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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The one thing I can say about Fantasies nightclub is that they have very nice washrooms. 
 
    The walls of the stall is shiny black, so shiny that I can see my reflection; bent over with my hands braced against the wall, blonde curls bouncing, cleavage that has swallowed grown men threatening to pop out of my top.  
 
    The boobs are the reason I’m here. 
 
    When I was dancing with him—him whose name I can’t remember but who is now thrusting inside me with a cock of more than adequate length and girth—I timed a full four minutes before his eyes drifts to my cleavage. I give him kudos for willpower, because the girls look mighty fine in my sparkly, black, sleeveless top. 
 
    I got the top here, when it used to be a Winners department store. I doubt the washrooms were this nice back then. 
 
    A particularly enthusiastic thrust pitches me forward, and I wince as one of my hands slide along the wall, a little too close for comfort. There’s no way I’m touching this toilet seat. I’ll have to thoroughly sanitize when I’m out of here, but still— 
 
    Another thrust hits the spot. “Oohh,” I purr. “Like that.” 
 
    I had planned to blow the life out of him when we disappeared into the men’s room, but once I got my hands on his cock, I knew I had to have it inside me. 
 
    And he had been in no position to argue.    
 
    I’ve been told more than a few times that I have a voracious sexual appetite. Insatiable. The truth of the matter is that I like sex. I enjoy having it, talking about it, reading about it. 
 
    This is the reason I’m frequenting the men’s room at Fantasies night club; the book club I am I proud member of—coincidentally called Fantasies Book Club—made an executive decision that we needed a field trip, to get us out of our books for the evening.  
 
    At least that was the reason I gave when I suggested the outing. The truth was that I wanted to hit the club and needed someone to go with me. 
 
    I like my book club. They’re fun. Nia, my former sister-in-law, is the one who got me involved, but in the months since we started reading steamy romance novels— 
 
    With a name like Fantasies Book Club, what else would we read? 
 
    —the others, Gemma, Emmy, and Malcolm, have become good friends.  
 
    I like to think reading books about swingers, ménage à trois, and reverse harems, with the odd BDSM story thrown in, would help improve everyone’s sex lives. 
 
    Not that I need any help, but the others have admitted they’d like a little more spice. So I do what I can to help. 
 
    I’ll report back on my little bathroom visit during our next meeting. Or maybe when I join them back on the dance floor with them, depending on how it goes.   
 
    It’s not the best time to be thinking about bathrooms and I really wish the topic isn’t forefront in my mind since I should enjoy this. Sex is truly one of my favourite things to do in the world. If I can concentrate on the in-and-out of his cock; the length, the girth... something about the way he’s fucking me... 
 
    He’s kind of loud.  
 
    It wouldn’t be a problem if we were alone at my place, but neither one of us wanted to wait and so here we are in the men’s room, going at it like a couple of teenagers. 
 
    He actually might be a teenager. Definitely legal, though. It might explain his— 
 
    “Oh! Uh... aahhh...”  
 
    He’s got to be kidding me. 
 
    His hands tighten on my hips, then relax. His whole body seems to relax, sagging into me, and a sound like a deflating tire fills the stall. 
 
    And then he pulls out.    
 
    “That’s it?” I demand. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” Still bent over, I glare over my shoulder at him, watching as he shucks off the condom, and pulls up his jeans like he’s got another appointment. “You came,” he says. “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “If you have to ask, there’s clearly a problem.” As gracefully as I can, which isn’t graceful at all, I stand up and pull up my pants. 
 
    “What do you mean? You...” He moans in a poor imitation of female pleasure. 
 
    “I don’t know what—” I do a much better imitation—“Is, but it is not the sound of a female in the throes of orgasm. At least it’s not any noise I make.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to tell something like that?” 
 
    “My breathing, the way my body—inside and out—tightens. I make this sound in the back of my throat.” I demonstrate and he stares at me like I’ve sprouted another head.  
 
    Or a second vagina. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know that?” he cries. “I just met you.” 
 
    And that, I think, is the problem.  
 
    When I push past him to open the door, I’m not surprised to see a small crowd of men gathered, including one at the urinal. I’m pretty sure he pees on the wall as he cranes his head to look at me.  
 
    I really want to pull a “He was magnificent,” a la Kelly McGillis in Top Gun, but I can’t. He wasn’t.  
 
    He was okay. 
 
    My unfulfilled lady parts say differently, so we’ll compromise with a meh.  
 
    I don’t give a review as I sweep out of the men’s room. 
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    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The noise and numbers of the nightclub hit me and a tiny surge of excitement replaces the disappointment of the unsatisfied. That guy isn’t the only eligible male in the place. 
 
    A tall, especially hunky specimen sweeps by me on his way in to the washroom and practically eats me with his eyes. It puts the smile back on my face as I head out to the dance floor to find the others.  
 
    I came up with the idea for a field trip for our Book Club, and despite the bathroom faux pas, it’s proven to be a great idea. It’s fun to see Nia out of her comfort zone, Emmy and Gemma loosen up, and it’s been amazing seeing how sexy Malcolm is when he’s dancing. 
 
    Seriously, the guy has moves. I wouldn’t mind discovering more of them. 
 
    But there are only five of us in the Fantasies Book Club and having sex with one of them might not be the best idea. At least not tonight. 
 
    Malcolm, still on the dance floor with Nia, catches my eye and raises his hand and gives me a smile. For months, I thought he was nothing more than a Nice Guy—a smart, quiet man, with a dry sense of humor and a liking for dirty romance books. Malcolm is a beta hero, the polite, neighbor-next-door-type, firmly lodged in the friend zone until a sexual awakening of some sort throws him in bed with the main character.  
 
    At least that’s what happened in My Friend, My Lover.  
 
    But watching the way Malcolm’s hips move makes me look at him in a different light that is rainbow-colored and flashing.  
 
    “Hello, pretty lady.”  
 
    I turn. It’s not Malcolm, and—sorry, Malcolm—this one looks even better than my book club chum. Younger, taller, smily-er... “Hey, there,” I drawl, giving him the full impact of the slow, seductive smile, the glance upward from under the false eyelashes. 
 
    I don’t think he notices anything but the way my breasts are pushed up and out, thanks to my new Victoria Secret special. “Can I get you anything?” he asks, a little too eagerly to be cool. “A drink... a dance... my body to love and cherish for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “That’s sweet.” I glance at him appraisingly, noting the wide shoulders, the big hands with extra long fingers—so good at reaching into not-too-hard-to-find areas. “And tempting.” 
 
    “I’m a whole lot of temptation rolled up into a sweet package.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” 
 
    There is no little voice telling me to walk away, so that’s a good sign. In fact, the lady parts are doing a little dance which tells me to go for it. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    “Give me a minute to find my friends,” I tell him. “And then you can tell me about that sweet package.” With my new friend following close behind, I push my way towards Malcolm and Nia. “How’s it going?” I call loudly above the music.  
 
    Nia points at the edge of the dance floor where Gemma is entwined with a mystery man. “She’s still going at it.” 
 
    I poke her shoulder, able to tease my ex-sister-in-law more than the others. “Jealous, much?” 
 
    “Hell, yes!” 
 
    I laugh as I watch Gemma with her hands full of some strange man. Gemma is married, but before her husband left for Lebanon, or Leningrad, or whatever L-place his work shipped him off to, Gemma and Jasper decided to try an open marriage arrangement while he’s away. 
 
    I thought Gemma had been a little leery about the prospect, but apparently she’s thrown herself into it. Or at least thrown herself onto this guy’s lap. 
 
    Malcolm taps me on the shoulder. “He’s a friend of mine, so Gemma’s safe,” he assures me, because Malcolm is a good man.  
 
    “Do you have more friends like him?” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve found one yourself.” He gives a chin jerk to my shadow who, to be honest, I’ve already forgotten about. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I tend to do that.” I wink at Malcolm. “Where’s Emmy?” 
 
    Malcolm frowns. “I haven’t seen her in a while.”  
 
    “I thought she was with you,” Nia adds. 
 
    I think about where I’d been and what had gone on in the bathroom stall. “Nope, not with me.” I look around the dance floor and over to the bar area. Emmy isn’t as tall as me but I should be able to pick out the black bodysuit and dark blonde hair without too much trouble, since every other woman wearing a similar outfit is a whole lot younger than Emmy.  
 
    Not that much younger, since Emmy is younger than I am, and I’m not ready for the senior centre quite yet. 
 
    “Do you think she left?” Nia demands, craning her neck for a sight of her. 
 
    “She wouldn’t do that without saying something.”  
 
    How is Malcolm so confident in what Emmy would or wouldn’t do? “She might if she left with someone,” I point out. “Did you see her with anyone?”  
 
    Both shake their heads and out of the corner of my eye, I notice the bouncer from outside, all broad and bald and scary looking. “Hey,” I say, grabbing a muscular bicep and fighting the immediate urge to swing like a monkey from it. “Have you seen our friend?” 
 
    “No,” he snaps and tries to pull away. But my hands can hold as tight as my thighs, and he can’t shake me off without a whole lot of drama. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” I try again. “She’s blonde and cute and you remember her from when we came in.” 
 
    The bouncer glances from me to Malcolm and back to me and gives a brisk nod. “So?” 
 
    “Did you see her leave?” Malcolm asks. “Alone, or with anyone?” 
 
    “Her name is Emmy,” Nia adds. 
 
    “I’m Callie,” I tell him, finally releasing him with a last stroke of his inked arm. “Did you see her?” 
 
    “No.” Another shake of his head. “But there’s something going on in the ladies’ room,” he adds reluctantly. “Maybe it’s her.” 
 
    “I’ll go check.” 
 
    He holds up his hand. “My job.” Without another word, he turns and the dancers part like the red sea for him. 
 
    “Do you think she’s okay?” Nia asks in a worried voice. 
 
    “She will be when he finds her,” I say, staring after him. “And he’ll find her.” 
 
    My new friend puts a warm hand on the small of my back, which makes me jump, because I forgot about him again. “You ready to get out of here?” 
 
    “Just another couple of minutes.” I smile apologetically and with a lot of promise. “I have to make sure everyone is accounted for.” 
 
    “Sort of like a den mother?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m no mother,” I scoff, my voice cooler than expected. 
 
    “No? I thought you looked like a MILF.” 
 
    Okay, he looks young, but not that young. “I’m all sorts of other ILF’s but not the mom kind. You disappointed?” 
 
    “There’s no way I could be disappointed with you.” 
 
    I pat his chest, feeling the sturdy pectoral under the tight T-shirt. “Good answer.” 
 
    He smirks, which, like all men, lessens his attractiveness slightly. “I always have the right answers... the right positions... the right everything.” 
 
    “That’s not arrogant at all.” I smile when I say it because this is flirty banter. At least, I hope it’s supposed to be. 
 
    He winks. “Just the truth.” He puts his hand on my hip and sways to the music. 
 
    Well, okay. I could be doing worse things while waiting for hot, scary bouncer to find Emmy.  
 
    It doesn’t long before Hot, Scary/Sexy bouncer unceremoniously dumps Emmy before me and Nia. “Here.”  
 
    “Oh, no!” I clap a hand over my mouth. “What did she do?” This night is turning out better than expected for Gemma and now Emmy. They’ve both moved way out of their comfort zone. I can only imagine what got Emmy in trouble. Was it a tall, dark and handsome, or maybe a good boy trying to be bad? Or maybe a she—? 
 
    “She needs to go home.” The bouncer’s tone is tough and unyielding, and as if to prove his point, Emmy yawns. 
 
    “Oh, Emmy.” I laugh. I hope whatever she did got done right. “Let’s get you home.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” Just as the words come out of Emmy’s mouth, Gemma comes skidding to a stop beside me.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Gemma cries. 
 
    “Bathroom,” Emmy says ruefully. “I had a nap. A nap,” she insists as the bouncer rolls his very pretty eyes.  
 
    “Whatever you say.” Is that a twinkle? “She good with you?” he asks me. 
 
    “Everybody’s good with me.” I can’t help but give him a wink. “If you like—” 
 
    “Hey!” And again I forget about my new friend. That should say something about him. “Standing right here.” 
 
    “Bathroom guy?” Emmy asks me without lowering her voice.  
 
    “Er... no. Look, change of plans,” I say to the young one with a rueful smile. “Gonna have to take a raincheck. I need to see Emmy get home in one piece.” 
 
    “You serious?” He looks as if I said something offensive instead of suggesting I be a good friend. “You’re dissing me for her?” 
 
    Emmy raises her hands apologetically. “I can get home perfectly well on my own.” 
 
    “No. No, you can’t.” I toss my hair and give him The Look. “And yes, I am dissing you for everyone and there will be no raincheck now.” I make a sweeping motion with my hand as Nia bursts into laughter.   
 
    “Callie, I—” I cut Emmy off with a hand to the face, staring at my not-going-to-happen-friend until he slouches away with a sulky glare. I turn to Emmy. “No apologies, because that would have been a mistake. Too bad, because he was a pretty one. Now, time to fly?” Once again, I can’t help myself and squeeze the bouncer’s bicep. “Thank you for all your help to track down our girl. And wow, you’re really built.” 
 
    “Have a good night,” the bouncer says, ignoring my comment. This is a no-no until I realize he’s watching Emmy with a twinkle in his eye. “Emmy. Behave yourself.” 
 
    “That’s no fun. Until next time, hot bouncer.” With a last smile and another toss of my head, I lead my book club across the floor to the exit.  
 
    “That’s what I called him,” Emmy says, shuffling along beside me. 
 
    “You called him that to his face?”  
 
    “No, only in my head.” 
 
    “Were you with him for the entire time?” Nia demands, linking hands with Emmy as we cross the dance floor.  
 
    “No,” Emmy says with resignation. “I passed out on the toilet. I’m not very good at this.” 
 
    “I’d say you’re pretty good at getting the attention of hot bouncers, though.” I grin at her. “Mission accomplished.” 
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    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait here,” I instruct the Uber driver as we pull up to Emmy’s house. I’ve been here a few times for book club and it’s a sweet-looking bungalow not too far from mine. The paint around the windows may need a touch up, but the early spring flowers lend a splash of colour. 
 
    I slide out of the car, offering Emmy my hand. “I’m fine getting inside,” she protests.  
 
    “I know you are, but I’m going to make sure of it. I don’t like losing people on my watch.” 
 
    “You didn’t lose me... I knew where I was.” The lopsided smile suggests Emmy might be still under the influence, another reason I want to make sure she gets tucked into bed safely. 
 
    “Are your boys home?” I ask as she fumbles with her key. 
 
    “Yep, so shush.” She smushes her finger against her lips. “They’ll have lots of questions if they see you.” 
 
    “Like what Mom has been up to?” 
 
    “No, like do all women look like you? Have you looked in the mirror lately? I don’t need uncip... unrorcip... unprocated...” She stumbles over the word as she opens the door. “I don’t want them in love with you.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I say, unable to hide my smile. 
 
    “Like you can do anything about it,” she scoffs. “I’m not into girls, and I’m practically in love with you.” She toes off her boots. “I need to make sure the boys are tucked up,” she throws over her shoulder as she pads down the hall. 
 
    “I’ll wait here,” I say to the now-empty hall. 
 
    Emmy’s place may be a little tired with chipped paint on the baseboards, and a little messy, with the tangle of shoes by the door, but it more than makes up for the sense of family. One of the first things I learned about her was how much she loves her boys, since she can’t have a conversation without mentioning them. 
 
    I’ve never really understood that, seeing as how I’m not a mother. Kids are great; kids are fun, but if I had kids, I’d make the most of my nights off.  
 
    The front hall is tiny, like the rest of the house, with enough wall space for an oval mirror beside the door and a framed picture of her boys opposite. 
 
    Josh and Adam, I think, but I have no idea which one is which.  
 
    They have her eyes, both in the shape and color, and one has the same tilt of her chin. They’re both good looking boys, so I can only assume Emmy’s ex was attractive.  
 
    She doesn’t talk about him at all, just that he’s gone and won’t be coming back. Seeing as I have my own ex-husband that I prefer not to discuss, I’ve never pushed her for more information.  
 
    I study the photo. Both boys have their arm around Emmy and the love between the three of them is apparent even in a picture.  
 
    It must be nice to be loved like that. Unconditionally; without question, without judgment. 
 
    It would be nice to love like that, to give all of me to someone, without holding anything back. 
 
    Where did that come from? 
 
    “Both of them are fast asleep.” I jump at Emmy’s voice.  
 
    “That’s good.” I push away from studying the photo. “Your turn. Time to get you tucked in before you fall asleep on another toilet.” 
 
    “Thank you for not saying I passed out,” she says ruefully. 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me. C’mon, you party animal.” I swing Emmy around by the hips and start to march her into the living room. “Bedtime.”  
 
    “But who’s going to tuck you in?” 
 
    It’s an innocent, playful question, but it stings, like if Emmy pinched me when I expect a hug. “I’m good,” I say coolly, prompting Emmy to turn back to me with wide eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it,” she cries.  
 
    “I’m not saying you did.” 
 
    “But—but... I’m sorry about the guy from the club.” Emmy hangs her head.  
 
    “I’m not,” I say truthfully. “He was nobody.” 
 
    “He might have been somebody.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not for me. He was just someone to pass the time. Now, time for me to play mother. Get into bed, and I’ll bring you some water.” 
 
    I find a glass, helping myself to a cool drink of water before I get one for her, and start down the short hallway just as a door opens. Instead of a pajama-clad Emmy, it’s a lanky teenager wearing a too-small T-shirt and boxer shorts. 
 
    “Who are you?” he croaks with wide eyes. 
 
    “Callie. Friend of your mom,” I say, walking towards him. “Which one are you?”  
 
    Callie, he mouths as his eyes glaze over.  
 
    “And you are?” I prompt and he gives himself a little shake. 
 
    “Adam.” 
 
    “Hi, Adam. Go on back to bed.” 
 
    He gestures to the glass in my hand, quite coherently for someone who just woke up. “Are you staying?” 
 
    I bite my tongue before saying something completely inappropriate. “Nope, I’ve got an Uber outside waiting for me. Just got to deliver this to your mom.” 
 
    “Is she drunk?” 
 
    “No,” I scoff. “Mothers don’t get drunk. She’s got a headache from all the loud music. I’d make sure to keep things down to a dull roar tomorrow, in case she still has it.”  
 
    “Okay.” I wonder what else I can get him to agree to tonight. Emmy definitely needs me in her life. This parenting thing sure is easy. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Adam. Now—night, night.”  
 
    He nods and keeps nodding as I move past him to the open door. Emmy is already lying on the bed. “Here’s your water. For your headache,” I add loudly as Emmy looks up at me. “I met Adam,” I whisper, jerking my thumb over my shoulder. “You okay?” 
 
    Emmy heaves a sigh and sits up. “Fine. Just embarrassed.” 
 
    “I’ve been there.” 
 
    “You’ve fallen asleep in the ladies’ room?” 
 
    “No, never.” I grin unapologetically. “But I’ve done lots of other stuff.” I set the glass on the night table. “If you’re okay, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “Thanks, Callie. You’re a good friend.” 
 
    “Funny, I was just thinking the same thing about you.” 
 
    Emmy lurches to her feet and throws her arms around me in a clumsy hug. I stiffen for a moment before hugging her back.  
 
    I don’t remember the last time someone hugged me. Someone who wasn’t touching me in a non-sexual manner, that is.  
 
    It feels... nice. 
 
    “Get to sleep,” I tell Emmy, patting her gently on the back. “I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    “The door locks when you close it,” Emmy says, sinking onto the bed as I back out of the room. I give her a salute and shut her bedroom door behind me. 
 
    All is quiet from the boys’ room, although I picture young Adam listening for my footsteps, maybe in the midst of some porn-influenced fantasy about an older woman come to seduce him. 
 
    I cannot think of seduction and Emmy’s boys in the same thought. Or about them and porn. That’s just… nasty. 
 
    Laughing quietly to myself, I give the picture in the hallway a wave as I open the door. And then my smile fades as I take another glance.  
 
    They look so happy. 
 
    They are happy. They’re a family who love each other. Support each other.  
 
    I always thought I’d have a family. 
 
    A husband, who would be both generous and fun in the bedroom, even when we’d been married forever. Kids—one of each? Definitely a girl so I could teach her to be tough and smart and sassy, and not take shit from any man.  
 
    I never thought I’d be rounding forty and still be alone. 
 
    The thought is so deep and dark that I let myself out of Emmy’s house in a bit of a stupor, roused only by the click of the door locking as I shut it.   
 
    It’s not until I’m halfway down the drive that I realize the Uber is no longer waiting for me.  
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    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walk home from Emmy’s.  
 
    It’s probably not the best idea, and I would have skinned any of my lady friends alive had they tried it, but calling for another Uber, or even a cab, seems more pathetic than walking the mile or so in the dark. 
 
    It’s not that dark. Both Emmy and I live in tolerable residential areas, houses with cars parked to the side and comfy lawn chairs on the front porches, joined by more streets quite acceptable for walking with bright lights and stop signs.  
 
    In the fifteen minutes I take to walk home, I don’t see another soul.  
 
    Which makes me feel even more alone. 
 
    I get like this sometimes, usually after too much time with happy couples, or a nasty breakup. Not that I’ve had one of those in a very long time. The last time I allowed a man close enough to hurt me was— 
 
    I am not thinking about Michael tonight. 
 
    The best thing to do to get out of this sad funk I’ve fallen into is crawl into bed with the cats for a cuddle and jump into a new, steamy read where hot sex happens on every other page, and love is available for all.  
 
    I can have all the sex I want, whenever I want it, but the love for all has always been the tough bit for me. 
 
    I wonder if taking that guy home tonight would have helped or made things worse. If he ended up like bathroom guy, I would have kicked myself before kicking him out.  
 
    Random hookups are getting old. 
 
    No. No, they’re not. Sex will always be fun and fantastic, and keeping it casual and straight-forward is much easier for extracting oneself from difficult, emotional attachments. 
 
    Strangers mean no difficult and emotional attachments. It’s better that way, at least for me. I might not have the family I thought I’d end up with, but I’m having lots of good sex. 
 
    And more than enough less-than-adequate sex.  
 
    I turn onto my street with a sigh of relief. Soon I’ll be able to pull off these awesomely-sexy-but-extremely-uncomfortable boots and get out of these oh-so-flattering pants with the tummy-tight panels and butt-munching backside. 
 
    Some days I wish I could run around in my cat onesie pajamas and fuzzy socks, but then no one would want to have sex with me.  
 
    Sometimes I wish I could spend the entire day with my cats—Olaf is a twenty-five-pound bundle of jealousy, Jafar, less moody and smaller, but still substantial—watching my collection of Walt Disney fairy tale movies.  
 
    It’s not something many people know about me. I have all the animated ones on DVD, and have started collecting the live action ones as well. I like nothing more than to come home after work or a night out for cookies and milk, and watching one of my movies, or some cheesy, fluffy Hallmark movie.  
 
    I love to watch people fall in love. Even when I’m sad and a little lonely, even when I’ve lost hope of finding Mr. Right for Me, there’s nothing better than watching true love unfold. 
 
    Unless it’s reading about it.   
 
    I’m almost half way up the walk when a car door shuts, sounding like a shot in the quiet night air. I don’t stop until I hear the shuffle of feet behind me, and then I whirl around, arm up, finger out like I’m pointing a gun.  
 
    “I suggest you stay where you are,” I call as the figure takes another step towards me. “I’ve got an awesome Taser in my pocket and it’s going to be very happy to see you.” 
 
    I don’t, but he doesn’t need to know that. In fact, I have no weapon save myself. And as a brown belt in karate, plus numerous self-defense courses, I know I can defend myself.  
 
    Because I have. If you mingle with as many men as I do, there’s bound to be a few bad apples in the barrel. 
 
    “Callie.”  
 
    All the air seems to leave my body in one swoop.  
 
    “It’s... it’s me.” 
 
    It’s only because I was thinking-not thinking of Michael that I think it’s his voice. I squint as he steps into the circle cast by my porch lights and then everything inside me goes haywire as I recognize his face.  
 
    It is Michael. Here. At my house. Waiting for me. 
 
    There’s a thrill of excitement deep in my belly, but a quick inhale wipes that out. “What are you doing here?” I ask, keeping my voice even and calm. Not showing that my stomach tucked into the belly panel pants is doing back flips because Michael is here.  
 
    “I need to see you.” This announcement doesn’t deserve a response as Michael steps closer and continues. “You’re out late.” 
 
    “And that’s your business because...?” He’s close enough for me to see the sheepish half-smile. “How long have you been waiting?” 
 
    “A while.” 
 
    “Why?”Either he can’t hear the iciness in my voice, or he’s choosing to ignore it. Knowing Michael, I say the latter. 
 
    I spent over two years working side-by-side with Michael at Hever Construction, falling more and more in love with him every day. But he had a girlfriend, and that has always been a line I don’t cross. I tried to forget him, using men, women, and everything else in between to distract myself from him. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    Until one magical morning at when the two of us were at work early and overheard the NSFW noises of a couple in the kitchen. They were not making coffee. 
 
    It was hot and sexy, and adding in the close proximity of Michael, I got extremely turned on. Not that it’s difficult for me to do, but I always have control of the situation. But then Michael told me things weren’t well with his girlfriend.  
 
    That was the spark I needed to start the flame. 
 
    Which was dosed the next day when Michael changed face and treated me like I didn’t exist. That what we did meant nothing to him. That he lied about things not being good with his girlfriend.  
 
    So I have first-hand knowledge of how good he is ignoring things.  
 
    “Why?” Michael echoes. “You can’t forget that you mean a lot to me, Callie.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I doubt that.” I step back, careful not to get to close. Not because I’m afraid of him, but because I remember his scent, the mix of heady cologne, hair product and his own personal man smell that had been like a drug to me.  
 
    Plus, I don’t want him close enough to smell me, because I have a feeling, with the dancing, and the drinking, and the guy in the bathroom, it’s not the best scent.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting in my car for—” he begins. 
 
    “Did I ask you to do that?” I demand, unable to keep the edge from my voice. “Once again, I find myself asking, why? Why are you here, and in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Callie...” 
 
    “Michael.” This time, he sees something in my face to make him step back. “It’s been months. And even before that, there were weeks when you wouldn’t even look at me. So don’t give me this sob story about missing me because you had your shot, and you blew it. And not on me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Bullshit. But it doesn’t matter. You decided to stay in a really strange relationship instead of taking a chance with me, and that’s on you. I’m over it.” I toss my hair for emphasis. “Are you going to tell me it’s complicated again?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have said that because it brings back a whole bunch of memories, none of them good.  
 
    “It’s...complicated.” Michael stands before me in the kitchen of Hever but won’t even look me in the eye. After fucking me the way he did, I deserve that. And more.  
 
    “Complicated. Of course, it is. That’s what happens when you screw around on your girlfriend, something that I frown on.” How could Michael have forgotten that? All of our flirtations, all of the fun banter had been tinged with I don’t cheat brush. I will not be the other woman. “More than frown on,” I continued. “In fact, it’s been years since I’ve made the mistake of being with a man with a significant other. It’s a deal breaker for me, Michael. Always has been. But if I recall correctly, you said things were over with your girlfriend.” 
 
    “I said things weren’t good,” Michael muttered. He looked like he would prefer to be having this discussion in private, but I wasn’t giving him the option, so we were doing this right in the kitchen at work with Jason awkwardly making tea beside us.  
 
    “Implying that you wouldn’t be together much longer, is that right? When I’m kicking myself for doing something stupid, I like to know exactly what I’ve done.” 
 
    “It wasn’t stupid.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Oh, no? Sure feels stupid.” 
 
    “Callie... I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Again, just to make sure—what exactly are you sorry about? Lying to me? Fucking me? Fucking me like it meant something?” 
 
    “I’m not sorry about that.” 
 
    “But lying to me? Are you sorry about that? Or was that not a lie, and you really broke up with her but still don’t want me.” Those words should not have left my mouth. That makes me look weak, like I care, and I don’t. I didn’t. Not anymore. 
 
    Maybe a little. 
 
    “It wasn’t a lie, not really. Things had been bad with Liana and I didn’t know how much longer I wanted to be with her, but then after you and I...” he swallows audibly, and I feel a surge of hope that he really does care about me. “After what happened, things got better with us, and I thought I’d give it another try.” 
 
    “Another try,” I echoed. “Did you tell her about it?” 
 
    “I did.” It’s the first time Michael met my gaze during this conversation. His eyes are purple shadowed, tired. I wonder what really goes on between him and his mystery girlfriend. 
 
    “What’d she say?” I shrugged. “Just curious.” 
 
    “She agreed to marry me.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t hide the shock on my face, the sudden lurch in my stomach like Michael kicked me. 
 
    It would have hurt less if he had kicked me. 
 
    Pushing the memory down deep, I head for the door even though seeing him hits me like an arrow in the heart. Am I truly over him? Since Michael, there’s only been one man who stuck with me more than a night, and he left me without a word. 
 
    Two good reasons why casual sex is best.  
 
    “Why don’t you go back to your girlfriend?” I ask instead of answering. “I’m sure there’s a paddle with your name on it for straying over here tonight.” It’s a shot in the dark, brought on by a few BDSM books I’ve read. It took me a while to accept it, but I think Michael is a submissive. Whatever goes on in his relationship, he is not the boss.  
 
    Which means he’s not the type of man who would ever fight for me. I have to remember that.  
 
    “She doesn’t mind.” 
 
    Something in his voice stops me as my hand hovers over the door knob. “Did she send you?”A glance over my shoulder tells me the truth. “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately.” 
 
    “Yay for you. Can she read your mind now?” 
 
    “I told her about you. And Liana is... intrigued.” 
 
    I laugh. “By me?” Michael doesn’t answer. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “She says you sound fascinating.” 
 
    “I am fascinating, but not for her. Or you. I guess it’s better than her playing mind games with you because she’s jealous.” 
 
    “She’s not jealous... not anymore.” 
 
    “That’s because there’s nothing for her to be jealous of. There’s nothing between us—you made that crystal clear.” A note of bitterness creeps into my voice, and I force a laugh. “Go home, Michael. It’s late, and I’m tired. I’m going to bed—by myself. Just in case you had any thoughts on the matter.” 
 
    “Liana would like to meet you,” Michael’s voice is robot-polite, like a droid passing on a master’s message. It gives me the creeps.  
 
    “What on earth for?” But the expression on Michael’s face—“No. No way.” I laugh again, this time loud and long enough for me to bend over. “She sent you to collect me, like some shiny prize? That’s awesome. That’s a first. So, what do you get?” 
 
    “She said she’d marry me.” 
 
    That stops my laughter and I stare at Michael, seeing all the love and hope I felt for him drift away like a puff of cigarette smoke. There’s a part of me—the lady bits part of me that left the club unsatisfied and more than a little lonely—that is intrigued, and maybe a little bit flattered. I’ve been with women before, and a woman and a man, but never a dominant female.  
 
    An image of cable ties and a cat-o’-nine-tails flit through my mind. Of being held down and teased until I beg for release. Of Michael, his head between my legs, of him thrusting inside me, hard and fast, calling out my name when he comes. 
 
    BDSM has never been a fantasy of mine, but neither has a lot of stuff I’ve done. Would it be worth it for one night? To give Michael something he’s always wanted? To give me a night of satisfaction, because while it’s not something I’ve thought of, I know it would be good.  
 
    I stare at Michael, and he smiles, hopefully, encouragingly... knowing that he’s offered something I want.  
 
    “Fuck that,” I say, and unlock my door, leaving Michael outside.  
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    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, I stay in my cat onesie and fuzzy socks until six o’clock when I force myself to get dressed to meet my best friend, Brienne.   
 
    Brienne and I have known each other from the early days of Hever Construction, which used to be a hotbed of impropriety. There were interludes, rendezvous, liaisons between the employees before work, after work, and during office hours. I called the hookups “office plays” and readily admit that I made full use of the casual workplace atmosphere. I had my favourite work colleagues, knew the most discrete spots, and never grew bored during slow Wednesday afternoons.   
 
    Somehow Brienne and I found each other amid the depravity. She worked in accounting and was seriously hung up on her douche of a boss. I was part of the engineering department and hung up on Michael.  
 
    Together, we make quite the team, and I’ve led Brienne into many adventures.  
 
    But none more frightening for her than falling in love with Cooper.  
 
    I think they’re great together as long as she stops trying to sabotage her own happiness and lets Cooper, who is absolutely crazy for her, take the lead.  
 
    They also know Michael, which is why I start with his late night visit as soon as we have drinks in front of us on the chipped table at the pub.  
 
    “I don’t understand why he came to fetch you,” Cooper asks, his brow furrowed, hand gripping his pint of IPA. “If he wanted sex, why didn’t he come into your house? Or at least ask you?” 
 
    “He wanted to bring me home to his girlfriend,” I explain. 
 
    “But... why? Wouldn’t she be upset?” It takes two minutes of both me and Brienne staring at him until he understands. “Oh! Really? He wanted the two of you? At the same time?” 
 
    “My takeaway was that she wanted the two of you?” Brienne asks hesitantly, and I nod vigorously. 
 
    “Really,” Cooper repeats. “I never thought that Michael—” 
 
    “I think they have an unusual relationship.” Brienne looks at me for clarification, even though I told her every detail.  
 
    Well, almost every detail. 
 
    Who am I kidding? I told her everything, just like she told me every little thing about her kinky tryst with her then-boss, Ian, last year. We share things. That’s what we do. 
 
    And if she ever asks if I want to share Cooper... 
 
    I swipe that thought from my mind like I’m on Tinder. Cooper belongs to Brienne and if she got any thought of the three of us in her head, I’d— 
 
    Who am I kidding? I’d go along with it. It’s not like it’d be the first time we were in the same room having sex. But we’ve never had sex together. 
 
    “Another weird Hever relationship,” I say with a grin. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Everyone who coupled up did not have a “normal” relationship.” I use my fingers as quotations in case I offend his delicate sensibilities. Technically, he and Brienne didn’t get together until after the company was bought and management changed, so they don’t count.  
 
    “There was a lot of kinky stuff that went on before you got there,” I add to Cooper. “Fun, but some would definitely call it kinky.” 
 
    He turned to Brienne. “Did you get into any of this kinky business?” From the excited light in his eyes, I don’t think he’d mind hearing about it one little bit. 
 
    Brienne glances at me with a nervous gleam. “I told you about Ian,” she begins, then heaves a relieved sigh when Cooper nods. 
 
    “That’s right, the ass-man. Not that he particularly liked your ass, just asses in general—I guess he did, didn’t he?” 
 
    I’m not sure which one of them blush more during this conversation. This is why they’re perfect for each other. There’s a lot of passion and potential for adventure across the table from me, but neither of them are all that comfortable talking about it.  
 
    As long as their sex life is a good one—which Brienne says it is—my work is done.   
 
    My work teaching them that sex doesn’t end with the missionary position, that is.  
 
    “Let’s not talk about Ian, or my ass... or even Hever.” Brienne does a frenzied version of jazz hands. “I want to hear about how Michael wants her back and what you said to him. You did say something to him, didn’t you? Something Callie-ish?” 
 
    “You don’t think I went back for a cozy threesome?” I shake my head ruefully. “If there’s spanking to be had, I’m going to be the one doing the spanking.” 
 
    “Spank... oh.” Cooper looks everywhere but at me and I have to laugh. 
 
    Brienne ignores Cooper’s embarrassment. “So whatever there was between the two of you is gone?”  
 
    I asked myself the same question last night when Michael stood before me, and again after I shut the door in his face, locked it, and leaned against it with sudden tears pooling in my eyes.  
 
    And then asked again as I lay in bed, alone, save for the purring of my cats.  
 
    “It’s gone.” I wish I can say it with my usual confidence and insouciance, but it comes out in a quiet sort of voice. I try again. “No more me and Michael. Not that we ever were a me and Michael.” 
 
    “At least you know why it didn’t work.” Brienne offers a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “Yeah, if he was in the middle of something messy,” Cooper adds. “But look at you—you could have fought for him. If you wanted to.” 
 
    I smile archly at Cooper. “I don’t fight for anyone. They fight for me.”  
 
    The only problem with that way of thinking is that it had been a long, long time since someone fought for me.  
 
    There may not have been many I wanted to fight for me but a few attempts might have been nice. 
 
    “Besides,” I continue, because Brienne knows my past as well as I do, and I don’t need another sympathetic smile. “It would have never worked out. Looking back, Michael was too much like my ex-husband.” 
 
    Cooper practically spits out a mouthful of beer. “Your ex-what?” 
 
    Brienne gives him a knowing smile. “Once upon a time, Callie was married.” 
 
    “News to me.” 
 
    “I don’t spread it around. It was a brief, brief period of my life that’s better left forgotten.” 
 
    “So what happened? I mean, not why you broke up, because that’s not any of my business, but you got married. I’ve always thought you were anti-marriage.” 
 
    “Divorce will make anyone anti-marriage. Or maybe it was just divorcing Dylan. He was...” I look to Brienne to find the right words, even though Brienne never met him. I wouldn’t want to introduce him to anyone because I was a different person when I was with him—young, idealistic, believer in true love. 
 
    I know love is real and can happen, but I’ve long lost hope in it happening to me.  
 
    “Not the best for me,” I finish. “We were young, selfish —both of us—we weren’t ready for such a commitment. It would have been better if we’d just met every once in a while and screwed each other’s brains out. We were good at sex.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Cooper mutters, so I know he’s thinking of me screwing my brains out. He may be in love with my best friend, but men who can look at me and not think about sex are few and far between. 
 
    Dylan said that to me years ago, giving it as a reason why he never got jealous of my flirting with other men, which I did a lot. He also did a lot of screwing around, so apparently he had a problem looking at other women and thinking about sex as well.  
 
    “But we weren’t good at marriage,” I finish. “Or maybe it was just me.” 
 
    “Maybe you haven’t met the right person,” Cooper says gently. He reaches for Brienne’s hand. The move both warms my heart and gives my eyes the prickles. 
 
    Being alone is my choice, so why is the sight of the two of them giving me the weepies? 
 
    “It’s because he’s not out there,” I say firmly, even though every part of me silently protests. 
 
    I know he’s out there, because I met him. And it’s not Michael, or my ex husband. It’s someone I met, spent an incredible morning with, and then left me.  
 
    Marcus didn’t want me, so there’s no point believing anymore.   
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    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I should have known talking about Dylan would jinx things. Because a few nights after I meet Brienne and Cooper, almost a week after Michael showed up on my doorstep, it’s time for the next unwanted guest. 
 
    It’s like I magic-ed him onto my doorstep, which would be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. And I’ve done a lot of stupid things.   
 
    It’s been a long day, a long week, and all I wanted to do was come home, change into my pajamas and ignore the world. But instead I’m unpacking my lunch bag, still wearing my work clothes when the door bell rings.  
 
    Olaf looks up at me with the expression of Aren’t you going to get that? 
 
    “It’s no one,” I say. But the ringing continues, as does my bad feeling. No one could be that persistent.  
 
    And then the banging begins. 
 
    “I know you’re in there, Callie,” my ex-husband calls through the locked door. “I can hear those cats running around.” 
 
    Jafar freezes mid-step, like bad-Elsa got to him.  
 
    I should just leave Dylan outside. 
 
    After we split up, Dylan used to show up every couple of months. It didn’t help with getting over him, but over the years, I’ve managed to close my heart and kick him out of that space that he’s rented out since we were kids.  
 
    He was the first boy I’d ever loved.  
 
    I haven’t seen him in a couple of years. And while on lonely nights, I might scroll Facebook looking for details on his life, but for the most part I don’t think much about him.  
 
    Except when I happen to share the news that I’m divorced; then everything comes back in a flurry and faces and voices and tears and anger.  
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, my feet move towards the door. I don’t even bother to cheek through the peephole. I know my ex-husband is on the other side with a big smile and an even bigger... 
 
    “Dylan.” I hold the door open and hope my expression will act as a deterrent to come in. Because I know what’s going to happen. 
 
    It always happens.  
 
    And while yes, the lady bits are in a flurry of excitement over Dylan’s big smile and the potential of meeting with his big cock, I don’t know if my heart can take another go-around tonight.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask in a tired voice. 
 
    “Don’t you have a hug for your favourite person in the world?” My stomach tightens as he holds out his arms, and I sink into them reluctantly.  
 
    Dylan is a big man—at least six feet, five inches, and even though when his wrestling career ended some of his muscles turned soft, he’s still the only man I’ve been with who has made me feel small. Delicate. My height and abundance of curves has never turned off men, but they’ve never turned on anyone quite like they do for Dylan. 
 
    Even after sixteen years, Dylan can still push the buttons on my lady parts. The sight of him, the smell of him, just does something to me,  
 
    And don’t get me started about his touch.  
 
    It’s like I forget myself when I’m with him.  
 
    “Oh, Callie.” His voice curls the edges of my stomach in a good way. But I know if he keeps talking, that good way will fray and dissolve like paper burning. Dylan knows this and likes to keep his mouth otherwise occupied. 
 
    Like caressing my neck, his lips softly grazing just enough that my head tilts, whether or not I want it to. He’s grown a beard, ragged and unkempt, and it bristles against my skin.   
 
    “I missed you.” His hands are on my hips, my waist and moving north, and he’s only just stepped inside the house. 
 
    I pull away with difficulty. “I’m tired of men telling me they miss me.” 
 
    “What other man? He doesn’t have anything on me.” 
 
    This time, I bring up my hands to push him away, fighting the urge to rub my hands along his chest, along the still-defined muscles and tattoos, over Callista, inked in the middle of a heart, over his own heart. “And you don’t have anything on me anymore.” 
 
    “Callie.” Dylan stoops to wiggle his fingers at a traitorous Olaf, who winds through his legs like a lover. “I’m not feeling the love.” He picks up the cat and Olaf’s purr fills the room.  
 
    “Looks like you’re not feeling anything but my cat.” I watch my ex husband settle on the couch, Olaf’s back arching towards him with every stroke like I used to. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You. Like always.” 
 
    “Like always, there’s got to be something else. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Because I wanted a roll in the hay with my favourite lady?” He smiles eagerly. 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Thinking my response is a sign of encouragement, Dylan jumps to his feet, forgetting about my cat. “I didn’t mean that,” I say, backing away with my hands up. “Just that it’s nice when you’re upfront about what you came here for.” 
 
    My hands don’t stop him, maybe because they aren’t trying hard enough. I know Dylan, and if I truly said no, he would back off. But unfortunately, both of us know my nos never meant much when it comes to him.  
 
    “I came for you, like I always do,” Dylan says, his voice deep and husky and doing things to my insides. “Jeez, Cal, you look good enough to eat.” He manages to get close enough again for his hands to slide around my waist, his mouth against my ear. “Want me to?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    And it’s not just because it’s been twenty-seven days since I’ve last had a proper fuck. Almost a month. 
 
    I’m not happy about that, but it’s not the only reason I’m ready to fall in his arms.  
 
    Would it be so bad to let Dylan have what he wants? Who would it hurt? Not me—the problem with Dylan had never been in the bedroom... or in the shower... or on the kitchen table. Sex had always been one of the few things we had in common.  
 
    Why am I protesting? The guy at the club doesn’t count—and I have been reading a lot of books lately. The lady parts would love a roll in the hay. 
 
    I wait too long because Dylan takes my silence for a yes, and busies himself with the button on my pants. “Not here,” I murmur. “Not in front of the cats.” 
 
    He slides his hand inside my pants and a shiver runs through me as he dives deep. “This is the only pussy I worry about,” he mutters as he cups me, a solo finger stroking my cleft. “My sweet, soft, Callie pussy.” 
 
    “Dylan...” I murmur. It’s not a protest, but not quite an encouragement; more like a sigh of resignation that once again I find myself back under his spell. 
 
    I’m not sure what makes it so magical, though.  
 
    Dylan’s finger slides into my wetness like smoke circles a fire, slowly and carefully thrusting. His other hand finds my breast and works like a man possessed to peel the material away from bare skin. “Callie,” he says, his mouth hovering over a nipple, his breath pebbling it to a rock hard peak. “You’re everything.” 
 
    And I believe him, at least for the moment.  
 
    As he explores my slick wetness with a lazy finger, I press myself against his hand. “I love that you’re always ready for me,” he husks. No matter how angry or frustrated I am with Dylan—or that I haven’t seen him in almost three years—I still want him.  
 
    His lips tease my nipple, licking and biting and sucking until I curve my hand around his head to hold him. Noises escape my throat—whimpering, mewling, a keening sort of sound as his beard scraps the fullness of my breast. I’ve never been a quiet one. 
 
    His hand down my pants isn’t helping.  
 
    “I thought... ooh,” I groan as his finger slicks over my nub and comes back to circle. My hips demand more, thrusting eagerly forward. “I thought you said... something about a snack.”  
 
    Dylan nips the side of my breast with playful teeth. “Always so demanding.” 
 
    “I thought... holy shit, that feels good... I thought you liked that about me.” Even caught up by his fingers and mouth, I know enough not to use the word love.  
 
    “I like everything about you.” With his hand still down my pants, his finger still making me shiver, Dylan leads me over to the chair and stops what he’s doing, only to peel my pants down with both hands. My lacy underwear follows before he lowers himself to the floor with his back resting against the chair. With both hands kneading my ass, he pulls me forward. “You want my mouth?” he whispers, blowing against my mound. 
 
    “Dylan,” I warn. “Don’t fuck around.” 
 
    “I only want to fuck you,” he says, dropping open-mouth kisses along my inner thigh. “I want to fuck you in every way possible, and then I want to do it all again.” He opens me with his thumbs, holding me frozen with anticipation.  
 
    “Please,” I breathe, praying he doesn’t hear me.  
 
    With years of practice under his belt, Dylan soothes me with his tongue, running the length of my cleft again and again, until he grabs my ass with hungry hands and pulls me down onto his mouth.  
 
    Tongue... little nips of teeth... lips demanding... 
 
    He devours me like I’m the only thing he’s eaten in weeks, big hands holding me still as his tongue finds the spot, laving my clit until the living room fills with the sound of it, along with my desperate moans.   
 
    This is why I can’t resist. This is why, whatever reason he’s here, I give in. Because I know he’ll make me feel good, that it will be good, that it is good...  
 
    When he tips his head back against the seat, I straddle his shoulders, kneeling on the chair so my pussy hovers above his eager mouth. And then he pulls my hips down, and his tongue—oh, his tongue... 
 
    And his lips... 
 
    Even his fingers join the fun, thrusting inside me as he sucks my clit, and I cry out loud enough to send the cats running from the room. Like Dylan, I don’t care about them right now; I only care about the sensations he’s awoken. It’s been so long since a man knew exactly what I wanted, what I needed, and Dylan... 
 
    …he knows. 
 
    I clutch the back of the chair as coils of pleasure spring forth inside me. My legs tremble, my hips thrusting involuntarily against his eager mouth.  
 
    “Please, please, pleaseplease,” I chant between breathless cries. “It’s so good, so…always… Dylan…please!” At the last cry, my body jerks, sensations spiraling through me as his mouth pulls me over. 
 
    It feels like I’m falling from a great height, dropping bonelessly into an abyss. 
 
    Is this what love feels like?   
 
    There’s no need to answer that as I climb off and find Dylan’s thick and heavy cock waiting for me. 
 
    Somehow there’s a condom that I roll on; somehow I kneel on the floor, straddling his thick thighs and lower myself down; at first teasing him with the tip and finally sinking down onto him. 
 
    He fits just right. He always has.  
 
    “I missed this,” Dylan says in a husky voice, thrusting up hard enough to make me gasp. 
 
    “I know.” I begin to move at my own pace, trying to settle my muddled thoughts.  
 
    He leaves back against the chair with a satisfied grin, watching me ride his cock. “You missed me too.”  
 
    I tilt my pelvis just so and drive down as a spasm of pleasure crosses his face. “I don’t want to talk right now.” 
 
    He thrusts upward again, breaking my rhythm. “But you missed me. Admit it.” 
 
    “No,” I gasp, moving faster along his shaft. “I want to fuck you, so we can do that. Or you can leave.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to leave.” Dylan’s fingers find my nub, rubbing in circles that catch my breath with a low moan.  
 
    He’s so good at this. It’s been so long since a man knew what I wanted without detailed instructions.  
 
    Dylan snakes an arm around my waist, guiding me with a hand on my back. I don’t need to be guided. I take what I want and right now I’m taking all of him.  
 
    I grip his shoulders and ride him; up and down, again and again, faster and faster as a second orgasm threatens. 
 
    “Come for me, Callie, baby,” Dylan husks. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” I gasp. “I can do this… oh, god… myself.” 
 
    “I like to help.”  
 
    His fingers are frantic and I reach for the release, reach for it with both hands. “You’re not helping. You’re... oh, please... there... don’t stop...” 
 
    “Sure you didn’t miss me?” 
 
    I press my fist against his laughing mouth as I push myself against his hand, riding him hard and deep and— 
 
    I come with a loud cry, my back arching, curving in, my hips slowing as the sensations take over my body.  
 
    “Wait one sec,” Dylan commands, thrusting up into me. 
 
    “Come for me, baby,” I mock, and he does, with a low, drawn-out groan. 
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    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    It must be a record for me.  
 
    Not ten minutes after I open the door for Dylan, I’ve already had my fill of him. 
 
    For now.  
 
    Climbing off a man is never graceful, especially if it’s Dylan, with his hands full of my breasts. “Let go,” I finally say with a smile. It’s times like this that I wonder why it couldn’t have worked with us.  
 
    Dylan is a good man; sexy as hell and great in bed. Plus, he loves me. 
 
    He fits into my life, even if he’s a little too tall to fit comfortably into my bed. I remember sleeping beside him, him draped over me like a favourite blanket, legs entwined, hands full of my curves, even in the middle of the night. 
 
    I remember waking up to wandering fingers, how easy it had been to fall back asleep after he finished with me.  
 
    Dylan, still lounging on the floor, stretches his arm up with a satisfied smile. “It’s so nice to be with a woman who likes sex as much as a man.” 
 
    “There are a few of us in the world.” I stoop to pick up my pants, still with underwear tangled inside, which gives Dylan a prime view of my bare ass. It’s nice to have a man desperate to get me naked, but Dylan has never had much respect for my clothes.   
 
    “There’s only one Callie,” he says in a sleepy voice. 
 
    “That there is.” Is he going to want to spend the night? Do I want to let him? It’s the after that I get confused about, that and the during. The man is a miracle with his fingers... and his mouth... not to mention his cock. 
 
    Maybe a sleep over would be a good idea.  
 
    “I never remember why it never worked out with us.” As I pull up my pants, I glance over my shoulder to see Dylan studying me with a gleam in his eye—one that might be seen as affectionate and loving, if you didn’t know Dylan as much as I do.  
 
    My heart sinks. There’s not going to be a sleep over. “It could have had something about your gambling habit.” 
 
    “Callie... how many times have I told you it’s not a habit. I like the excitement is all. You know all about wanting a little excitement in your life.” 
 
    And there it is.  
 
    I turn away with a frustrated expression. Why does it always have to be about him? Why can’t Dylan ever have a good reason to push his way back into my life? He could be in the neighbourhood, going through a dating drought, or the best—he could actually miss me for once. “Having sex and losing all of your money are very different things,” I say in a cool voice. 
 
    He must miss my tone because the grin tells me he thinks he’s got me wrapped around his finger again. “Nothing compares to sex with my Callie. The way you begged for it—” 
 
    I might have been completely willing, but now that’s it’s over, I don’t want to be reminded of it. “I don’t remember begging.” 
 
    “No? Maybe you didn’t hear yourself with all the moaning.” 
 
    “I am quite vocal when I’m enjoying myself.” 
 
    “I love that about you.” 
 
    “I’m also quite vocal when it coming to telling you that you’re full of shit.” 
 
    “Callie!” He’s going for the hurt, offended face. The little boy pout—how can you think that of me? 
 
    I can think it because I know it’s the truth. I’ve seen the hurt expressions, been the recipient of the angry, you owe me talk; heard all the lies and excuses and promises to do better. 
 
    I’ve never once, in all the twenty years I’ve known Dylan, heard the words, I’ve given up gambling. And until I do, Dylan doesn’t have a hope of hell of getting back into my life, no matter how much I want his cock.  
 
    Leaving him on the floor, magnificent member now flaccid and drooping, I head to my bedroom, where there will be no sleepover tonight or anytime soon. Because I know Dylan.   
 
    Because of him, after he cleaned out my bank account about seven years ago, I always keep money in the house.  
 
    He doesn’t know this, or how much, and it’s going to stay that way. 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask how much you owe this time.” Standing over him, I force myself to look at the limp cock hanging outside his cargo pants. “This is all I’m willing to give you.” I drop the wad of fifties and twenties, letting the bills drift onto his lap. “It’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    “Callie...” 
 
    “Dylan. I’m done. I’m not bailing you out again.” 
 
    He eagerly picks up the money, stuffing it into his pocket without even counting it. “No, I promise, it’s the last time.” 
 
    “Have you stopped?” I demand. 
 
    “It’s not a problem.” Only now that there’s no more option for playtime, does he adjust and put the cock away, scrambling to his feet with the grace of a bear crawling out of a cave after a winter’s hibernation.  
 
    “Have you stopped?” I raise my voice loud enough to scare the cats had they been in the room. Loud enough for me to feel sick to my stomach. Dylan may tower over me and have the strength to sweep me into his arms, and might have won countless wrestling matches as the Devilish Dynamo, but even at his most arrogant, he knows he’s no match for a pissed-off Callie.  
 
    “Callie... I love you. I’ll always love you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. It no longer interests me. I know I’ve said it before, Dylan, but that’s it. I’m done.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that. You know we’ve got something special together.” 
 
    “I’m tired of being your personal banker. I mean it. I’m done.” 
 
    “Until you’re in the mood and I’m around with a thick cock ready to fuck you. I know it’s not easy for you to find one of those. You’re not the perfect woman, Callie, even though you think you are.” 
 
    His switch to mean is quicker these days. Usually, it takes a little more time to change gears once the sweet and flirty wooing stops working.  
 
    “Contrary to what you might think of me, I don’t have any problems finding a thick cock to play with—one or more, or even a sweet pussy.” That’s a fun little dig, since Dylan has always begged to see me with another woman. “And contrary to what you might think, you’re not all that good, Dylan. In fact, you might not even be in my top ten. So take the money and tuck it away with your surprisingly limp cock, and go. Just go.” 
 
    “Don’t think you can come back, begging for another round, because it’s not going to happen,” he says. 
 
    “Oh, I know it’s not going to happen. Just like I know I’m never going to pay off your debts again.” 
 
    He must hear the finality in my voice, because he tries another tactic. “Callie,” he wheedles, but enough is enough.  
 
    I raise a hand. “No. Just go.” 
 
    It takes a few minutes for him to get to the door, but the silence builds until he opens it. “Dylan?” The expression of hope and expectation twists my heart like an old dishrag. “Don’t come back.” 
 
    After I lock the door after him, waiting at least five minutes after his drives off, I sink onto the floor where we made love for the last time, and I let the tears fall.    
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    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the next book club meeting, I don’t tell the others about my latest exploits. 
 
    Because I’m embarrassed about it. And even though I can cover that up, and make it a good a story as anything we read, I know I shouldn’t have let Dylan in the house.  
 
    As I arrive at Gemma’s, my ereader with the latest selection in my hand, I promise myself it’s the last time. And that no one will ever know what I let Dylan turn me into. 
 
    I’m not that person any longer.  
 
    I’m a book club person now.  
 
    I never thought of myself as person who joined book clubs; I love to read, but my favourite authors rarely make Oprah or Reese’s list—with the exception of that little book about shades of gray—and no one can call them literary fiction/book club reads.  
 
    But when my sister-in-law Nia told me about the uproar in her old book club, about how they walked out after being forced to discuss Moby Dick, and how romance was seen as subpar, I thought her new club might be right up my alley. 
 
    I’ve never read Moby Dick, nor do I have any intention. Whales aren’t my thing, but books about dicks… well, that’s another story. 
 
    Hence, me becoming a card-carrying member of the Fantasies Book Club. They’re a good group and now that I’ve gotten to know them better, I know there’s more to each of them than meets the eye.  
 
    Emmy has a past, and if that smoldering glance from the sexy bouncer at the club the other night has any say in the matter, might soon have a future with him. 
 
    Malcolm takes everything in and is clearly using being the only male to learn what he can about women. Which is fine, because he’s a good guy—nothing sleazy about him. And I hope Nia picks up enough from all of us to come out of her shell. There’s a spicy meatball underneath the turtlenecks and buttoned-downs and it is long past time that woman has some fun.  
 
    And Gemma—    
 
    “I had sex with a man in the library,” Gemma blurts out not long after we’re settled at her place, wine in hand, ereaders on laps.  
 
    Beside me, Malcolm stills with a cheese laden cracker halfway to his mouth, clearly trying to comprehend what Gemma just said.  
 
    “You did what?” Nia leans forward, almost spilling her wine. Malcolm tips her glass upright, before finishing his cracker. 
 
    “In the library?” First the stranger from the nightclub, and now this? I like to think the steamy books we read have had some influence on Gemma. Sure, she might have dipped a toe into the swinger lifestyle, and she and Jasper might be trying the open marriage while he’s away, but Gemma is still an innocent at heart. A babe-in-the-woods. A virgin—definitely not that now. I gesture for her to continue. “Do tell.” 
 
    “It was when I was volunteering. Someone always checks the computer pods in case people need help... or if they’re watching something they shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “Like what?” Nia asks.  
 
    And here’s another babe-in-the-woods.  
 
    C’mon, Nia, I say in my head. You were married to my brother for nine years, so you’ve got to know a thing or two about secretly watching porn.  
 
    “What would they watch in the library?” Nia wants to know. 
 
    “Porn,” Malcolm says matter-of-factly.  
 
    “I found someone upstairs at the computer and we started talking,” Gemma continues. 
 
    I don’t bother and try to hide my smile. “Must have done more than just talking.”  
 
    “Who was he?” Nia demands. 
 
    That’s not the right question, Nia. How was it might be a better one? Or—how did you get from watching porn to have sex in a public place? And, more importantly, did you get caught? 
 
    I think Gemma might have led with that one, had it happened. 
 
    Gemma’s cheeks are a bright red, but she seems to have regulated her breathing from the nervous panting she started with. “He was nice. We talked about—I don’t even remember what he said. But one thing led to another and his hand was on my leg.” 
 
    “And you just went at it right there?” I want to know, because that’s a big jump, even for me. Hand on leg leads to hand between legs, but still—hand is no cock. 
 
    “No,” Gemma corrects. “Not there. And not... right away.” 
 
    “Are we getting details?”  
 
    “I don’t know if I can.” She flushes again, with gaze firmly set on her empty glass.  
 
    “I think you better.” Nia frowns. “You started us down this road and you better not leave us hanging.”  
 
    I almost laugh at how Nia uses her Mom voice, but it seems to do the trick for Gemma. 
 
    “We talked about watching... p-porn,” she begins. “I told him people come in to use the computers, and he asked if I did that...” 
 
    “And you said...” I prompt. 
 
    “Once,” she confesses in a low voice. “And he wanted to know if it excited me.” 
 
    Nia shifts in her chair. “This is kind of exciting me,” she says with a rueful laugh.   
 
    “And then he touched my leg.” Gemma places her hand just above her knee. “Here. And his thumb...” 
 
    Emmy leans forward, her first outward reaction to this news. 
 
    I heave a sigh. “I think I need to spend more time in the library.” 
 
    “He said something about the quiet ones finding themselves,” Gemma says, her voice low. “How he liked to watch them. When they protest a bit and end up begging at the end. I don’t remember everything.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you remembered your own name,” Emmy says, the awe evident in her voice.  
 
    “I told him I should go back to work and he sort of laughed and said something about protesting, and I said I wasn’t going to beg. I didn’t exactly say that, but I implied I wasn’t. He said he could make me beg.” 
 
    This might be better than a book.  
 
    “I asked how he would make me beg,” she continues in a low voice. 
 
    We’re definitely not going back to talking about the book, even with the super-sexy ménage scene in His, Hers and My Concubine.  
 
    “He used his fingers,” Gemma says, dropping her head so she won’t look us in the eye. 
 
    Nia swallows audibly. “Right there, where anyone could see you?” 
 
    “There wasn’t anyone there,” Gemma says quickly. 
 
    “What if there was? What if someone found you like that and they... what if they wanted to join in?” My pulse quickens with the thought of real-life Gemma meeting the fictional scene in the book with Pedro and Miquel, and the slave girl Angelique...  
 
    “I wouldn’t.” Gemma’s reply is quick. “I... couldn’t. I’ve never. I mean...” 
 
    “You’ve never done a lot of things,” Malcolm points out. “And now you have.” 
 
    “Is that it?” I demand, and Gemma turns with surprise at my harsh tone. “Is that all that happened?”  
 
    “We went into the stacks,” she whispers. “The book shelves. And we...”  
 
    “Holy shit! You did it right there? Just like that?” I shake my head. “I haven’t even tried the library.” 
 
    Gemma draws in a shaky breath. “It’s not something I’m proud of.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nia demands. “This was the whole idea of this book club—to get us talking about sex. To get us so comfortable talking about it that we’ll do it more. At least that’s my plan.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” Malcolm agrees. 
 
    “We need to come out of our shells,” Nia continues. “I need to stop hearing my ex’s voice in my head telling me to do more than lie there, telling me he doesn’t find me sexy anymore. I want to feel sexy again, and I think this is how to do it. I want to be so confident about sex that the next time I have it, I’m going to wow them, and every other person I’ve had sex with be damned.” 
 
    I lift my glass in a salute to Nia. I knew the sexy beast was in there, just ready for the cage to be unlocked. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
    “I thought it was just me who heard my ex’s voice,” Malcolm admits in a strangled voice. “I grew up thinking it was easy to satisfy a woman, but I couldn’t do it for Maya.” 
 
    “Maybe that was her fault,” Gemma says.  
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Nia demands, staring at Gemma like she has two heads. 
 
    Not only is quiet, sweet, virginal Gemma hooking up in Callie-fashion, but she’s giving opinions on events in the bedroom.  
 
    I bet every one of my Disney collection that neither would have happened before book club got to her. I give myself a pat on the back.   
 
    “All it took was some strange guy watching sharks.” I laugh. “You know that I’m going to be hanging out there more. Why doesn’t this stuff ever happen to me?” Four heads swivel to stare at me. “Okay, well, sometimes it happens to me,” I admit with a smug smile. 
 
    “You picked up the guy at the coffee shop last week,” Emmy points out. 
 
    “You got three numbers when we went to the club,” Malcolm says, thankfully not reminding me of the disappointing men’s room visit.  
 
    “You disappeared with my uncle Marty at my grandfather’s wake.” Nia reminds me in a flat voice. 
 
    “That was ten years ago.”  
 
    “Yes, but my point is, things like that happen to you all the time.” 
 
    Do they? Maybe—okay, I’ve never had a problem picking up. Or hooking up. In my mind, if a woman wants sex, it’s not too difficult to find a partner.  
 
    But is that all I want?  
 
    Gemma might not have known library guy, but I have no doubt she’d meet up with him again if she got the chance. And me? If that happened to me, I wouldn’t have bothered with his name, or gave him much thought after it was over.  
 
    As a rule, I don’t give them much thought after it’s over. 
 
    I’ve always chalked it up that none of the casual flings rocked my world, but maybe it’s not my partner’s fault.  
 
    Maybe it’s mine.  
 
    I’ve taken a few bad relationships and let them dictate my life, just like Nia and Malcolm. Even Emmy, I suspect, is ruled by the shadow of her past.  
 
    Only Gemma is getting ahead of things. 
 
    I don’t like when I recognize the twisty twinge in my stomach as envy.  
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    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, tired of being alone, I accept Nia’s standing offer for Sunday dinner. 
 
    My place hasn’t been the same after Dylan came by. It’s like he left a shadow behind, crumbs from the cookies he’s always eating.  
 
    I haven’t been able to sit in the chair, even going so far to moving Jafar when he curls up in it.  
 
    Nia’s house is the polar opposite from mine—full of books and boots and laundry from her three kids. The noise and chaos were overwhelming when they were younger, but now closed bedroom doors greeted me rather than laughter and sticky hugs.  
 
    The quiet is different than mine—more melancholy. Or maybe that’s Nia. 
 
    “So what’s up with Gemma?” Nia asks as she throws a handful of spices into the pot of spaghetti sauce. I sit at the kitchen table watching because Nia lets no one help her in the kitchen, even when she cooked a Thanksgiving feast for sixteen.  
 
    Bit of a control freak when it comes to her kitchen.  
 
    “Maybe we should ask what’s down with Gemma.” Nia throws a confused expression over her shoulder and I sigh. “Like who’s been down on her. You know, going down...”  
 
    “I get that, thanks.”   
 
    “Just making sure. Sometimes I think you need some clarification,” I tease. 
 
    “Is that because I’m in a drought longer than California?” 
 
    “No, although I thought the book club books might help you with that. It’s because you were married to my brother, and he’s too selfish to satisfy.” I’ve never been close to my brother Colin, but at least I got a good sister-in-law out of his disastrous marriage. Nia made no bones about picking me in the divorce—just me, not the rest of my family, since they’ve evidently forgiven Colin for every one of his transgressions against Nia. 
 
    “Boys will be boys,” my father kept saying when I would angrily list evidence of Colin’s infidelities. 
 
    “He’s not a boy, he’s a man,” I protested. “And what about girls being girls? Just because we don’t have a thingy to put away doesn’t mean sex doesn’t happen for us too. But unlike men like Colin, we keep our vows.”   
 
    Sometimes I wonder if my vow to never toy with married men comes from how my brother treated his relationships, and not wanting to be anything like him. I’m not sure when he first cheated on Nia, but it wasn’t long after they married.  
 
    My brother is a treat.   
 
    “She’s getting some serious action,” I say of Gemma. “Wow.”   
 
    “Yes, and I’m jealous,” Nia admits, giving the pot a cursory stir before moving on to the baguette nestled on the foil-lined baking sheet and spreading it thickly with her homemade garlic butter.  
 
    “And whose fault is that?” I demand. I’ve been talking up Nia since the divorce, about getting out there and meeting someone.  
 
    Names were optional, as long as she found someone to have sex with. 
 
    “Can I still blame your brother?” I’m glad to see the smile because it means she’s losing some of bitterness that has crippled any attempt to move on. Nia is a good person, but thanks to my brother, she’s lost a lot of her fun, and most of her optimism.  
 
    “I blame him for a bunch of stuff, so sure,” I concede. “But really...” I cock my head at Nia, who sighs.  
 
    “Not another lecture, Callie.” 
 
    I press my hands to my heart. “Wouldn’t dream of it. And I won’t point out again all the opportunities you passed up at Fantasies the other night.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t see eye contact as an opportunity.” 
 
    “Gotta start some place.” I watch as Nia adds spaghetti to the pot, wondering what else I can do to help her come out of her shell. I didn’t know Nia well before she met Colin, so I can’t say if she was closed off before she married or if this trait is yet another reason to blame my brother. “Are you sure you and Malcolm...?” 
 
    I earmarked Malcolm for Nia the first time I met him. Watching them laugh together, their heads close together in some private joke, has turned me into some Emma matchmaker. No luck yet, but it doesn’t mean I won’t stop trying.   
 
    “No!” Nia purses her lips after her explosion. “It’s not that I don’t find him attractive, but he’s a friend. And you know I don’t have a lot of those. I wouldn’t want to do anything to make Book Club weird, either, if something were to happen.” 
 
    “It totally wouldn’t make it weird,” I assure her, confident after talking to Emmy about the subject.  
 
    “It might. And it’s irrelevant anyway, since Malcolm has given no indication he sees me as anything other than a sad sack of a divorcee.” 
 
    “Enough with the pity party,” I burst out. “People get divorced, and it doesn’t mean they keep crying about it. It was a good thing, remember.” 
 
    “Not everyone has an amicable relationship with their ex that involves mind-blowing sex every time they see them,” Nia points out, using the slotted spoon for emphasis. 
 
    I wasn’t planning on saying anything about Dylan. I thought, eventually, I’d talk to Brienne, but neither one of them knew Dylan, or knew the me I had been when we were together.  
 
    I spent the ten years since we split up confused with Dylan’s mind-games and cleaning up his messes, with none of the marital bliss.  
 
    Why?  
 
    Looking at the last ten years of mind-games and mess, I have to ask myself why. Like, really ask. 
 
    And the truth is, I don’t really know the answer.  
 
    “He showed up a few days ago,” I admit in a low voice. 
 
    “Who?” Nia’s back is towards me. “Malcolm? Why would he show up—? No, not Malcolm,” she answers her own question. “What’s going on, Cal?” 
 
    “Dylan.” I don’t realize I sigh until Nia takes a step towards me and presses my hand with sympathy. “I didn’t even ask him how much he needed. I just gave it to him.” 
 
    “How much?” Nia asks through tight lips. 
 
    “Seven hundred. A seven-hundred-dollar screw.” I force a laugh. 
 
    “Callie...”  
 
    “That’s what he kept saying.” I shrug. “I don’t even know why I keep giving in,” I admit with a quick glance at the door to make sure no kids are listening. “I didn’t even give in. He didn’t have to ask. I just knew that’s what he was there for. It’s the only reason he’s ever there.” 
 
    “He must still love you... in his own way.” 
 
    “He loves that I bail him out. And loves having sex with me. Who wouldn’t?” 
 
    “You don’t have to joke about it,” Nia says softly. “I can tell you’re hurting.” 
 
    I stand up so quickly that my chair flies into the wall. “I don’t want to hurt,” I say through gritted teeth. “I don’t want anything from him. He’s taken enough from me, and it’s more than the money. Twenty years.” I thrust out my hands. “I was a kid when I married him, but I’m not a kid anymore, and I’m just as stupid.” 
 
    “You’re not stupid. You just... love him.” 
 
    “How do I stop?” I demand. “Because I think it’s about time for that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nia says in her matter-of-fact way. “It’s time.” 
 
    “It’s been time for a while, but I can’t...” I swallow painfully. “How do I let him go?” 
 
    Nia balls her fist and shoves it in my face. And then it flies open, her fingers flexing. “Like that. Do you remember what you told me after I left Colin? I asked how to get over him, and you said I needed to get under someone as quick as I can.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve been doing that.” I shrug again. “Not much luck.” 
 
    “Sex has never been the issue for you like it was for me,” Nia says, jumping back to the stove to stir. “It’s love for you.” 
 
    “Sex doesn’t help with that.” 
 
    “No. You need to fall in love with someone else.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” I scoff. “I’m not marriage material.” 
 
    “Not if it’s a marriage like with Dylan,” Nia points out, once again using her spoon. “But a nice, normal guy—” 
 
    “I don’t do nice or normal.” 
 
    “Will you stop? You get all self-righteous with me when I get like this, but will you listen to yourself?” 
 
    “I’m not self-righteous!” 
 
    “Not now. Now you’re bordering on pathetic and that’s not a good look for you.” 
 
    I sit down at the table. “I’m not pathetic,” I mutter. 
 
    “No, you’re not, so stop pretending you are. I think you need to fall in love with someone to get over Dylan, and to do that, you need to stop fighting yourself. You have this vision of marriage and monogamy that is keeping you from trying it. Not even to give it a try—let yourself believe. Because, you know, that life can be really nice for a change.” 
 
    “What’s stopping you then?” 
 
    “Because I’ve spoken to three men in the past five years, the only three that I’ve found halfway attractive. You have them coming out of the woodwork and you refuse to give any of them a chance. When is the last time you had a date? An actual date, like with dinner and conversation that’s not just flirting and biding time until you can take his clothes off?” 
 
    “I—” I gape, trying to give Nia a date, a number, anything to make her stop talking. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she says smugly. “What about feeling comfortable enough with a man to be vulnerable? You can’t, can you, because you have to get to know them to be comfortable, to have true intimacy. Intimacy, that’s not just about sex.” 
 
    A vivid flashback of a bedroom; a knock on the door in the early morning. Of being at Morena’s resort; of a man at my door. In my bed. 
 
    I still can’t understand the connection I felt with Marcus. I thought it was a simple attraction, but maybe it was more. 
 
    Was that intimacy? 
 
    “When is the last time you made love?” Nia persists. “Not just sex. Or fu—?” 
 
    I hold up my hand to stop her. “You shouldn’t talk like that with the kids here because I’m not about to explain what that word means,” I say with wide-eyed earnestness. 
 
    “They know what it means,” Nia murmurs. “But you’re probably right. That doesn’t mean you’re off the hook, though. Next time you feel like nagging to give a guy a chance, remember this. And remember how it felt to open the door to Dylan, knowing what was going to happen.” 
 
    I don’t reply because I’m taking that memory and freezing it. There’s no way I want to feel that way again.
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    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    I take Nia’s words to heart even though I don’t plan on doing anything about it.  
 
    I like my life the way it is—with casual flings and friends filling the spaces where a serious relationship would be. I’m rarely alone, never lonely. I don’t know why things have to change. Nia was right about one thing—I have no problem meeting men, and if I like them, I have sex with them. Easy enough.  
 
    But I do find it disheartening to have to cook for myself all of the time, and I’m a pro at take-out.  
 
    I have my favourites, and thanks to the new delivery services, they can be anywhere around the city. But I do like supporting the local restaurants, and when I don’t have plans, it’s just as easy to pop out and pick up something before I slip into my comfy clothes.  
 
    Which is how I find myself at the neighbourhood Turkish restaurant to pick up a donar kebob and baklava for dessert. My mouth is already watering for the greasy, spiced meat and I don’t give much notice of the other customers until my name is called. 
 
    “Malcolm!” He pushes away from the counter where he’s waiting for his own take out and greets me with a surprised, yet pleased smile.  
 
    And then it gets awkward when he moves to hug me, but stops with his arms partway around me. “I’m not sure if we’re in the hug stage yet,” he admits. 
 
    I slide an arm around him. “Always in the stage for hugs,” I say into his shoulder, then catch my breath as Malcolm pulls me close, into a much more muscular body than I expected. “Wow.” I laugh as he lets go.  
 
    “What’s wow?”  
 
    “The bod.” I give him an admiring glance. “Can I have another? You feel good.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve heard that,” Malcolm says with a sheepish grin. “What are you in for?” 
 
    “Same as you.” I motion to the white paper back that Hadda, the owner’s daughter, pushes across to Malcolm. “It’s like being in Turkey.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Have you ever been to Turkey?” 
 
    “No, but how different can it be?” 
 
    “Very different. You on your own?” 
 
    I glance around with pretended confusion. “Darn, must have lost him. Yes, I am on my own.” 
 
    “It’s a valid question. You do seem to have a plethora of social activities on your calendar.” 
 
    “Plethora,” I scoff. “It’s a good word. What about you? Taking that home to feed the mysterious lady tangled in your sheets?” 
 
    Malcolm blinks. “Um. No. Just enough for me.” 
 
    “Same.” I take my own bag and smile at Hadda. “Thanks, sweetie,” I say to the young waitress, dropping a few loonies in the mug on the counter. “You know, I think this is the only restaurant in the area that isn’t hooked up with Uber eats. I quite like it. It’s refreshing.” 
 
    “And it gives me a chance to ask if you want to come over to my place for dinner.” Malcolm looks at me with a nervous smile, and holds up his bag. “Just don’t expect me to cook.” 
 
    “You want me to... eat... with you?” I smile instinctively, but it’s a nervous smile, because what is Malcolm asking? 
 
    “Unless you have other plans. It might be nice to get to know each other outside book club.” 
 
    Oh. That’s really all he’s asking. For me, “get to know each other” has always been a euphemism for something else, but maybe Malcolm doesn’t look at it that way. 
 
    At least I don’t think he is. 
 
    Despite the flurry of confused surprise, I quickly agree and follow Malcolm to his car. It’s a little awkward as he drives me to his place, but I handle it. 
 
    Malcolm lives in a neighbourhood a little nicer than mine, in a house a little bigger. Despite the size, it feels empty, like something is missing. 
 
    His wife, I realize, when I get a look at the kitchen straight from the pages of Home and House magazine, and the feminine touches in the hall. I can’t picture Malcolm using the kitchen for the entertaining it was clearly designed for.  
 
    “Why have we never had a book club meeting here?” Malcolm leads me into the den and I settle into a corner of a massive leather couch. The room is as masculine as it comes, with dark walls, a well-worn recliner and a seventy-inch television on the wall, with several game consoles scattered around.  
 
    “I’m not opposed, but one of you—usually Gemma—offers and I let you.” Malcolm pushes a pile of books to the side before setting two plates and a handful of cutlery down on the coffee table before me. 
 
    I open my bag, inhaling the scent of roasted meat and the tang of onions and feta. “I think Gemma likes having meetings because it gives her someone to talk to. I thought she just liked seeing people, but looks like she’s seeing enough.” 
 
    “The way you say that...with any other woman, I’d say you were slut-shaming her. But you—” He doesn’t finish the sentence and I wait until he returns with a bottle of red wine and two glasses. 
 
    “Absolutely not. I’m proud of her. Also, incredibly jealous and not too proud to admit that.” I pick up the bottle and read the label. “Barolo, huh? Maybe we should start hanging out here more if you serve wine like this.” 
 
    “I don’t drink much of it, but when I do, I like the good stuff.” 
 
    “I like the good stuff in everything.” I wink as I pile my dinner on a plate. “Is this weird for you too?” 
 
    “Kind of,” he admits. 
 
    “Good, so pour us a big glass and let’s stop making it weird.” 
 
    It doesn’t take long. About halfway through my kebob, I mention his wife. “How was your divorce?” 
 
    “As well as expected when you factor in a wife who thinks the swinger lifestyle gives her carte blanche to have sex with whoever, whenever.” 
 
    “But you said you weren’t into the swinging.” 
 
    “I wasn’t. Which made it infidelity, in my book. The divorce was a bit of a drawn-out process, and I’m sure I caved in too much just to finish it, but it’s over and she’s no longer part of my life.” 
 
    “Not even a little? No conjugal visits?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s termed a conjugal visit if you’re divorced.” He studies me as he takes a bite. “Why?” he finally asks. “Is that how it is for you?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I say firmly. 
 
    “Want to tell me about it?” 
 
    I study him, with his honest face and concerned eyes. “I think, Malcolm, you’d be a very good person to talk about things with,” I admit. “But I’ve already had the talk with Nia and have no desire to give my ex anymore of my energy. I’ll think of you next time.” 
 
    “While you’re enjoying those conjugal visits?”  
 
    It takes a moment for me to realize Malcolm was making a suggestive remark. “You’re making a joke,” I stammer, hoping it was a joke and not an attempt at flirting. Because if Malcolm was flirting— 
 
    —the evening might get even more interesting. 
 
    Malcolm smiles. “I’ve been known to do so now and again. What’s the story with Nia?” 
 
    “No, hang on, I want to go back and find out why I should be thinking of you when I’m having sex. That sounds more interesting.” Malcolm gives a sheepish chuckle and refills his glass, but doesn’t say another word. “Fine. Nia,” I relent. “She was married—very unhappily—to my older brother. I had no idea about her unhappiness, which was caused by my brother being a complete dick. He cheated on her. Many times. Beginning early in the relationship. I’m not sure when she found out.” Now it’s my turn to look sheepish. “Before this book club, we never really talked about personal things. There was kind of a wall up between us when she was married to Colin, and now I see that it was because she didn’t want anyone to know.” 
 
    “She was protecting you from his actions.” 
 
    “Which there was no need. I am clearly on Team Nia, and will continue to be for as long as she lets me. She’s a good person and I’ll never forgive my brother for treating her like that.” 
 
    “I think you’d be a good person to have on your side, and one to avoid being angry at you.” 
 
    I raise my glass. “Well, not to worry, because you have me.” I clink my glass against his. “Or, I guess, you technically haven’t had me. Yet.” 
 
    Malcolm practically spits out his wine. “Don’t waste it,” I caution. “C’mon, you can’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. We’re in a book club, reading books about sex, talking about sex, thinking about sex—at least I am. And you’re the only male, with the four of us. C’mon,” I wheedle. “Who’s on your list?” 
 
    “There’s no way I’m saying anything about this,” Malcolm sputters, and I laugh. 
 
    “Gotcha.” I grin. “Your face.” 
 
    “Well, I want to see your face when I tell you that yes, I’ve thought about it.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “With you.” 
 
    I had no idea Malcolm had such nice eyes. He meets my gaze with a mixture of wariness, hesitation and, hey, there that looks like desire. 
 
    I hold his gaze and give him my own look. “Well, just so you know, I’ve thought about it, too.” 
 
    He swallows; once, twice, his fork frozen on the way to his mouth. “You have?” 
 
    “Yes, Malcolm.” Smiling widely, I take a sip of wine. “Quite a bit, actually. So, have you thought about it—just me, or me and everyone else? Because I read a book where four women—” 
 
    “Oh, god.” He closes his eyes and gives a little chuckle. “I’m not sure you’d allow me in the room with you all if I admitted that.” 
 
    “It’ll be our little secret.” I take a bite of my kebob, wiping the grease off my mouth. Malcolm watches me. “I’m not opposed to being with women, but maybe not them,” I continue. “They’re my friends, you know. It would change things.” 
 
    “What’s your favourite position?” Malcolm asks idly. “You’ve said you’ve been with women so—” 
 
    “No.” I’d been leaning closer towards Malcolm, but at his question, I sit upright.  
 
    Michael had asked me the same question that morning in the office, when we crouched listening to the couple in the kitchen, getting more and more turned on.  
 
    Maybe someday I’ll be able to answer that question, but not today. 
 
    “What did I say?” Malcolm’s expression is one of dismay. 
 
    I hold up my hand and tighten it into a fist, then relax. “It’s not you. It’s just that someone asked me that once, and it didn’t turn out very well. But he has no place here, with us, tonight.” 
 
    “Okay.” Malcolm continues to study me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “He broke my heart,” I admit. “But I’m good now. Like my ex, he doesn’t deserve any more of my time and energy.” 
 
    “Is it that easy?” 
 
    “It better be.” Malcolm pours the remaining wine into my glass. “That didn’t take long for us to finish the bottle.” 
 
    “Never does with the good stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me.” I raise my glass. “I take my time.” 
 
    Malcolm stares at me, his gaze roving across my face. I wait, feeling the air thicken around us, expecting Malcolm to say something. Suggest something. 
 
    I drink the last glass of wine quickly as I wait. 
 
    But nothing. Finally, he pulls himself up and heads across the room to a cabinet. I lean back and drain my wine, feeling the buzz of alcohol mix with the headiness of anticipation.  
 
    I don’t know what’s happening with Malcolm, but it’s something. And I’m not sure what to do about it.  
 
    He returns with a bottle of bourbon and two fresh glasses. “I hope you’re not ready to go home quite yet,” he says, cracking the bottle and pouring a hefty splash into my glass. “I thought we could take our time with this.” 
 
    “More good stuff.” I take a sip, feeling the warmth in my throat spread to my chest. Is it the alcohol that makes everything warm, like the heat growing in my lady parts? 
 
    Somehow I doubt that. 
 
    We finish our meals quickly, but I’ve lost most of my appetite. I’m more interested in what’s happening here. But I still help Malcolm take the dishes into the kitchen, brushing by him closer than I need to be. 
 
    He smells good.  
 
    Back on the couch, in his big boy room, Malcolm turns on music, some country pop song I don’t recognize. I watch as he settles in the middle of the couch, close enough to touch. 
 
    If he wants to. 
 
    Do I want him to? 
 
    I think I’d be stupid to say no.  
 
    Malcolm takes a sip, studying me over the curve of the glass. “Callie, just how good are you, anyway?” 
 
    I lean back against the couch, holding the glass in both hands. “Tell me about the best sex you’ve ever had,” I invite. 
 
    He takes a shaky breath and puffs it out. “I was twenty-two. It was my third time; I was at a friend’s place, at a party, and she was gorgeous. And fun. And into it. She was so into it.” He stares into his glass with a fond smile. “The other girls I’d be with were eager and responsive, but she was something else. It really showed me how much a woman could enjoy sex, just as much as a man.” 
 
    “Sometimes more.” I hold his gaze, waiting, watching him watch me. “Think about how good that was.” I pause for a beat. “I’m better.” 
 
    He swallows audibly. “How can you be that sure?” 
 
    “Three songs—that I know of—written about me. A football player had the worst game of his life after a night with me, and a hockey player had the best one. I’ve had fourteen proposals of marriage.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he splutters. 
 
    I shrug. “That’s only the famous ones.” The air thickens like the bourbon on my tongue. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Callie, a person can’t be in the same room with you and not think about it.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear.” 
 
    “Would it change things?” His voice husks, giving Malcolm, who already has a nice, deep voice, a raspy edge. “I mean, for the book club.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to find out, won’t we.” My arm moves on its own accord, my hand slowly reaching between Malcolm’s legs. 
 
    He’s hard, just like I knew he’d be. Running my hand along the bulge in his pants, nicely thick and long enough for my eyes to widen, I suck my bottom lip between my lip. “Feels like you have lots of good stuff.” 
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    After that, things move quickly.  
 
    Malcolm’s hands are on my breasts; down the wide V of my shirt, inside my bra. And then my shirt is gone, and Malcolm is kissing me. 
 
    Slow, wet kisses; both soft and demanding. 
 
    Sexy kisses.  
 
    Kisses that I had not expected. 
 
    I take a few moments to adjust to those kisses, at the wonderment of how someone can be so demanding and yet so gentle.  
 
    I’ve never been kissed like this.  
 
    I wonder how Malcolm kisses other areas. 
 
    It doesn’t take long for me to find out. Soon—too soon, but not soon enough—Malcolm’s mouth is on my breasts, diving between them with licks and teasing bites, before surrounding my nipple with his mouth. “These are even better than I dreamed about,” he murmurs. 
 
    “You dreamed about me?” I ask, my hand behind his head and pressing him against me. 
 
    “Once. Maybe twice.” 
 
    “Do you fuck as well as you dance?” I ask roughly. “Because I’ve been thinking about you since that night at Fantasies.” 
 
    Malcolm lifts his head. “Callie, I don’t want—I might—” 
 
    “Ssh.” I press my lips against his mouth. “Don’t say anything. Let’s just have fun with this. It’ll be fine in the morning.” 
 
    “How do you want it? What do you like?” I like a confident man but the hesitancy in his voice tugs at the heartstrings. This might be a big thing for him. I might be a big thing.  
 
    But it’s a onetime thing. Of that, I know we’re both on the same page.  
 
    “I like it all, big boy. However you like it, I’m up for it. Except for obeying,” I add with a teasing smile. “Don’t ask for that. What’s your favourite fantasy?” 
 
    “I want to make love to you.” 
 
    My breath catches at his words, at the intensity of his voice. Making love... 
 
    I don’t remember the last time... 
 
    Marcus. Marcus that morning at the resort, when he woke me up— 
 
    And then left me without a word. 
 
    “Callie?” Malcolm lifts his head from my breasts and I realize I haven’t said anything. 
 
    “Anything you want,” I murmur. “Go for it.” 
 
    The urgency fades from Malcolm’s movements and his hands become careful, deliberate. Almost gentle. 
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve had gentle.  
 
    But it’s not a bad thing. His hands never lose contact with my skin as he peels off my pants, leaving me naked against the leather of his couch. 
 
    The television is angled so I can see our reflection on the dark screen. I like that. I like how Malcolm seems to slither down my body until he’s poised between my legs, his fingers searching, his mouth ready to explore, and then I close my eyes to the reflection and the knowledge this is Malcolm making love to me.  
 
    I let myself feel—the thrust of his fingers, the flick of his tongue, the heady suck of his lips around my clit.  
 
    And it feels... 
 
    It feels so good. 
 
    So good that I let myself drift off into Malcolm’s fantasy, clutching his shoulders and running my fingers through his thick hair. I don’t rush it, don’t beg for more; instead I sigh with contentment, relaxing into the cushions as he brings me closer to release. 
 
    He takes his time.  
 
    Slowly, with every move deliberate, as if he knows my wants and needs; carefully, so when I reach the peak, it’s more of a simple slide over rather than a jarring leap.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” I sob, drawing in a shaky breath. And then another. 
 
    Malcolm lifts his head with a sheepish smile. “You okay?” 
 
    “Get up here,” I demand. But Malcolm shakes his head. 
 
    “No. I want... I need something...” He pulls himself up and my gaze goes straight to the hardness straining at his pants.  
 
    “In my purse,” I say breathlessly, and now it’s my time to give a sheepish smile. “But I want...” 
 
    Malcolm shakes his head and reaches for my bag beside the couch, finding the foil-wrapped square exactly where I direct him too. And then the condom is on his cock with no help from me, and he’s back between my legs. 
 
    Sliding inside like he’s been there a hundred times before. “Is this okay?” he asks nervously. 
 
    “Oh, god yes.” I grip his shoulders, pull a leg around his waist. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because we can—” 
 
    “Malcolm, for god’s sake, will you fu—?” I take a deep breath. “Make love to me.” 
 
    And he does. 
 
    Malcolm isn’t the most well-endowed I’ve ever been with, but he’s the most attune to my desires. Faster, deeper, deliberate thrusts, adjusting my hips, offering a helping hand when it’s clear I’m not going to make it before he does.  
 
    The second orgasm is like sinking into a tub full of bubbles, and I bury my face into Malcolm’s chest so he doesn’t see the tears in my eyes.  
 
    If that was making love, I think I like it. 
 
    I shouldn’t because it won’t happen again. 
 
    Later, Malcolm sits in his boxers and watches me get dressed. “You can stay, you know.” He looks like he’s run a marathon, surprised and bemused when he wins it.  
 
    He looks like he’s going to have a great night’s sleep. 
 
    “I never stay.” I pull on my shirt, wishing I could take back my flippant words. But I don’t know how to show Malcolm how this affected me. Not him—I’m happy to report that Malcolm is still Malcolm, my friend from the book club. I haven’t fallen in love with him because he made love to me like a true gentleman.  
 
    I never thought I liked gentlemen. I go for the mad, bad, and dangerous to know types.  
 
    “I’ve made it weird,” Malcolm frets. 
 
    “I thought there were two of us on the couch.” 
 
    “Yes, but I—” 
 
    “Hey.” I sink back beside and take his hand in both of mine, pressing a kiss on his knuckles. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that.”  
 
    “No. I’m not. I’m the amazing one. I don’t give the kudos, I take them.” I wait for his smile to reach his eyes before I drop my own. “I don’t remember the last time a man made love to me,” I say quietly. “I have sex, rather frequently. I fuck a lot—rather well. But making love... that’s a bit of a novelty for me.” I take a deep breath. “I liked it. I liked you making love to me. You’re really good at it,” I finish with a nervous laugh. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Thank you, maybe? And if it’s weird between us, it’s because... that kind of shook me,” I admit. “There’s no way I’m staying tonight because who knows what else you’ll do. I think, for the right woman, you’re going to be very easy to fall in love with. But not me.” 
 
    “No. Not you.” His echo leaves me uneasy. 
 
    “No, not me,” I repeat. “Malcolm? Are we in agreement? Because I don’t want to leave here on shaky legs with you all moon-faced and mournful.” 
 
    “Moon-faced?” Malcolm demands. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, all sad-eyed, hang-dog expression...” 
 
    “I’m not in love with you, Callie!” 
 
    “Good. I mean, it would be nice, but only if I was in love with you. Then, it would be very nice.” 
 
    Malcolm brings our hands to his mouth and brushes a kiss on the back of my hand. “That would be very nice.” 
 
    “But it’s not going to happen,” I add. “You need someone better than me; not better at sex, but someone who expects to make love, rather than being tied up and spanked.” 
 
    “We could have done that.” Malcolm’s eyes gleam. “Would that have been better?” 
 
    “No.” I lean forward and press my lips against his. “This was perfect. Thank you.”  
 
    That’s a first. I’ve never thanked a man for sex.   
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our next book club meeting is a week after Malcolm, and it’s at my place.  
 
    This time we’re set to discuss Three is Good Company, and I found the perfect book to read next—as long as it doesn’t weird out Malcolm. 
 
    Falling for the Duke. Since that night, I’ve been in the mood for making love, so at least we should read about it. Besides, if you compare Gemma’s sex life to the books we’re reading, there are some odd similarities. I don’t think she’s ready for She Whipped Me, which is Nia’s suggestion.  
 
    It takes a few days for me to lose the shakiness after Malcolm made love to me. I’ve never been this affected by sex. Not even my first time, my first time with Dylan, the time at the office with Michael... 
 
    Marcus stayed with me for a day or two, but I’m not sure if it was because I was more annoyed that he left rather than how we shared an emotional connection.  
 
    And Malcolm wasn’t even the best sex. It’s up there, but I’ve had better; more creative, more adventurous, even sweeter. 
 
    Twenty-year-old Callie took the virginity of a seventeen-year-old Carlos Peters, and it had been so very sweet. 
 
    But with Malcolm it felt like for the first time, a man saw me as more than a body, of someone to fuck. More than a notch on the belt, the bedpost; more than a hole between my legs, to be crude about it. 
 
    I like my hole and I love my life of casual hookups and weekend flings. I didn’t think I wanted to be more to anyone until Malcolm made me see there’s potential in that. 
 
    “Hello.” Of course he’s the first to arrive, standing at my door with a sheepish smile. “How are you?” 
 
    I gesture for him to come in. “I’m fine, everything’s fine. I’m not pregnant.” I laugh at his expression of confusion.  
 
    “Was that a possibility? We used—” 
 
    “I’m only teasing. I’m birth control-ed up the wazoo. Not technically the wazoo, but, I guess, yeah!” Malcolm looks pained and I take pity on him. “How are you? Have you recovered from our illicit evening?” 
 
    “I guess I don’t do that enough.” 
 
    “No, you do this the perfect amount of times. I’m... sorry. I have a hard time being serious about things like this. Not that it isn’t a serious matter.” 
 
    “It really isn’t,” Malcolm argues. “That’s what we decided on, isn’t it?” 
 
    “And you’re still okay with that? I’m not expecting you to drop down on one knee and propose to save my virtue, am I? Because it’s really not savable.” 
 
    This time Malcolm manages a smile. “No knees from me. I shouldn’t expect any late-night visits or inappropriate DMs, should I?” 
 
    “Oh, hoh!” Malcolm’s teasing, as weak as it is, reassures me that this was a one-time thing, and we didn’t make a huge mistake. Because I have made a few huge mistakes in my life. In fact, I feel so much better than I give him a hug. “This is weird, isn’t it?” I say into his shoulder. 
 
    “As long as I don’t touch your boob we’re good.” 
 
    “But you know you want to.” 
 
    Another laugh, as we break apart, and I don’t miss the glance Malcolm gives my chest. Luckily, the doorbell sounds, sending the cats into another frenzy and I let Nia in, with Gemma right behind her. By the time they’re inside, Malcolm takes the seat on the couch with Olaf curled up beside him, like a barrier. I give him credit for his acting ability since there’s no way anyone can tell what happened from the way we interact. We talk and laugh and book club continues on as usual, without anyone being the wiser that I’ve had Malcolm’s cock inside of me.  
 
    Until... 
 
    “I have something to tell you,” Gemma announces. I halt in the doorway from the kitchen, watching Gemma’s gaze flitter around the room.  
 
    She’s done it again. The book club has really become a forum for Gemma to talk about her sex life  
 
    If it wasn’t for the night with Malcolm, I’d say Gemma is getting more action than I am, husband or no husband.    
 
    “Oh, wow.” Nia leans back in her chair. “I really need to visit the library.” 
 
    “It wasn’t at the library.” Gemma’s cheeks are pink from embarrassment. Or excitement. I can’t tell. “I met someone... again.” 
 
    “Shark Porn guy?” I set down the bowl of tortilla chips, biting my lip so I won’t blurt out my own news about Malcolm. It’s not like I want to one-up Gemma— 
 
    But I kind of do. I’m supposed to be the one with the kinky stories about men and women that make the others gasp and run home to their vibrators.  
 
    Not Gemma. Gemma is... sweet and good and pretty, and I have much better boobs.  
 
    “No.” Gemma bites her lip, clearly unsure of what to say. “Do you remember that I went to that swingers resort?” she manages. 
 
    My sigh of resignation becomes a snort as I push Jafar aside and settle on the couch between Malcolm and Emmy. Too close for Malcolm’s liking, since he shifts closer to the arm. “Yeah, I think we remember it because it turned you into the hot and spicy woman you’ve become!”  
 
    “Yes. Well, there was a man—” 
 
    “More than one, if I can remember,” I interrupt. “A good weekend was had by all.” 
 
    “Coulter,” Gemma says. “His name was Coulter. I mean, there was Dominic too, but he was there with his wife and we... never mind.” 
 
    “This is truly better than the books,” Nia mutters. 
 
    “Coulter is in town,” Gemma continues. Beside me, Emmy jerks at the mention of his name. “I bumped into him at the grocery store, of all places. And then we—” 
 
    “Please tell me you did! And in the grocery store.” I clap my hands. The more excited I am about Gemma’s rendezvous, the easier it is to pretend I’m not eaten up with jealousy.  
 
    I shouldn’t be jealous. There’s no reason for me to be jealous. It’s Gemma. She’s— 
 
    “Let her finish,” Malcolm murmurs like he can read my mind. 
 
    “He owns Fantasies,” Gemma says, her tone one of wonderment. “The nightclub. And the private club attached. We went back there... after... and...” Gemma’s smile leaves no question to what came after. “There was another man.” 
 
    “No way!” I hold up my hand for a high five, and a giggling Gemma gives it a slap. “Tell us more.” 
 
    “They have all these rooms upstairs. Some are bedrooms... some are, well, they call them playrooms.” 
 
    “Like Fifty Shades of Red Rooms,” Nia gasps. “That was going on when we were downstairs dancing?” 
 
    “It’s not quite finished. And not all of them are like that. Maybe some, but not the one I was in. We were in,” she adds. “And there’s more.” 
 
    “Of course there is,” I marvel, motioning with my hand for her to continue. 
 
    “So I’m working for them.” The pride in Gemma’s voice far outweighs the satisfaction as she recaps her latest interlude. “They gave me a job.” 
 
    That is not what I expected. 
 
    “And this is Coulter?” Emmy demands. “That’s what his name is?” 
 
    “Coulter, yes. I met him at the swinger resort a few months ago. Morena’s.” 
 
    “And Jed?” I look at Emmy with surprise, not understanding the pain in her voice. I open my mouth to ask if she’s okay, but— 
 
    “No, his friend is Marcus.”  
 
    All the air leaves my lungs. Marcus. Marcus? Not my Marcus, Marcus—the thought of him transports me back to the bed at Morena’s... 
 
    Marcus. Morena. It can’t be.  
 
    It has to be.  
 
    “Coulter... blond hair?” Emmy stammers. “Looks a little like Brad Pitt?” 
 
    “How did you know?” Gemma glances at me, the only other person to have visited the resort. “Have you gone to the resort?” 
 
    “I met Morena and Jed when I was in Mexico earlier this year.” Emmy’s voice sounds strange, like she’s disappointed. It’s a huge contrast from Gemma’s excitement. “Remember?” she asks Gemma. “And I met Coulter, because he was there to see them. And I—and we—” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Nia slaps a hand over her mouth. “Both of you? The same guy?”   
 
    “It’s not just Coulter.” I say in a heavy voice. “If Marcus is who I think he is, I know him. In the biblical sense.” 
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    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first time I laid eyes on Marcus, he was getting a blow job from his girlfriend.  
 
    And he’d seen me watching from a crack in the door.  
 
    Wait. Watch. 
 
    I’d met him at Morena’s during one of her swinger weekends. Marcus was tall and sexy, with an intelligent charm that was refreshing as well as hot. And he watched later that weekend as two older men took their turns with me.  
 
    But the next morning he was all mine—for a few hours, at least. And then he left, leaving only a cryptic note for me. 
 
    Now I find out he owns the new club in town? What am I supposed to think about this? Is it a coincidence? Was setting up shop here intentional? 
 
    Does he know I live here? 
 
    And Gemma... 
 
    It’s not the first time I’ve shared a man—or a woman—with a friend, but this is weird. This is strange. Uncomfortable. 
 
    “I—” Gemma’s face is all wide-eyed shock. “I didn’t know!” 
 
    “How could you?” Nia asks. “You wanted more experience. How could you know it would be with men who these guys already knew?” 
 
    “Jesus,” I whisper.  
 
    “Small world for swingers,” Malcolm says with a roll of his eyes and not a lot of sympathy. It’s not surprising, considering his opinion of swingers, thanks to his wife.   
 
    “I didn’t know!” Gemma repeats, looking close to tears. An unpleasant pause settles over the room. 
 
    “It’s fine.” I say. I have to say that because it has to be fine. I don’t want a man from my past to come between these friends I’ve made—friends that matter more than I realized.  
 
    “It’s not a big deal.” Emmy shrugs, fooling no one.  
 
    “I feel like I’ve done something wrong,” Gemma keeps saying. “That I’ve hurt you.” 
 
    “You haven’t,” I insist. “There was nothing between me and Marcus.” 
 
    Nia gives me a strange look, and I frantically think back, trying to remember what exactly I told her about my visit to Morena’s. I had gone months ago with friends, Sadie and Jason, and there had been other men, not just Marcus. There had been a night with Henry, the sweet writer who surprised me with his dominance. There had been an attraction with Lorde, but nothing had happened. And there had been the first night with the men, plus Marcus in a tiny cabin in the woods. 
 
    Did I tell her all of that? 
 
    “I don’t think I believe you,” Nia says, her gaze studying me. 
 
    “There’s nothing between us that should get me upset,” I declare, still wracking my mind with what I might have told Nia. “End of story.” 
 
    Gemma gets up to leave soon after her little bombshell, ending the meeting early. “I’m sorry,” she says, hovering at the door with downcast eyes.  
 
    “Don’t be.” Emmy forces a laugh. “Seriously, Gemma, you did absolutely nothing wrong. It’s just a coincidence and it shouldn’t bother me what you did with anyone. It doesn’t. It’s fine,” she says earnestly. “It’s more than good. Look at you!” 
 
    Gemma gives a tiny smile, still concerned about us being upset. That’s the thing about Gemma. She’s very concerned. Almost too concerned. “Congratulations on the job,” Emmy adds. “That’s amazing. What are you going to be doing?” 
 
    “What do you do?” Malcolm echoes. “We’ve never talked about what we do in the outside world.” 
 
    “I designed a website when I was in school, and then I sold it a few years ago,” Gemma explains. “I haven’t been doing anything since then because I didn’t know what I wanted to do.” 
 
    “And now you want to work for Coulter,” I say, trying to keep the innuendo from my voice. 
 
    Gemma nods. “He needs help with his online presence. And he says it’s not because of the... you know.” 
 
    “He didn’t hire you because you boinked his brains out, in other words,” I say. 
 
    Gemma shakes her head. “I told him that would stop if he hired me.” 
 
    “You picked a job over sex?” Nia barks. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You picked you over amazing sex with a hot guy.” I throw my arms around Gemma, as proud of her as I would be if she were my child. Or maybe a younger sister. “That’s the important part, and that’s what we’re proud of. Sex only lasts for a few minutes—” 
 
    “Sometimes even less than that!” Nia laughs. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Malcolm chimes in.  
 
    “You can get sex anytime you want,” I continue, avoiding looking at Malcolm with difficulty. 
 
    “Which you’ve proven,” Emmy adds in a wry voice. “And yes, I am both jealous and admiring of that fact.” 
 
    “But it’s important to find your self-worth somewhere else,” I say. 
 
    “You sound like some sort of self-help guru,” Nia says with a skeptical shake of her head. “That’s new.” 
 
    “I like to self-help others.”   
 
    “That’s just helping then, not self-help,” Gemma points out. “But thank you. I appreciate your support, especially after I had sex with a man you like.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I like him.”   
 
    “And did you technically have sex with him?” Nia asks. “I mean, was there full intercourse with both, or just... blow job?”  
 
    Yes, I’m uncomfortable with the image of Gemma with Marcus and friend that Nia’s question brings about. Would he have taken part more than he did with me, or sit and watch? I don’t know what I’d rather hear about. 
 
    Neither? 
 
    I hold my breath as Gemma gives a quick nod. At least now I know. 
 
    The meeting ends soon after Gemma leaves. Real life seems to be infringing on our literary discussions, but I remember to give them their next read. “Falling for the Duke,” I say. “It’s a little less kinky than what we’ve been reading, but maybe that’s a good thing. 
 
    Emmy stays after Malcolm and Nia leave, which I’m glad. Both to check on her and because I don’t want to tempt fate by being alone with Malcolm again.  
 
    Not that I’d let anything happen, but...  
 
    “You okay with all this?” Emmy asks as she helps bring the bowls into the kitchen. 
 
    For a moment, I forget about Marcus and think she’s asking about Malcolm. “Why wouldn’t I be?”   
 
    “Well, because Gemma is hooking up with people we know.” 
 
    Gemma. Gemma and Marcus. “One person,” I correct. “One for me, one for you. And the two know each other, so it’s not unheard of. Plus, I’ve known lots of men.” I pick up Jafar with a sigh, his solid weight a comfort like always. “That’s what I keep telling myself.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Emmy reaches out to pet the furry head. “That’s what I keep telling myself, too. Not the bit about sleeping with a lot of men, though.” 
 
    “Just give it time.” I manage a smile.  
 
    “I don’t know about that.” She gives a disgusted shake of her head. “A guy asked me for a date and I said no.” 
 
    “What was wrong with him?” 
 
    “Nothing. He’s good-looking... one of the hockey dads.” 
 
    “Ew. Hockey dad. My ex was bound to end up as one of the more obnoxious ones, but luckily, the gods have not let him procreate. Hopefully, they never will.” 
 
    Emmy’s eyes bug out of my head. “Ex? Husband? Whaaat?” 
 
    I guess I haven’t told them about Dylan. But if Nia and Malcolm know, it’s only a matter of time. “Don’t go there tonight,” I tell her with a tired smile. “It’s a long and involved story and needs more alcohol and I don’t have any more wine. Why didn’t you jump at the chance at an adult-only evening?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I left it open-ended.” 
 
    “Well, you should open that end and jump right in.” I drop Jafar onto the couch to curl up beside Olaf. “Don’t let our little Gemma show you up!” 
 
    If I sound excited enough, Emmy won’t be able to tell that’s what’s bothering me the most.  
 
    “It’s not even a contest,” Emmy says mournfully. “Did you ever think that she would... that she could...?” 
 
    “I’m so proud of her.” And I am—truly. And also jealous. 
 
    It’s possible to be both. Only the jealous part doesn’t feel great at all. 
 
    “Yeah. I got invited to a birthday party.” Emmy slowly picks out the words like she doesn’t understand them.  
 
    “I hope it’s the kind where they give you little bottles of liquor in the gift bags.” 
 
    She nods. “They’re having it in the private club attached to Fantasies. Where Coulter... Want to come with me?” 
 
    I nod before she finishes speaking. “Well... yeah! I want to see what all the fuss is about with that place.” 
 
    “And to see Marcus?” 
 
    My smile fades. “I’m not going there to see him,” I say, hoping if I repeat it enough, it will make it true. “And if I happen to lay eyes on him, it’ll just be to show him what he’s been missing.” 
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    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    At least now I have something to look forward to. 
 
    And it’s not seeing Marcus. 
 
    In the days leading up to the party, I give Marcus way too much of my energy. Thoughts of him pop up during the day as I wrestle with engineering plans at work; late at night when I’m trying to sleep. Even while I’m watching my favourite Disney movie. I can’t stop thinking about him.  
 
    If Ariel can end up with Prince Eric, what’s stopping me from a happy ending with Marcus? If Belle and the Beast can make it work with all of his baggage, what about me? 
 
    While I get ready for the party, I give myself a strict talking to. There’s no sense mooning over a happy ending with Marcus, because my life is not a fairy tale. If it was, it would be an R-rated one, like the retelling of Sleeping Beauty as a submissive.  
 
    Not that I would ever cast myself as a submissive.  
 
    But no fairy tale ending for me. And there’s nothing for me to fix, because I did nothing wrong. Marcus left the resort early—with his girlfriend, who wasn’t much of a girlfriend, but definitely a significant other—leaving a scribbled missive about paths crossing.  
 
    He could have found me if he wanted to.  
 
    But why would he want to? It was sex, one-time sex, that clearly meant little to him. It had been a morning romp before a long drive to the airport.  
 
    That’s it.   
 
    I need to stop thinking about him like it’s a What If episode. I need to do that right now.  
 
    The mantra runs through my head in an indefinite loop, even as I chatter to Emmy in the car on the way to Fantasies. She’s nervous, and that’s easier to deal than the voice in my head that is proving impossible to ignore. “And Basil is married to...”  
 
    “Jasmine, who I know through hockey,” Emmy explains, toying with the ends of her hair. “We’re friends, I guess.” 
 
    “And the fact she had sex with your ex during the swinging vacation in Mexico only builds on your friendship,” I point out. 
 
    “It does... something... to it.” She stares out the window, her entire body tense and rigid. I wonder who she’s more nervous about seeing—her ex boyfriend Matt or Coulter?  
 
    Or someone else? “But you got together with your first love that night. Billy, right? Will he be there?” I continue to unwrap Emmy’s past.  
 
    “I have no idea,” she says in a hollow voice. 
 
    “And then the thing with Coulter.” I press as I reapply my lipstick. Fire engine red, just like I like it, pausing the application as we go over a series of speed bumps. “Just the one time?” 
 
    “I spent most of the day with him, but yes. Just once. And now you know everything about me.” She smiles weakly to take the sting off her words. 
 
    “I doubt that. But I do know that you’d like a repeat performance with Coulter.” I cap my lipstick as she glances over. 
 
    “No,” she says with a firm shake of her head. “Not after Gemma.”  
 
    “Emmy. Gemma is playing in the world of swingers, and if this group is anything like the swingers I know—” 
 
    “Like you know that many,” Emmy interrupts, before rethinking her sarcastic comment. “Do you know that many?” 
 
    “You would be astonished at my knowledge,” I drawl. “But what I’m getting at is sharing partners is sort of a thing with that group.” 
 
    “I’m not part of any group,” she insists. “I broke up with Matt, remember?” 
 
    “But you’re going to a party where the guest of honor is part of that group. What do you think is going to happen here tonight?” 
 
    I doubt the thought had even entered her mind. “What? It’s a birthday party!” 
 
    “At a swingers’ club.” 
 
    It’s a first for me, too. The resort was one thing; this is a nightclub for people to meet and greet and have sex with. There’s no other reason for a person to be here, and I think it’s hilarious that Emmy doesn’t realize this. I don’t know whether I should act as her flotation device or just push her in and tell her to have a good time. 
 
    We’ll see what happens.  
 
    Inside is exactly what I expected a swingers’ club to look like: dimly lit room, full of comfy looking couches and chairs and a few tables. The walls are dark red and covered in mirrors. Thankfully, the people there are dressed, without a porn mustache to be seen.  
 
    After we meet Jasmine and Basil, the birthday boy, I lead the way to the bar, both for moral courage and because it has the best view of the room. I may not be there to see Marcus, but there are a lot of other men I’d be interested in seeing more of. 
 
    “So.” With a glass of wine in hand, I lean against the bar and survey the crowd. “Anyone here look appealing?” 
 
    “There are a few possibilities,” Emmy admits. 
 
    “Only a few?” And then I see him—super hot guy, dressed in slim-cut black pants and shirt, with silver-tipped curls dropping over his forehead. It’s like he senses me watching him because he turns and meets my gaze, raising his glass. “He better not be one of them, because I call dibs.” 
 
    “Mr. Tall and Dark and really hot?” Emmy asks out of the corner of her mouth.  
 
    “Yesss... oh, he’s got a gathering. Mind if I abandon you for a minute? I need a closer look.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    I don’t wait for Emmy to finish speaking before I push off from the bar. He watches me coming. 
 
    Of course he does. 
 
    “Hel-loo,” I purr when I reach his side. He smells as good as he looks.  
 
    “You’re new.” His accent only adds to the package. 
 
    My smile widens. “I’m your shiny new toy.” 
 
    His name is Mahak; birthday Basil is his brother-in-law. I wave away his attempt to discover a connection between us, since the only connection I care about with sexy Mahak is the physical kind. 
 
    Now I wish I asked Gemma more about those playrooms upstairs.  
 
    Admirers come and go as we talk. We flirt, eat each other alive with our eyes. It’s been a while since I’ve felt such a strong attraction to a man and he’s perfect. No need for things to get weird because he’s going to go home to his wife, who he tells me is also a swinger, and I’ll go home alone. 
 
    And I’ll never have to see him again.  
 
    I’m about to suggest we take our conversation elsewhere when I see Marcus.  
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    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m in the middle of laughing about something Mahak says; head thrown back, mouth wide open, feeling very good about myself, when I happen to glance around and see Marcus about four feet away from me. 
 
    Laughter fades, smile vanishes, and everything I told myself on the days leading up to this is gone forever.  
 
    He looks good—same preppy outfit, like he should be on a boat, same toothpaste-white smile. He looks like he owns the place, which, I guess, he does. 
 
    I try not to stare. 
 
    And then he sees me. 
 
    Marcus’ gaze rests on me for a split second; he does a classic double take, which would make me laugh had I not been freaking out inside. And then another. 
 
    He smiles and it makes my inside melt like a chocolate bar left out in the sun.  
 
    “Callie!” Practically bounding over to me, he grabs my hand with delight. “It’s really you!” 
 
    I play it cool. I play it so cool and I hate myself for not throwing my arms around him and dragging Marcus, not Mahak, into one of those playrooms upstairs. Pasting a puzzled smile on my face along with a furrow between my eyes, I whisper, “Hi... Marcus...?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me.” The thought does nothing to wipe away the blinding smile. “Morena’s? Last year?” 
 
    “Oh… of course.” This time Marcus can’t miss the coolness of my tone and his face falls.  
 
    “Oh, Callie. You didn’t get my note, did you?” 
 
    Mahak puts a hand on my arm, his touch not warming me as much as it would have ten minutes ago. “Should I let the two of you catch up, my lovely Callie?” 
 
    “Oh... no...” I stammer, suddenly flustered. “Mahak, this is—” 
 
    “Yes, that would be great,” Marcus interrupts, taking my hand. “Thanks, Mahak.” 
 
    And then he pulls me across the room, back towards the bar. “What are you doing?” I protest. I can stop him if I really want to, but... I don’t. 
 
    “Finding out why you’re here,” Marcus throws over his shoulder. “If I take you upstairs, we’ll be there for the night. Unless you’re here with someone?” He stops by the bar, turning to me with an expression on his face... 
 
    Hopeful. Disappointed. Happy. Sad. And desire, all rolled up into one hot, sexy Marcus.  
 
    “I came with a friend,” I murmur, so Marcus has to lean in to hear over the music. “She knows Basil.” 
 
    Emmy has disappeared from the spot I left her. I hope she’s found someone to amuse her. 
 
    “And you?” Marcus asks. 
 
    “Know no one.” 
 
    “And yet, I find you with the sexiest guy in the room.” He lifts the corner of the bar up, gestures for me to duck underneath. “Come talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what I have to say.” But I still slide through, giving the bartender a sheepish grin as Marcus tucks a hand on the small of my back and escorts me to what turns out to be an office. 
 
    I wonder if Gemma works in here. I wonder if they’ve fucked her in here; one or both of them. Because even though Gemma said sex with Coulter was off the table, if he looks half as good as Marcus does, that would be a hard promise to keep. 
 
    “You really didn’t get my note.” Marcus closes the door behind me, blocking out the worst of the noise, but trapping me in a too small room with a man I’ve fantasied about for months. 
 
    Not a good place to be.  
 
    “The only thing I got from you is chlamydia,” I say. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I don’t reward him with a smile. “No, but it sounds good, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Marcus leans against the desk, crossing legs in slim-fitting khakis. I pointedly avoid looking at his midsection. “Oh, my god, you can’t just joke about that.” He laughs nervously, which surprises me. I wouldn’t have thought Marcus was ever nervous.  
 
    “Why?” I cross my arms over my chest, knowing full well the gesture enhances the girls in my tight shirt. Marcus’ gaze flickers down, back to my face... down again. “Hit too close to home?” 
 
    “No, but... you’re angry. Did Morena not give you my note when I left?” 
 
    “When you ran out moments after you had sex with me?” I shrug like it doesn’t matter. Can I pull it off? Does he know that my lady parts are telling me in no uncertain terms to be quiet and grab him? “I got a something about seeing me again.” 
 
    I’ll be in touch. I’d even kept the note, saving as a bookmark as I waited for Marcus to find me. 
 
    “But that’s it,” I say, keeping all my thoughts tucked up tight. “How is that supposed to make me feel not abandoned?” I give my head a shake. “Not that you abandoned me. We hooked up, you went home with your girlfriend, and I went off to have sex with someone else.” 
 
    Marcus’ shoulders slump. “Really? Who? Lorde?” 
 
    “No, Henry. Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    “I wanted it to be my business. Seriously, Callie, I wanted it to be you and me for the rest of the weekend. I waited for you to get in touch with me, I’ve been waiting, and now I find you in my club. Did you know?” 
 
    “I’m friends with Gemma,” I say coolly. 
 
    “Oh. Look, she’s a great girl and nothing happened—” 
 
    I snort rudely. 
 
    “—after we hired her. You can’t blame me—I walked in on a super hot scene with her and Coulter, and they invited me to stay. It had been a while so—” 
 
    This snort is even louder.  
 
    “You don’t understand, Callie, how long I’ve waited for you. I broke up with Katherine as soon as I could. We left that weekend because her grandfather died; I wasn’t in love with her, I’ve never been in love with her.” 
 
    The way he looks at me... 
 
    My heart races, stomach twists, all of the feels because it looks... it almost seems like... 
 
    No. 
 
    This is not a fairy tale. My life has never been, nor ever will be, a story to bring a smile to a little girl’s face.  
 
    Little girls should run from me because I would be a very bad influence.  
 
    “If you were so eager for me, why didn’t you contact me?” My jaw tightens, my whole body stretched taunt to stop from giving him an inch. 
 
    If I give him an inch, that’s it. I’m done. 
 
    “Because I couldn’t.” Marcus spreads out his hands. “But I left word with Morena for her to tell you anything you wanted to know about me. Including name, address and phone number.” 
 
    “I didn’t get that message,” I say coolly.  
 
    “When I didn’t hear from you, I got hold of Morena. She said the guy you had been with that weekend asked her to delete all the personal information you had given her. I don’t know if he worried about telemarketers or what,” he says scornfully. 
 
    I close my eyes, tumblers clicking into place. “Jason.” I breathe. “He’s I.T. Security. He thinks about stuff like that. I didn’t know.” 
 
    Marcus steps forward, catching my shoulders before I can move away. “You have no idea how much I wanted to find you,” he says, his smile warming me as much as his hands on my shoulders, sliding down my arms. “That morning—Callie, it meant something. At least it did to me.” When I say nothing, he drops his hands. “You being here tonight—” 
 
    “Is a coincidence.” I force my voice to sound steady. “I live here. Not here.” I gesture to the office door. “But in this town.” 
 
    “So...” he trails off with a hopeful expression. 
 
    “No,” I say. “I never thought of you at all.” 
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    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    After I rush out of the office, I find Emmy coming down the stairs, looking flustered and rumpled and overwhelmed. “I need to get out of here,” she blurts. 
 
    “I’m right behind you.”  
 
    We head straight for the door; giving no thanks for the invitation, no last birthday wishes. The guests are in full-out party mode, and no one notices our hasty exit.  
 
    “You want to talk about it?” I ask as we wait for the Uber to pick us up.  
 
    “Nope,” Emmy says through gritted teeth. “You?” 
 
    “Not really.” The drive to Emmy’s house is silent, broken only by the podcast the driver listens to.  
 
    I wonder what happened to her. I study her face, her clothes. What I’ve learned about Emmy is that, after a bad marriage, she wouldn’t tolerate anyone touching her if she didn’t want it, nor would she stay quiet about it. So I don’t think it’s physical. There had been so many men from her past there that it could have been any of them who upset her. I know I should ask more, try to get it out of her, but that might entail getting into what happened with me and Marcus. 
 
    And since I’m not sure what happened, that might be difficult to do.  
 
    After I told him I never thought of him—after I lied—I left. I walked out of the office. 
 
    “You have a nice place here,” I threw over my shoulder, and shut the door quietly and quickly, so I didn’t have to see his face. 
 
    Why? 
 
    I have no idea. 
 
    It seemed so real, and I didn’t know what my next move should be. So I made sure I didn’t need one.  
 
    But now I can’t get Marcus’ expression out of my mind.  
 
    “Thanks for going with me,” Emmy says as the car stops before her house. “Sorry for whatever happened.” 
 
    “It’s nothing you did,” I assure her. “I like men but sometimes they suck.” 
 
    “That’s the truth.”  
 
    As car winds through the quiet streets, I find the only way to stop thinking about the hurt and disappointment shadowing Marcus’ eyes is to think about the last time I saw him.  
 
    I opened the door to find Marcus, a smile on his handsome face, and looking none the worse for wear after last night. Pulling the top of my robe closed to hide my nakedness, confusion mixed with the jolt of excitement. I had been thinking about him; thinking about the way he watched me with the others last night before he finally gave in. Remembering his touch and taste and smell... and now here he was. Right here. 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    Marcus’ smile widened. “Well, good morning to you, too.” 
 
    “Hi. What do you want?” 
 
    “That’s a bit rude after last night.” 
 
    Why did the reminder make my cheeks heat up? It’s not like I haven’t done something like that before. 
 
    Actually, no. That had been a first. Two men—yes. But one in reserve? Coming in the last inning, for his show-stopping homerun?  
 
    So to speak.  
 
    “I apologize,” I said dryly. “But I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “I know.” Marcus pushed his way inside. “But I saw your friends at breakfast and heard how you couldn’t drag yourself out of bed. I had to come and check on you. It seemed the gentlemanly thing to do.” 
 
    There was nothing gentlemanly about the way he was grinning at her. “I’m fine, thanks.”  
 
    “Are you? You look flushed.” 
 
    “I just got out of bed!” I stepped back, unable to stop staring at his lips. Soft, full, kissable lips. That’s what had been driving her crazy.  
 
    Our kiss. 
 
    But why? It had only been a kiss.  
 
    “That’s really too bad.” Marcus moved like he was stalking me; an animal going after his next meal. “I hoped I could find you underneath the covers, wearing whatever you wear under the covers.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I had to get out of the bed to see who was at the door,” I said with fake sweetness. “Or else I would be still under those covers.” 
 
    “Those covers?” He gestured with his chin, his eyes never leaving mine. His eyes were a warm, chocolate brown. The colour of the ooey goodness of a molten lava cake, of hot fudge sundaes, of dark chocolate mousse. 
 
    I was hungry just looking at him. “Mm-hm.”  
 
    “What would you be wearing?” Marcus asked, his voice low and sending an air of intimacy swirling around us, like the scent of freshly baked goods. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I didn’t realize I backed away until I hit the bed. 
 
    “I would like to know. I really, really would.” Marcus was tall enough to peer down at me, pretending to glance under the neckline of my robe clutched to my throat.  
 
    He was just a man, and I knew how to take care of myself with any man. Even while naked. 
 
    Especially while naked. 
 
    Marcus stepped even closer, and this time, I didn’t move away. Couldn’t. “Why don’t you hop back under the covers and we can pretend that I snuck in and surprised you?” He reached for the belt of my robe, rubbing it between his fingers. 
 
    Like he had rubbed me last night.  
 
    I couldn’t catch my breath. Even though I wanted nothing more than to do as he suggested, I wasn’t about to make it easy for him. 
 
    He was going to have to work for it.  
 
    “What do you want, Marcus?” I demanded.  
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” He caught my sleeve, slid his fingers inside to caress my wrist. “I want you. I didn’t get nearly enough of you last night.” 
 
    “Who’s fault was that?” Damn, my voice caught. Did he know my stomach clenched as tight as a ball when touched me? Why? What made him so special?  
 
    I wanted him. There was no denying it, and soon Marcus would know it, too. 
 
    He had to know it. The way I stared at him during dinner, even while Brian’s hands had trailed up my legs, had been obvious to all. The way I kissed him. 
 
    The way he had kissed me back. 
 
    “You wanted to play last night, and I wanted to let you play. I didn’t want to monopolize you,” Marcus explained, his voice low and husky.  
 
    “Did you want to monopolize me?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, tried to ignore the heat rising in my lady parts so I could think clearly. “I think you have a girlfriend stashed in your room, and I wonder what she’ll think of you being here so early in the morning.” 
 
    Marcus stepped even closer, close enough so that I could smell the maple syrup on his breath.  
 
    I loved maple syrup. 
 
    “First thing,” Marcus began, flipping a stray curl away from my neck. “It’s not that early. And second, have you read anything about this place? This isn’t cheating. It’s expected behaviour.” 
 
    He was right. It had been the only thing I had issues with before I got here, and I talked about it with Sadie and Jason on the drive from Halifax. 
 
    “A swinger is a person who engages in consensual sex with others outside their relationship,” Jason had reported. “So therefore, no one at the resort will consider it cheating if you have sex with them.” 
 
    “It feels like cheating,” I had argued. 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “What makes it different?” 
 
    Jason turned around in the passenger seat to glare at me in the backseat. “Callie, you wanted to come. Shouldn’t you have thought of this before we flew almost two thousand kilometers to get here?” 
 
    “You said it was seventeen hundred and something.” I wasn’t sure why I was arguing with Jason. He made sense. Like always, he explained things well. And I wasn’t sure why, on the cusp of this potentially great adventure— 
 
    “It’s not like Michael,” Sadie had interrupted up my train of thought. “Michael cheated on his girlfriend with you. He lied. This will be different. This won’t be Michael.” Sadie’s earnest gaze reflected in the rear view mirror.  
 
    “Okay,” I had said. 
 
    So I couldn’t use Marcus’ girlfriend as an excuse. Not here. 
 
    But why was I looking for an excuse? “I didn’t expect you to show up at my door.” 
 
    “To be honest, I didn’t either. But aren’t you glad I’m here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Marcus looked surprised at my easy admission and gave me a little push. “Get back into bed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go. Under the covers. I like to play as much as you do.” 
 
    I could only hope so. “Turn around,” I said pertly, waiting until he turned around before I slipped off the robe, tossing it back on the chair as I dove under the covers with a giggle. 
 
    “Did you just giggle?” Marcus demanded. 
 
    “I did,” I admitted, my head under the covers.  
 
    “Are you going to be laughing the whole time?” 
 
    I shivered with delight. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’d rather you be making noises other than laughter.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to see what you can do about that.” 
 
    “Oh, I can do.” With a low growl, Marcus flipped up the bottom of the duvet, uncovering my bare legs. “I hoped this was what you slept in.” 
 
    “Bare is always better.” I sighed with anticipation as Marcus crawled under the covers, running his hands up my legs. “I always say—” 
 
    Marcus pushed my legs apart, his mouth finding the heat between them with a low growl, and then neither of us cared about what I always said. 
 
    After he crawled out, leaving me tingling with an ear-to-ear smile, we had sex. Finally, after the buildup and flirting and the foreplay, he was inside me, and I expected it to be less than perfect, because sometimes, that’s how it was.  
 
    Playing the game was often better than the actual act. 
 
    But not with Marcus.  
 
    He fit like he was made for me. We moved together like we’d been doing it forever, me matching his hunger, and Marcus keeping up with my eagerness. 
 
    Marcus fucked me slowly, firmly, with no fancy positions or techniques, almost like we were making love. 
 
    Which we weren’t. 
 
    He kissed me often and thoroughly, muffling my cries. But when I came, arching up with a loud cry, Marcus watched me, studying my face like he was trying to memorize it.  
 
    It worked, better than with anyone in a very long time. 
 
    And for once, after it was over, I wanted to keep a man in my bed, long after we finished.  
 
    I loved my body, my curves, how strong and fierce I was. But I didn’t always like my hips and thighs, my belly that could never be flat, no matter how many minutes of planks I did, and an ass that was bigger than most. 
 
    During sex, none of it mattered, but after... 
 
    Being naked before a new man was always something of a trial, one I usually smoothed over with a joke. Before sex, men were always so eager. But after, the admiration and desire would vanish as they ran their critical gaze over my body. 
 
    Not all of them, but enough for me to learn not to linger. 
 
    But with Marcus... 
 
    After, when it was over, the way he looked at me made me feel beautiful.  
 
    The way he stroked my thigh, slapped my ass when I rolled over to get the pillow from the floor, how he tickled my belly button.  
 
    It was like the sequel of a fairy tale that was as good as the original.  
 
    I did something I never did—I curled into his side, relishing the warmth of Marcus’ arms around me.  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked sleepily. 
 
    “Your dream come true,” he whispered, pressing his lips against my forehead.  
 
    That was then. This is now. Marcus can’t be my dream because fairy tales never came true. At least not for me. 
 
    At least they never have before, no matter how much I wished for them.  
 
    “I can’t do it,” I whisper aloud, the Uber driver caught up in his own problems. “I can’t be the person he wants.” 
 
    I don’t bother asking what kind of person Marcus might want. Because then I might answer that he wants a person like me 
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    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cats are excited to see me come home. It’s only been a little over an hour since I left, and I told them I’d be out late. 
 
    My cats like it when I tell them what I’ll be doing, when I’ll be home. I think they understand it, especially Jafar. 
 
    It’s important to have someone care, even if it’s only my cats.  
 
    The night is young. And it’s Friday, so my options are endless. I could settle in with a movie. 
 
    I’m not in the mood for true love. 
 
    I could turn in, get a good night’s sleep. 
 
    If I crawl into bed now, alone, there might be tears. I’m not proud of it, but it’s a definite possibility. 
 
    I can call Brienne, Sadie, or any of my other friends. 
 
    They’ll all be with their significant others. It is Friday night. 
 
    That leaves me looking for someone as alone as I am. 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I scroll through my contacts. I start with Greg, who worked at Hever with me, and who had always been good for a distraction. 
 
    “Callie! How are you?” Laughter and other voices, along with the tinkle of glasses, force Greg to yell into the phone. 
 
    “I’m good. You sound like you’re busy. Having fun?” 
 
    “You know it. I’m out with some of the old guys from Hever, so you know everybody. Why don’t you come by, have a drink with us? Or three?” Greg is a big man, and the slur in his voice suggests he’s already well past three. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m not really in a party mood,” I say. “I mean, I could do a more personalized party... but it sounds like I’ve caught you at a bad time.” 
 
    “I can leave. I can leave right now.” And he would. I could have Greg for an hour, or the rest of the night. He’s there for the taking, there to give me what I want. 
 
    But I don’t take it. 
 
    Instead, I give a throaty chuckle. “I don’t want to take you away from your fun. Not to worry, I’ll talk to you soon. We can hook up... catch up.” 
 
    “Please?” The eagerness in Greg’s voice is nice, and certainly helps with the regret. But I’m not sure what I’m regretting. 
 
    “See you soon,” I promise. 
 
    The next on my list is Lance, who is always ready for some last minute fun. I haven’t seen him in over a year, but there’s no way he’d forget me.  
 
    “Callie?” Lance doesn’t sound nearly as excited as Greg to hear from me. “Hi.” 
 
    “How’re you doing? I know it’s been a while since we’ve seen each other—” 
 
    “You can’t call me anymore,” he interrupts. 
 
    “No? We didn’t leave things on bad terms, did we?” 
 
    “A lot has changed.” Lance lowers his voice. “I’m engaged.” 
 
    “Oh...” I close my eyes to the disappointment. Not that losing Lance as a friend with benefits is so terrible, but he’s found love and I haven’t. 
 
    That shouldn’t hurt so much. 
 
    “Congratulations.” I force my tone to be happy and excited because Lance is a good guy and he deserves it. “That’s great news. I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been a year,” Lance says ruefully. 
 
    “It has. My bad. But look, amazing news. I’m really happy for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Callie. What about you? Anyone manage to tie you down?” 
 
    “You know me.” I manage a sultry chuckle. “Monogamy has never been a close, personal friend. I like to have too much fun.” 
 
    “Monogamy’s not so bad,” Lance offers, and I stare at the phone with shock. Lance had been the biggest player I knew, going from woman to woman, sometimes on the same night. 
 
    He also had a very healthy libido and one of the biggest cocks I’ve ever had in my hand. His fiancée is a lucky woman. 
 
    “Well, I hope it works out for you,” I tell him. “And if it doesn’t…” 
 
    “I think she’s the one,” Lance says, sounding exactly like a love-struck puppy. 
 
    It doesn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    The next on my list is Michael.  
 
    I delete his contact information. I should have done it weeks ago, but tonight was the first time I felt ready to take that step. 
 
    After I do, I crawl into bed.  
 
    By myself. And tell myself not to cry. 
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    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus is at my door by the middle of the afternoon.  
 
    I knew he’d find me. 
 
    “Do I have some sort of sign out here inviting random guys to stop by?” I demand as I hold the door open, effectively blocking the doorway. I’m still wearing my fuzzy pajamas, watching the latest live version of Cinderella. 
 
    The music is fun, but it’s not quite the same as the classic.   
 
    “I would have been here sooner, but it took a bit to wrangle the address out of Gemma.” Marcus glances over my shoulder to see into my house. “She’s a very loyal friend, you know. And annoyingly persistent.” 
 
    “What did you do, threaten to fire her?” 
 
    “Of course not! I would never do that, plus the club would implode if she left. What are you doing?” He cocks his head again, but no smile on his handsome face. 
 
    “Trying to stay away from you,” I confess. 
 
    “But... why?” He shakes his head. “I have really been looking for you. Want to see the text string with Morena?” 
 
    I shake my head, dropping my chin so Marcus won’t see the smile. I thought a lot about him last night, about how his dropping into my life might be a coincidence. Or it could be more. 
 
    And I thought of what that might mean if it wasn’t a simple twist of fate. That it wasn’t cheap real estate prices or a warehouse-size building available that led Marcus and Coulter here.  
 
    It was definitely the abundance of swingers in the area, and that had nothing to do with me.  
 
    But what if it’s more? And don’t I have a right to find out? 
 
    “Do you still have the girlfriend?” The words add an unhappy twist to my mouth and cements my feet so Marcus can’t push his way through. 
 
    Not that he would, but just in case. 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed, but she wasn’t much of a girlfriend,” he admits. “She looked good, and she liked to look good with me, but that’s about it. She had an interest in visiting Morena’s, and therefore interested in me because I could get her there. But that’s it.” He lifts his hands. “I’ve got no strings.” 
 
    “But... me? Why?” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I want to suck them back like slurping up a milkshake. I’ve said some things that I’ve regretted, but never something that makes me look vulnerable. 
 
    “Because you, Callie, scare me. And I’ve gone after every single thing that has scared me. I knew from that weekend I would really enjoy getting to know you.” He takes my hand and the simple touch of his fingers tugs at an invisible string tangled in my lady parts. “When is the last time you were wooed?” 
 
    My heart suddenly begins to pick up speed. “Is that even a real word?” I mutter. 
 
    “I think it’s a very good word. Woo.” When he says the word, his lips pucker like a kiss. “Woo. I like it. When was the last time a man took the time to seduce you? really do a good job of it. Mind and body and… body?” 
 
    I drop my gaze and shake my head. All I want is sex, not a total mind and body wooing with lips that can kiss me senseless. 
 
    He tips up my chin with gentle fingers. “You deserve it, you know. Would it help to tell you that I’m filthy rich?” 
 
    I laugh at the ballsiness of his declaration. “I figured as much. But thanks, I’ve got more than enough to keep me happy.” 
 
    I let him inside.  
 
    How could I not? Even if Marcus was a stranger, I’d still be interested. And knowing what I know about him… there could be no reason where I didn’t let him into my house. 
 
    If he was married—I would have closed the door on his face.  
 
    Marcus stands by the door, his gaze skirting the living room like he’s drinking it in. For once, I see my space from a man’s view: overstuffed furniture that looks a little too tired, chenille blankets for when I curl up to watch a movie, my empty milk glass on the table. Shelves of books and DVDs flanking the doorway leading to the kitchen, with a pile of each beside the couch.  
 
    And the cats, taking up space on a chair and one of the cushions, both studying Marcus with a suspicious glare.  
 
    “Those are some cats,” Marcus says. 
 
    “I grow them big around here.” I could be referring to me. It’s the first time I’ve acknowledged my size to Marcus, but he doesn’t even glance at me. No, he goes straight for Olaf on the chair and runs a tentative hand down the length of him.  
 
    It takes two strokes, and the purring begins. 
 
    I wonder how long it will take me. 
 
    After attending to my cat while I watch with my own suspicious glare, Marcus finally stands up and faces me. “Is this the real Callie?” He sweeps a hand around the room, at the television, still playing the movie. “Cats, and fuzzy pants, and Cinderella?” 
 
    “This is me.” I shrug, with a take-it-out-leave it insouciance. It’s the best I can do; seeing Marcus has thrown off my game. Usually I would have had him naked and on the floor by now, but I have a feeling Marcus has his own game to play. 
 
    I’m just not sure I’m up for playing.  
 
    “I like it,” he says with studied casualness. “It’s a good movie. I watched it with my nieces. I’m more of a dog person, but I can respect cats.” 
 
    “That’s very good to hear.” 
 
    “And the fuzzy pants are turning me on.” 
 
    This is it. This is where the wooing starts. My pulse begins to race and possibilities flit through my mind—the couch? Maybe. Definitely not the floor, not after Dylan. Maybe we could— 
 
    “Mind if I watch it with you?” And as I stare, dumbfounded, Marcus settles in beside Jafar, who traitorously crawls onto his lap.  
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    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We watch the rest of the movie together. No touching. 
 
    It’s a strange form of hell. 
 
    I’m aware of every laugh, every sound, every breath Marcus makes as the movie plays, and I know he’s just as conscious of me. But there’s no slipping an arm across the back of the couch, no shift to get closer.  
 
    I make him tea with a plate of cookies. 
 
    “What do you think of the life-action compared to the original movies?” Marcus asks as the credits begin. I let them play because I like the song. “You’ve got quite the collection.” 
 
    “Do you know much about Disney films? Because I know a lot,” I say. “It’s fine if you want to go there, but you are warned. I might scare you.” 
 
    “Scare me, huh?” Marcus gives me a half-smile that makes me want to roll over so he can rub my belly like Jafar. “I’m not sure that’s possible.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s possible.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the win on Mickey stuff, although I’ll have you know, I’m very familiar with the parks, as well as the collection of dolls. My sister has three girls and I’m their favourite uncle.” 
 
    I glance at him with new light as I picture him in a tea party situation with little girls. Of course, he’d be their favourite uncle. They’d love him. 
 
    “Do you have kids?” I ask, holding my breath at his response. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Always wanted to, but never met the right woman. I assume you don’t have kids?” he asks with a studied look around.  
 
    “No, the movies are all mine.” 
 
    “Ever want them?” 
 
    Men have asked me that before and I’ve always given a flippant response to get the subject back to sex, which is what I’m most comfortable with. But things have started out differently with Marcus, and I don’t feel like falling back into old habits.  
 
    “A year ago I would have said no,” I say. “But lately... I’m not sure. And it’s not since I met you, so don’t get any thoughts in your head.” 
 
    “I have many thoughts in my head,” Marcus admits. “Most of which are questions about you.” 
 
    “Ask away.” I spread my arms wide. “I’m an open book.” 
 
    “Okay. Good.” He shifts on the couch, still keeping Jafar in his lap, but so he leans against the arm and faces me. There’s a twinkle in his eyes that intrigues me.  
 
    I tell myself it’s his eyes rather than the fact a man wants to play Twenty Questions with me.  
 
    “You’ve been married?” 
 
    I nod. “Split up about ten years ago.” 
 
    “Is he still in your life?” 
 
    “I’d like him not to be. Dylan has gambling issues and I have an issue how the gambling is ruining his life. What about you?” 
 
    “I don’t gamble. But I do have two lovely ex-wives who rarely speak to me.” 
 
    “Why did you split up?” I brace myself for the red flag that will send me running.  
 
    “Well, I caught first wife with the pool boy, and the second one with her gynecologist. Who was a woman.” 
 
    “You have a pool boy?” Marcus chuckles at my question. “I mean, that’s very sad.” 
 
    “It is and it isn’t. My wives didn’t seem to realize that my lifestyle changes when I get married.” 
 
    “The lifestyle that involves you going to swinger resorts? I can see how that might be confusing.” 
 
    “One of my few failings,” Marcus says with a rueful smile. “I’m not a great husband.” 
 
    “Maybe you had the wrong wives?” 
 
    “Maybe.” The credits of the movie finally stop scrolling and the sudden silence gives an awkward tinge to the room. “I like being here with you,” Marcus confesses. “It’s the most relaxed I’ve been since I got here.” 
 
    “I’m very good at helping others relax.” 
 
    “I bet you are.” Another chuckle. “But I’m afraid I’m going to have to take my leave.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “That sounds... almost... disappointed?” Marcus smiles hopefully. 
 
    “I’m sure you have better things to do than watch Cinderella.” 
 
    “I’d like nothing better than to watch the original and see how they compare. But I’ve been gone for hours, and I should get back to the club. We’ll have a full house tonight.” 
 
    I nod, unable to respond without showing my disappointment. I’m not even sure what I’m disappointed about. 
 
    “Are you disappointed enough to let me buy you dinner tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Is this the wooing you mentioned?” 
 
    “This is me wanting to get to know you and hoping you want the same.” 
 
    “Is that the only thing you want?” I ask bluntly. 
 
    Marcus smiles. “Oh, Callie.” He stretches an arm along the back of the couch, long enough that his fingertips brush my cheek. “Would you mind moving your cat?” he whispers. “His claws are kind of attached to my clothing.” 
 
    My laugh startles Jafar from sleep and, with a disdainful glance, he jumps off Marcus’ lap, who heaves a deep breath. “I think everything is asleep.” 
 
    “Should I wake things up?” I suggest in a low voice, sliding closer, my hand reaching for his knee. 
 
    But Marcus catches my hand in his and raises it to his mouth. “You’re going to be a very big distraction, aren’t you?” Before I can say anything, he slides closer, still holding my hand. “I like you, Callie.”  
 
    There is a pause, but I make myself say it. “I like you, too.” 
 
    “Good. We’re in agreement.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s been the problem,” I whisper, my heart thundering as he leans closer. 
 
    “No? What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    His lips brush mine, soft and sweet and tasting like ginger cookies, but he pulls back just as my eyes drift closed. “I have to go,” he says in a soft voice. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want you to.” This time I kiss him—a gentle sweep against his lips. “But I won’t keep you.” 
 
    Marcus chuckles ruefully. “I think you can.” 
 
    “Oh, I know I can. But your club awaits. And dinner? Tomorrow?” 
 
    This time, his kiss is a little more, a little longer. A little taste of what to come.   
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    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    There are no fuzzy pants the next day.  
 
    I’m not sure what got into me yesterday.  
 
    Seeing Marcus was a surprise. A shock even. To be honest, I expected to see him when I went to the party with Emmy, but I didn’t expect his reaction. It was as if he was excited to see me. That he almost missed me. That he really tried to find me.  
 
    And then yesterday, showing up at my house? Who was that? 
 
    That was Marcus, in his true self—comfortable, casual, caring. But who was I? 
 
    That wasn’t me. Sitting on the couch in my pajamas, watching a movie with a man? Sure—fun—but with a man I’m extremely attracted to? My lady parts must have been napping. 
 
    That’s not me.   
 
    Vulnerability doesn’t mean I can run and hide. I’ve never hid from anything and I’m not starting now. If I want Marcus, I’m going to go and get him.  
 
    Which is why I call Gemma the next morning. 
 
    “I need a favour,” I say as she picks up. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I gave Marcus your address!” Gemma cries. “I should have called you, but he wanted it to be a surprise.” 
 
    “It was definitely a surprise.” 
 
    “Was it okay? Did he say something to upset you? Did you have sex?” The last question is blurted in a hushed whisper. 
 
    “No, and that upset me. Look, are you working at the club today?” 
 
    “I was going in for a little bit after lunch. Why?” 
 
    “I need a tour.” 
 
    “From... me?” 
 
    “No, from Marcus, but I can’t ask him. I’m sure he’ll take over from you. He will be there today, won’t he?” I never thought that Marcus, the owner of a new club in town, wouldn’t be working on a Sunday. From the little I know of him, I assumed he would be there most days. 
 
    “He’s always there,” Gemma confirms.  
 
    “Perfect. Can I meet you at one?” 
 
    “Sure, if you want. But Callie... I thought you and Marcus... it really seemed like it when he asked about you.” She stammers, but I understand her thoughts. 
 
    I understand because I’ve been asking myself the same thing.  
 
    “I don’t exactly understand what’s going on, but I’m about to find out. And it’s fine if you gave my address to him, but a head’s up next time would be great.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Just get me into the club and you’ll never have to think about it again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, I meet Gemma outside Fantasies.  
 
    “Wow.” Her eyes widen with admiration. “You look incredible.” 
 
    “This old thing?” I tug at my plain white shirt, tucked into a pair of dark jeans. It’s a simple outfit, but with my best push-up bra and an extra button left undone, all eyes will be on my breasts.  
 
    They look amazing, if I do say so myself. A little shimmer along the cleavage finishes the outfit, but I spent time on my hair, creating a tumble of waves any man would want to run his hands through. The red lipstick is the no-smudge kind, so I’ll still look good walking out.  
 
    Hopefully, a little disheveled, but still good.  
 
    “Marcus should be in his office,” Gemma explains as she unlocks the door of the nightclub. “We go into through this way.” 
 
    “Lead the way. Whoa.” I stop in my tracks at the top of the stairs, staring down at the empty dance floor below. “It looks a lot different during the day.” When we had been there a few weeks ago, I hadn’t realized the space was so big, and so deep. I carefully follow Gemma down, gripping the railing since these boots aren’t made for metal stairs. 
 
    “It takes some getting used to.” Gemma’s voice rings through the emptiness. But on closer glance, I notice there are a few people by the bar and someone strides across the dance floor and— 
 
    “Hey! Hot bouncer.” The bald and brawny guy who found Emmy for me stops at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” he demands with an intimidating expression that has me shrinking back. 
 
    “I’m with her.” I jerk my thumb towards Gemma. 
 
    “I’m Gemma,” she supplies. “I work in the office with Coulter and Marcus.” 
 
    He nods, his face relaxing a bit. “You’re friends with Emmy. Thanks for making sure she got home the other night.” 
 
    I glance at Gemma and then back at the bouncer. “And how did you know she was here? Are you friends with Emmy?” 
 
    “I like to think so. I’m Will.” Any intimidation vanishes with that sheepish grin.  
 
    “Oh hoh! Do you think Emmy is holding out on us?” I whisper loudly to Gemma. 
 
    “I think she might be,” Gemma whispers back.  
 
    “You know I can hear you,” Will points out. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to hear what we discuss at the next book club meeting.” I wink at Will. “Great meeting you. Let’s go, Gemma.” I take the final stair, but Will steps before us. 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Looking for love. At least I hope so. Have you seen Marcus?” I ask with a pert smile. 
 
    Will blinks in surprise. “Ah… I think he’s on the other side, up in the rooms.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I hook my arm through Gemma’s. “I don’t think I’ll need that tour after all.” 
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    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gemma still escorts me up the stairs, but she stops halfway when we hear footsteps. “It could be Coulter,” she warns in a whisper. 
 
    “As tempting as that might be, I’m not looking for two.” Her cheeks flush as I give her a wink. “I got this.”  
 
    Gemma has a concerned expression. “I’ll be down in the office if you need anything.” 
 
    “Hopefully not.” I flutter my fingers and continue upstairs with anticipation trailing each step. 
 
    At the top, I find an empty hallway with doors lining each side. All are closed, except for one. 
 
    I head straight for it.  
 
    My heart kicks in an extra beat when I see Marcus inside, and I’m so focused on the sight of him I don’t take in the room décor for a moment. And then— 
 
    Handcuffs. Everywhere.  
 
    Handcuffs attached to the headboard of the bed, tied to long silk straps, puddle at the corners of the mattress, and dangling from the wall.  
 
    Those are just the ones around the bed.  
 
    “Oh. Well.”  
 
    Marcus turns in surprise at the sound of my voice. “Hey, there.” I give him a little curtsy. “I didn’t expect to see you until tonight.” 
 
    “I thought I’d come check out what pulled you away from me last night.” Marcus is in front of me before I finish speaking, his hands on my shoulders, pulling me close. “Hel-lo.” 
 
    His kiss is lingering and hot, full of a lot more need and desire than yesterday.  
 
    If Marcus had kissed me like this yesterday, I wouldn’t have let him out of the house. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” he husks, dropping kisses along my jaw to my neck. He pushes my hair out of the way of his hungry mouth.  
 
    “Apparently I’m not interrupting anything.” I tilt my head to allow him easier access. The touch of his lips behind my ear feels like there’s a string attached to my lady parts and Marcus gives it a firm tug.  
 
    “No. I was thinking about you.” 
 
    “I like when you think about me.” I peer over his shoulder into the room of handcuffs. “Were you thinking about me in here?” 
 
    “How I’d like to tie you up and have my way with you?” 
 
    “Yes. That,” I say breathlessly. Marcus chuckles. 
 
    “Would you like a tour?” 
 
    I focus on the blue eyes. “I would like whatever you have to give me.”  
 
    A furrow appears between his eyes. “What if I’m offering more than you want?” 
 
    I know what he’s asking. I know what he’s asking and there’s only a slight pause before I reply in a shaky voice. “I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    His smile is wide and warm and possibly the best thing I’ve seen for a long time. I want to do whatever I can to make him smile, over and over again. “Good. We’ve wasted enough time. Now,” he says, tangling my fingers with his. “I want to show you my favourite room.” 
 
    “Better than handcuff room?” 
 
    “This one is pretty good too.” 
 
    “Are handcuffs a thing for you, then?” 
 
    “Oh, Callie.” He chuckles as he pulls me out into the hallway. I’m interested in seeing what’s in the other rooms, but Marcus doesn’t stop. “Haven’t you figured out that everything is a thing for me?” 
 
    “Everything about me, you mean?”  
 
    “We have wasted too much time.” He leads me to a second hall at the end of the first; long and narrow, with only a few doors. Marcus opens the last one and glances over his shoulder. “Ready?” 
 
    “I was born ready.”  
 
    I’m not ready for the room. 
 
    It’s small, much tinier than the handcuff room, with only a bed positioned opposite a fake fireplace. There’s a chair in the corner. The bed is large with white pillows and a duvet and— 
 
    I swallow around the lump in my throat. “It looks like Morena’s. The cabin… and the room I stayed in.”  
 
    “She sent me pictures.” His hand tightens around mine. 
 
    “Marcus…” I have no words, no thoughts, only an overflowing of feelings that are ready to burst.  
 
    He turns with a rueful smile. “I told you I thought of you.” 
 
    My mouth collides with his in a clash of lips and tongue. Of hands searching. Of buttons— 
 
    “I popped your button,” Marcus says into my mouth.  
 
    “I’d like you to pop more than just a button.”  
 
    The break into lightheartedness helps take the edge off the intensity and slows things down. Marcus unbuttons my shirt while kissing me and manages to keep the rest of the buttons attached. 
 
    Once my shirt is on the floor, I set to work on Marcus’, running hands across his toned stomach and chest with the spatter of soft hair. Pushing the fabric down his arms, I French kiss his shoulder as I pull on his belt buckle. 
 
    Marcus keeps trying to kiss me as I undress him, and he won’t keep his hands off my breasts, but I’ve never been one for multitasking. It’s very distracting, but I get his pants off, taking a moment to stroke the hardness straining his boxer briefs before I tug them off as well. 
 
    He stands naked before me, with a cocky smile and cock that’s stiff with want. I touch everywhere, all of him, running quick fingers down tanned arms and firm thighs, smiling at the whiteness of his bare ass compared to the tanned back.  
 
    “You... are very… pretty,” I say in a husky voice. 
 
    “I’d say the same if you stop moving and let me look at you,” Marcus grouses. I laugh and dart around him to press myself against his back with a teasing smile, stroking his chest with both hands, on to his stomach and then dipping lower. 
 
    “You don’t play fair,” he growls.  
 
    “What’s the fun in that?”  
 
    That’s when Marcus turns, faster than I expected, and pulls me onto the bed.  
 
    He lies above me, naked, slotted between my legs with a smile on his face and something I can’t describe in his eyes. I’ve seen men who look at me with lust, desire, and want, but this is different. 
 
    It makes me feel like my chest is cracking wide open and all this stuff—flowers and birds and butterflies—is pouring out.  
 
    It makes my breath catch in my throat. It makes my eyes prick with tears. 
 
    He runs a lazy finger between my breasts, pushed together so nicely by my best bra. It’s my favourite bra now, just like this is my favourite room ever. “Would you like to take your clothes off now?” 
 
    “I’d like you to kiss me again.” 
 
    “So demanding.” Marcus smiles as he drops his mouth onto mine.  
 
    “So right.”  
 
    The kisses last forever. Slow, wet, lazy kisses that trail onto my neck, the fullness of my breasts. I love the feel of his mouth against my skin and miss it a moment after he moves it, only to gasp as his lips find a more exciting place. My hands stroke his back, push his head back to where I need it most. 
 
    I sigh as his lips tug on my nipple, first one and then the other. “These are magnificent,” he murmurs as his tongue trailblazes through my cleavage. “I can die a happy man now.” 
 
    “I haven’t even had my turn yet.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” 
 
    With both hands, I push Marcus off and roll him onto his back. Then I sit up and look at him. “You are pretty magnificent, too.” 
 
    “Any part in particular?” 
 
    I chuckle as I smooth a hand down his chest. I could easily spend hours kissing and tasting and teasing, but I don’t have the patience for that today. I go straight for the treasure, stroking his thick cock with fingers that feel more long and slim than usual.  
 
    “This part is pretty good, but we’ll have to see if magnificent really describes it.” I cut off his protests as I kiss the tip, tongue swirling around the velvet soft head before I take his cock in my mouth, taking him deep, right to the base. I bob up and down along the length, smiling at the feel of it, loving at how Marcus stiffens even more.  
 
    “Callie,” he groans, and I smile.  
 
    He doesn’t let me play for very long. With an animal-like growl, he grips my shoulders and pulls me up. “That’s enough of that.” 
 
    “Don’t you like it?” I run my finger around the tip, dipping into the drop of salty goodness forming at the top.  
 
    “Too much. I want—” And then he freezes. “Please tell me you have a condom.” 
 
    “I—” My mind rakes through the contents of my bag. Wallet, phone, lipstick—how could I forget to put in a condom when this was exactly what I had planned?—“Don’t.” 
 
    This time I groan along with him. “Dammit,” he hisses, pulling himself up into a seated position. “I can—” 
 
    I catch his arm before he gets too far. “I had a test last week,” I admit. “I’m clean. There hasn’t been anyone since then.” 
 
    “There hasn’t been anyone for me in a long time,” he says. “But…” 
 
    “And I’m full of birth control,” I finish.  
 
    He looks at me with concern and longing and my chest cracks even more. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let you touch me if I wasn’t, no matter how much I want you.” 
 
    With a quick move, Marcus pushes me down and attacks the waist of my jeans with a snarl. “These have got to go right now.” I laugh breathlessly as he makes short work of my jeans, and lose track as they fly off the bed, followed by the scrap of lacy fabric that I call a thong. 
 
    “Next time I’ll take more time to admire,” he promises, parting my thighs with an impatient hand.  
 
    “Oh, you think—” My retort is cut off by a finger sliding into my wetness, running along the length of me. “Okay, maybe there’ll be a next time.” 
 
    “And a next time, and another next time, and...” He watches my face as he strokes, breaks into a smug smile as my eyes drift close as he circles my clit with two fingers.  
 
    “Why are you staring at me?” I manage. 
 
    “I like to watch. You know that.” 
 
    “I like to fuck. You’re about to find out how much.”  
 
    “You can wait a—” 
 
    “No,” I interrupt. “I can’t.” 
 
    Marcus chuckles as he moves between my legs. “So demanding.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know—oh!” My entire body seems to arch as Marcus enters me with a savage thrust, his hips driving me up the bed.  
 
    “Is that a good oh, or a not-so-good oh?” He pulls out, so only the tip remains inside.  
 
    “Good,” I gasp, clutching his ass with both hands to get him back inside me.  
 
    “As long as we’re in agreement.” Another thrust, another gasp. There is no space left inside me and without giving a chance to adjust, Marcus pumps into me. “Hope you want it rough.” 
 
    “Just fuck me.” My voice sounds like gravel on a skinned knee. “Fuck me—ooohh!” The words trail off into a cry. “Like that.” 
 
    For long moments, the only sounds in the room are my moans as Marcus picks up speed like a Ferrari on the straight-away, the quiet squeak of the bed, and the rhythmic smack of skin on skin. “We’re going to break the bad,” I finally huff a laugh.  
 
    “You want me to stop?” 
 
    Without giving me a chance to protest, Marcus pulls out, leaving me aching and lost. “No,” I cry. “No, I—yes,” I moan when his mouth settles between my legs, his hands pushing my thighs apart. I draw up my legs as his tongue finds me and I cry out with relief as he replaces his cock with his tongue, before frantically lapping at my clit as his fingers thrust inside my wetness. 
 
    Marcus becomes deliberate and methodical; using his tongue and fingers, he tastes me, explores me and my moans turn to louder cries as his touches become more insistent. His tongue is everywhere, his fingers quick to follow. I cry out as his tongue probes inside me, to be replaced by thrusting fingers as his mouth returns to my clit, licking and sucking, making me clutch the covers with my hands. 
 
    “Come for me, Callie,” Marcus says, the words causing a delicious vibration in my pussy. My pussy that I want him to fuck. My pussy that will always be desperate for his touch. His fingers thrust into me as he tongues me relentlessly and I can feel the build up growing, spreading through my limbs. 
 
    “Please,” I whimper, hips pressing up into his mouth, wanting more, wanting all of him. His tongue is the centre of my world, his mouth against my wet pussy, my— 
 
    The climax hits me like a proverbial Mack truck, arching me like a bow, and leaving the back of my head buried in pillow, mouth open in a silent scream. 
 
    As soon as the spasms stop, Marcus is quick to kiss his way up my body, tonguing my belly button, along my ribs, under my heavy breasts until he’s back on top of me, his mouth finding mine.  
 
    I taste myself as his tongue darts into my mouth, and his hands spread my thighs wider. And then he’s inside me again. 
 
    This time Marcus takes his time; I take my time, enjoying the touch of each other, skin against skin heated with friction, two All-stars very good at their game. I tuck my legs around his hips, as he tangles a hand in my hair as he groans my name. 
 
    It’s so very good.  
 
    But soon the thrusts become more intense, more frantic and I feel the build-up start again. I’m halfway there—I’m three-quarters there— 
 
    “I’m almost there,” I cry, my fingers digging into his ass. Just as Marcus slides a hand between our bodies, the orgasm is like I’ve been shot out of a cannon—flying high, soaring through the sky, my high-pitched cry mixing with Marcus’ throaty moan as he empties himself inside of me.  
 
    And then I come down, nestled into his arms.  
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    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you and Marcus?” Gemma asks, even before I take a seat for the book club meeting.  
 
    “Guess so.” I grin. It’s only been five days since I got the tour of Fantasies, and I’m still not sure what to call it.  
 
    Saying Marcus is my boyfriend seems a bit too childish, but I guess that’s what he is. 
 
    Five days of Marcus sleeping in my bed; of doing all sorts of things in my bed, things that make the cats run out in terror, or meow piteously at the door, concerned with the sounds they hear.  
 
    Things that make me laugh, and things that make me shake my head at how is that possible, and things that made me come so hard I cried.  
 
    Marcus is… my boyfriend. 
 
    We haven’t said the L-word yet, but it’ll happen soon, as long as I don’t try to run again.  
 
    He said we’ll visit the handcuff room if that happens. 
 
    “That was quick,” Emmy says with a surprised expression. 
 
    “You should talk, Emmy and the Hot Bouncer.” 
 
    Her cheeks flush pink. “Will.” She giggles. 
 
    “Will,” I echo. She looks happy. I’m happy. The others— 
 
    “Jasper’s coming home next month,” Gemma announces. 
 
    “And how does Coulter feel about that?” I wonder. 
 
    “I haven’t have sex with Coulter since he hired me,” Gemma says stoutly. “Once, but it doesn’t count.” 
 
    “What kind of sex doesn’t count?” Malcolm asks, the cheese laden cracker halted halfway to his mouth.  
 
    “It was to celebrate me getting the job,” she explains in a lofty voice. “And the other time, sex didn’t actually happen, just some other stuff.” 
 
    “So you haven’t had sex with him twice since he hired you,” Nia says. “Maybe we should ask, how does Jasper feel about Coulter?” 
 
    “We’re talking about it,” Gemma assures us.  
 
    “So, three out of five gettin’ some action.” I snap the C. “Any prospects?” I turn to Malcolm and Nia. “Or should I pick a really steamy read?” 
 
    “I had a date,” Malcolm volunteers. “Possible second date.” 
 
    “Good for you.” It’s the second meeting after we had sex, and I’m glad to see that things did not get weird with Malcolm.  
 
    Four sets of eyes turn to Nia. “Where am I supposed to meet someone?” she scoffs. 
 
    Everyone throws out suggestions; all of which Nia neatly sidesteps. “What about on-line?” I propose. “One of those dating websites. There’s something for everyone. Heck, there are even sites solely for getting laid.” 
 
    Emmy chimes in and no one notices  
 
    Nia doesn’t say a word to argue.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Will Nia find love? 
 
    Find out in the next Fantasies Book Club 
 
    Nia 
 
    Coming January 2022 
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    If you liked Callie, I’d love it if you would leave a review! 
 
    Reviews are so important to indie authors. They help me find new readers, which allows me to write more books. So, really, you’d be doing everyone a favor if you left a review. 
 
    And I’d really appreciate it! 
 
      
 
    You can do it right here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?asin=B09DCXDFYC 
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    Want more Callie? 
 
    Find out all the details of her past with Michael  
 
    and her friendship with Brienne 
 
     in  
 
    Office Plays—The Collection 
 
    Office Plays 
 
    Secrets and Lies 
 
    Love After Hours 
 
    Lost Weekends 
 
      
 
    And her past with Marcus in 
 
    Room Service  
 
    The second book in the Adults Only series  
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    Want more? 
 
    Join my mailing list! 
 
      
 
    If you liked Callie, then I can’t wait until you try some of my other books! 
 
      
 
    The best way to get to know me and my books is to sign up for my mailing list. I’ll kept you up-to-date with new releases, sales and fun events; for me and other authors. Maybe you’ll find your next favourite author. 
 
    Maybe it will be me! 
 
      
 
    Sign up now and get a free book! 
 
    PEEK-A-BOO! 
 
      
 
    [image: Peek a boo (2).jpg]Three sexy stories from the author of Touch and Husbands and Wives

Checking on an overnight guest brings new excitement to Hettie and Jay’s marriage in A New Friend.
Lexa takes flirting with the construction workers to the next level in The Work Crew.
And in The Wet One, co-written by Anna Ellis and Holly Kerr, Liam has no idea he’s Aubrey’s office crush - or does he? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sign-up and get to know me! 
 
    Here. 
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    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Anna Ellis likes to writes about happily married couples having sex with other happily married couples. There’s no werewolves or vampires, shapeshifters or tentacles involved - just good, old-fashioned sex. And maybe a little tying up. Or a spanking or two. 
 
      
 
    In the Husbands and Wives series, follow new neighbours Jacey and Dominic as they learn to navigate the slippery sidewalks of suburban swinger lifestyle. Being a good neighbour has never been so much fun!  
 
      
 
    Her series, One, returns to the swinger lifestyle with three married couples looking to spice up their marriages. One Summer, One Week, and One Night, all coming soon!  
 
      
 
    Her Office Plays series takes you to the workplace to meet the most excitable group of office employees you would ever want to work with. They give coffee breaks a new meaning. 
 
      
 
    The series Touch is an unconventional love story about a woman who falls in love with a man...and his wife. All nine books are available now, Touch, Caress, and Embrace. Each has three separate points of view from Kenna, Iliya, and Del.  
 
      
 
    Adults Only follows Morena and Lorde, who run a B&B especially for swingers. The four book series includes characters from other series—Jacey and Dominic from Husbands and Wives, Callie, from Office Plays, and Iliya from Touch. While you don’t need to read the other series first, it would improve your pleasure!  
 
      
 
    And her latest series, Fantasies Book Club, brings back a few favourites as a book club reads dirty stories that seem to mirror their own lives.  
 
      
 
    Anna also writes women’s fiction/chick lit under the name Holly Kerr. If you’re looking for something a little less steamy (but still hot!) check out her books.www.hollykerr.ca 
 
      
 
    Visit Anna at www.annaellis.ca or Facebook  
 
    Or visit Holly at www.hollykerr.ca/ 
 
    They’d love to hear from you!! 
 
    Happy Reading! 
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