who had more. I think it left a bad taste in her mouth and sort of shaped who she became. We were okay, but there were some rough days. Real, real rough days. The kinda days a guy like you couldn’t even imagine.”

      I push what’s left of my sandwich away from me, my appetite suddenly leaving me. “I’m no psychologist, but I can see how that would certainly have an impact.”

      “I wish I could have provided for her better than I did –”

      “That’s not your fault, Robert,” I tell him. “Don’t beat yourself up about something that happened that long ago.”

      “I appreciate that, Sawyer,” he tells me with a sad smile. “But I wasn’t the greatest father. I made my share of mistakes.”

      “Haven’t we all?” I ask. “But to tell you the truth, it’s that fire and passion in her, and that willingness to go to the mat for something she believes in that I respect most about her. I admire your daughter, Robert. And those qualities are part of why I fell in love with her in the first place. She is extraordinary in every way.”

      I finally see some warmth in his smile and a light in his eyes. I’m not a father yet, but I recognize it – it’s the light of a father’s pride.

      “She really is extraordinary, isn’t she?” he beams.

      “I’ve never met anybody like her,” I confirm. “I love her with everything in me, Robert.”

      “Then find a way to fix this – whatever it is – that’s going on between you two,” he orders. “I’ve never seen her happier than when she was with you. She loves you, Sawyer. Find a way to fix it.”

      “I don’t even know how to go about it at this point,” I admit.

      “To understand her, you have to understand what she fights for. Or rather, who she fights for,” he advises. “Once you understand that, you’ll know what to do.”

      It seems a bit cryptic to me. The answer seems just out of reach. But at the same time, I also feel like I’m on the cusp of understanding. And that’s when it hits me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I find a spot on the street less than a block away. Pulling to the curb, I park, and shut off the engine. I sit for a minute, looking up the street at the mass of people milling about. Across the street from them is the construction equipment sitting idly by.

      I watch for a moment as fat, fluffy snowflakes continue to fall, some of them sticking to my windshield, others hitting the warm hood of my car and melting immediately. As I step out of the car, Robert’s words continue to echo around in my head – understand who she fights for, and I’ll understand Berlin.

      I want to patch things up with Berlin in the worst way possible. It’s only been a week without her, but it feels like a lot longer than that. I can’t believe the hole Berlin’s absence has left inside of me. It’s a pain I’ve never felt before, and honestly, one I don’t care for.

      I miss her and want her back more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life – except at the cost of destroying my company or its reputation. Robert seems to believe the difference in life philosophies is an obstacle that can be overcome. I want to believe him. And I’m going to do my best to overcome it. But Berlin has got to meet me halfway. As much as I love her, I can’t let our relationship be that one-sided.

      After pulling my topcoat around myself a bit tighter and adjusting my scarf, I slip on my gloves and then head down the street, heading for the demonstration outside the Jackson. As I approach, I see the tents that have been set up outside the building. People are warming themselves around metal trashcans that have fires burning inside of them. Very few of them have proper winter coats, and only a handful have scarves and gloves. It’s an altogether depressing sight.

      But as I get closer, what I can see is a steadfast resolve in the faces of everybody gathered there. They are not going to let the demolition and construction crews anywhere near the building.

      “You look lost.”

      I turn to see an older woman approaching me. She’s got to be in her seventies and has a thin, frail-looking body, with skin the color of onyx and a head full of wispy white hair. The thing that strikes me the most about her, though, are her eyes. They are bright and full of life – and an undeniable kindness.

      She hands me a Styrofoam cup of hot coffee. I take it and watch the steam rising from the liquid into the afternoon air for a moment before I raise my eyes to hers.

      “Thank you,” I say, lifting my cup to her.

      “You’re welcome, honey,” she replies, her voice as smoky as an old jazz singer. “You don’t look familiar to me. You’re not from around here, are you?”

      I shake my head. “No ma’am.”

      She nods, a small smile touching her lips. “I didn’t think so,” she laughs softly. “What brings you down here?”

      “I was curious about the demonstration,” I answer. “I guess I wanted to see it for myself.”

      She nods as if she expected my answer. “It’s so cold, we’re out here in shifts,” she informs me. “Some of us are inside gettin’ warm while the rest of us are out here freezin’ our butts off.”

      Her laugh is infectious. I find myself smiling. There’s such a genuine kindness about her that I can’t help but like her immediately. In a lot of ways, she reminds me of my own grandmother.

      “You seem pretty committed to staying here,” I note. “I mean, sitting out here in the snow?”

      She shrugs. “They tryin’ to take our home. What else are you gonna do? It’s not like some of us can up and move. Can’t afford that. Especially not this close to the holidays.”

      “But my understanding is that this building was purchased legally and –”

      “Purchased legally or not, this is our home,” she laughs coarsely. “I didn’t sell it. I don’t recall the Santiagos next door or little old Mrs. Janosek on the third floor selling the building. We didn’t sign any paperwork. How would you feel if somebody came in and said they bought your home and you had to get out? I bet you’d fight like hell to keep it.”

      I take a drink of the coffee she gave me, absorbing her words. I’ve never had to think about anything like that before. I grew up wanting for nothing – and I certainly never had to fear losing my home. It’s a concept as foreign to me as quantum physics.

      “How long have you lived here?” I ask.

      A wan smile touches her lips. “Forty-three years,” she tells me. “Raised my kids here. Truth is, I don’t remember living anywhere but here.”

      “Forty-three years,” I murmur. “That’s incredible.”

      She nods. “Hardly unique around here though,” she tells me. “We get our fair share of people just passing through, but most of the residents have been here more than twenty years.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      She nods. “Gettin’ to the point where we ain’t gonna be able to live here anymore, though,” she laments. “New York’s changed. It ain’t a city for the common folk anymore. I was born and raised here. It’s all I know. I dunno what I’m gonna do if I have to leave.”

      “Who’s this?”

      I turn at the sound of a new voice to see an older Hispanic man approaching. He’s tall and wiry, with a wool cap on his bald head and a thick, bushy goatee that’s more gray than white. His eyes are dark. He just looks like a man who’s been around and has seen some things.

      “I’m sorry hon, I didn’t get your name,” she notes.

      “Oh sorry, I’m Sawyer,” I reply quickly.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Sawyer, I’m Martha, and this is Julio,” she introduces the newcomer.

      I shake his hand firmly and give him a nod. “Nice to meet you,” I tell him. “How long have you been here at the Jackson?”

      He whistles low. “Going on thirty-five years now, I suppose,” he says, his voice colored with a light Puerto Rican accent. “Yeah, about that. Damn. Time really does fly.”

      “Do you still work?” I wonder.

      He nods. “Every day. I own a bodega around the corner,” he responds. “Almost time to turn it over to the kid. If I can ever force myself to give him the keys. I dunno how to do anything else.”

      “You need to learn to relax and let those kids of yours take care of you for a change,” Martha scolds him.

      He scoffs. “My kids can barely remember to change their underwear – how they gonna take care of me?”

      Martha and Julio burst out laughing, holding onto each other as they crack each other up. It’s amazing to me that standing out here in the snow, in bone chilling weather, that these people can still find their sense of humor. That they can still laugh with each other. In their place, I don’t know that I’d find humor in anything.

      “What about you, Martha?” I ask.

      “Oh me?” she laughs softly. “I was a teacher for thirty years. Finally had to retire.”

      “You don’t look like you live around here,” Julio comments as he looks me up and down. “Nobody around here wears designer clothes like that.”

      Martha cackles. “Because they’d get rolled for those clothes.”

      They laugh together like the old friends they are again. Over the next couple of hours, Martha introduces me to everybody who comes over to get warm by her trashcan. I spend the time talking to these people and getting to know them, hearing their stories, and I find that I’m surprised by them all. And it makes me realize for the first time, just how many deep-seeded prejudices I’ve carried with me for so long and didn’t even realize it.

      Growing up in the circles I did, we just took for granted that the people who lived in projects like the Atwell or the Jackson were ‘low class’. We were steeped in a culture that looked down our noses at these people. We just believed they were inferior to us by virtue of economic status – never realizing at the time we were higher on the socioeconomic ladder because of what we were born into. Not because we’d earned it on our own, but something we’d inherited.

      Hell, I think that’s one reason I’m so driven to expand Compass Development and make it a bigger financial success. In doing that, I think it will make me feel like I’ve actually earned my way instead of having everything handed to me.

      But while we sat in our ivory towers, patting each other on the back for being born into the right families, we let ourselves believe the people who lived in the projects were all lazy, drug users, drunks, and every other form of degenerate there is out there.

      It never occurred to me that these people might actually be hard working, decent people. It never occurred to me that these people made homes here – homes they took pride in. Homes they would stand and fight for. In my head, the people who lived in the projects were transients. I believed there was just a constant flow of human detritus flowing in and out of places like the Atwell and the Jackson.

      So learning that people lived here for a generation or more has been utterly mind-blowing to me. It’s been eye opening – to say the least.

      Some of the stories I’ve heard today do involve drugs, or petty crime, or the kind of decisions that only desperate people would make. But every one of them, without fail, has only done those things in the first place because of how badly they were struggling. Unlike me or people like me, they never had the resources they needed to lend a helping hand to them in their time of need.

      Can I fault the single dad who stole from a bodega to feed his starving kids? Can I truly judge the person struggling to break her addiction, who turned to drugs and alcohol to numb the pain of losing their parents at a young age? I practically did the same myself, with all my partying days in my past.

      These aren’t bad people. They’ve just had a much harder lot in life than anything I’ve ever even had to consider. I feel lucky. And humbled. Very humbled.

      “Well, my shift is almost up. Time for me to go in and get warm and get some food in my belly,” Martha grins. “Hey, would you like to come in for some dinner, Sawyer? We have plenty to go around.”

      “Thank you,” I respond. “But I actually have an appointment I need to get to.”

      “Well, you feel free to stop by anytime,” she adds. “You’re a sweet kid.”

      “I appreciate that, Martha,” I reply. “You have been – amazing. Everybody here has been incredible. I’m really glad I got a chance to meet with all of you.”

      Her smile is warm and engaging. My cheeks burn with the heat of shame for my bigotry. I judged these people without knowing the first thing about them. And as that realization settles down over me, I feel like the biggest piece of shit who’s ever walked the planet.

      “You take care of yourself now, Martha,” I tell her. “Get inside and get yourself warm.”

      “Oh, I plan on it. Believe you, me.”

      I watch her as she ambles back toward the buildings. A new crowd of people comes out, ready to stand their shift. Martha takes a moment to greet them all, and I can see the affection they have for her. The display of community – family – makes me smile.

      I turn and head for my car, my mind spinning with a hundred different thoughts. Today has been enlightening, to say the least. It’s opened my eyes in more ways than one, and I’d like to think, has expanded my mind in ways I didn’t expect. I learned a lot from Martha and everybody else I was introduced to today.

      Something starts churning in my mind. I hope this has provided me with the solution to bridging that chasm between Berlin and me – a solution I think we can both live with.

      As the snowflakes drift down, landing on my shoulders and in my hair, I try to figure out how to apply what I’ve learned today to my situation with Berlin. And just as I reach my Range Rover, a bolt of lightning shoots through me. I realize exactly what I need to do. My stomach flips with excitement.

      I slip my phone out of my pocket and punch in Rider’s speed dial button. I press the phone to my ear and wait for a second until he picks up the call.

      “Rider, it’s me,” I say.

      “Hey, where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you for a while now.”

      “I know, I’ve been ignoring your calls.”

      He chuckles on the other end of the line. The excitement is flowing through me, but there’s one person I need to speak with who can help pull it all together.

      “No offense taken,” Rider retorts. “In case you were wondering.”

      “I wasn’t,” I cut in, my voice brimming with excitement. “Listen, I need you to do me a favor.”

      “What do you need?”

      “I need you to call and set up a meeting with Haley Palmer.”

      “Haley Palmer? Seriously?”

      “Dead serious,” I confirm. “Text me with the details.”

      “Okay, you got it,” Rider replies. “This should be – interesting.”

      I disconnect the call and drop the phone back into my pocket as I get back into the car, suddenly excited as hell for what’s coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      It’s been almost two weeks since I last saw Sawyer, and I can say with absolute certainty that staying away from him has been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life. I’ve been avoiding him – not taking his calls, not returning his texts, and not answering the door when he knocks.

      I assume he’s respecting my boundaries and giving me some space – which I appreciate. I believe it shows the respect he has for me. It tears my heart out to do it when truthfully, I want nothing more than to feel his arms around me. I want to look into his eyes, feel his lips on mine, and hear his voice.

      I just want to be with him again. I hate avoiding him when all I want is for him to hold me, make love to me, and spend the night laughing together. And I hate that this massive divide between us exists when all I want is to sit and talk with him.

      But Gabby was right. Unless we do something to change the narrative between us, we’re going to keep finding ourselves at this point. It will be an endless loop of us patching things up just because we want to be together – and eventually coming back to this point when I inevitably get upset about one project of his or another because I can’t pretend to be okay with some of the jobs Compass does.

      I know that Gabby is right about something else – Sawyer’s lack of concern about the people in housing projects like the Jackson isn’t born of some virulent hatred of the poor. It’s born of ignorance. Sawyer grew up in an upper-class bubble and was surrounded by all the trappings of that world. He has no understanding of the world inhabited by those lower on the socioeconomic ladder than him. When you grow up in a world of nothing but champagne and caviar, you’re not necessarily going to understand the beer and wings crowd.

      I know his ignorance isn’t necessarily his fault – and I always want to give him the benefit of the doubt – so I’ve had to dig deep and summon every ounce of strength I have in me to keep from breaking my promise to myself and answering the door when he knocks. If we want to clear out the elephant in the room once and for all, it’s going to take a massive shift in how Compass does business. And it’s up to me to show Sawyer it can be done both responsibly and without any significant impact on the company’s bottom line – which I know is important to Sawyer.

      So I’ve spent the last couple of weeks doing my research and due diligence. Also, not wanting to get fired, I’ve had Rider send me the work he needs me to do electronically, staying in contact with him when necessary, and have worked from home. It was the only way I could juggle all the balls I have in the air right now and still give myself the time and space I need to put together the package that will – I hope – save my relationship with Sawyer. This is my Hail Mary at the end of the game. With the office about to close for the holiday’s it’s now or never.

      And if this doesn’t work, I just don’t know what I’m going to do.

      I take a deep breath and let it out as the doors slide open, and I step off the elevator. Kyra gives me a frosty smile as I walk through the lobby – she still hasn’t quite forgiven me for blowing past and ignoring her my first time in this office. We’re probably never going to be BFFs, but whatever.

      I head straight for Sawyer’s office with a determined stride – but a wild churning in my stomach, knowing that if this doesn’t work, I’m all out of moves, and it will likely be the end of our relationship.

      “Hey Paige,” I greet Sawyer’s personal secretary.

      “Hey Berlin,” she smiles. “It’s been a minute.”

      “Yeah, I’ve had some things I needed to take care of,” I reply and motion to the office door. “He in?”

      She shakes her head. “No, he had an off-site meeting today.”

      “Huh. Who’s he meeting with?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I only set the lunch reservation.”

      “Berlin,” Rider greets me as he walks up. “What are you doing here?”

      I look up and flash him a grin. “Last I checked, I still work here.”

      He chuckles. “Touché. I just thought you were still working from home.”

      “I was. Just need to talk to Sawyer.”

      “Yeah, he’s not in.”

      “I gathered that.”

      “I can tell him to call you when he gets in, though,” he offers.

      “That’s okay; I’ll just get some work done here until he gets back.”

      “Don’t sweat it, we’ve got things under control here,” he tells me. “I’ll just have him call you.”

      “No, it’s fine. I have a few things I can work on here.”

      “He might be gone all day,” Rider says. “I don’t know when he’s coming back.”

      Paige looks between us with a curious expression on her face. I look from Rider to her and back again. He’s acting strangely. I can’t help but get the feeling he’s trying to get me out of here. There’s a strange and awkward tension in the air that’s making me uncomfortable.

      “What’s going on, Rider?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing, why?”

      “Because you’re acting weirder than normal,” I say coolly. “What’s going on? Am I being fired or something?”

      He waves me off. “No, you’re not being fired. I’m just trying to save you some hassle since I don’t know when Sawyer’s coming back.”

      Paige turns back to her computer and starts working on returning correspondence or something – she looks like she wants to be anywhere but here in this moment. I have no idea what’s happening here, and I don’t have a good feeling about it, but my curiosity is piqued. But it’s obvious that I’m not going to get anything out of Rider.

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “I guess I’ll get a couple of things from my office and go back home and wait for Sawyer to call me.”

      Rider nods. “Great. Then we’ll talk to you later.”

      “Yeah. See ya.”

      He walks off, leaving Paige and I there to stare at each other. She cuts her eyes from me to her computer screen, a meaningful look in her eye. I turn and look down at her computer and see that she’d called up Sawyer’s calendar – and highlighted his lunch reservation for me. I turn back and give her a smile.

      “Thanks, Paige.”

      A conspiratorial smile on her lips, she tips me a wink. “For what?”

      I reach out and give her shoulder a gentle squeeze before heading back to the elevators, my mind awash in questions. Why was Rider acting so strangely? Who is Sawyer meeting with? And why are they trying to keep it a secret from me?

      Knowing Rider like I do – knowing he can always be counted on to carry the water and cover for Sawyer – I don’t have a great feeling about this.

      The restaurant he’s at is called Tommy’s – a deli a couple of blocks away from the office. Since I already have a head of steam up, I make the walk in record time, my dark thoughts chasing me the entire way. I’m standing across from the restaurant when a crack of thunder splits the sky with a deafening roar. A slow drizzle starts to fall from a sky the color of a  deep bruise – matching my mood completely.

      I don’t know who Sawyer is meeting with in there, but it was obvious that Rider wanted to keep it from me. That fact sets the red flags waving in my head and fills my stomach with a sick, greasy feeling. In my experience, when one man is covering for another man the way Rider did, it rarely spells anything good.

      I walk across the street, the lead weight inside of me growing heavier with every single step. I step beneath the awning and shake the rain off my coat before I pull open the door and walk into the waiting area.

      Tommy’s is an upscale deli-style restaurant that’s brightly lit and cheery. I’ve only eaten here a couple of times, but I know the food here is quintessentially New York – and delicious. It’s crowded with the lunchtime crowd – there’s nothing but Armani power suits as far as the eye can see. But through the sea of expensive suits, I spot Sawyer and feel my stomach drop.

      “Do you have a reservation, miss?”

      I turn to see the hostess smiling back at me. I shake my head and try to collect myself quickly.

      “No, I’m meeting somebody,” I tell her. “It looks like he’s already here.”

      Without waiting for the hostess to reply, I cut my way around the tables, the taste of bile rising in my throat as I draw near the table. Sawyer’s lunchtime guest is a tall, leggy blonde. She’s got flawless tawny skin, honey-colored hair that’s been stylishly cut, eyes that are dark and soulful, and a body that would make even a priest blush. The woman is walking perfection, and every single insecurity or doubt I’ve ever had about myself come rushing to the surface and erupt all over me.

      As I stand there, I feel myself quaking. I feel myself growing nauseous and have to fight the urge to flee. I look down at the satchel in my hand and suddenly realize how stupid I’ve been. Sawyer will never go for this plan. How could I have ever thought he would? I place my hand on my stomach, trying to draw strength from the life growing within me – from our child.

      But standing there, looking at how cozy Sawyer and this mystery woman look together, smiling and laughing with one another, I feel exposed, scared – and I have no idea what to do. I’ve never felt so alone in my entire life.

      Fear and self-loathing rise up in my throat, threatening to pull me under and drown me. That constant well of anger that lives within me overflows, washing away everything else. Soon, I stand there looking at them with a current of intense, white-hot anger running through every cell in my body.

      How could he do this to me? Two weeks and he’s moved on already? Was I really that replaceable this whole time? Obviously, Sawyer and I not only see humanity differently, but we also have very different definitions of what love is.

      A tear rolls down my cheek. I feel my heart shattering like glass, each shard breaking off inside of me, cutting deeply into my soul. I angrily wipe away the tear and clear my throat. I will not let him see me like this. I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing my tears and pain.

      Finally, back in control of myself, I stride to the table. Sawyer can’t hide the surprise in his eyes when he sees me but quickly moves to cover it. The woman he’s with eyes me up and down, an amused smirk on her perfectly full, immaculately painted lips. I hate her already.

      “Berlin,” he greets me. “What are you doing here?”

      I look at the woman and realize I know her from somewhere – but I can’t recall where I’ve seen her before. I’ve probably seen her in some lingerie magazine or a movie or something. I don’t know, and I don’t care. She’s an afterthought to me and isn’t the real issue here. She’s insignificant in this whole mess. It’s not her fault Sawyer is a lying, cheating dog. I turn back to Sawyer, rage and pain burning bright in my eyes.

      “Enjoying your lunch, Sawyer?”

      He looks at me like he doesn’t know what to say and cuts a look at his companion. She gives him an indulgent smile but can’t hide her sudden flush of awkwardness. I get the impression he never told her we were together.

      Shame and embarrassment wrap their cold hands around my heart and squeeze it tight. I fight to keep them from falling, but the tears roll down my cheeks anyway. Sawyer opens his mouth to speak, but I have no desire to hear what he has to say. He’s shown me who he is and what he’s about – and how quickly he can replace me. It makes me as furious as it does nauseous.

      Without stopping to think, I grab the glass of wine that’s sitting in front of him and throw it in his face. The wine hits him squarely in the face and staining his once-white shirt. He looks at me with an expression of astonishment on his face, sputtering in shock. I hear the gasps of the patrons around me and feel the weight of their stares, but I don’t care. His companion stares at me, eyes wide, her mouth hanging open, and I flash her a feral smile.

      “Enjoy the rest of your lunch,” I hiss.

      Turning on my heel, I stride out of the restaurant, feeling the eyes following me. My cheeks are burning with heat, and the tears flow freely down my face, but I don’t bother to wipe them away. I don’t care. All I want in that moment is to get away – to go home and shut myself away from the world.

      I make it to the sidewalk and feel the rain splashing down on me. People who are waiting under the awning turn to look at me as I scan the street for a cab.

      Suddenly, I feel a hand clamp down on my arm. I spin around, ready to throw a punch, but manage to hold off. But just barely. Sawyer is staring back at me, still wearing that same look of astonishment he had at the table.

      I wrench my arm free from his grip and stare daggers at him as my anger asserts itself. “Don’t touch me, Sawyer,” I spit. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

      He takes a step back and shows me his palms. “Okay, okay.”

      “How could you do this to me, Sawyer?”

      “Berlin, this is not what it looks like,” he tries to explain. “This is not what you think. I promise you.”

      “I don’t want to hear your promises,” I scream at him. “I’m sick of your bullshit!”

      “Berlin, if you’d just calm down for a minute and –”

      “Calm down?” I cut him off. “Did you really just tell me to calm down?”

      His eyes narrow, and I see his jaw clench. He’s getting upset with me – like he has the moral high ground here or something. His arrogance is unbelievable.

      “Yes, I did just tell you to calm the fuck down,” he growls. “You stormed in here in full attack mode, looking for a fight.”

      The rage and the pain that have a tight hold on me are barely allowing me to breathe. My head is spinning. I feel like I’m on the verge of either passing out or having the most epic meltdown ever.

      “Berlin, listen to me –”

      I hear the sharp crack of flesh meeting flesh and feel the sting in my hand before I even realize what I’d done. I look down at my hand, red from delivering the blow like it’s an alien that acted on its own. Raising my eyes, I see the handprint coloring Sawyer’s cheek and a look of outright shock on his face. He can’t believe I slapped him any more than I can.

      There is a collective gasp from the people around us, and then everything falls silent. It’s like all of the oxygen has been sucked out, and we’re all just standing in a vacuum. But then a sound cuts through the silence – a steady click-click-click – and it takes me a moment to realize what it is. With a groan, I turn and see the gaggle of paparazzi crowding around us like vultures on top of a carcass, ripping and tearing their pound of flesh, gleeful smiles on all their faces.

      My eyes burning with tears, my face burning with embarrassment, I turn and run, leaving them all behind me, my tears mixing with the rain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      I watch Berlin run off, see her melting into the crowd, but make no further move to stop her. If I try to force her to talk right now, it’s going to go very badly – for both of us. I’m so pissed off right now; I can’t be trusted to speak to her. And of course, she’s so angry; she shouldn’t talk to me either. The difference, though, is that her anger is based on her misunderstanding. On her own ignorance of the situation.

      It’s been a constant theme through our relationship – Berlin flying off the handle and not giving me a chance to actually explain what’s happening. She’s always in attack mode, always spoiling for a fight, and although I love her, I don’t know that I can continue living that way. Not if she’s always going to predisposed to believing the worst about me.

      As I stand there seething, I become aware of the people crowded around on the sidewalk gawking at me. And as I come back to myself, the next thing I’m aware of is the clicking and whirring of the cameras. I turn slowly and see the paparazzi huddled on the sidewalk, snapping shots and giggling excitedly to one another. I’m overcome with a dark anger and the urge to smash something, so I step forward, intending to do just that, when I feel a hand on my shoulder, gently urging me to stop.

      “You really don’t want to do that,” she says.

      I turn and find myself staring into Haley’s smiling face. She shakes her head, her eyes flashing me a warning.

      “Too many witnesses around,” she whispers.

      Despite the anger coursing through my veins, a small laugh escapes me. I take a deep breath and try to force myself to calm down. Being pissed off isn’t going to do anything for me – and beating the shit out of a paparazzi isn’t going to help either. But it might feel really, really good.

      Haley holds out her oversized umbrella, so it’s covering the both of us, and we walk down the sidewalk, away from the crowds and the cameras. As we walk, I keep breathing, doing everything I can to diminish the anger inside of me – a feat it takes several blocks to accomplish.

      We stop at a coffee cart, and I grab us a couple of cups, handing one over to her one. We take a minute to fix our drinks and then continue to walk as the rain lightens up and fades to a soft, sporadic drizzle.

      “Well, that was fun,” Haley chirps.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” I reply. “I didn’t –”

      “No need to apologize,” she cuts me off. “I know a bit about Berlin Roth.”

      I turn to her. “You do?”

      She nods. “She has a great reputation. At least, among my kind. She’s a terrific lawyer, committed to her causes,” Haley affirms. “She fights for the people who don’t have a voice.”

      “She’s also a notorious hothead.”

      “I’ve heard that too,” she laughs. “But still, I have to respect her for standing up for her convictions and for not taking any shit from people. Least of all from you.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      She gives me a cheeky smile and a laugh. “I have to admit to admiring her for getting you to back down on the Atwell project.”

      “I didn’t back down,” I respond. “I worked with her to come to a resolution that satisfied us both. There’s a difference.”

      “I heard you’re eating more than a few million on your mutually satisfying resolution,” she scoffs. “Where I come from, that’s called an ass-kicking.”

      The grin pulls my lips upward, and I shake my head as I chuckle softly. “I could have played hardball. I had the legal right to knock that building down,” I tell her. “I chose not to.”

      “Thus making her kicking your ass all the more impressive.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, fine. Whatever,” I snap. “She kicked my ass. Happy?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” Haley smiles. “And you know I’m screwing with you. I was pleasantly surprised you called off the dogs. Showed me that maybe you do have a heart – small, blackened, and charred though it might be.”

      “You never let up, do you?”

      “In my line of work, I can’t,” she responds. “Girl’s gotta keep her guard up around wolves like you.”

      We walk on in silence for a few minutes. I’m starting to have my first doubts about Haley and this whole arrangement. She seems more interested in insulting and sticking it to me than in anything else. It’s downright annoying, and I’m on the verge of calling this whole thing off. It almost reminds me of – well, of Berlin. And that only annoys me further.

      As if she can feel me bristling, Haley stops and turns to me. I follow suit.

      “Listen, I’m just busting your balls,” she admits. “I’m just messing with you, and I don’t mean anything by it.”

      “Yeah well, you should know that you’re really pissing me off.”

      “Jeez. And you say Berlin’s the hothead,” she laughs softly and then raises her hand in surrender. “I’m sorry. I was surprised that you called me, but I’m grateful. I think you and I can do some terrific things together.”

      “That was my hope originally,” I reply. “You and Berlin are a lot alike. It’s what drew me to you in the first place.”

      “Was your hope? Past tense?”

      “If this is going to happen, I’m not going to be your punching bag,” I insist. “I don’t have to do this, you know. I’m doing this because I want to – not because I’m required to.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Look, I’m only saying this because Berlin probably can’t. She’s too close to you. It’s the right thing to do, you know it’s the right thing to do, and if anything, you’d be an even bigger asshole for suddenly withholding this new project just for your pride.”

      “Haley, I –”

      “Not gonna tell you how to live your life, Sawyer. I want this to happen. I really do. But it’s important that you know the score here. You don’t get to hold it over our heads like a carrot so you can play the kind, generous hero. Either you do the right thing, or you don’t. And that’s your decision to make.”

      I let out a long breath and look across the street, watching the people bustling about despite the light drizzle falling on their heads. It reminds me of the people standing outside the Jackson through the rain, snow, and cold. All for something they believe in.

      And as I recall Martha and Julio – and all the others – I know there’s no way in hell I can go back on what I’m thinking about doing. Meeting them and listening to their stories, puts a human face to them now. I can’t just turn them out into the cold any more than I could turn out my own family.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m going to be a convenient target for Haley’s ridicule and scorn.

      “Fine. But I’m not going to take any shit from you.”

      “Fair enough. And I’m sorry. I really was just pushing your buttons.”

      She stares at me for a long moment as if she’s expecting me to deliver the punchline. But when I don’t, we turn and continue walking. The silence between us is companionable, and the tension that had been radiating through me a moment ago begins to dissipate.

      “She loves you,” Haley remarks. “You know that right?”

      “I have a feeling she’s reconsidering that right about now.”

      “She’s not. That wasn’t really anger back there,” she goes on. “That was hurt. Pain. She was lashing out because her heart was breaking.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I remain silent. I know what she was thinking – know what she thinks is happening between Haley and I. But in typical Berlin fashion, she reacted before gathering the facts.

      “I honestly don’t know that we’re compatible,” I say softly. “We’re so different in so many ways. Important ways.”

      “Something you have to understand is that when Berlin feels like she’s been backed into a corner, she fights,” Haley says. “It’s how she grew up, and it’s what she knows. It’s all she knows.”

      “And what makes you such an expert?”

      “Because like you said, she and I are a lot alike,” Haley shrugs. “Our stories are very similar. In fact, they’re almost carbon copies of each other.”

      I admit to not knowing Haley’s backstory. I know nothing about her other than what she does. For whatever reason, I thought she grew up in a wealthy family, so to hear that she and Berlin have similar origin stories is surprising to me. Though I guess maybe it shouldn’t be. I have to believe it’s what fuels her passion – just like it fuels Berlin’s.

      “Your girl is always going to view herself as the underdog. She’s always going to believe that the deck is stacked against her,” Haley explains. “It’s what makes her so effective as a lawyer and an advocate.”

      “And it’s also what leads to all of our fighting.”

      “Well, that’s something you two are going to have to work out on your own,” she responds. “I’m just telling you how she thinks so you can better understand her.”

      “What else?” I press. “What else can you tell me?”

      “Well, obviously I can’t say definitively since everybody’s different, but I can give you my opinion. Call it an educated guess.”

      “That’s fair.”

      We stop at a small bench outside a pastry shop and sit down. Haley takes a drink of her coffee, looking off into the distance as if she’s taking a minute to organize her thoughts. I’m sure this is a direction she didn’t anticipate today’s conversation going in. I know I certainly didn’t expect it to take this kind of a turn. But if it helps me to better understand Berlin, all the better.

      “She will always see herself as the underdog because she’s always going to feel insecure about herself. She’s never going to feel good enough, and like she has to fight hard for anything she gets,” Haley elaborates. “She’s always going to find herself lacking in some way, and she’s always going to fight to make up for her perceived shortcomings. And you know as well as I do that when she fights, she’ll never, ever give up.”

      I sit back and take a drink of my coffee, absorbing everything she just said. It makes sense. If that’s the way she really feels about herself, it’s no wonder she takes offense so easily and comes out shooting first and asking questions later. It also explains why she fights so hard for those people she identifies with – why she does everything she can for the have-nots in a world she feels is rigged against them at every turn.

      As those thoughts tumble through my head, Robert’s words come back to me once more – if you understand who she fights for, you’ll understand Berlin.

      I turn to Haley and give her a tight smile. “Thank you,” I say. “A lot of that makes sense.”

      “Good. Now go grab your girl and fix things. I am really looking forward to her and getting this project off the ground,” she fires back. “But more than that, fix things for the both of you. Or should I say the three of you?”

      I turn to her, feeling my surprise coloring my face. “How in the hell did you know? She’s not even showing yet.”

      She gives me a small shrug. “What can I say? I’m just brilliant like that.” Haley grins and scrunches her nose at me. “Or maybe I’m psychic. Either way, you would make a great dad – so make an honest woman of Berlin. You never know, it might even help make some of her insecurities vanish.”

      I purse my lips and nod, letting Haley’s words sink in for a moment. Glancing at my watch, I get to my feet. I have some work to do, and before I go back to Berlin to try and patch things up, I want all my ducks in a row. I want to be able to hit the ground running.

      “I’ll be in touch,” I tell her and turn to walk off.

      “Hey, Sawyer.”

      I turn back to her and find her staring at me with an intense compassion and earnestness in her eyes.

      “Don’t fuck it up. Not just for my sake, but for yours,” she states. “I kind of get the feeling you’ll never forgive yourself if you do.”

      I pause for a moment and then give her a nod as I turn and walk away.

      I know that she’s right. I need to find a way to mend the divide between Berlin and I once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a couple of days since the blowout at the restaurant. I’ve been alternating between a righteous anger and an unshakeable embarrassment for how I conducted myself. I acted like a psycho girlfriend – in full view of the paparazzi. Gabby was more than happy to forward me the pictures they got of me slapping Sawyer, along with the accompanying articles speculating on what happened – and of course, resurrecting the stories about Sawyer’s past and his endless string of women.

      Against my better judgment, I read the articles, and I have to admit; the stories about Sawyer’s wild past have done nothing to help my insecurities. The doubts I have about myself have flared to life, bigger and brighter than ever. Especially when I start comparing myself with the leggy blonde, he was with. The tabloid article said she was named Haley Palmer but didn’t give a lot of information about her. Probably just some wealthy socialite.

      As shitty as I feel right now, I’m sure Sawyer is doubly pissed about how all of this shook out. And if I’m being fair, I can understand why he hasn’t tried to contact me to smooth things over. He probably needs a minute to calm himself down.

      I know my reaction was based on the belief that he’d cheated on me. But now that I’ve had a couple days to think about it – and really, I haven’t thought about much else – I realize that my reaction was rooted in how I feel about myself. I have no idea what he was meeting with her about, and I know that he will sometimes have to meet with women. And logically, I know it’s business and that he’s not sleeping with them. Emotionally, it’s a different story in my mind.

      I assumed he’d replaced me because deep down, I don’t feel worthy or good enough for somebody like him. Haley Palmer is the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on, and it automatically made me feel like shit. It’s an issue I’ve dealt with my entire life. One I don’t know how to overcome – and because I haven’t been able to overcome it, I may have ruined the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

      I stand on the balcony, overlooking the city below us, taking in all the lights and colors as I feel sorry for myself. In a city teeming with people, I feel utterly alone, and I hate it. With a long sigh, I walk back inside and head down to the nursery. The lights come on automatically when I enter the room, and I look around, a wan smile touching my lips.

      After coming back from that weekend in the Catskills, Sawyer and I started building the nursery for our baby together. I look at the crib, the soft rocking chair in the corner Sawyer insisted I use when I nurse, the colorful blankets, and the solar system mobile hanging over the crib. We still have some time before I have my baby, but not for the first time in the last couple of days, I wonder if I’ll be raising this child on my own.

      It’s a thought that never fails to make the feelings of sadness and isolation even more profound.

      I’m walking out of the nursery when I hear a knock at the door. My heart turns a somersault in my chest, thinking it’s Sawyer. I run to the door and fling it open, ready to either throw myself into his arms or scream his ear off again, not sure yet, when I stop dead in my tracks. The disappointment settles into my stomach like a heavy stone. Rider looks me up and down, an amused smirk pulling one corner of his mouth upward.

      “Please tell me you’re not eating ice cream out of the carton and watching chick flicks,” he starts. “I want to believe you’re not that cliché.”

      “Fuck off, Rider,” I snap, pulling my fuzzy purple robe tighter around me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I am here to escort you to a meeting,” he tells me.

      “What meeting?”

      “The meeting I was asked to drive you to.”

      “I’m closing the door now.”

      “You don’t want to do that. Trust me,” he replies. “Sawyer asked me to bring you down.”

      “If he wants me at this meeting, why didn’t he come himself?”

      “He had to attend to some of the details.”

      I’m torn between wanting to close the door in Rider’s face and getting ready for this mysterious meeting. I have no idea what Sawyer is up to, but if I had my choice, I’d rather speak with him alone. I don’t want to have this discussion in public. More than that, I don’t think this is a discussion we should have in public. This is a private thing between us and should be kept that way. Not that having a meltdown in front of the paparazzi accomplished that all that well. And maybe because of that, I’ve lost the right to dictate how we’re going to get together.

      “Between you and me, he misses you, Berlin. He’s been beside himself,” Rider confides. “He really wants to see you. So please, get dressed and come with me. Or, come with me in your fluffy robe and fuzzy slippers if you’re more comfortable. But I have to warn you; it’s cold as hell outside.”

      “What is he planning, Rider?”

      “Afraid I can’t tell you that,” he replies. “I was told that if I let the cat out of the bag, he would cut my balls off with a butter knife.”

      “I could do the same thing right now if you don’t tell me.”

      “No offense Berlin, but I’m more afraid of him,” Rider protests. “He’s a lot meaner than you are and is far more likely to make good on the threat.”

      He’s probably right about that. “Fine. Come in and wait while I get dressed.”

      Turning away, I leave the door open and walk back in to get ready for whatever is happening.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-five minutes later, Rider pulls to a stop on the street in front of the Jackson. I blink stupidly as I try to decipher what it is, I’m seeing. Large tents have been set up, and strings of bare bulbs light up the area. The street has been blocked off and is empty except for Rider’s SUV and half a dozen food trucks that are lined up in front of the building. It looks like every single resident of the Jackson – nearly fifteen hundred people – are milling around eating, laughing, and talking with one another.

      It looks like a party.

      “What is going on here?” I ask.

      “Get out and find out.”

      Rider exits the vehicle, then comes around to my side and opens the door for me. Clutching my satchel to my chest, I climb out of the car – I thought it might be the last opportunity I had to present the package I’d put together for Sawyer and wanted to be prepared.

      Christmas carols are ringing through the air, and the buzz of conversation is loud and lively. Rider closes the door behind me and puts his hand on my shoulder. I look up at him, still not comprehending what’s happening here.

      “I told you that you were going to be a good influence on him,” Rider says.

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Come on,” he tells me, an enigmatic smile on his face. “Sawyer’s waiting for you.”

      “He’s here?”

      “Of course he is.”

      My sense of confusion only deepens – what in the hell is Sawyer doing here? And why does it seem like he’s partying with the people of the Jackson? As if I’m moving in a trance, I let Rider guide me into the throng of people. My head is spinning. I’m surrounded by the sound of laughter, Christmas music, and revelry. And then suddenly Sawyer is there, his smile wide, and his eyes twinkling mischievously. He has his arm around the shoulders or an elderly black woman who’s smiling just as wide as he is.

      “Berlin, I’m glad you could make it,” he calls over. “I’d like you to meet Martha. She’s been a resident here at the Jackson for forty years. Can you believe it?”

      “Forty-three,” she corrects him.

      “Apologies, Martha,” he laughs. “She’s been a resident here for forty-three years.”

      “I – it’s nice to meet you, Martha,” I respond woodenly, my sense of disbelief growing thicker by the second.

      “You were right,” Martha grins at Sawyer. “She’s absolutely stunning. You two are gonna have some gorgeous babies.”

      Sawyer laughs, but I can’t help but see the unmistakable light of pride in his eyes. I can see a genuine affection between Sawyer and Martha that is mind-boggling to me. I have no idea how they even know each other. I feel like I’m walking through a dream. Like I’m going to wake up, and this world of the bizarre will blow away like cobwebs on a breeze.

      “Sawyer, what’s happening here?”

      Martha gives him a kiss on the cheek and then smiles at me as she takes my hand. “I’m gonna give you two a minute to talk, but you have yourself a good man here. They don’t build ‘em like this anymore,” she says. “Hold onto this one – or I might take him for myself!”

      She erupts with laughter, melting away into the crowd, leaving Sawyer and I standing there awkwardly. He chortles along with her for a moment, but then returns to me, his gaze pinning me to the spot.

      A moment later, the leggy blonde – Haley Palmer – materializes nearly out of thin air and is standing beside him. She favors me with the most perfectly dazzling smile I’ve ever seen before. I swear to God, does this woman have a single flaw? I’d be willing to bet she doesn’t even sweat.

      “Berlin Roth, I’d like to introduce you to Haley Palmer,” Sawyer begins.

      I give her an awkward smile and shake her hand. “Yeah, I saw your name in the tabloid article.”

      She laughs, her voice rich and refined, sounding like elegant glass windchimes in a light breeze.

      “Haley here is the director of Affordable Housing for All,” Sawyer explains.

      And then it clicks. That’s where I know her from. The organization she heads does the same sort of work I advocate for. The AHA is committed to developing low-income housing for the poor and working-class families in New York. I have long admired their work and think they’re doing some amazing things. Why I couldn’t place Haley until now makes me feel the world’s biggest idiot.

      “Actually,” Sawyer goes on. “I guess I should say the former director of the AHA.”

      “Former director?” I gasp. “But you’re doing good work –”

      She favors me with a gracious smile, and I bite off my words. “Sawyer made a compelling case and has lured me away from the AHA,” she explains. “I’m going to be the co-director of the new low-income housing arm of Compass Development.”

      I hear her words but can’t quite comprehend them at the moment. They literally go in one ear and out the other without stopping to be processed by my brain. Sawyer and Haley exchange a look and laugh together as I stand there completely dumbfounded.

      “I – I don’t understand,” is all I can manage to croak.

      Sawyer steps forward and takes my hand. The expression on his face is gentle. Kind. And his eyes shine with nothing but the purest love I’ve ever seen, let alone felt before.

      “I realized that if I want things to work between us, I needed to understand you better,” he says. “And to understand you better, I had to understand your passions. So, I came down here one day and spent the afternoon talking to some of the residents of the Jackson.”

      “Y – you did?”

      He nods. “What it made me realize is that I have been absolutely ignorant. I’ve taken so much for granted in my life,” he sighs. “I’ve never had to worry about losing my home or about whether to pay the rent or feed my kids.”

      This is all so surreal that I am positive this has to be a dream. There can be no other explanation for it. This can’t possibly be happening for real. Maybe I had a stroke, and my body is actually laying on the floor back home, and I ended up here, in this dream land. That has to be it, right?

      “But the thing I learned that’s had the biggest impact on me is that there are good people here,” he continues sheepishly. “Good, hard working people who are just trying to get by. I had a lot of preconceived notions of the people who live in places like this, and I realized how wrong I was. How ignorant and bigoted those beliefs were.”

      Sawyer’s voice trails off. I can see the self-recrimination in his face. I can tell he feels guilty about the things he believed. Haley steps closer to me and smiles.

      “That’s when he called me,” she picks up the story. “And together, Sawyer and I have hammered out the structure for an arm of Compass that will focus solely on building affordable housing for lower income people.”

      Sawyer nods. “There’s still a lot that needs to be hashed out, but the basic framework is in place,” he agrees and then points to my satchel. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, ummm – just something I’ve been working on,” I mutter. “Just a side project. Nothing big.”

      Sawyer arches an eyebrow. I can see by the look in his eye that he doesn’t believe me. He knows that it’s not just a side project and is something that means a lot to me. I hate that he can see through me the way he does.

      I clear my throat and give him a smile I hope isn’t as weak as it feels. It’s petty and selfish, and I’m ashamed of myself for even thinking it, but I can’t help but feel like some of my thunder has been stolen by the grand plan these two have hatched.

      “I’ve, um, actually been working on a proposal to do what you and Haley have already done,” I admit, feeling a bit deflated. “I put together a package of potential tax breaks and write-offs, tax credits, government grants, as well as a framework for a low-income housing program at Compass.”

      Sawyer and Haley exchange looks again. She asks to see my satchel. Reluctantly, I open it and hand the binder I put together over to her. I have to stand there and watch as Haley flips through the package I’ve spent the last two weeks slaving away over. I expect her to laugh it off as the work of an amateur. As somebody who has no idea what they’re doing.

      But she surprises me when she nods along with some of what she’s reading, a thoughtful look on her face like she’s seeing things she didn’t think of herself. When she closes the binder and looks up at me again, her smile is wide.

      “I need to go through this more thoroughly, but I’m seeing some pretty amazing stuff in here, Berlin,” she beams. “This is some incredible work. I think we can do some really special things here.”

      The burst of pride I feel in my chest is unlike anything I’ve ever felt in my professional life before. To have somebody like Haley Palmer – the head of an organization I respect and admire as much as I do – applauding my work makes me feel beyond amazing.

      She turns to Sawyer, excitement etched in her features. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to head out,” she tells him. “I want to start poring over this and getting some ducks in a row.”

      “Of course,” Sawyer responds. “Touch base tomorrow. The office closes in three days for the holidays but after they are over we’ll start talking about setting up an office space for your team as soon as possible.”

      “You got it, boss,” she snaps him a salute and then turns to me. “I can’t wait to start working with you, Berlin. I think we’re going to do some incredible things together for a lot of people. I can’t wait to get started, partner.”

      “Partner?” I ask, confused.

      “Who do you think is going to be the other co-director?” Sawyer smiles at me.

      My eyes flit from Sawyer to Haley and back again. They both look like they’re ready to bust.

      “It’s you and me, kid,” she chirps. “We’re partners in this.”

      “Oh my God,” I gasp, hit by yet another wave of disbelief.

      “See you at the office after the holidays.” She blows me a kiss and flounces off.

      Sawyer pulls me into a tight embrace, and I melt against him. Tears of joy and gratitude are streaming down my face, and when he tips my face up, he wipes them away with his thumbs, giving me a gentle smile.

      “Thank you for this, Sawyer,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

      He shakes his head. “No, thank you,” he replies. “You’ve opened my eyes and made me pull my head out of my ass. You make me a better man in every way, and with your help, I hope to be a good father.”

      “You are an amazing man, Sawyer,” I tell him earnestly. “And you are going to be an even better father. I promise you that.”

      He presses his lips to mine, giving me a soft and gentle kiss. He pulls back, and the expression on his face radiates his love for me. I feel it in every square inch of my body and is so powerful; it makes me want to cry even harder. Damn the pregnancy hormones.

      He slips his arms around my waist and guides me over toward the food trucks. I burst out laughing when I see my favorite truck sitting there – Kung Food. He returns my smile and plants a gentle kiss on the top of my head.

      “Weirdly enough, taking me to my favorite food truck is probably the most romantic thing anybody has ever done for me,” I tell him.

      “That’s me, Mr. Romance,” he grins.

      I squeeze his hand and look into his eyes meaningfully. “You really are.”

      As we walk toward the trucks to get some food, I’m greeted by many of the residents of the Jackson – people I’ve been working with.

      “What’s going to happen to them?” I ask.

      “The first thing we’re going to do is rehab the Jackson,” he explains. “We have temporary apartments for anybody who wants them, and they can move in here once we have the buildings completely refurbished. Of course, after that will be the Atwell. And then we might even look at your old building.”

      I stop him and turn him to me, making sure to look directly into his eyes. My expression is serious, and I pull him down to me, giving him a kiss, I hope conveys the depth of my feelings for him.

      “You are the best man I’ve ever known, Sawyer West,” I tell him. “And I love you with everything in me.”

      “And I love you, Berlin Roth,” he responds. “With everything in me.”

      My heart swells and feels like it skips a beat or twelve as I look at him. My life feels like a fairy tale. But it’s real. And my happiness is growing deeper by the second. Lost in a sea of emotion, I take Sawyer’s hand and march him over to Kung Food – as much as I love this man, I’m starving and need some food.

      “Don’t think this gets you out of buying me a bulgogi bowl right now,” I say.

      Sawyer laughs. “As long as we get egg rolls, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Sawyer

        

      

    

    
      Berlin is still glowing by the time we get back to our neighboring homes. I don’t think she’s stopped smiling in hours. After all the drama and tension of the last couple of weeks, it’s been wonderful to see. I feel like the net of negativity that we’ve both been caught in was finally cut away, freeing us both, and the sense of relief we feel is palpable. It’s like we can both finally breathe again.

      “So, your place or mine?” I tease.

      She turns to me, leaning her back against her door. “Oh, you’re expecting sex tonight? And what if I say I’m not in the mood?”

      I flash her a wolfish grin and step forward, pressing her up against the door to her condo. Her breath catches in her throat as I kiss her gently and slide my hands down her pants at the same time. I touch her through her panties, smiling fiendishly as I feel how hot and wet she is.

      “Kind of feels like you’re in the mood to me,” I wink. “But hey, if you want to deprive yourself, I guess that’s your call. I’ll just go home and take care of myself.”

      She squeals and slaps me on the chest. “You are awful. Just awful.”

      “That’s not what you usually say when I’m inside of you.”

      She nervously looks up and down the hallway, making sure we’re alone before she grips my cock through my pants, squeezing it tight. She leans forward. Her breath is hot against my ear. My body runs taut with an erotic energy as she strokes me through my pants.

      “Why don’t you refresh my memory,” she whispers. “It’s been a little while, and my memory is a bit hazy.”

      I take her keys out of her hand, and as my mouth finds hers, I unlock the door and push her inside. I quickly shut the door behind us and strip her out of her coat, dropping it on the floor at our feet. The heat between us is growing as we grasp at each other. Piece by piece, we’re stripping out of our clothes, leaving them in a big pile on the foyer floor.

      I take her in from head to toe, savoring the sight of her completely naked body, and feel my cock growing rock hard. Berlin reaches out and grabs hold of it, giving it a few strokes as she licks her lips seductively. She sinks to her knees on the foyer floor, using our clothes as a cushion, and starts to run her tongue around the head of my dick. She teases the tip, tasting the precum that’s pooling at the tip.

      Berlin leans forward and swallows my cock, moving her head up and down my shaft. She grips the base of my staff, stroking me in time with her mouth. I watch her in the mirror mounted to the foyer wall, turned on by the sight of her down on her knees with my cock in her mouth. She squeezes the base of my shaft viciously, moving her hand up and down as she swirls her tongue around the head.

      I love watching the way she strokes and sucks me in unison – it gets me even harder. She works my cock like she has something to prove. It sends ripples of pleasure through me. I want nothing more to stay in this moment forever. But I know if I let her keep sucking my cock like this, I’m not going to last long.

      I reach down and grab Berlin’s hair, hauling her to her feet. I press her firmly against the wall again and kiss her hard, our lips and tongues colliding, and feel her draw in a sharp breath. Her body grows taut as I kiss her, and when I part the velvety folds of her pussy with my fingers, I find her dripping wet. She gasps as I circle her clit with my thumb, and grin as I drive two fingers into her.

      “God, yes,” she moans.

      I give her neck a gentle nip. My fingers glide in and out of her wetness, and she lets out a long, shuddering breath.

      “I need you inside of me, Sawyer,” she whispers. “I need you inside of me right now.”

      I pick her up, pulling her legs around my waist. I lean down and take her stiff nipple into my mouth, licking and sucking before switching to the other one. Standing to my full height, I press her more securely against the wall, holding her there as I guide my cock to her opening. I lay the length of my shaft against her lips. Berlin quivers in anticipation. I want to tease her more, but I can’t. I sheathe myself to the hilt within her with a deep, satisfied moan.

      Tightening my grip on her ass and pressing her harder into the wall, I start to piston my hips, thrusting my length into her hard and deep. Berlin presses her head back against the wall, squeezing her eyes shut, groaning and writhing wildly with pleasure as my cock slides in and out of her. This angle is different from anything we’ve done recently. I feel deeper into her than I’ve ever been.

      “Yes, baby,” she begs. “God yes, baby. Harder.”

      Gritting my teeth, I thrust myself into her even harder, slamming my cock into her pussy as she screams out. There’s a steady thump-thump-thump as our bodies crash together and hammer the wall behind her. Berlin digs her nails into my shoulders, making me draw in a sharp breath. Her body tenses up, and I feel her pussy clench up around my cock. A ragged cry erupts from her throat as she shudders wildly, her orgasm crashing down over her.

      She leans her forehead on my shoulder, her breathing ragged. I set her back down on her feet and turn her around.

      “I’m not done with you yet,” I whisper in her ear.

      “You better not be.”

      Putting my hand in the middle of her back, I bend her over and instruct her to put her hands on the wall – one on either side of the mirror – so she can watch me fuck her. Stepping forward, I grab my staff and rub it against her, teasing her swollen bud. I watch her in the mirror, growing more excited by the expressions of absolute pleasure that cross her face as I firmly rub my cock against her clit.

      I grasp one hand tightly on her hip and the other on her shoulder, pulling her back against me. Berlin’s eyes grow wide, and her mouth falls open as I fill her up from behind without moving a muscle. I stay there, barely holding myself still, as I guide her body back and forth. Slowly at first, and then faster and faster, digging my fingers into her flesh. I impale her on me again and again.

      “Fuck me, Sawyer,” she calls out. “Fuck me harder, baby.”

      But I stop, holding the head of my cock just at the edge of her entrance.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Please,” she begs, her voice raw with lust. “Please, please, please, fuck me.”

      With a wicked grin, I finally oblige. With a single, powerful thrust, I enter her deeply and immediately start driving into her with jackhammer speed. A sound I’ve never heard coming from a human being before rips itself out of her throat. It’s low and long, wavering with the intensity of my rapid thrusts into her. She desperately tries to back herself into me again, pushing against the wall for leverage, but this time, I hold her still and fuck her with wild abandon.

      The sound of our bodies slapping together echoes around the tile foyer and is punctuated by the sharp crack of my hand meeting her ass. She lets out a stuttering cry and a nod. I smack her ass again, still driving myself deep into her pussy.

      Berlin flattens her hands against the wall and pushes herself back against me, taking me even deeper into her. I see her watching me in the mirror, a look of near rapture on her face as I fuck her. She’s biting her bottom lip hard enough I fear she’s going to draw blood and thrusts herself back against me. She squeezes me with her inner muscles, tightening her pussy even more. It makes me lose my rhythm, and I let out a stuttering gasp.

      In the mirror, I see a slow, salacious smile spread across her lips as she squeezes my cock. I feel myself starting to swell and know I’m not going to last much longer. She just feels too fucking good. I can’t stop myself.

      Gripping her hips with both hands, I grit my teeth and push myself as deep as I can into her. The sound of our bodies slapping together rings out, filling the sound of her foyer with an erotic music that lights me up from head to toe.

      “Y – you’re going to make me come,” she stammers. “Fuck yes, baby.”

      I thrust myself into her with everything in me, filling her up completely. Berlin’s body is tightening around me, and her face is etched with an expression of sheer ecstasy. I feel myself building to a crescendo, and as I thrust myself into her one final time, my cock pulses and erupts. Berlin lets out a cry of sheer delight.

      “God, yes!” she cries out.

      I unload inside of her, and in return, I feel her entire body shudder. She starts wildly thrashing, screaming into the air, coming as hard as I do. Together, we pulse and writhe, wringing every last ounce of passion and pleasure from the moment, our breathing labored but matching smiles of intense satisfaction on both of our faces.

      And when her legs grow weak, and she almost spills to the tile beneath her, I catch her and pick her up, carrying over to the sofa. We lie down together. I lay on my back, and she curls up beside me, laying her head on my chest. She trails her fingers in lazy circles around my chest. The feel of her warm, naked body pressed to mine fills me with a contentment I’ve never felt before. All I can do is smile.

      “You are an amazing woman, Berlin Roth,” I murmur.

      She plants a gentle kiss on my chest and gives me a dreamy smile. “I never knew I could be this happy, Sawyer,” she whispers.

      Her eyes shimmer with tears, and the smile on her face melts my heart. If I were to die in this moment, it would be with zero regrets and nothing but joy in my heart. Thankfully, Berlin and I have many years of happiness ahead of us.

      “I never used to believe in fairy tales,” she says. “I’m glad they’re real.”

      I squeeze her tightly to me and kiss her, putting every last bit of the love and passion I have for her into it. She pulls back and smiles. I press my hand to her stomach, giving her a warm smile and meaningful look.

      “It’s only going to get better,” I tell her. “And I can’t think of a better woman to start a life and have a family with.”

      Those are words I never thought I’d hear myself say, but once they come out of my mouth, I know they’re the truth. Berlin has come into my life and turned everything upside down in the best way possible. Her smile, even with tears of joy rolling down her cheeks, is painfully beautiful. She kisses my hand and presses it hard against her stomach.

      “The best really is yet to come, isn’t it?” she whispers.

      
        
        “It really is,” I nod, truly believing it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Berlin

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Later…

      

      

      The sky is slate gray, and as I watch the snowflakes fall gently and lazily down from the sky, it brings a smile to my face.

      “This reminds me of that weekend in the Catskills,” I say.

      He sighs dramatically. “All we need is a hot tub.”

      I laugh and slap him in the arm playfully – although I can’t really say I wouldn’t be into a hot tub session with him again. Ever since the baby came along, our sex life has been less – adventurous. Although it has the benefit of keeping us out of the tabloids, I have the urge to be wild and crazy with him again.

      We had a daughter – Sarah Rose – and she’s absolutely perfect. I never knew I could love somebody as fiercely as I love my little girl, but I do. I feel ferociously protective of her and want to give her every advantage I never had in my life. I never want her to struggle in the ways I did – but then, I don’t want her to grow up in the same sort of bubble Sawyer grew up in. I think there’s a happy medium that can be struck – and so does Sawyer.

      And speaking of Sawyer, as protective of her as I am, it’s nothing compared to him. He almost got himself into some trouble just after she was born. Some paparazzi tried to get photos of her when we took her out and about for the first time. To say Sawyer went angry Papa Bear on them would be an understatement. I’ve never seen him that close to physically tearing somebody’s head off their body.

      They didn’t get any pictures, but they both came close to ending up in the hospital for their efforts.

      With Sarah, though, he is the gentlest man you’ve ever seen. And the juxtaposition of such a large, burly man and such a tiny, delicate baby is beyond adorable. He carries her around like she’s as delicate as a Faberge egg and caters to her every want and need. To say he might be taken with his little princess would be a vast understatement. Thank goodness she’s too young to understand that. She’s not even a year old yet, and she already has daddy wrapped around her little finger.

      Before she does get to that age, though, I’m definitely going to have to break him of that habit otherwise he’s going to raise a wretchedly spoiled little girl who can get her dad to do anything just by batting her eyes.

      But I’m glad that I was right about Sawyer – he’s an absolutely amazing father. He has his doubts, his fears, and his insecurities – which is absolutely adorable – but he’s a natural. He’s an incredible dad, and the life we’re building together with our little family fills my heart with a sense of joy that’s unreal.

      If there is one thing about how my life is unfolding that brings me a spot of sadness, it’s that my father is slowly losing his battle with Alzheimer’s. He’s still more than comfortable and happy at Rose Hills, and on his good days, he’s still as lucid and sharp as ever – and I’m glad he’s gotten to spend some time with his granddaughter before his disease robs him of everything. But I can see that he’s in decline, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

      “Hey, stop that.”

      Sawyer’s voice snaps me back to the present. I look over at him with a smile on my lips.

      “Stop what?” I ask.

      “Tonight is about us and nothing but us,” he replies. “Sarah is in good hands. She’s totally fine.”

      I arch an eyebrow at him. “Oh, is that why you called to check up on her when I was in the bathroom?”

      “I did not,” he grins, knowing he’s busted.

      When I was in the bathroom, I texted our nanny to check up on Sarah and found out that Sawyer had called not two minutes before. Sarah is fine, of course – it’s just funny we both tried to sneak in a check in without the other knowing. Sawyer pulls me to him and kisses me gently, then looks down into my eyes, still holding onto me.

      “Okay, fine,” he grins. “We’ve both had our one moment of weakness. Now, let’s spend the rest of our evening focusing on nothing but us.”

      I give him a warm smile. “I think I can do that.”

      “Good.”

      He takes my hand and leads me out onto the ice. With Christmas only a week away, it’s a cold night anyway, but being out on the skating rink somehow makes it feel even colder.

      “I can’t believe you’ve lived in New York your whole life and you’ve never skated at Rockefeller Center,” he muses.

      I grin as I look at the giant Rockefeller Center Christmas tree. I know it’s iconic, and people come from all over the world to see it, but I have absolutely zero connection to it. It’s gorgeous, but it means nothing to me, to be honest. I will say, though, being out here with Sawyer, with the snow falling gently around us, will probably make this place mean something to me. It’s been a wonderful night.

      “That was always for you rich folk,” I laugh. “We poor folk didn’t get to enjoy the luxury of ice skating.”

      “Well, it’s about time you checked this off your bucket list.”

      I laugh. “Let me put it on first.”

      Sawyer rolls his eyes. “Such a difficult woman.”

      “Yeah, but you love that about me.”

      “That’s true.”

      Hand in hand, we skate slowly around the rink. My cheeks are ruddy, and the cold is biting but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying this. Hell, I’m enjoying my entire life in ways I never thought I could.

      Haley and I are doing some amazing work and are helping the people in the city who need it the most. We’re providing opportunities for housing to those who need it, and in conjunction with Sawyer and Compass, are in the process of building more low-income housing.

      Haley and I worked for the first six or seven months by ourselves, but our staff has expanded to a dozen. Although we hit a bump in the road now and then, we’re building momentum and have some ambitious things in the works. I know Sawyer was skeptical about this at first but we’re adding value to Compass, his side of the business is still booming, and we’re doing a lot of good for a lot of people. This couldn’t have gone off any better if I’d planned it.

      I give my head a small shake and bring myself back to the here and now again. I feel a small flush of guilt. This is the first time Sawyer and I have been out together – alone – since Sarah was born. I need to be putting all of my focus on him and enjoying this night together.

      I look around the rink and notice that aside from us, it’s empty. I look around and see people lined up around the side of the rink, but it’s just us on the ice. I turn to Sawyer and see that he’s smiling like a fool.

      “Sawyer, what –”

      I’m cut off by the sound of music starting to play – John Legend’s “All of Me”, to be exact.

      “Forgive the cheesiness,” Sawyer laughs. “The music wasn’t my choice.”

      I look around again and see everybody watching us expectantly – likely wondering why in the hell we’re on the ice alone. The lights all around us go out, plunging us into darkness – mostly.

      “What the – what’s going on?” I ask.

      But then a spotlight flares to life, landing on Sawyer and me.

      I turn back to Sawyer, only to find him down on one knee in the middle of the ice. I gasp. My heart swells to the point of bursting in the blink of an eye.

      The spotlight glints off the diamond ring in the box he’s holding – though I can barely see it through the shimmer of tears in my eyes. I look around us and everything seems especially vibrant. My senses seem unusually heightened. I can see, smell, and hear everything in brilliantly sharp detail – and I’m pretty sure I’ll never get John Legend’s voice out of my head at this point.

      “Berlin, you have turned my entire world on its head. You have opened my eyes to things I didn’t understand, and you’ve made me feel things in ways I never would have believed possible,” he says. “You’ve not only made my world a far better place, you’ve made me a better man – and you’ve given me the most beautiful little girl in the world. I love you, Berlin Roth. I love you with everything in me, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. So I wanted to ask – will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

      I clap my hands over my mouth, the tears rolling hard and fast down my cheeks as I look at the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, down on his knee, offering to spend the rest of his life with me. It all seems so surreal, and I literally pinch myself to make sure that this is reality and not some sort of fever dream. The pinch doesn’t work too well with my gloves on, but well enough to let me know that I am, in fact, awake.

      I look deeply into Sawyer’s eyes and see the love he feels shining through. It melts my heart. I can’t keep the silly smile off my face as I think about the crazy twists and turns my life has taken over the last year and a half. Eighteen months ago, I could have never even imagined being where I am right now – and I’m not talking about being on the ice at Rockefeller Center.

      All I know is that whoever said fairy tales aren’t real was wrong. Dead wrong.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Sawyer.”

      The smile on his face wide and warm, he gets to his feet and scoops me up. Even on skates, he manages to spin me around gracefully and without dropping the two of us onto our asses – something I consider a minor miracle. I’ve never been great at skating and am always amazed by those who are.

      All around us, the people waiting outside the rink cheer and applaud for us. Sawyer kisses me and continues to spin me around as John Legend’s voice starts to fade out and the song ends.

      “I never knew you were so good on skates,” I laugh.

      “Better than anybody in an Islanders sweater.”

      I shriek with laughter. “You are horrible.”

      “Yeah, but you love me.”

      Looking him square in the eye, I nod. “I do. I really do.”

      “I’m looking forward to the rest of my life because of you,” he tells me.

      I smile as fresh tears roll down my cheeks as I realize, for the first time in my life, I too am looking forward to the future – and spending it with this amazing man. I never thought life could be this incredible. I never thought I could be this happy.

      And possibly for the first time in my life, I’ve never been happier to be wrong about something.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Broken Hero (Sneak Peek)
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        Someone please save me.

        I was pregnant, afraid, and running for my life.

        But then a hero, unlike any other, found me...

        Unconscious and on the brink of death.

        He picked me up and carried me to his cabin.

      

        

      
        My hulk like hero's a reclusive billionaire that's tormented by his past.

        He came to this mountain with one desire. To be alone.

        But that all changed...

        When we crashed into his life.

        We became his new obsession.

        Taking care of us became his purpose.

        But the danger from my past is determined to ruin our future.

      

        

      
        The cartel has no idea what Baker is capable of.

        There's a reason they call him a Broken Hero.

        He's beyond a beast and to protect us he will destroy them.

      

        

      
        Click here to read Broken Hero now.
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          [image: ]
        

      

      Click here now to get your free copy of Back with Him by London James.
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