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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m late. Again. 
 
    This time I blame Brash, Bald and Brawny for my excessive lateness. Since we started Fantasies Book Club, I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve been late for something because I lost track of time reading. 
 
    I guess that’s the sign of a good book.  
 
    Brash isn’t one of the book club required reading, but Nia had suggested it at the last meeting. “I didn’t know I’d be into bikers, but this guy…” she waved her e-reader like a fan. “Wow.” 
 
    “Bikers, huh?” Along with the swingers, soulmates and sex guides that have made up my reading list for the past few months, I’ve also dipped my toe into billionaires, sex clubs and shapeshifters.  
 
    People can use anyone or anything to write a good sex scene.  
 
    But now my e-reader lies on my bed, the dark screen a reminder for me to charge it if I want to read about more bald bikers before I go to bed. 
 
    For the tiniest moment, I consider there might be something else I’d prefer to do before sleeping, and then I laugh and laugh. 
 
    Just because I’m going out tonight like a regular single woman doesn’t mean I’m going to be coming home with someone. 
 
    Besides—boys. 
 
    When I finish with the abbreviated hair and makeup and head out to the living to give the last-minute instructions to the boys, Josh looks away from his video game with concern on his face. “You look good, Mom. But you’re going to put some pants on, aren’t you?” 
 
    I’m completely ready for a night out on the town except for the over-sized flannel boxer shorts I haven’t changed out of.  
 
    “Yes, I will put on my jeans,” I say patiently, scooping up the plates strewn across the coffee table and pulling the empty pizza from under the couch. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass you if you heard about that your mother is running around half dressed.” 
 
    “You’re going out with your book club,” Adam scoffs, his focus still on the fighting zombies on the screen. “How much fun will that be?” 
 
    “More than you know,” I retort, used to the teasing from my boys, on everything from my constant ponytail, my lack of technological know-how, and my need to make homemade mac’ n cheese at least once a week. “Not that you know anything, because what happens in book club, stays in book club.” 
 
    The boys laugh, but Derek, the neighbour’s son from across the street, looks up with a nervous gaze. Derek is eighteen and spends more time playing video games in his basement than socializing with people his own age, which makes him the perfect babysitter for the boys. He’s a nice boy, but always looks at me like he’s doing something wrong. 
 
    Not that Josh and Adam really need a babysitter; at fifteen, my sons are perfectly capable of being at home alone, but no one complains when I ask Derek to stay with them for a few hours, so I keep doing it. 
 
    Not that I leave them often. It’s not that I’m worried about what they’d get up to on their own—okay, what mother wouldn’t be—but there aren’t a lot of reasons for me to go out without them.  
 
    The last time I’ve gone anywhere without them was the weeklong Mexico trip with Matt and his friends, and look how that turned out. 
 
    But I’m not thinking about Mexico tonight. Or Matt.  
 
    “Be good.” Instructions given, I tousle Josh’s fair hair as I head back to my bedroom to pull on my jeans. As I look at my reflection in the mirror, I fight the urge to ask the boys if I look too young. Not that they would know—not that I look young. I look my age, thirty-six, but with a few extra worry lines thanks to my ex-husband.  
 
    The problem is that I’m not sure if what I’m wearing is too young. High-waisted Mom jeans—I hate the name of them—fashionably distressed with holes at the knees. Callie said they were fine, but what happens if I show up to this place and Callie looks gorgeously sexy and I look like I’m trying to regain my high school years? 
 
    I don’t want to think of high school either.  
 
    Back in the kitchen, I set my empty wineglass on the counter. Yes, I need liquid courage tonight, so I had one—okay, two—glasses while I was flat ironing my hair. But my Uber is only three minutes away, and this feels like it’s more than a wine moment.  
 
    Only by standing on my tip-toes can I reach the top cupboard where I’ve hidden the bottle of tequila I brought home from Mexico. Shot glass? Of course not. With a glance into the living room to make sure the boys can’t see me, I swig from the bottle. 
 
    Fiery flames explode in my stomach, so I take another mouthful to extinguish them. And then a third, just because.  
 
    “Car’s here, Mom,” Josh calls, just as my phone signals the driver’s arrival. 
 
    “Okay, I’m—okay.” I put the bottle back because while I trust my boys, leaving an open bottle of tequila on the counter is only asking for trouble. “Be good,” I say in a rush as I head for the front door. “Love you both, and thanks for hanging with them, Derek. 
 
    “Don’t talk to strangers, Mom!” I hear Adam’s laugh, Josh’s murmured reply.  
 
    How am I supposed to meet anyone if they don’t want me to talk to someone I don’t know? Or is that the point?  
 
    Do my boys not want me to meet anyone? 
 
    The seeds of doubt I felt about this night sprout into full-fledged weeds as I glance at the framed picture of the three of us hanging by the door. Both boys share my fair colouring, but they have their father’s height. And Adam has the same expression as Ed when he’s annoyed. Other than that, Ed is no longer a part of our lives. 
 
    I thought they were fine with this—as fine as teenage boys can be without contact with their father, other than a cheque for Christmas that arrives in January. Maybe I’m wrong. 
 
    Maybe I’m making too much out of a simple comment, which is the exact same thing I say to them when they go out. 
 
    It would be nice if I was excited about this evening rather than scared poopless. During the Uber ride to meet the others, I sit awkward and silent in the backseat, wishing I’d brought my earbuds. A little music would help; calm me down more than the tequila, which now sits in a puddle in the depths of my stomach.    
 
    After all the rushing, I’m the first one at the club.  
 
    At least I hope I am. As I stare at the line snaking along the building looking for the others, my stomach does a cannonball when I don’t see them. It’s possible that I’m late, or got the time wrong, and they gave up waiting for me and have already gone inside.  
 
    I can’t be in the wrong place; there is only one nightclub in our part of town. Fantasies. Callie thought the name was a sign that our book club should have an outing. She called it a field trip, and I’d been all for it when she suggested it, thinking of loud music and dancing.  
 
    “It’s one thing to be reading all about these sexy shenanigans,” she said at the last meeting, waving the copy of Watch Me Now. “We need some adventures of our own.” 
 
    As I walk to the end of the line snaking down the side of building, I begin to reconsider.  
 
    “Emmy!”  
 
    I whirl around at the sound of my name to see Malcolm eating up the sidewalk with his long strides. My eyes widen at the sight of him in slim-cut black pants and shirt folded at the cuffs. He’s left off his glasses and looks like he used product in his normally tousled hair.  
 
    Malcolm is—wow. 
 
    Because he’s the only man in the book club, I dismiss him as harmless and safe; bookish and smart, and willing to coach me with the latest video games. I’m also used to seeing him wearing his usual button-down or T-shirt neatly tucked into his jeans.  
 
    Safe and attractive in a slightly geeky way. 
 
    “You look good,” I exclaim when he reaches my side. “Not that you don’t normally look good, but—” 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, cheeks slightly pink. “Dress-up clothes will do that. You look amazing,” he adds. “I’d never think you had two teenager kids.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s too young?” I pluck at my black bodysuit. 
 
    “No, never. You look great. We the first ones here?” 
 
    “Unless they’ve already gone in.” I laugh nervously and Malcolm smiles sympathetically.  
 
    “They’ll be along any minute now,” he assures me. 
 
    We make small talk as we wait, the line proceeding at a snail’s pace along the sidewalk. I like Malcolm; I’m happy that he joined book club, but he’s still a man. Unfortunately, with my history, it’s always been hard for me to relax around the opposite sex. It’s easier with the others; Callie can make anyone relax, and Gemma and Nia act as buffers for me not to get weird with Malcolm.  
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve been alone with a man.  
 
    Maybe I should have had more to drink tonight. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief as Callie and Nia join us a few minutes later. “I never expected this long of a line,” Callie announces as we creep along. “It’s still early.” 
 
    “This is the time when the grown-ups are allowed to go out,” Malcolm says with an easy smile. “The young uns’ don’t like to play with us.” 
 
    “I could teach the young uns’ a thing or two.” Callie winks at me. Every time I’m around her, I want to be more like Callie. She’s fearless with her confidence, and fabulous-looking in black pants and a crimson shirt that shows off her curves.  
 
    I look like a twelve-year-old boy standing next to her, my breasts practically non-existent from the way the bodysuit flattens my chest. I should have worn something else. Anything else. Something sparkly and dressy and— 
 
    “I wish I had the body to wear that,” Nia groans. I look around before realizing she’s referring to me.  
 
    “This?” I pluck at the material with an uneasy smile.  
 
    “And those jeans. Obviously, having kids didn’t affect you like it did the rest of us.” Nia taps her slightly generous hip with a grimace.  
 
    “Oh, but you look great,” I quickly tell her.  
 
    “We all look fabulous, and we all hate you for being so slender,” Callie says. “But there’s no sense groaning about it. Now, look, there’s Gemma, so hopefully this line will start moving soon.” 
 
    Once Callie collects Gemma, I can’t help but notice the younger woman is even more nervous than I am. Or maybe she didn’t have the three shots of tequila and two glasses of wine to calm her down.  
 
    Not that it’s helping much.  
 
    Finally, it’s our turn to enter, but there’s one last obstacle to cross. At the door of the club stands a mountain of a man, his face expressionless as he compares drivers’ licences against the faces of those in line. 
 
    For some reason, I think back of the tag line of a radio station I listened to in my twenties: “Large, and in charge.” 
 
    He is certainly that. Bald head gleaming in the overhead light, a sleeve of tattoos runs the length of one arm and his black T-shirt stretches over muscles— 
 
    I don’t want to think about his muscles. Or the width of his chest. The last time I thought I liked bad boys did not end well.  
 
    I avert my eyes. And then I sneak another peek.  
 
    “ID’s,” the bouncer barks without a hint of humour in his steely eyed glance. 
 
    “Seriously?” Nia laughs. “You just made my night, honey.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t call the scary bouncer man, honey,” I hiss into her ear. 
 
    One by one, we pass through the shadow of his shoulders, driver’s licenses held up for his perusal. He gives Gemma’s card a thorough look, accepts Callie’s flirtations, and ignores Malcolm’s proffered card. 
 
    “Good luck with them, dude,” he says in a low voice as Malcolm passes. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I stare up at him with an incredulous expression. “You think we need looking after? You think we need a man to look after us?” 
 
    I don’t know what makes me say it. Something about watching him with all the power over these people who are only here for a good time hits me like a punch. 
 
    Malcolm disappears into the club, leaving me alone with the bouncer, who takes my ID from suddenly trembling fingers.  
 
    “I don’t think anything,” he says without a glance at me. 
 
    His dismissal of me doesn’t help. “No, I don’t suppose you do,” I say spitefully. “Just stand there all night, looking all tough and scary… telling us what to do…” 
 
    That gets his attention, and he lifts a dark eyebrow as he glances down at me. “You scared of me?” His voice is deep and smooth, like a cup of hot chocolate made with real chocolate and cream.  
 
    I swallow, feeling like prey caught in a hunter’s sights. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    His eyes, a silvery grey-green, fix on my face and I suck in my breath at the intensity. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re saying quite a bit.” 
 
    “I’m… not…” I stammer, quaking a little under his gaze. For such an intimidating guy, his eyes are surprisingly pretty. And… is that a twinkle? 
 
    “No?” He taps my card with a finger. “You sure this is real?” 
 
    “You think I have a fake ID?” I laugh in disbelief. “I have kids. I’m probably old enough to be your mother and you think that’s fake?” 
 
    “Naw.” He still holds my card. “It’s good.” 
 
    “I should hope so.”  
 
    “Do I know you?” He studies me carefully, but not in a bad way; not in the way it feels like he’s carefully peeling off the layers of clothes— 
 
    Where did that come from? 
 
    “No,” I snap. “You don’t know me.” Then I snatch my license out of his hand and storm into the club.  
 
    His laugh follows me inside.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    There is something in these pink drinks that’s more potent that tequila. 
 
    Maybe it is tequila. 
 
    I careen off another person on my way back to the dance floor. Whatever it is, makes me smile more, laugh louder and dance like I’m on TikTok, but it’s not great for my walking ability.  
 
    “You okay there?” Malcolm takes his beer and Nia’s drink from me. Her drink is blue and smells of pineapple. 
 
    “I’m great.” I feel great. What was I so worried about? This place is great.   
 
    I quickly down my drink, sucking it up through the straw as I join Nia and Malcolm on the dance floor. Malcolm is an amazing dancer; graceful and light on his feet, but moves more like a pro on Dancing With The Stars than regular joes doing a TikTok challenge.  
 
    Callie suddenly appears at my side. “Did we lose Gemma?” she asks loudly over the music. 
 
    I blink her into focus. “Where were you?”  
 
    Callie adjusts her top with a nonchalant expression. “Bathroom.” 
 
    “I was just there,” Nia accuses, complete with shaking finger. “You weren’t in there.” 
 
    Callie winks at her sister-in-law. “Because I was in the men’s room.” 
 
    It takes a moment for me to comprehend Callie’s words. “You were in the men’s room? Why? Were there men in there?” 
 
    “There were possibly a few, but I wasn’t paying much attention to them.”  
 
    Callie’s smile is smug, but the pink drinks seem to have clouded my comprehension. “What were you paying attention to?” 
 
    Callie cocks her head. “Do you really have to ask? Look, there’s Gemma! And—whoa, check it out!” 
 
    My head swivels to see Gemma sitting at a table, in the middle of a serious lip lock with a strange man. 
 
    “Go, Peter,” Malcolm says in a rueful voice. 
 
    “Who’s Peter?” I goggle at the sight of Gemma, who always seems like she’d be against displays of affection, public or otherwise. Who knew? 
 
    “A friend,” Malcolm reassures me. “I sent him in to rescue Gemma.” 
 
    “I’d like to be rescued like that.” Nia rolls her eyes as she glances around for a place to put her empty drink.  
 
    “I’ll take it,” I tell her. “Back in a sec.” 
 
    “Men’s room has more action,” Callie calls after me. I wave a response. 
 
    The last thing I need right now is action. In fact, sitting down somewhere quiet sounds great right now. In fact, maybe a little lie down… 
 
    A woman stumbles into me, which sends me lurching into a man with too much chest hair showing in the V of his half-buttoned shirt. He smiles, reaching for me as I back away, tripping over a stray beer bottle rolling around the dance floor and almost ending up on my butt. 
 
    Strong hands catch me under my arms and set me upright. “Easy there.” 
 
    With a frightened gasp, I pull away. “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    “Hey, you fell into me.”    
 
    Whirling around makes me dizzy, but not as much as the sight of the bouncer from outside standing to close behind me. I recognize the bald head, big muscles, and smirk on his face. I try to avoid looking at all three. “Are you stalking me?” I demand. 
 
    Before he can respond, another wild dancer ricochets off me, and he grabs my arms to pull me out of the way. “Pretty crazy out there,” he says, one of his hands sliding to the small of my back like it belongs there.   
 
    “It’s not. It’s fine… fun,” I manage, wishing he would take his hands off me, yet somehow swaying closer to him. His spicy cologne smells incredible. “It’s fine fun. I tripped.” Pulling myself up to my full five foot, seven-inch height, I try to look imposing, or at least sober. The attempt lasts for about ten seconds before everything goes wavy, like I’m on board a ship in rough waters, and I bump against his extremely firm chest. “My apology.” 
 
    Even those silvery eyes seem to smirk at me. “I don’t need an apology.” 
 
    “Well, I need the bathroom.” He lets go of my arm, only to have me knock into his arm as I try to pass.  
 
    Why is he in my way? The man is too big for his own good, too wide with too many muscles… 
 
    “You okay?” he calls after me. 
 
    “Hunky-dory,” I snap.  
 
    “Lay off the drinks.” 
 
    “Lay off yourself.” 
 
    Witty comebacks have never been my things, especially not when I’m under the influence. And the longer I take to get to the washroom, the more I realize I’m very much under the influence.  
 
    I don’t remember the last time I got drunk. 
 
    Ah yes—Mexico.  
 
    But I’m not supposed to think about Mexico tonight. 
 
    Right now I need to think about getting to the washroom, where hopefully it will be quiet and have some place to sit. 
 
    Other than a toilet. 
 
    This strikes me as funny. I giggle loudly as I stumble to the door of the ladies’ room. “There’s a lineup,” an annoyed voice informs me. 
 
    My shoulders slump as I turn to find the back of the line. “I’m so tired of lining up.” 
 
    “You and me both, sister.” To my surprise, the annoyed woman gives me a high five. 
 
    I lean against the wall as I wait, my eyes drifting closed more than once. The music thrums through me and I focus on that, rather than the warmth from the bouncer’s hands.  
 
    I still feel the touch of him and it sends shivers through my body, overheated from the dancing. The way those silvery-green eyes stared at me, the full lips curved into a smug smile— 
 
    The woman behind gives me a nudge. “Go.” 
 
    Pulling myself upright, I give myself a shake. It’s only been a few months since I felt the touch of a man, so there’s no way I should feel this way. Like I’m… attracted. 
 
    Interested.  
 
    He annoys me. 
 
    I wonder what his name is.   
 
    Once inside the ladies’ room, I head to a stall, sinking down on the cool porcelain toilet with all the grace of a drunk single mother who gets turned on by a bald, biker type.  
 
    I’m not turned on. I can’t be. I’m a single mother who has had a bit too much to drink.  
 
    As I do my business in the stall, I hear a low moan, followed by a muffled giggle. “Shh…” From the stall beside me, I hear sounds, unmistakably kissing sounds. 
 
    At least I think they’re kissing sounds. It has been a while. 
 
    But what would someone be doing kissing in a bathroom stall? 
 
    Callie would be kissing in a bathroom stall. 
 
    Still seated on the toilet, I lean down to check if there are two pairs of feet beside me. Unfortunately, the position forces the blood to rush to my head, which makes me as dizzy as if the bouncer gave me a full body hug.  
 
    I sit up, leaning against the wall that separates us, and suck in my breath. There are definitely two pairs of shoes in the stall and—I press my ear against the partition—from the sounds of things, it’s two women.  
 
    I should get up and go. But I stay where I am. 
 
    I listen to the noises, only inches away—soft gasps and muffled moans. Sounds of kissing, sounds of… other things.  
 
    Thanks to Mexico, I have an idea what some of those noises are from. I imagine lips, fingers… perhaps a tongue in just the right spot.  
 
    I think of Coulter, how we must have sounded in that change room. Hangers jangling, elbows bumping into the thin walls, low moans muffled by mouths.  
 
    It was more than a low moan when I came; it was a cry, a scream, a signal to the entire store what we were doing, had Coulter not quiet me with his mouth. 
 
    Mexico was months ago, and I’m still replaying it in my mind. Still thinking of Coulter, a man I barely know but who gets kudos for some of the best sex in my life. 
 
    In a change room. 
 
    I wonder what he could do with a bed. Or a table. 
 
    Or a bathroom.  
 
    Am I the sort of person who can hook up with a stranger in the washroom of a club, like Callie did? Like these two beside me are doing?  
 
    Did they know each other? Or did their eyes meet across the dance floor, and they knew they had to have each other? Was the attraction so intense that they headed for the nearest privacy—a cramped bathroom stall where anyone can hear them? 
 
    Do they know I’m listening? 
 
    I sit quietly, eyes closed and cheek resting against the cool wall, my mind drifting back to a place where the attraction is so intense I couldn’t control myself. 
 
    I wonder if it will ever happen again.  
 
    “You okay in there?” There’s a banging on the door, which shakes the entire stall, jerking me upright.  
 
    Another bang on the door. “She’s been in there for a long time,” the voice says. 
 
    How long have I been in there? It was only a minute—I check the pink FitBit on my wrist and stifle my gasp. It’s well after midnight, which means I’ve been in here at least twenty minutes, possibly longer.  
 
    “Think she’s passed out?” 
 
    “Think she’s dead?” 
 
    “I saw her going in. She seemed pretty old.” 
 
    “I’m not old,” I mumble, having difficulty enunciating the words. “And didn’t pass out.”  
 
    But I think I might have fallen asleep. Using the wall for support, I haul myself to my feet and pull up my jeans. “Out in a sec,” I call. The stall beside me is silent. By the time I get the door unlocked—which is surprisingly complicated for a bathroom stall—and open, the gathering has dispersed outside my stall as well. 
 
    Thankfully, since I don’t want to explain to how I might have fallen asleep on the toilet. 
 
    A new pounding on the outside door begins as I wash my hands. “Everybody okay in there?” a deep voice demands. Before I can find the words to answer, the door is pushed open with enough force to hit the wall. “Ah,” the bouncer says. Of course it’s him and his smirk. “You.” 
 
    “You!” I echo, my finger wagging, as I focus on his smirking face. “Smirking McSmirkus.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You should be.” 
 
    “Look, Emmy, I think maybe you should call it a night.” 
 
    I step back with surprise. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “I know the names of all the troublemakers.” 
 
    I focus on his referring to me as a troublemaker rather than how aggravatingly attractive his smiling smirk is. Because the way his eyes crinkle in the corners… “I’m the last person you can call a troublemaker. I’m boring. I’m old. I’m a mother.” 
 
    “Some of my favourite people in this world are mothers. C’mon, let’s find your friends and call it a night.” He holds out his hand like I’m supposed to take it. Does he think we’re about to walk off into the sunset together? I don’t even know him. 
 
    Still—some part of me is tempted to take it.  
 
    “Call it a night with you?” He shrugs and my jaw drops. Does he really think—?  
 
    And then he laughs and everything goes squishy inside because his laugh takes everything intimidating away and makes him human, rather than a bald clone of Jason Momoa.  
 
    “C’mon,” he says again. “Your friends are waiting for you.” 
 
    My friends. The moment of clarity made me gasp. Callie, Nia… Gemma. Gemma making out with the strange man—was she okay? Where did they think I was? Did they even know I’ve been in the ladies’ room this whole time? “Where are they?” 
 
    “Callie’s been looking for you for a bit.” 
 
    Why does him using her name make my heart sink? “How do you know Callie?” 
 
    “Callie makes herself known.” The door to the washroom opens and three laughing women stumble inside, their laughter increasing when they notice the bouncer. 
 
    How can anyone not notice the bouncer? He takes up all the space, all the air. 
 
    “Everything okay in here?” The shortest of the group leers at me with delighted expression, like I’m in here to hook up or something.  
 
    “Just checking things out. Have a good evening, ladies.” He nods and then slips an arm around my back to usher me out. I stiffen when his hand rests on the small of my back again.  
 
    “Is she the one who passed out in here?” another woman hisses as we push past them. 
 
    “I did not pass out!”  
 
    The bouncer chuckles as he opens the door. “Sure, sure.”  
 
    “I fell asleep. You raise two—” My protest cuts off as we step into the hall in time to see a sandy-haired man step through the door at the end. 
 
    The sight of him hits me like a live wire. I can smell that little store, taste the tequila on his breath. “Coulter?” I whisper.    
 
    It can’t be.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You okay?” The bouncer ducks his head to glance at my expression, which I imagine has gone ghost white. 
 
    “I think I know him.” I turn to the door to follow Coulter, if that is who it was. But how? The last time I saw Coulter was in Mexico, in Playa del Carmen, where we had sex—hot, sweaty, sexy sex—in the change room of a store that sold cheap polyester sarongs and wooden trinkets. 
 
    The bouncer catches my arm as I catch the handle of the door. “You don’t want to go in there.” 
 
    “I think I do.” 
 
    “You don’t, not when you’re like this. Trust me. Besides, your friends are out here.” He tugs me by the arm, his hand sliding down to tangle with my fingers. 
 
    I stare at our clasped hands. “Who are you?” I demand with a scowl. It couldn’t be Coulter. It can’t be. It was just a man with the same blond hair and the same jut of his shoulders— 
 
    How would I recognize the jut of his shoulders? It had been one afternoon. I don’t even know him. 
 
    Nor do I know the man currently holding my hand. I attempt to pull away, but he holds fast.  
 
    “I’m a nice guy,” he says. “Unlike some of the guys on the other side of that door.” 
 
    “So says every serial killer,” I scoff. 
 
    He laughs again. “I’m Will. I’m a bouncer and not a serial killer.” 
 
    “So says every serial killer,” I repeat. 
 
    “Are all serial killers named Will? C’mon, your friends are worried.”  
 
    With a last glance at the door where the maybeCoulter disappeared, I reluctantly follow Will. “What’s in there, anyway?”  
 
    “Private club,” he says shortly. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go in there.” 
 
    “What makes you think you know what’s good for me?” 
 
    He—Will—stops before he steps out of the bathroom hallway, leaving us in the dimness on the edge of the club chaos. He looks me up and down, eyes like lasers. “I don’t.” 
 
    And I don’t like feeling like I’m being judged. “No, you don’t. I’ve been doing this long enough to know that I know what’s good for me.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He lets go of my hand with a drop the mic gesture. “Go on and do what you think is good for you.” 
 
    “I will.” Twirling on my heels, I head back towards the door. Even if there’s a chance— 
 
    I make it three steps before a muscular arm winds around my waist and scoops me off my feet. “Sorry, you’re a mom. Can’t let you do that.” 
 
    “What the—?”  
 
    Will carries me into the club, skirting the dance floor as I slap feebly at the bicep holding me. 
 
    Even in this position, I admit it’s a very nice bicep. And he smells incredible, all musky, man-smell.  It’s very sexy. 
 
    But, still—he’s holding me against my will. Should I scream? Should I— 
 
    Will unceremoniously dumps me onto my feet before Callie and Nia. “Here.”  
 
    “Oh, no!” Callie claps a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with delight. “What did she do?” 
 
    “She needs to go home.” Will’s tone is firm, no-nonsense, and to punctuate his words, I yawn widely. 
 
    “Oh, Emmy.” Callie laughs. “Let’s get you home.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” Even though Will’s arm is no longer holding me, I still stand close enough to be surrounded by his scent. Realizing this, I take a long step away from him, and run straight into Gemma skidding to a stop beside Callie.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Gemma cries. 
 
    “Bathroom,” I say ruefully. “I had a nap.” I turn in time to catch Will’s expression of disbelief. “A nap,” I insist.  
 
    “Whatever you say.” Is that a twinkle in his eye? “She good with you?” he asks Callie. 
 
    “Everybody’s good with me.” Callie gives him a wink. “If you like—” 
 
    “Hey!” I hadn’t noticed the man standing beside Callie until he said something. He’s tall, young, and knowing Callie, probably well-hung. “Standing right here.” 
 
    “Bathroom guy?” I ask her without lowering my voice. 
 
    “Er… no. Look, change of plans.” I know Callie well enough by now to tell that the smile she gives her new friend is as fake as some breasts in this place. “Gonna have to take a raincheck. I need to see Emmy gets home in one piece.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” From his expression, Callie has said something truly offensive. “You’re dissing me for her?” 
 
    I raise my hands. “I can get home perfectly well on my own.” 
 
    “No. No, you can’t.” With a sweep of her long, blonde hair, Callie glares disdainfully at him. “And yes, I am dissing you for everyone and there will be no raincheck now.” She actually makes a sweeping motion with her hand to dismiss him as Nia bursts into laughter.   
 
    “Callie, I—” She cuts me off with a hand, staring at him with a scornful stare until he slouches away with a sulky glare.  
 
    And then she turns to me. “No apologies because that would have been a mistake,” she says firmly. “Too bad, because he was a pretty one. Now, time to fly?” She spreads her smile across us, then reaches out to squeeze Will’s arm. “Thank you for all your help tracking down our girl.” She glances down at how the size of Will’s arm makes her hand look like it belongs to a child. “Wow, you’re really built.” 
 
    “Have a good night,” Will says, ignoring her comment. “Emmy.” There’s that isitorisn’titatwinkle in his eye. “Behave yourself.” 
 
    “That’s no fun. Until next time, hot bouncer.” With a last smile and a toss of her head, Callie leads us out of the club like a mother duck corralling her chicks.  
 
    “That’s what I called him,” I say, shuffling after Callie. 
 
    “You called him that to his face?” she asks with a surprised expression. 
 
    “No, only in my head.” 
 
    “Were you with him for the entire time?” Nia demands, linking hands with me as we cross the dance floor. Malcolm brings up the rear with Gemma. 
 
    “No,” I say 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.” Callie grins at me. “Mission accomplished.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s a pit of ohmygodwhatdidIdo in my stomach when I wake up the next morning. I expected the headache; alcohol has never been my friend and there was a lot drank last night. I told Callie this was going to happen around the third drink, but her opinion was that I needed to drink more, to get my body used to it.  
 
    I thought it was a good idea at the time. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    I roll onto my back and lay with my eyes closed, trying to breath through the sudden swell of nausea that may, or may not, be caused by the alcohol I drank last night.  
 
    I was thrown out of the club.  
 
    Technically, I was escorted, but the takeaway is that I was asked to leave. Hot bouncer told me to call it a night. 
 
    Nothing like that has ever happened to me before. 
 
    I groan softly, my hand over my eyes. How am I going to live this down? Getting drunk, falling asleep or— depending on how much I want to beat myself up—passing out on the toilet. Getting literally picked up by the hot bouncer. 
 
    The hot bouncer with a body like Jason Momoa, a twinkle in his eye like Josh Holloway, and a bald head that makes me want to run my hands across it. 
 
    Where did that come from? 
 
    I touch my stomach, where I laid over his arm like a tree branch. He manhandled me—  
 
    Coulter. 
 
    The sight of that blond head has me sucking in my breath. How could I forget? How could I have let him walk away? 
 
    Was it really him? The glimpse of blond hair, the flash of the white smile—he’s been haunting my dreams since Mexico, so I get why I think it was him. But was it actually him?  
 
    It can’t be him. I know nothing about the man, only the way he tastes, how he feels pressed against me.  
 
    It wasn’t Coulter. It couldn’t be. 
 
    But it was really me, passed out in the ladies’ room. 
 
    “Jeezus,” I mutter, slamming my arms down onto the bed. What was I thinking? I’m not a twenty-year-old with an iron stomach and no responsibilities. I’m a mother. I have children. I shouldn’t act like that.  
 
    The creak of a door has me catching my breath. I don’t remember the last time I slept until nine, but at least the boys will still be curled up in bed for hours, leaving me with time to shower. Hopefully Advil and coffee will help with the headache, but if not, it might be worth making pancakes and bacon for breakfast. Sundays are— 
 
    Sunday.  
 
    Hockey practice. 
 
    “Shit,” I say aloud, throwing back the covers. The headache will have to go away on its own.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I pull up to the arena with Josh, unshowered and uncoffee-ed. I had time to brush my teeth, but not put on a bra, and the line-up for the Tim Hortons’ drive-thru was so long that Josh complained so much that I was forced to make an illegal U-turn to get out of line, just to stop the litany of complaints. Now I have to endure the nasty sludge at the arena concession stand if I want caffeine. 
 
    Which I desperately do.  
 
    Usually I drop off Josh at practice, but today is the first of the season and they expect parents to attend to meet the coaches and get the feel of the season. 
 
    The only thing I want to get a feel of is my pillow.  
 
    Josh grumbles as he pulls his hockey bag out of the trunk. “I slept in, okay?” I say apologetically. “It happens.” 
 
    “Did you at least have a good time?” he concedes. “I didn’t hear you come in.” 
 
    Thank God for small mercies. “It was later than I wanted to stay out.” I grab Josh’s stick and water bottle as we trot towards the door. “But it was fun.” 
 
    I may not remember everything about the night, but I’m pretty sure I had a good time. At least before I went to the washroom.  
 
    I wonder if I’ll ever be able to tell the boys. In ten years, they’ll be twenty-five, with stories of their own. Will I pull up the memory to show them their mother once had an ounce of coolness? Will I laugh about it with them? 
 
    I’m not laughing now. 
 
    Josh’s team is outside the change rooms when we hurry to the group. I don’t miss another stream of grumbles as he realizes we’re the last to arrive. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I hiss. Josh is the more easy-going of my boys, but obviously my mood has rubbed off on him.  
 
    A few of the parents greet me and I smile wanly in response. And then, as I peer over the heads of the others, I catch sight of the new coach. 
 
    Big…brawny…bald… 
 
    No. It can’t be possible.  
 
    But there, standing at the front of the group of fifteen-year-olds, half of them cranky of being up before noon, the other half raring to get onto the ice, is the hot bouncer from last night.  
 
    Will. 
 
    Who saw me in all my drunken glory. 
 
    Oh… no… 
 
    Instinctively, I step back, only to trip over Josh’s hockey stick, lose my balance and go down. Hard. With an audible shit. 
 
    “You okay, Emmy?” Two of the fathers help me to my feet and I do my best to laugh it off, even though my face is flaming. When I look at the front of the group, the bouncer is staring right at me with a smile of recognition.  
 
    It’s more of a smirk. 
 
    I close my eyes and breathe through my nose. The only saving grace is that I didn’t have a cup of coffee in my hand.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the team meeting, the boys head to the change room and I make a run out of the arena. At least I try—one of the moms catches me with a question about taxes, and another asks about book club.  
 
    I fight the urge to snort when I think of Macy Miller joining us to read Stilettos and Swingers, then remember she’s asking about the old group.  
 
    “I stopping going,” I admit, hoping she won’t ask why. Because right now, I’m in a mood to tell her that a group of us mutinied because the books were boring and we wanted to read more current, and sexier, stuff.  
 
    Four of us walked out of a mind-numbing dissertation on Moby Dick and started a new book club. We called it Fantasies, because that’s what reading erotica will give you.  
 
    All sorts of fantasies.  
 
    Of course that’s not a bad thing, but I’m not about to tell-all to Macy. Being the only single mom on the parent roster brings about unwanted questions about my ex, countless offers to set me up with brothers, friends, and one ex-girlfriend, and the odd sleazy comment from a frustrated husband. If they all knew what was in my e-reader, there would be even more talk. I don’t need more attention.  
 
    “What do you think of the new coach?” Lina Goldlist demands, crowding between me and Macy.  
 
    Now, I can see Lina reading Stilettos and Swingers. Unfortunately, I can’t see her getting along with Callie or Nia. Plus, regardless of a semi-happy marriage, she’d constantly come on to Malcolm.  
 
    “He looks like he should be on Sons of Anarchy,” Macy says, with a dismissive glance over her shoulder.  
 
    Macy, with her turtlenecks and sensible loafers, doesn’t look like she should know anything about a show featuring a sexy Charlie Hunan. But you can’t judge a book by its cover, or I would have been too scared to read some of Callie’s recommendations.  
 
    “He’s hot.” Lina is positively vibrating, and I make a mental note to keep her far, far away from Malcolm. “He looks like a bad boy and I know what I can do with a bad boy.” 
 
    Lina’s husband is Adam’s orthodontist and the least bad boy that I’ve ever met. 
 
    On first impression, Will does look in the dangerous range, and if ever I caught sight of him on the back of a motorcycle, I might… 
 
    I might like to see that. 
 
    But no. He obviously enjoys being in a position of authority and I’ve had enough of men telling me what to do in my life. Despite his… somewhat… attractiveness, I will steer clear of the hot bouncer/coach.   
 
    Macy purses her lips together. “I hope he’s nice to the boys. I heard he made one of the Triple A boys cry and that’s why we’ve got him.” 
 
    Lina grins with delight. “Sloppy seconds.” 
 
    Is it any wonder that I was so excited to find like-minded people in the book club if these are my friend options?  
 
    I back away with a rueful smile. “I’m off to brave the line at Timmies. Can I bring you anything?” This morning I’d rather take orders for the team parents rather than stay and make conversation with them. And then I feel bad, because the headache and shame of last night is doing a real number on my mood.  
 
    “I’d love a green tea,” Macy says. 
 
    After Lina gives me her more complicated coffee order, I attempt another escape. I’m almost to the door when I hear my name called. 
 
    I don’t need to turn around to recognize Will’s deep voice.  
 
    My feet stop, even though I’m tempted to run. Heaving a deep breath, I can’t manage a smile as I turn. “Hello.” 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here.” The corner of his mouth curves up in a smile—or a smirk. “I thought you looked familiar last night.” 
 
    My mind blanks on his casual mention of last night, leaving me gaping like a fish. “So you’re a coach and prison warden?” I finally managed, with a weak wave at his jacket, with the green and white Falcon logo, before being distracted by the sight of his chest. His jacket is open and the blue T-shirt he wears is nearly as tight as the one from last night, only the colour does something very pretty to his eyes.   
 
    “If you thought that was a prison last night, clearly you need to go out more.” I wrench my eyes away from his chest. About ninety percent of my body feels like it’s flaming red.  
 
    Humiliation looks good on no one.  
 
    “I don’t think that will be happening again any time soon. If you’ll excuse me…”  
 
    “Coffee run. You look like you need it.” 
 
    I blink with surprise. “That’s always nice to hear,” I say sarcastically.  
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just…” He gestures to my hat and my stomach sinks as I pull it off my head. It’s the Dobby the Elf hat the boys got me for Christmas as a joke and I hadn’t even realized what I had on my head. “Plus, your sweater is on backwards.” He reaches forward and tugs at the tag at the base of my throat. “And inside out.” 
 
    How many people have I talked to already this morning, and no one thought to tell me this? 
 
    I manage to hang tight to any poise I have left, despite the heat from my cheeks threatening to warm the entire arena. “I was a bit rushed this morning.” A swarm of boys erupts onto the ice, shouting to each other as they skate by, and drown out Will’s words. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I asked if you got home all right last night.” 
 
    I blink with surprise, too befuddled to wonder if his question is inappropriate. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    He chuckles. At least I think it’s a chuckle, but it’s more like a snort-growl-rumble-deep-in-your-chest noise. “As much as I would have liked to have seen the sight of you asleep on the porcelain throne, I like the thought of knowing you were safe at home a lot better. The club isn’t a great place when you’re in that condition.” 
 
    That sounds… concerned? For me, or all females at the club. Maybe just the drunk ones. “Isn’t it your responsibility to make it a safe place?”  
 
    “I try, but I can’t watch everyone all the time,” he says ruefully. 
 
    “I guess not,” I concede. 
 
    He reaches out a hand as big as a bear’s. “Maybe we should start again. Will Bower.” 
 
    “I’m Emmy. Josh’s mom.” 
 
    “And?” he prompts. “You’re more than just Josh’s mother.” 
 
    “I’m Adam’s mother too,” I say with a shaky smile. “Twins.” 
 
    Will nods. Now that a thin veneer of humiliation has worn off, I can’t help but notice he’s very easy on the eyes. “Another hockey player?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “Baseball. I need a little variety in my life.” 
 
    He drops his chin and raises an eyebrow. “Do you?” 
 
    What the…? 
 
    No. It could not have been flirting; Will might have had a flirtatious look in his eye, but no.  
 
    No. 
 
    I must be desperate if I think Will is coming on to me. The guy found me asleep in the ladies’ room. “Need variety?” I echo, going for the jokey tone. “I must. Single mother, teenage sons, divorced—my life is non-stop excitement.” 
 
    Will crosses his arms and leans against the penalty box. “You looked like you were having fun last night.” 
 
    Am I really doing this? I’m not sure what I’m doing, but I lean against the boards beside him. “That was my book club.” 
 
    This time, the noise was definitely a chuckle. “You went dancing with your book club? That’s gotta be a first.” 
 
    “It’s not your normal book club.” Oh, God, why did I say that? Now he’ll ask why and there’s no way I’m telling him my favourite book we’ve read is Her Sweetest Kiss. 
 
    “Must be a good one.” 
 
    “It is,” I say, suddenly shy. “They’re good people.” 
 
    “More important than the books.” 
 
    I nod, and continue nodding like one of Josh’s bobblehead figurines because, looking at Will, I realize how amazing the unusual silver green colour of his eyes really is. Plus, the way his lower lip juts out just a bit is interesting.  
 
    What would it be like to bite down on it? Just a nibble… 
 
    I inhale with a gasp, praying I didn’t say that out loud. Will studies me with the same intensity I imagine him giving to an underage ID “I was—” 
 
    “Emmy!” The shriek carries through the stands and I turn, at a loss at who would be that glad to see me. 
 
    It takes a moment to place the woman hopping down from the stands, the dark ponytail swinging behind her. And then it clicks. Jasmine. Friend of Matt’s, who I went to Mexico with. 
 
    One of the last times I saw her, she was about to have sex with my then boyfriend. Swinger sex, so I can’t even be mad. After all, the same night I had sex with Billy, my first boyfriend, who is now married to Claire.  
 
    It was a strange week in Mexico. Especially that last night.  
 
    “Jasmine. Hey.” My greeting isn’t as enthusiastic, but there’s a smile. A genuine smile. I liked meeting her in Mexico.  
 
    It’s too bad Matt liked her being there as well.  
 
    “I was hoping to bump into you.” Without a pause, Jasmine walks up and gives me a hug. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “You too.” It’s been two months since we got back and Jasmine still has her Mexico tan, making her look healthy and happy, with a flush on her cheeks. Whereas I’m back to being pasty white, drawn and wan, and looking hungover.  
 
    Jasmine releases me with a glance at Will. “You’re the new coach, aren’t you?” Not giving Will a chance to answer, she smiles brightly at him. “Welcome to our little piece of hockey heaven. Or hell, if that’s the way you look at it. I’ve only got a minute,” she says, dismissing Will. “And I wanted to invite you to Basil’s birthday party. It’s not for a few weeks, but you know me. I like to plan.” Her gaze shifts suddenly. “I planned the Mexico trip.” 
 
    I guess that worked out for her. 
 
    “I really hope you can come,” Jasmine continues. “I had so much fun in Mexico with you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admit. It’s not Jasmine’s fault how Matt feels about her.  
 
    Or maybe it is. 
 
    “You can bring someone if you like,” Jasmine says. “If you’re dating anyone...” 
 
    She’s clearly fishing. For the briefest moment, I wonder if she’s asking for Matt. “Oh, I’m not dating,” I say firmly. “There’s no way I’m ready to jump back into meeting strangers again. It’s too stressful. And exhausting.” 
 
    Maybe that’s a bit much. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Jasmine’s dark eyes glow and my heart sinks. Her first call is going to be straight to Matt. “That’s too bad.” Her smile says the complete opposite.  
 
    “Yeah…”  
 
    “Maybe things will change, and if so, anyone is welcome. I’ll text you the address, if you give me your number.” Jasmine pulls out her phone and I rattle it off, wondering how I’m going to get out of this. “Gotta run,” she says. “See you soon. And good luck with the team,” she adds to Will, who has remained beside me, like a big tree. 
 
    I heave a sigh as Jasmine hurries away.  
 
    “That doesn’t sound like excitement for a party,” Will says.  
 
    “It’s not that,” I protest. “It’s...complicated.”  
 
    Will winks, and my mouth drops open. “All the fun stuff is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have a very full social calendar,” Will adds as I’m still reeling from his wink.  My phone beeps and I don’t have to check to know Jasmine has texted me her address, probably with a cheery Can’t wait to see you there!  
 
    With emojis. I’m sure Jasmine does emojis.  
 
    “No, I really don’t,” I say ruefully.  
 
    “Emmy, I thought you were going to Tim Hortons for us,” Lina calls from the stands where she’s watching the boys practice. Or maybe she’s watching me talk to Will. 
 
    That’s more likely. “Going,” I tell her. 
 
    “Popular.” Will raises an eyebrow again, like he’s amused by me. I’m not sure why he would be, nor to I understand why the thought of that unsettles me.  
 
    He seems like a nice guy, but something about him threatens to throw me off balance, like a hip check that misses its mark.    
 
    “Definitely not. They just want their coffee. Do—do you… want something?” I stammer.  
 
    Will smiles, and this time the hip check hits the mark. Anything remotely intimidating about his size and expression vanishes when both corners of his lips curve up into a genuine smile. “I’m good, thanks. I should get on the ice, but maybe sometime—” 
 
    “I better run too,” I interrupt, backing away. “No hockey mom likes waiting for coffee. See you later.” 
 
    “Ok.” His smile fades. “Emmy?”  
 
    I turn, reluctant because it sounded almost like Will was about to maybe ask me out. And the thought of that—  
 
    I’m not sure what that does. But I’d rather not find out. 
 
    “It was a surprise seeing you this morning. A nice one.” My heart skips at his smile. “Because after last night…” The smile slides into a smirk and my heart resumes the steady beating.  
 
    “You’re laughing at me, aren’t you?” I give him a mock glare. 
 
    “Just a little.” 
 
    “I rescind my offer to get you coffee. Goodbye.” I walk away, wondering if he’s watching me go.   
 
    He must be, because he laughs. Which makes me smile. 
 
    Maybe it would have been okay to let him finish.  
 
    But as I climb into my twelve-year-old Honda Civic, held together by my brother’s mechanical expertise and the grace of God, I’m glad I didn’t. 
 
    Dating isn’t for me. I’ve had dates over the years—onetime things that result in an awkward lunge across the car seat, or an assumption that dinner equals dessert at his place. Matt had been the first guy in years I’d granted a second date to, the only one who got a third, and he ended up as a swinger in love with his childhood best friend.  
 
    A perfect example of why dating isn’t for me. 
 
    Shivering from the blast of cold air coming through the vents, I don’t wait for the car to warm up before pulling out of the arena parking lot, because it won’t. It’ll be toasty warm by the time I pull back in, in about twenty minutes. 
 
    I shouldn’t make dating sound so bad. Matt’s a nice guy, and, more importantly, nice to me and the boys.  
 
    Much better than my ex.  
 
    Getting out of my marriage had been easier than I expected; I waited until Ed had passed out, the empty bottle of rye tipped over on the floor beside the couch, and took the two sleeping toddlers out to the car. I’d already packed while Ed had been at work, and all we needed was a little luck to drive away before Ed woke up. 
 
    I’ve always had a little luck; not a lot, but enough to get me through the tough times.  
 
    I moved around Ontario before landing in a little suburb outside Toronto when the boys were ten; finally, free and clear of the bad marriage. Ed eventually cleaned himself up and got remarried, but he doesn’t have much to do with the boys, nor have I ever suggested he spend more time with them. 
 
    That was one of the best things about dating Matt; the few times that he was at my place when the boys were home, he seemed to really enjoy their company. I know Josh and Adam need a father figure, but luckily my father and older brother are happy to fill that role as much as they can.  
 
    Which is good, because I’ve never made time for a relationship. My boys are my life, and work takes up the rest of the time. Once they were old enough to stay by themselves, I found the book club but never clicked with anyone there. 
 
    Until Gemma orchestrated the Moby Dick mutiny and Fantasies Book Club was born. 
 
    On route to Tim Hortons, I pass the hulking building from last night, without the lineup and no Will at the door. It’s quiet and dark, and from outside, still looks like the old Winners store.    
 
    It’s funny that we named the book club before we went to the nightclub of the same name. 
 
    I don’t even remember how the others got home. Callie got in the Uber with me, but I have no idea what happened to Malcolm and Nia. And Gemma. 
 
    It had been a shock seeing Gemma making out with a friend of Malcolm’s. 
 
    A shock is an understatement: quiet, serious Gemma with her correct way of doing things practically straddling the guy, right there at the table where everyone could see.  
 
    I think there’s more to Gemma than meets the eye. Her comments at Penelope’s book club announced to all that her angelic innocence mask a super smart brain, but it also covers a naughty side.  
 
    The kind that leads her to parties for swingers and making out with strangers while her husband is out of town. Sure, Gemma told us she and Jasper agreed on an open marriage while he’s away, but it’s one thing to say it, and quite another to act on it. 
 
    Like with Matt. It was one thing for him to tell me that Jasmine and Basil were into the swapping thing with their friends Billy and Claire; quite another to find Jasmine and Billy making out in the hallway at the Mexican resort. 
 
    To say that trip had been full of surprises is another understatement.  
 
    I pull into the drive thru line at Tim Hortons and it’s long enough to cause worry I might not make it back to the arena before practice ends. 
 
    But it’s been a rough morning and I really need the coffee.  I needed it before I saw hot bouncer/Coach Will, before I saw Jasmine and dealt with the Mexico memories tumbling through my head. Thoughts—regrets?—about Matt; memories of Coulter that make my skin heat up like I was being boiled from the inside; and Billy.  
 
    How did everything else overshadow finding my first love while vacationing with Matt? 
 
    But I need a lot more coffee to think about Billy this morning.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, during a wave of guilt that I hadn’t checked on Gemma after the club, I texted her and set up a time to meet for coffee.  
 
    Since, for me, the book club is a social thing, I’ve made a point of reaching out to the others to get to know them on a one-to-one basis. I met Callie for coffee twice and once for a drink; Nia and I have begun weekly walks; Malcolm is at the arena as much as I am, watching his daughter’s games, so I’ve met him there twice. 
 
    Gemma and I have gotten together a couple of times, so I’m comfortable asking her straight out about the club.  
 
    “So what happened on Saturday?” I ask as we take our over-sized coffee cups and even larger scones to a table in the back of the cafe. Now that I have Gemma in front of me, I’m fascinated to hear how she went from nervous and not really wanting to be at the club to what looked like her enjoying herself. “Who was he?” 
 
    “Peter.” Gemma looks like she’s trying not to smile. “He’s a friend of Malcolm’s, sent in to rescue me.” 
 
    “Did you need rescuing? I’m sorry I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Probably not, but it was all pretty new to me. I’ve never been much for the bar scene.” 
 
    “I had an unfortunate six months after I split up with my ex. I spent way too much on babysitting and nothing to show for it.” I grimace. “But that was a long time ago. I felt like a senior citizen there now. At the beginning anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you leave.” 
 
    “That’s because the very large bouncer escorted me out. This senior citizen can’t hold her liquor.” I laughed ruefully. “Callie made sure I got home.” 
 
    Gemma smiles sympathetically. “Nia and Malcolm saw me home as well. I guess we needed looking after.” 
 
    “Obviously I did.” 
 
    “It was a different world for me,” Gemma confesses. “I might not have drank too much, but I definitely acted out of character. Or maybe I acted that way because I drank too much.” She cocks her head to the side, seemingly perplexed by the thought.  
 
    As inexperienced as I am, Gemma is a babe in the woods compared to me.  
 
    Or not. She booked a weekend at a swingers’ resort for her and her husband, Jasper, after all.  
 
    “So…” I pause, unsure of how much I can ask. She’s talked about her husband during our book club meetings, about how they’ve decided to try an open marriage while he’s away, but I suspect her openness had to do with a simple need to talk rather than confiding in friends. “Did you tell your husband about what happened at the club?” 
 
    “I told him the next morning. He said he was proud of me. Of my assertiveness.” Gemma drops her gaze. “I’ve never been aggressive. Never instigated our… Apparently men like that.”   
 
    “Apparently they do,” I say, pushing away the thoughts of the night on the beach with Matt. He seemed to like my assertiveness as well. “I’ve never been… it’s not easy if you’re not used to it.” 
 
    “You mean, if you’re not like Callie.” Gemma smiles. 
 
    “She is something else,” I agree. Mentioning Callie is like talking about a celebrity, and as much as I admire her, I really don’t know her all that well. I have no idea what it takes for her to summon up the confidence she shows, whether it’s real or for show. And if it’s real, then how can I siphon some of it for myself. 
 
    Gemma seemed to manage Saturday, so what do I need to do? 
 
    Drinking, obviously, doesn’t help me.   
 
    “Your husband sounds like a very interesting man.” Of course, even mentioning Jasper reminds me of what Gemma had told the book club; that deciding on an open marriage while he was away meant that he was able to explore partners of both sexes. 
 
    And then I can’t stop wondering what it would it be like to see two men together? What would they…do? 
 
    I know the logistics, the what goes where, but it’s the how that has my mind skittering away from Gemma to muscled legs and long fingers, of strong chests sprinkled with chest hair pressed against smooth skin. 
 
    I bet Coulter would be adventurous enough to try things like that. 
 
    Why do I always go back to Coulter? Why can’t I go back to my time with Matt, or even Billy, rather than the guy who I fucked in a change room? 
 
    Because Coulter was the most exciting sex I’d ever had. Even the reunion with Billy couldn’t compare. 
 
    And that is very sad.    
 
    “He is.” Gemma nods. “Very interesting.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how understanding he is.”  
 
    “What was your husband like?” 
 
    I stiffen, my first instinct still to protect Ed. It took many years before I could admit that my husband was abusive, many more to talk about it. But friends share, and if Gemma is brave enough to trust me with her secrets, I can do the same. “Understanding was never part of his vocabulary,” I say, finishing with a derisive snort. “He wasn’t a good man.” 
 
    “Oh. Did he…?” 
 
    “He was mean. And a drunk. A mean drunk. He was mean to me one too many times, so I left. The boys were little, so they never knew what he was like, and thankfully, Ed doesn’t make much effort with them. It’s sad they’ve had to grow up with a father, but he wouldn’t have been a good father.” Even I can hear the anger in my voice. Ed messed up my life. But he didn’t destroy it, and I have two amazing kids out of it, so I need to be thankful for that. It’s still difficult to clear the storm clouds the mention of Ed brings about, but it gets easier every time. “But we’re not here to talk about my ex.” 
 
    “What are we here to talk about?” Gemma asks bluntly. “I mean,” she smiles tentatively, which softens her words. “I’m very happy to be asked for coffee. I don’t have—I don’t do this a lot,” she confesses. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of friends either,” I say matter-of-fact and not like it’s a sad state of my life. “I’ve never had time, and now the boys are older, I don’t really know where to start. The book club is good for me.” 
 
    “Me too. We see some of Jasper’s friends from work, but I never really fit in with their significant others.” 
 
    “I thought if Matt and I had worked out—Matt was the guy I was dating,” I explain. “We went to Mexico with some of his friends.” There’s no way I’m going to delve deep into Matt’s relationship with Jasmine and the others; seeing Jasmine the other day shows how small a town we live in, plus with Gemma’s swinger ties, who knows if she’s already run into them?  
 
    Maybe Jasmine and Basil go to parties like the one Gemma and Jasper go to. Maybe they’ll end up at one together! 
 
    “I liked them,” I continue, trying not to think about Gemma with Matt. Or Basil. Or… “But it seems strange to reach out to them when Matt and I aren’t really talking. Plus, it was kind of a weird situation—Matt had feelings for this one friend and it turned out that I knew his other friend. Billy,” I say with a smile, hoping my explanation is enough without telling secrets. “He was what you can call my first love.” 
 
    “Jasper was my first,” Gemma says. “My first everything.” 
 
    “So you’ve never been with another man?” 
 
    “Well, now I have.” Gemma grins, looking younger than I’ve ever seen her. “We went to the swinger’s resort, and then to a party.” She counts on my fingers. “I’ve had sex with more people in the last year than I have in all my twenty-nine years.” 
 
    “Do you and Jasper consider yourselves swingers?” 
 
    “I guess so, if we’re in that situation. But now—I consider swinging a couple thing, don’t you?” 
 
    “I think singles can be a part of it. I met a guy once...” Of course it comes back to Coulter. In my mind, in my conversations... Coulter, Coulter, Coulter. “In Mexico, it turns out Matt’s friends were down there on a vacation…as swingers.” 
 
    “Really?” Gemma leans forward. “Was the whole place for swingers? Like Morena’s, that resort Jasper and I went to?” 
 
    “Morena…” Morena and Jed. That day in Play del Carmen, when Coulter tugged me through the streets, laughing as he tried to avoid them so he could spend more time with me. “Is she gorgeous, with white hair? Because, it’s not the most common name.” 
 
    Gemma’s eyes widen with surprise. “Did you meet her?” 
 
    “I think I must have. Small world. She was with a guy named Jed.” 
 
    “It must be them.”  
 
    I shake my head. “So weird that we both…but anyway, we’re not here to talk about me and my experiences. I wanted to make sure you were okay after the other night.” 
 
    “I had a headache,” Gemma admits. “I’m not used to drinking that much.” 
 
    I’m not about to share hangover stories. “I meant, were you okay after making out with Malcolm’s friend. It seemed so.” I laugh, then hold my breath as Gemma joins in. 
 
    Out of all the relationships I’ve had in the last few years, this one with Gemma might actually work out.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    After two cups of coffee and taking treats for the boys, I say goodbye to Gemma and walk back to work. 
 
    The breeze blowing my hair hints of spring, although the grey slushy mess along the sidewalk says otherwise. These days, I work as a bookkeeper; part-time for a local hardware store and a few other clients make up the difference. Most of the time, I work from home, but I needed to pick up files from one of my clients, a quick walk from the coffee shop where I met Gemma.  
 
    I’d gotten pregnant at nineteen and Ed had insisted on marrying me. I’d only completed a year of college before I had to drop out. Ed, of course, didn’t see the need for higher education, not when he was going to take care of me while I had lots of babies.  
 
    His plan; not mine.  
 
    I’m so caught up in replaying my conversation with Gemma, so happy to have forged a friendship that I don’t realize I’m too close to the slush until a fast-moving car flies by, causing a wave of dirty water sluicing at me.  
 
    “Godammit,” I cry, throwing the middle finger towards the car. Drops of muck have splattered on my coat, so expensive to dry clean. “Watch where you’re going.” 
 
    The car jerks to a stop and I instinctively take a step back. “Emmy?” a voice calls and I peer into the now-open window.  
 
    It’s Will. 
 
    Will, with an apologetic smile on his face.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” he says as I take a tentative step towards his car. “I shouldn’t have been driving so fast.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say automatically. 
 
    “No, it’s not. I got you all muddy. Let me give you a ride. It’s the least I can do.”  
 
    “I’m not going far.” 
 
    “Still—jump in.” 
 
    I stare at Will for a long moment. There is no reason for me to get into the car, yet my feet betray me by taking a step forward. And then another. And then I open the door. “Thanks,” I say as I slid in. “But it’s not necessary.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do. Are you very wet?” 
 
    Will’s simple question, plus the nature of my conversation with Gemma, takes me to a very dirty place. “No.” I give my head a shake. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Still, I’m sorry.” He smiles and for the first time I notice the dimple high on his cheek, out of place with the strong lines of his face, but somehow belonging. A hint of stubble covers his head, thicker along his jaw, and it makes him look vulnerable, less intimidating.  
 
    Or maybe I can relate because I didn’t have time to shave my legs today. 
 
    “Only because you know me,” I say. “You wouldn’t be so sorry if I was a random person walking along and you splashed me. You wouldn’t have stopped.” 
 
    “Well, no,” Will agrees. “You might be a serial killer for all I know.” 
 
    It takes a moment, and then my mouth creases into a smile at the memory of my drunken talk. “You’re never going to let me forget that night, are you?”  
 
    He grins, and this time, his eyes are definitely twinkling. “There’d be no fun in that.” Where to?” 
 
    “The next street over. There’s really no point in driving me.” And there’s really no point in thinking he looks intimidating when he smiles like that. There’s something very friendly when he grins, something very… attractive.   
 
    Will flashes me another smile. Maybe too attractive. “There is so a point if we go the long way.” He pulls away from the curb, leaving me staring ruefully at his profile. Good as his word, Will drives through two stop lights until he makes a right to bring us to Fourth Street, three long blocks from the dentist office I’m headed to. 
 
    I’m alone with him for three blocks. 
 
    “So,” Will begins. “What brings you to the lonely little bit of sidewalk with all the puddles?” 
 
    “I was meeting a friend.” 
 
    “Is this friend someone who lets you drink so much that you fell asleep on the toilet?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’re really never going to let me forget that, are you? As it turns out, yes, Gemma was there on Saturday, but she had nothing to do with how much I drank, or my nap. Thank you for not saying I passed out,” I add. “Because I didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he soothes. When I glance over, Will is grinning at me and the sight warms me more than sliding into his car.  
 
    “I had to pick up some files for work,” I continue. “I thought a walk would do me good.” 
 
    “Did you really want to walk? Should I let you off here?” 
 
    “Here, in the street, where I’d end up getting my feet soaked from the puddles as well as my coat?” I grin at him. “You got me in this car, so you have to take me all the way.” 
 
    “All the way, huh?” He lifts an eyebrow and my cheeks heat up.  
 
    “All the way to Dr. Belmont’s office,” I correct in a prim voice. 
 
    “He’s my new dentist.” 
 
    His casual comment reminds me of how little I know about Will. Not that I need to, since it’s only a friendly ride, but I want to. It’s curiosity—only curiosity. “How long have you been in town for?”  
 
    “Coming up to six months. It’s a nice place. A lot smaller than I’m used to. Ottawa,” he adds, like he knows my next question. “I came from Ottawa.” 
 
    “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Work. My cousin is one of the owners of the club, and he offered me a job as security. I wasn’t doing much in Ottawa, so I thought I’d give it a try.” 
 
    “Why weren’t you doing much in Ottawa? Sorry,” I catch myself. “It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. I stopped playing hockey a couple of years ago and haven’t been able to settle down.” 
 
    “You mean professionally?”  
 
    Will shrugs. “I was with Belleville Senators for a while, then made it to Ottawa for two years before I busted up my knee.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about hockey,” I admit. “Sorry that I didn’t recognize you.” 
 
    “I’d be amazed if you did. I was a simple right winger and stayed out of the spotlight for the most part.” 
 
    “Still, that’s pretty incredible that you played in the NHL.” 
 
    “It was a lot of fun. What do you do that makes you so tired that you fall asleep everywhere you go?” 
 
    “Not everywhere,” I protest, my heart sinking as I spot Dr. Belmont’s office fast approaching.  
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    “I’m a bookkeeper,” I tell him. “Not that it keeps me up late. I blame the boys for that.” 
 
    “Twin boys, if I recall,” Will supplies. 
 
    “You have a good memory.” What else did I say that night? 
 
    “When I’m interested in something.” 
 
    My mouth falls open. What am I supposed to say to that? Because it sounded a lot like Will just told me he was interested in me. “There’s the office,” I say weakly.  
 
    “Wasn’t getting a ride more fun than walking in the slush?” 
 
    “I wasn’t walking,” I remind him. “I got sprayed.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Big scary Will and his big, bad car.” 
 
    “Do you remember everything?”  
 
    Will holds my gaze for a long moment, while my hand scrambles on the door handle. “Sometimes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the escort, I don’t see Will for a while.  
 
    Not that I was looking for him. 
 
    Much. 
 
    “How was practice?” I ask Josh as we settle on the couch beside Adam to watch the latest episode of The Bad Batch.  
 
    Now that the boys are older, they disappear into their rooms more often in the evening. Watching the same shows they do keeps them in the living room, and with me, since the television is much bigger than their laptops.  
 
    And raising two boys, I’ve learned to love Star Wars as much as they do.  
 
    “Fine.” Josh gives his usual one-word reply.  
 
    “And your new coach? Mr. Bower? Do you like him?” 
 
    “Will?” Josh pulls his attention away from the screen. “Yeah, he’s cool. He used to play with the NHL.” 
 
    “I know. I mean, I heard that. Is he nice?” 
 
    “He’s a coach. He’s not supposed to be nice.” 
 
    I thought he was nice for a friend. Friends are fine. Anything else… I’m not sure I’m ready for it.  
 
    At least I don’t think I am until the next book club meeting at Gemma’s house.  
 
    We’ve had a few meetings at her place. It’s become an unspoken consensus to meet there to put a little life in the quiet house. Gemma is quiet; her house is like a tomb, or at least it seems like that to me, as I’m used to the constant thrum of noise in my house. There is always music, video games or the television, and voices.  
 
    So many voices. The boys always have friends over. I prefer it that way since not only does it let me check on them, it gives me someone to talk to as well. 
 
    If I was Gemma, living by myself, I would be very lonely.  
 
    As we arrive one by one, Gemma bustles around, serving wine and suggesting we dig into the cheese board.  
 
    That’s another reason I like to have book club at Gemma’s—she always has really good cheese.  
 
    I help myself to a thick wedge of Brie and settle into the corner of Gemma’s white couch, my glass of chilled wine in my hand. Along with cheese, she has good taste in wine.  
 
    This group is so much nicer than Penelope’s group. It’s sad thinking of how much time I wasted reading books I wasn’t interested in, talking to people I also wasn’t interested in when it was so easy to start a group of our own, with people and books we all appreciate.  
 
    Once the cheese is gone, I tap my ereader beside me. “So, what’d we think of the book?” I ask. This month’s assigned reading is His, Hers and My Concubine. We seem to be on a swinger theme, which is interesting, but makes me think of Matt and his group of friends.  
 
    I have to get back to Jasmine about Basil’s party, I remind myself. 
 
    “I had sex with a man in the library,” Gemma blurts.  
 
    Beside me, Malcolm stills with a cheese laden cracker halfway to his mouth, clearly trying to comprehend what Gemma just said.  
 
    Did she say she had sex with a man from the library, or in the library? Both seem—wow. I glance at Callie with wide-eyes, checking to make sure she didn’t just say that in Gemma-sounding voice.  
 
    “You did what?” Nia leans forward, almost spilling her wine. Malcolm tips her glass upright, before finishing his cracker. 
 
    “In the library?” Callie’s expression is one of amazement. She gestures for Gemma 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. “What would they watch in the library?” 
 
    “Porn,” Malcolm says matter-of-factly, and Gemma flashes him a grateful smile.  
 
    So Gemma can make out with a guy in public—have sex with a guy in a public place—but she can’t talk about pornography? Interesting. Not that I’ve had much experience with it, but at least I can say the word.  
 
    Porn. 
 
    Pornography.  
 
    People watch pornos.  
 
    “I found someone upstairs at the computer and we started talking,” Gemma continues. 
 
    “Must have done more than just talking,” Callie says with a gleeful smile.  
 
    “Who was he?” Nia demands. 
 
    Gemma shrugs. “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?” Callie asks. 
 
    “No,” Gemma is quick to correct. “Not there. And not… right away.” 
 
    “Are we getting details?” It’s Callie who asks, but it could have come from any of us. I never would have thought I’d want to know the howandwhyandwhere of Gemma hooking up with a man in the library, of all places, but I do. I really do.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can,” Gemma admits.  
 
    “I think you better.” Nia frowns. “You started us down this road and you better not leave us hanging.” 
 
    Gemma bites her lip. “We talked about watching… p-porn,” she stammers. “I told him people came in to use the computers, and he asked if I did that…” 
 
    “And you said…” Callie prompts. 
 
    “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…” 
 
    I lean forward, wanting to know more about this thumb. 
 
    Callie sighs. “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,” I say.  
 
    “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 that I wasn’t. He said he could make me beg.” 
 
    I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until I exhale with a soft sigh. 
 
    “I asked how he would make me beg.” 
 
    Listening to Gemma’s soft voice conjures images—a faceless man and woman surrendering to passion in a place like that. Would they be quiet and gentle? Would they be so caught up that it would be loud and intense and— 
 
    Where? Standing up? On the table? How? 
 
    I don’t share my thoughts, not knowing if the others have similar thoughts, or if they’re opposed to the idea. 
 
    From the look at the expressions, at how each person is giving Gemma their undivided attention, I don’t think anyone is opposed. 
 
    “He used his fingers,” Gemma says, dropping her head so she won’t look us in the eye. 
 
    Nia swallows with a soft gulp. “Right there where anyone could see you?” 
 
    “There wasn’t anyone there,” Gemma is quick reassure her. 
 
    “What if there was? What if someone found you like that and they... what if they wanted to join in?” Callie asks breathlessly. 
 
    “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?” Gemma turns to me with surprise. “Is that all that happened?” 
 
    “We went into the stacks,” she whispers. “The book shelves. And we…” She trails off and when there are no more details coming, I draw a ragged breath, pretty sure I know what happened.  
 
    I picture my faceless couple entwined, her back to the shelf, leg wrapped around his hip, like I was with Coulter in the change room in Mexico. 
 
    He had to quiet me because I hadn’t wanted to be quiet. In a library, in a quiet place, it would be impossible to allow the sounds of lovemaking, of fucking, to be heard. He would use his hand, or his mouth, to cover Gemma’s moans… 
 
    I don’t want to think about my friend’s moans. I want to think about what noises I would make if I got fucked in the library. Would it take an effort to come, like it had in the past, or would the excitement of danger make it so intense that it would happen quickly? 
 
    I’d want it to be quick. I’d want to come fast, so the buildup could happen again and I might— 
 
    “Holy shit!” Callie’s exclamation makes me jump, pulling me out of the fantasy. “You did it right there? Just like that?” She shakes her 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.” 
 
    Four pairs of eyes stare at Nia, amazed at her speech. I know we all want the same thing. 
 
    At least I do. 
 
    Callie lifts her glass. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
    I clutch my glass, feeling a surge of excitement run through me. Not the excitement I felt listening to Gemma, lost in my thought, but more like anticipation, rather than arousal. I like the sound of Nia’s words. I came out of my shell in Mexico with Coulter, and then with Matt. And Billy… 
 
    I know it’s possible for me to be sexy and self-assured. I like sex. I want to have sex more because I enjoy it, rather than it being a means to an end.  
 
    I can do this again. I need to find someone to make me feel like that again. But who? And how? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So was he even watching porn?” Malcolm asks, interrupting my train of thought, and I laugh with relief.  
 
    “He was watching something about sharks,” Gemma admits.  
 
    “Is that a euphemism for something?” Callie asks. 
 
    “No, it was actually sharks.” Gemma suddenly gives a snort of laughter, so unlike her that I can only stare. “I can’t believe I told you all that,” she gasps. “It’s so—” 
 
    “Not like you?” Callie asks. 
 
    Nia leans forward to help herself to a cracker and a thick wedge of Brie. “She’s right. What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    Gemma shakes her head. “I have no idea. I’ve gone from one to…” 
 
    “Many,” I supply, reaching for a cube of cheddar. “I’m a little jealous.” 
 
    Nia raises her eyebrow. “You are. What about me? At least you had your little romp in Mexico.” 
 
    “I never heard about the Mexican romp.” Malcolm turns to look at me. “Are those details just for the girls?” 
 
    “No,” I assure him through my mouthful. “You’re part of this book club so you should get all the dirty details, but honestly, I haven’t said anything because I’m afraid you might know one of them.” I give a nervous laugh. “It just came up with Nia.” 
 
    “Because I don’t know anyone,” Nia chimes in sarcastically. 
 
    “Who are we talking about?” Malcolm rolls his glass in his hand. “I know you were dating Matt Robson.” 
 
    Now it’s me who turns to him with surprise. “I didn’t think I ever said that.” 
 
    Malcolm smiles ruefully. “Emmy, you’re a gorgeous, single woman. There aren’t many of those in this town—other than you all in this room,” he quickly adds. “People notice what you do. And who you do it with. And then they talk.” 
 
    “Great,” I mutter.  
 
    “So, what happened?” Callie reaches for the bottle of wine and dumps the rest into her glass. “I don’t know if I got all the details.” 
 
    “It turns out Matt’s friends are swingers.” There’s no point pulling my punches. “Or at least trying to be. They went to this resort in the summer and tried it out, and then planned on trying it again during their vacation in Mexico. Which I’m fine with,” I say, not wanting to offend Gemma or Callie, or anyone who may be a closet swinger. “I don’t know if it’s for me, but I’m not about to judge. I didn’t find that out until we were there for a few days. A little bit of a shock.” 
 
    “I’d say,” Nia says. 
 
    “Is that why you broke up with Matt?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “Not exactly. Like I said, I’m not sure it’s for me, but heck, I was on vacation.” I smile foolishly, knowing they are all imagining me having sex with a variety of people. That’s the worst about sharing intimate details—where your imagination goes. It’s almost better to give all the dirty details, so they just know everything. “Then to make it even more confusing and awkward, Matt’s friend Billy—who doesn’t live around here so I can tell you all about him—turned out to be my Billy, the guy I had been in love with throughout high school. Until my parents moved, and I never saw him again.” 
 
    “Until Mexico,” Gemma supplied.  
 
    “Exactly.” I nod. “It was a bit of a shock.” 
 
    “But a nice one if you got to swing with him,” Callie points out.  
 
    “Well.” My cheeks redden. “It was kind of nice,” I admit.  
 
    “Who were his other friends?” Malcolm asks. “You said they were swingers and since I have a little experience with that, maybe I know them.” 
 
    “Jasmine and Basil,” I supply. It’s not wrong to say that, but I’m not about to give personal details, like who was with who. I close my eyes as an image of Claire and Jed, with Morena and Basil naked in the big bed pushes through. “And Billy and Claire. And then they met this other couple, Morena and Jed.” 
 
    “Ah, Morena.” Callie smiles happily, and I remember she told Gemma about the resort in Nova Scotia that catered to swingers. She lifts her glass of wine. “I had the biggest crush on her. Almost as much as that sexy Lorde at her resort.” 
 
    “I know Morena,” Malcolm says, surprising me, although, by now, nothing about that trip should surprise any of us. “It’s a small world.” 
 
    I pause, wanting, but not wanting… “Did you…?” 
 
    “No.” Malcolm shakes his head with a small smile. “Did you?” 
 
    “No!” My voice is high-pitched and my cheeks redden again. I’ve never been with a woman, but if I did, she would be like Morena. Confident and mature, able to walk me through what to do. “That would be strange if we had—you know. With the same person.” 
 
    “But not unheard of. Like I said, it’s a small world.” 
 
    Callie looks between me and Malcolm with a strange expression. “So what happened with these swinger friends of yours?” 
 
    “Nothing exciting. I mean, I guess it was exciting.” I laugh nervously. “The sex. With each other. I—Billy and I—reconnected and…” 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it?” Nia asks with a chuckle. The way Gemma smiles suggests she’s happy to have the attention turned to someone else.  
 
    “Yes.” What’s the saying—in for a penny or in for a pound? “Me and Billy did the deed and I’m happy to report he’s improved since I knew him.” 
 
    “Great, because that would be a real let-down if he got worse than the horny eighteen-year-old I’m sure he used to be.” Callie chuckles. “The only time you should have sex with an eighteen-year-old is when you’re twenty-eight, so you can teach him a few things. Or thirty-eight. Then you can teach him a lot.” 
 
    I so want to be Callie when I grow up. 
 
    “So you and Billy,” Malcolm begins. “What about Matt?” 
 
    “Turns out Matt has been in love with his best friend for years, and this swinging stuff was a great way for them to be together without really being together,” I say with a rueful smile. “Unfortunately, it didn’t do much for our relationship. We decided we’d be better as friends. I haven’t seen him since then.” This reminds me of Jasmine’s invitation again. “Jasmine invited me to Basil’s birthday party,” I tell them. “I’ll probably see him there. If I go.” 
 
    “Which you should definitely do,” Nia encourages. “It’ll be a great way to meet someone, and make this Matt regret dumping you. Mutual dumping,” she corrects.  
 
    “We’re better as friends,” I repeat. “I’m not sure I’m up for meeting anyone.” 
 
    “Not even the hot bouncer?” Callie chides.  
 
    I bury my face in my hands, not wanting to bring Will into this conversation. He belongs somewhere separate, unrelated to any of this. Because what if Will has a connection to all this? “He found me asleep on the toilet!” 
 
    “He didn’t actually see you on the toilet, did he?” Gemma asks.  
 
    I shake my head. “Stall door was shut.” 
 
    “It’s as good a way to meet a man as any,” Nia says. “I think I’ll start hanging out in washrooms when I need a nap. When I’m not in the library, of course.” 
 
    “Hey, I get the library,” Callie argues.  
 
    Nia shakes her head. “You, of all people, do not need the library.”   
 
    “Dating seems complicated,” Gemma puts in. “I’ve never done it, but it seems like it would be.” 
 
    “Dating is hell,” Nia seconds.  
 
    “I really don’t have the energy for it,” I agree. 
 
    “But you have the energy to have sex, don’t you?” Callie points out. “Maybe you should rethink the swinger thing.”  
 
    I stare into my empty wine glass. “Maybe. I don’t know. I think I lost my chance at that.” Even if I wanted the chance, Matt and I are over, and I’m not regretting that decision. 
 
    Gemma notices my empty glass and gets another bottle from the kitchen, leaving the room quiet for a moment, each of us lost in our thoughts. Books brought the five of us together, and on the surface, it always seemed like that was the only thing we had in common.  
 
    Now, I think there’s more that join us together, and even more that we don’t know about.  
 
    “I think dating takes a lot less energy than being a swinger.” Malcolm holds out his glass as Gemma tops it up. “Or at least being in a relationship does.” 
 
    “When was your last relationship?” I ask, reaching for another piece of cheese. “I know you broke up with your wife a few years ago.” Now it’s time for me to switch the subject, focus the attention on someone else.  
 
    “Maya and I split almost four years ago,” Malcolm supplies. “About two years after that, I got involved with a woman. It lasted about six months. She was nice, but something was missing, so I broke it off. She didn’t take it well.” 
 
    “How not well?” Gemma asks, sits down with the bottle still in her hand, a concerned expression on her face.  
 
    “Let’s just say I got my number changed and had some body work done to my car.” Malcolm smiles grimly. “I don’t want to say too much in case one of you knows her.” 
 
    Callie grins. “Small town.” 
 
    “But how can that be better than being a swinger?” I ask him. 
 
    “I didn’t say break-ups,” he corrects. “Being with her was easy. Ending things—not so much.” 
 
    I lean across Malcolm to glance at Gemma. “And Jasper was your one and only. Before you started being all adventurous?” 
 
    “I was a virgin when I got married.” She pauses. “I’m not a virgin now.” 
 
    “No, you’re really not,” Nia drawls.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    The boys are tucked up in their rooms when I get home, but from the wedge of light under both doors, I know they’re not asleep yet.  
 
    Nor will they be for hours. These days, they’re usually still wide awake when I say goodnight.  
 
    I knock on both doors to tell them I’m home, then find myself in the kitchen to finish tidying the boys’ attempt at cleaning up the dinner dishes. They try, but there’s always some distraction, some game they have to rush off to play.  
 
    My boys are helpful and respectful, but so messy. 
 
    It’s a lot for one of me to deal with. It always has been. When I had been with Matt, I couldn’t help but think about how nice it would be to share things. Not just the constant clean-up and car pools, but the good things too—Josh’s goal in the game last week, or Adam’s math grade and how it jumped seven percent after his last test.  
 
    It would be nice to share how proud I am of them with someone. Someone who loves them as much as I do. 
 
    That’s impossible, I tell myself as I wipe down the counter. No one loves my boys as much as I do.  
 
    But it would still be nice to have someone around.  
 
    Gemma looked so sad when we said goodbye tonight, so lost and alone. I know the feeling well, but at least Jasper is coming home.  
 
    I shake off the nudge of bitterness. It was my decision to leave Ed—necessary, but still my decision. And then I decided I don’t need anyone else in my life. There have been possibilities, potentials, but it came down to me who doesn’t want to share my life.  
 
    There’s no sense having a pity party because I don’t want to date.  
 
    It’s not until later that I let myself think about Callie’s suggestion.  
 
    Could I really handle being part of the swinger lifestyle? Mexico hadn’t been the first time for Matt’s friends, and they seemed to be fine with it. I saw no jealousy or resentment. Even their pairing off seemed simple. Natural. 
 
    What would it be like with a bigger group, like the party Gemma went to? Where the selection is made for you, as easy as picking a key from a bowl. 
 
    But what about after? When everyone else goes home with their partner and I’m left on my own again. 
 
    Being a swinger would help my sex life, but it wouldn’t do anything about being lonely. 
 
    Sex would be nice, though. 
 
    I hug my pillow as, once again, my mind wanders to Coulter. It doesn’t actually wander; more like makes a beeline for it. 
 
    It’s strange how after wondering about Billy for years, after one last time with him, he dropped from my thoughts as quickly as dust bunnies appear under my couch. Or maybe it was Coulter who took up too much of my mind—the countless questions I asked myself, like how could I have had sex with a total stranger. 
 
    It was good sex, though. 
 
    His mouth crushes me with his kiss.  
 
    The sudden press of our bodies traps my hand between us as his mouth devours me. Fingers tangle in my hair; his other hand slipping under my skirt without me realizing it until I feel something hot against my bare leg. 
 
    If I’m going to stop him, I’d better do it now.  
 
    But I don’t. 
 
    Coulter’s hand burrows between my legs, cupping my heat for a moment before his fingers snake under the elastic of my panties. 
 
    A man is touching me… a stranger... his fingers probing…  
 
    There’s a moment of terror. My body freezes as I scream at myself. What am I doing? Why? How? 
 
    And then his finger is inside me, his thumb against my clit, and I gasp against his mouth. Instead of pushing him away, of running away, I push against his hand like it’s natural. 
 
    Maybe it is for some, but not for me. 
 
    I forget the world exists; the feel of his hand, his lips against mine, his tongue tangled with mine. This is all I want. All I need. 
 
    Coulter pulls away from me, leaning back just enough to look at me, his fingers busy… so busy… 
 
    My eyes flutter closed as I surrender to the pleasure building inside me. It’s close… already so close. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” Coulter says in a ragged whisper. “I want to see you come.” 
 
    His arm tightens around my waist as my legs threaten to buckle. “I can’t,” I breathe. 
 
    “Oh, yes, you can.” His fingers thrust inside me, and I look down at his arm disappearing under my skirt. 
 
    His fingers are inside me. 
 
    And then he rubs my clit again and the sensations that have built so quickly reach the peak. “Don’t stop,” I beg with a groan. “Please…” 
 
    Coulter claps a hand over my mouth as I come, my legs shaking, cries muffled. My body tingles as he pulls away. 
 
    “I need to fuck you,” he says in a hoarse voice.  
 
    It happens so quickly; suddenly his cock is free from his shorts, suddenly he has a condom in his hand, and suddenly he spreads my legs right there in the change room and thrusts inside me. 
 
    It happens so fast. 
 
    Coulter picks me up and I fight to wind my legs around his waist. One makes it, the other dangles lifelessly as he slams me against the wall. Hangers jangle; a gauzy shirt falls onto my head as he fucks me. 
 
    He fucks me hard enough that I see the curtain dance over his shoulder. It’s like he’s going to pound me through the wall; how can the entire store not know what we’re doing? 
 
    But I don’t care because I want more. It’s not enough. “More,” I gasp. “Harder.” 
 
    I want to go through the wall; I want the store to know I’m fucking in the change room, fucking a man I barely know. 
 
    Coulter thrusts harder, slamming into me like his life depends on it. 
 
    Maybe it does. 
 
    It feels like it does. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know I’m dreaming, but it doesn’t feel like a dream. 
 
    Coulter has invaded my subconscious again—we’re in Mexico, and the hangers jangle as Coulter picks me up, thrusting deep inside me. 
 
    So deep. 
 
    In my dream, I wrap my legs around his waist, fingers biting into strong shoulders as his hips piston against me, bringing me closer and closer to the edge. My shoulder hits the wall with a bang loud enough to signal exactly what’s going on in the change room. Everyone within hearing distance must know that Coulter is fucking me—we’re fucking like animals deprived of the basic need. 
 
    Because it is a need; I need this. I need Coulter inside me, his fingers— 
 
    It’s not Coulter.  
 
    Through a haze of dream-desire, I realize it’s not Coulter’s shoulders I’m clutching. He’s wider, stronger… my hand slicks across a bald head… 
 
    It’s Will.  
 
    Somehow Coulter has become Will; Will is fucking me with an abandon I’ve never felt before. And I match him, my need rising quickly, swamping me with want, with need, with— 
 
    I bang against the wall again. 
 
    And again, only I’m not against the wall— 
 
    “Mom!”  
 
    I’m wretched out of my dream world with the abruptness of changing the radio station mid-song, leaving me gasping. “I’m awake!” I cry, without knowing who is calling me.  
 
    “I’ve got to get to practice,” Josh calls.  
 
    Practice. It’s Sunday.  
 
    It’s Sunday, and I’m in my bed—alone. I’m not in Mexico with Coulter or Will— 
 
    Will. Sex. In my dream.  
 
    My whole body is bright red with humiliation as I pull myself out of the tangle of sheets. How can I be dreaming of my son’s hockey coach? I shouldn’t be dreaming of anyone, at least not X-rated dreams that might—just might—have brought about a very satisfying dream climax. If I’d stayed in the dream. 
 
    The aching throb down there tells me I was close to coming. 
 
    “I’ll be out in a sec.” Sec, not sex. I was not having actual sex. 
 
    Only dreaming about it. 
 
    Dreaming about Will.  
 
    It’s not the first time. 
 
    As I hurry to get dressed, my movements peppered by Josh’s complaints from outside my bedroom door, my mind flies back to the dream I had on Friday night. Thoughts about libraries and Mexico and swingers had kept me tossing and turning after I left book club on Thursday. That night, it had been easy to bring myself to a quick release to I could fall asleep. It’s impossible now, with Josh standing guard and Adam no doubt awake by the ruckus. 
 
    I can’t even duck into the bathroom for an extra five minutes to— 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “Dammit, I’m coming,” I cry. 
 
    Or not coming. Definitely not coming.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    My stomach rumbles as I settle into the stands of the arena. We made it to practice with two minutes to spare, but without a bite to eat. Since I don’t have the wherewithal for a run to Tim Hortons this morning, I make do with a coffee from the concession stand, but wince at the first sip of the bitter brew. Coffee is necessary, but I won’t go as far as tasting the muffins that I suspect were there from last week. 
 
    Will is on the ice, surrounded by Josh and the team made up of fifteen-year-olds. He’s a big guy, but on skates, Will seems massive, the width of his shoulders dwarfing the other coaches.  
 
    …my fingers biting into those shoulders… 
 
    With a shaky breath, I yank my attention away from the sight of him, away from the ice, and try to focus on Lina. Like usual, she spends the practice chattering to the other mothers. 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” I interrupt Lina’s description of someone’s hair.  
 
    “Dev Peters,” April hisses gleefully, with a covert glance around us. “Lina saw him out with another woman.” She gives another glance around like she doesn’t want to be overheard, and I regret not staying in my little dream world for a while longer.  
 
    “I think they split up,” Lina informs me. 
 
    “Well, I hope so, if he’s out with another woman,” Macy says scornfully. “You can’t do anything around here without people talking about it, so if they haven’t, Michelle will soon know about it.” 
 
    “He’s so good looking,” Lina muses. As one, our heads swivel to where Dev Peters stands by the penalty box, talking to another man. As he runs a hand through thick black curls, Lina and April sigh in unison. 
 
    “I like a man with a nice head of hair,” Macy announces.  
 
    “I like a man who gives nice head,” Lina mutters, causing me to choke on a mouthful of coffee.  
 
    “Lina!” Macy admonishes.  
 
    “What?” Lina tosses her hair. “Please tell me you’re not opposed to sex. It’s bad enough you won’t let your kids use Snapchat.” 
 
    “Snapchat has nothing to do with sex. And I’m not opposed to sex,” Macy says awkwardly. “But some things shouldn’t be discussed in public.” 
 
    “Like if your husband goes down on you?” 
 
    I choke on my coffee again, this time causing a coughing fit. April pats me on the back. “Obviously Emmy has a problem talking about it,” she says archly. 
 
    “I don’t,” I insist. “It’s horrible coffee.” 
 
    “How do you handle things being single?” Lina turns to me. “Do you have some secret boyfriend you’re not telling us about?” 
 
    “No secret here.” I stare at the boys on the ice, trying to keep my gaze from Will, because if I look at him, my thoughts are going straight to thoughts of him giving nice head.  
 
    After this morning’s dream, it’s easy to slide into thoughts like that.  
 
    “What happened between you and Matt?” Macy asks. When I glance questioningly at her, she only shrugs. “I know everything in this town.” 
 
    “Because you’re friends with Matt’s ex and Shawna knows everything that goes on,” April corrects. 
 
    I can’t help but wonder if Macy knows about Matt’s switch to swingerhood? Or about Matt and Jasmine—if they continued with the Mexican mix-up.  
 
    I bite my lip to stop from smiling at the thought of Macy’s face if I told them what really happened that night. “Matt and I decided we’re better as friends,” I say, trying for casual. “Mutual decision.” 
 
    “Too bad,” April simpers. 
 
    “That’s sad.” Lina might be a gossip, but at least she’s sincere. 
 
    “I’m not really into dating right now.” 
 
    “Right,” April says under her breath.  
 
    “Oh, look, there’s Jasmine,” Macy announces with a wave.  
 
    Jasmine stands at the bottom of the stands, dark hair caught back into a ponytail and a smile on her face. “Emmy, I need you,” she calls to where we sit mid-way to the top. “Please don’t make me climb up there because I am so stiff from this barre class I went to on Friday.” 
 
    “Be right back,” I say as I stand up, taking my coffee with me in the off chance Jasmine might keep me until after the practice is finished.  
 
    The last thing I need this morning is to talk about Matt—or oral sex. 
 
    “Sorry to drag you away,” Jasmine apologizes as I reach the bottom step. “I want to talk to you about Basil’s party and the others,” she flicks a glance towards Lina, Macy and April. “Numbers are limited.” 
 
    “Sorry I haven’t gotten back to you.” Now it’s my turn for apologies for not sending a simple reply. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “You’re coming?” Jasmine claps her hands. “I’m so glad. I wasn’t sure what you’d say… after Mexico and everything. I wasn’t sure if you thought that made things weird between us.” 
 
    “Not weird,” I tell her automatically. “Not… anything.” I smile, hoping I look sincere. I guess it’s not a big thing to act on feelings when couples are swapping left, right, and centre?  
 
    “I’m so glad,” Jasmine enthuses. “I know we don’t know each other really well, but I really liked what I know about you. It would have been great if things worked out with you and Matt, but even when they didn’t, I still wanted to be your friend.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I say. “I think we can be friends, despite Matt… and everything.” 
 
    “Yay!” Jasmine claps again. “I’m so glad. Now, Basil’s party. There are a lot of people coming and I think you’ll have a great time. But we’re not having at the house. Not now. Have you heard of the new nightclub in town? Fantasies?” 
 
    With a sinking feeling, I nod. 
 
    “We’re having at the private club attached to it. It’ll be great.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the private club attached to Fantasies? Through the door Will told me I didn’t want to go into? 
 
    What kind of party is this going to be? 
 
    “I know where it is,” I say, not voicing my many questions. 
 
    “Great. Come for eight. And bring a friend if you like. I know you said you’re not dating anyone, so bring a girlfriend. Only,” her glance flicks to Lina again. “Someone you’re really close to. I don’t really know them and you can never tell how people will act at a party like this, you know?” 
 
    At a birthday party? 
 
    “My sister-in-law Melissa suggested this place,” Jasmine continues. “I think it’ll be great.” Her eyes sparkle. “Different.” 
 
    I have so, so many questions. “I’m sure it will be.” 
 
    “Matt will be there,” Jasmine says, with no warning. “I hope that’s okay. He said you left it friendly.” 
 
    “Friendly,” I echo. “We’re friendly.” 
 
    Now Jasmine clasps her hands under her chin. “I’m so glad. He’s bringing someone, but maybe the two of you will find your way back to each other.” 
 
    He’s bringing someone. 
 
    Why does that strike me like a slap? 
 
    “Great.” I have to say that. It’s not exactly a lie, but it’s not really the truth either. Matt is a nice guy and I want him to be happy. I’m just not keen on showing up at a party where my ex is bringing his new girlfriend, and I will be alone. “I’m happy for him.” 
 
    “We’ll see what happens.” Jasmine winks. “I’ve got to run, so I’ll see you at the party.” With a wave, she backs away. 
 
    With nothing to do but stand and watch her go, I take a sip of coffee. It still takes horrible. With an irritable scowl, I head towards the nearby garbage can. 
 
    Everyone is in a relationship but me. 
 
    I know that’s not true, but it feels like it. And I know it’s my decision to be alone; it could have worked out with Matt. If I’d accepted he had feelings for Jasmine as well as me, things would have been fine. I would be having regular sex, plus have someone to go to Basil’s party with.  
 
    I throw my coffee cup into the garbage with enough force that splashes of liquid erupt from the top. 
 
    “What did that ever do to you?” asks a voice beside me. 
 
    Turning, I furtively wipe the spatters off my coat. “I didn’t—”  
 
    My words trail off when I notice Dev Peters beside me with a smile on his handsome face. I can actually feel my cheeks turn pink. Is there no end to my embarrassment today?  
 
    And it’s still not even ten o’clock in the morning. 
 
    “How’s it going, Emmy?” Dev asks, which makes me feel like I’m back in high school and the popular boy singled me out.  
 
    “It’s... good,” I manage. “Good for me, not the coffee.” 
 
    “Nasty stuff,” Dev commiserates. “I don’t know how you stand it.” 
 
    “Desperation,” I admit. “I slept in. Josh was not impressed.” 
 
    He wiggles his dark eyebrows. “Late night?” 
 
    “Ah—no.” It was, but I’m not about to tell Dev Peters that I stayed up until two reading Three is Good Company. 
 
    That would definitely ensure my humiliation is complete.   
 
    “Nothing as exciting as that,” I add. “Just forgot the alarm.” 
 
    “I’m sure anything about you would be exciting,” Dev says, with a knowing smile. 
 
    What? 
 
    “I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else,” I say ruefully.  
 
    “I don’t know about that.” We stand at the window, watching the boys do drills. Will skates by and lifts a hand to wave.  
 
    I smile, and then my smile remains as he shouts at the boys. I watch him laugh, his shoulders loose and relaxed as he flips around, skating backward as he instructs the team on some skill.  
 
    He looks like he’s enjoying himself.  
 
    He also looks extremely talented. Even I, with my basic knowledge of the sport, can tell Will is something special on skates.  
 
    Will catches my eye again and grins and something inside me wakes up and stretches. 
 
    “We’re lucky to have him.”  
 
    I turn back to Dev with surprise. So caught up in watching—and yes, admiring—Will, I’d forgotten Dev is standing beside me.  
 
    “The boys seem to like him,” I manage.  
 
    “Which is too bad,” Dev says ruefully. “I doubt he’ll last the year here.” 
 
    My head swivels back to Will. “Why? He’s leaving?” 
 
    “Only a matter of time.” I gape at Dev, confused to why the Will who I’ve been getting to know would run off so quickly. “The guy’s so good, some team’s going to scoop him up.” 
 
    “But he hurt his knee,” I protest. 
 
    Dev jerks his chin towards to ice. “Looks good to me. He might not play professional, but some semi-pro will want him, and I’m sure they pay a lot more than a Double A Bantam team.” 
 
    Which means he’ll be leaving.  
 
    That information sits in my stomach like a rock dropped down a well.  
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I mutter. 
 
    “I don’t think they want it getting around,” Dev warns. “It’s hard enough winning over the boys when they think you’ll be around for years.” 
 
    That reminds me of how Dev coached the team for years, only stepping back last year when the team brought in a non-parent to work with the boys. It also reinforces that Dev knows what he’s talking about with Will.   
 
    I scramble for something non Will-related to say. “Tarriq looks good… in goal…” I stammer before realizing it’s not even Dev’s son at the goaltender position. “I mean, when’s he’s playing.” 
 
    “He likes it,” Dev says easily. “I don’t love the cost of the equipment, but what can you do. If your kid wants something, you do your best to provide it. Harder for you,” he adds. “Having the two of them and being on your own.” 
 
    Why does it feel like everything and everyone is pointing that out today? “I am on my own.” I can’t help the touch of ice in my tone. 
 
    “I don’t mean any disrespect,” Dev hastens to add. “I’ve always admired that about you. Single mom, raising two great boys. You’re doing an awesome job. Like I said, I’ve always admired that about you.” A heavy pause drops between us. “More than admire,” he finishes.  
 
    What? That really sounds like... he’s not.... 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, for lack of anything else. 
 
    “Look, Emmy, maybe you’d like to get a drink sometime. Or dinner?” 
 
    His question sucks the air from my lungs like I’ve been attacked by a vacuum. “With you?”  
 
    Dev glances around with a sheepish grin that brings out a dimple in his cheek. An actual dimple, which at times, in the right situation, can have the same power as a well-placed slapshot. “I’m the only one here.”  
 
    “You want to drink me?” I give my head a shake. “Have a drink with me?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” he says. “Where and when?” 
 
    “I...uh...”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound like the Applebee’s I was going to suggest.” 
 
    It’s the mention of Applebee’s that snaps me out of my trance. “That’s very sweet of you, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    What am I saying? 
 
    “If you’re worried about Michelle—” Dev begins, but I cut him off.  
 
    “I’m worried about me,” I admit. “I’m not really in the right headspace.” 
 
    “I get it. Matt,” he says sympathetically.  
 
    “It’s not Matt,” I correct, because Macy’s right—everyone knows everybody’s business around here. “I’m taking some time for me.” 
 
    Can me rock my world like a thick cock and a talented tongue? Emmy, shut up.  
 
    It’s Callie’s voice I hear in my head, and I do my best to ignore it.  
 
    “I respect that,” Dev says, with a sad little smile. “But if you ever change your mind, I’d love it if you give me a call.” He flashes the dimple again. 
 
    “I’ve got your number on the team list,” I concede, with a reluctant smile of my own. “We’ll see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dev’s invitation swings over me like a pendulum. One minute, I think it’s a great idea to start dating; the next, it seems too complicated. 
 
    And exhausting. 
 
    Getting together with Matt had been a gradual process, brought about because of our friendship. He spent more time at the arena than most parents, helping in the concession stand and often working as an announcer for the older kids’ games. He was a constant presence and one day we started talking. That led to a friendship, and then, after a suitable length of time, after he split up from his wife, to more. I felt like I had time to get to know Matt and was comfortable with him.  
 
    Dev has come out of the blue, and it might take a while before I’m comfortable enough to give him a chance.  
 
    And then there’s the little voice in my head pointing out that I would have been just fine with giving Will a chance. But there’s no point, since he hasn’t expressed any interest other than playing the knight in shining armour role. 
 
    Even if he did, sounds like he won’t be around much longer, and I will not do that to my boys again. It was hard enough telling them Matt wasn’t going to be around.  
 
    I need to put Will out of my thoughts. No more making eye contact at the rink. No more lifts in his car. And no more dreams about him. 
 
    I can go back to dreaming about Coulter—it’s easier that way. These days, fantasies are much better than reality for me.  
 
    And I have lots of books to help with that. 
 
    “I have something to tell you,” Gemma announces at the next book club meeting. 
 
    “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 met someone… again.” 
 
    “Shark Porn guy?” Callie asks, setting down a bowl of tortilla chips. We’re meeting at her place tonight, and the apartment looks nothing like the den of sexual pleasure I expected.  
 
    Two huge cats take centre stage, curled into furry balls in the middle of the couch. Malcolm sits awkwardly beside them, practically leaning over the arm to give them more space. He had tried to pet the orange one when he sat down and got a hiss and a raised paw from the grey one in response.  
 
    “No.” Gemma bites her lip, clearly unsure of what to say. It’s just as clear that she wants to say something, and based on the last conversation at our book club meaning, it might be steamier than Three is Good Company. Her cheeks are flushed pink, blue eyes shine and it looks like— 
 
    I remember that look. Gemma looks like she got laid. 
 
    “Do you remember that I went to that swingers resort?” she asks. 
 
    Callie snorts as she pushes the cats aside and settles onto the couch beside me. “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,” Callie interrupts. “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. 
 
    I barely hear what she says, my focus solely on the name. 
 
    Coulter. 
 
    It can’t be. Coulter is a common name. There isn’t just one man named Coulter in all the world. There’s probably more than one Coulter living here in town. 
 
    “Coulter is in town,” Gemma continues, and I jerk like she’s slapped me. It might not be the same man, but what if it was? What if—? 
 
    “I bumped into him at the grocery store, of all places. And then we—” 
 
    “Please tell me you did! And in the grocery store.” Callie gleefully claps her hands.  
 
    “Let her finish,” Malcolm murmurs.  
 
    “He owns Fantasies. The nightclub. And the private club attached. We went back there...after...and...” The way Gemma smiles leaves no question to what came after. But I never imagined there would be more. “There was another man.” 
 
    “No way!” Callie offers her hand for a high five, and a giggling Gemma gives it a slap. “Tell us more.” 
 
    And then I have to listen to Gemma tell us more—the details are sketchy, but even an unimaginative person could figure it out.  
 
    A threesome. Little married Gemma had a threesome.  
 
    And I said no to the first offer I’ve had in months.  
 
    But that’s not the biggest of my concerns.  
 
    “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.” 
 
    “And this is Coulter?” I have to know. I may be happy for my friend, but I need to know if this is the same Coulter as my Coulter from Mexico. “That’s what his name is?” 
 
    “Coulter, yes. I met him at the swinger resort a few months ago. Morena’s.” 
 
    I close my eyes. It has to be. How many Morena’s are there? “And Jed?” 
 
    “No, his friend is Marcus.”  
 
    Beside me, Callie’s quick inhale gives me a very bad feeling.  
 
    But I have to make sure first. “Coulter… blond hair? Looks a little like Brad Pitt?” 
 
    “How did you know?” Gemma glances at Callie, the only other person to have visited the resort. “Have you gone?” 
 
    “I met Morena and Jed when I was in Mexico earlier this year.” My voice sounds dull and disjointed. Gemma sounds so excited, but I’ve already—I know Coulter.  
 
    Intimately. 
 
    “Remember?” I ask her. “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’m jolted at the sound of Callie’s voice, her face pale and expressionless. “If Marcus is who I think he is, I know him. In the biblical sense.” 
 
    “I—” Gemma looks wide-eyed between Callie and I. “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,” Callie whispers.  
 
    “Small world for swingers,” Malcolm says.  
 
    “I didn’t know!” Gemma repeats, looking close to tears. An unpleasant pause settles over the room. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Callie says it first. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal.” I try for an unconcerned shrug and almost make it. This shouldn’t be a big deal. Gemma and I have had sex with the same man. Gemma also had sex with someone Callie slept with. I’m sure there are lots of people out there who have had sex with Matt and Billy.  
 
    Their wives, for example. And the other women involved in their little swinger circle. That doesn’t bother me—much. 
 
    This shouldn’t bother me much either.  
 
    And honestly, it doesn’t. It’s just that Gemma and Coulter… instead of me and Coulter. Not that he even knows anything about me, like where I live and even my last name. It’s not like Coulter tracked down Gemma; it was a coincidence they ended up at the same FoodMart at the same time.  
 
    I just wish it had been me. I really wish that. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We don’t end up discussing the book.  
 
    “I feel like I’ve done something wrong,” Gemma keeps saying. “That I’ve hurt you.” 
 
    “You haven’t,” Callie insists, but there’s something missing in her voice. “There was nothing between me and Marcus.” 
 
    “I don’t think I believe you,” Nia says, carefully studying her ex-sister-in-law. 
 
    “There’s nothing between us that should get me upset,” Callie clarifies. “End of story.” 
 
    So, of course, there’s more to it. 
 
    Gemma gets up to leave soon after, making the excuse that she needs to call Jasper. It shouldn’t be awkward between us, and I don’t want it to be, but there’s something about a new friend hooking up with the guy that has fueled my fantasies for the past few months that’s more than a little disconcerting.  
 
    It’s weird.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she says, hovering at the door with downcast eyes.  
 
    “Don’t be.” I try a laugh, but it comes out as a weak chuckle. “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.” Gemma meets my gaze. “It’s fine,” I say. “It’s more than good. Look at you!” 
 
    That gets a little smile out of her and my heart aches for my friend. She was so excited about the whole thing and we’ve ruined it for her. “Congratulations on the job. 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 says, the exuberance vanished from her voice. “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 supply. 
 
    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,” Callie says with a ghost of a smile. 
 
    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.” Callie stands and engulfs Gemma in a hug. It’s the first time any of us have shown affection and Gemma’s eyes bug out for a moment before she relaxes into Callie’s embrace. “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.  
 
    The tension in the apartment dissipates with the laughter and Gemma’s shoulders visibly relax. “You can get sex anytime you want,” Callie continues. 
 
    “Which you’ve proven,” I add 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’m not the only one who looks at Callie like she sprouted a second head. “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,” Callie protests.  
 
    “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,” Callie says quickly.  
 
    “And did you technically have sex with him?” Nia asks. “I mean, was there full intercourse with both, or just… blow job,” she whispers.  
 
    Gemma gives a quick nod, leaving me with the uncomfortable image of Gemma engaged in a threesome with Coulter and some other guy, who is most like just as attractive as Coulter.  
 
    Or more, if Callie is interested. Had been interested. There is a story there, but unlike other parts of her life, she’s not giving details tonight.  
 
    Gemma leaves, and Malcolm and Nia soon follow.  
 
    I help Callie clear the bowls of chips and dip from the living room, her cats following on my heels. “You okay with all this?” I finally ask.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” she says blithely.  
 
    “Well, because Gemma is hooking up with people we know.” It feels strange to be talking about her when she’s not here, like gossiping about the popular girl back in high school. Because now, after landing Coulter, Gemma feels like she’s one of the popular girls.  
 
    “One person,” Callie corrects. “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.” She leans down to pick up one of her cats with a sigh. “That’s what I keep telling myself.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I reach 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,” Callie says in a reassuring tone.  
 
    She’s right; Callie likes to help people. “I don’t know about that.” I give a disgusted shake of my head. “A guy asked me for a date and I said no.” 
 
    “What was wrong with him?” 
 
    I shrug. “Nothing. He’s good-looking... one of the hockey dads.” 
 
    “Ew.” Callie scrunches up her nose. “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.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head. “Ex? Husband? Whaaat?” 
 
    “Don’t go there tonight,” Callie warns with a 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 still don’t know why I said no to Dev. Was it the surprise of a man expressing interest? Is it the comments about Dev’s wife? Something else? Someone else? “I left it open-ended.” 
 
    “Well, you should open that end and jump right in,” Callie decides, dumping the cat out of her arms. “Don’t let our little Gemma show you up!” 
 
    “It’s not even a contest,” I say mournfully. “Did you ever think that she would...that she could...” 
 
    Callie beams. “I’m so proud of her.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Suddenly, I want Callie to be proud of me. “I got invited to a birthday party,” I say slowly.  
 
    “I hope it’s the kind where they give you little bottles of liquor in the gift bags.” 
 
    I nod. “They’re having it in the private club attached to Fantasies. Want to come with me?” 
 
    Callie begins to nod before I even finish asking her. “Well… yeah,” she says with a huge grin. “I want to see what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    “And to see Marcus?” 
 
    Her smile fades and dark cloud flashes across her face. “I’m not going there to see him,” she says firmly. “And if I happen to lay eyes on him, it’ll just be to show him what he’s been missing.” 
 
    Like always, I want to be Callie when I grow up. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The early evening light has vanished as I come out of the grocery store. The cars in the parking lot have thinned out since I entered. I hadn’t gone shopping in more the two weeks and the boys had been complaining for days. I took advantage of Adam’s baseball practice, coinciding with an extra hockey practice for Josh to run to the store. 
 
    I would have rather stayed home and enjoyed the quiet, maybe start on this month’s book, but motherhood calls. The boys come first. 
 
    I see the car parked at the far reach of the parking lot and frown. It looks like Gemma’s car. 
 
    Why would Gemma be here now? She shops early; from what I know of her, I can tell she likes her routine.  
 
    It’s been a few days since she told us about Coulter. It shouldn’t bother me; what happened with Coulter in Playa del Carmen was a onetime thing. He might not even remember my name, let alone know my last name. I shouldn’t feel slighted he hasn’t reached out. How would he even know I live here? 
 
    But it bothers me. I do feel slighted. 
 
    And although I know I shouldn’t, I can help the rise of envy towards Gemma. I should be proud of her, not jealous. I’m her friend, and friends should be happy and share things. 
 
    Even men? I’m not sure about that. Gemma may have an open mind about the swinger lifestyle, but I’m not sure I do.  
 
    It’s our friendship that leads me to push my cart towards her car, just to see if she’s okay. The closer I get, I notice the windows seem cloudy, steamy, like a hot shower. And when I’m about three feet away, I hear a noise coming from the car.  
 
    A hand slaps against the window, reminiscent of the sex scene in Titanic, which I watched last weekend. 
 
    But this isn’t Rose and Jack. It’s Gemma. Gemma and… 
 
    Crouched over my cart like I’m hiding myself, I wheel it close enough to see the shapes of two people in the front passenger seat. 
 
    I think Gemma’s okay.  
 
    And a last look tells me that the man in there with her has brown hair, so I know it’s not Coulter. Not that it matters. 
 
    I walk away, feeling just a little bit better.  
 
    When I get home, the first thing I do is pull up Josh’s team roster on my phone. I’m looking for Dev’s number because enough is enough.  
 
    Does that offer for a drink still stand? 
 
    This is Emmy 
 
    Josh’s mom. 
 
    Maybe it’s not as sexy as it could be, but it’s a start. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dev agrees to meet me for a drink. 
 
    And then after text stream that gets progressively more flirtatious, we decide to make it dinner. I feel good about my decision to text him. Proud. Strong.  
 
    But then, two nights later, the surge of confidence I felt texting a man quickly subsides into a bundle of nerves that leaves me so distraught that I’m almost in tears trying to decide what to wear. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Josh mutters as I fly around the house looking for shoes, earrings, my favourite black shirt.  
 
    Why can’t I be one of those neat and tidy women whose house looks like an advertisement for a storage store? Why did I even agree to a date? 
 
    I don’t even know what to do on a date? 
 
    Logistically, I know; meet him at the restaurant, offer to pay for my meal. But it’s the physical aspect of it that has me ties in knots. Do I let him kiss me? Can I have sex with him? 
 
    Do I want to have sex with Dev Peters? 
 
    Every hockey mom I know would be screaming Yes. Most of the them would follow that up with a Do it, you idiot.  
 
    Including Lina. I can’t wait to see Lina if I end up having sex with Dev. Not that I would tell her, it would just be nice knowing that I did and she didn’t know about it. 
 
    She’d probably find out.  
 
    I end up walking to the restaurant. It’s a short walk and I can’t stop the little niggle of what if this goes well. Even if it doesn’t go as well as that, it’s not unheard of to let Dev give me a ride home. 
 
    Oh, god, what if it goes that well? 
 
    I have no idea what I’m going to do if this goes well, but at least I won’t have a car to worry about. Derek was once again playing video games with the boys and I slipped him money to order pizza. Neither of the boys has figured out UberEats, and I—along with my wallet—am grateful for that. 
 
    I take a deep breath as I grip the door handle of Applebee’s. Inside are countless couples enjoying a meal together. I can be one of them. 
 
    I just have to open the door.  
 
    Through the fogged glass door, a group of customers are being escorted to their table. I can’t see faces, but the bald head of a man makes me think of Will. 
 
    I don’t know why; there are tons of bald men in the world. There’s no reason I should think of him, especially since all I’ve been thinking about lately is Coulter. 
 
    I shouldn’t be thinking of either of them. Tonight, my focus should be on Dev. And with one last deep breath, I open the door. 
 
    Dev stands off to the side of the hostess stand. He looks cool and comfortable, like he knows what to do on a date. 
 
    I wonder if he’s done this a lot. There’s no way I can be his first date since breaking up with his wife. 
 
    “Here she is.” I drink him in—all dark eyes and bright white smile with McDreamy hair. A few curls drop artfully over his wide forehead. “How’s it going?” Dev wraps me in a tight embrace before I know what’s happening.  
 
    “Hi,” I say into his shoulder, his nearness and heady cologne making me dizzy. 
 
    One last squeeze and he steps back, his hands on my arms as he gives me a smile of approval. “You look great.” 
 
    I duck my head. Black pants and a white shirt do not look great—I look like one of the serving staff skimming by tables with trays of nachos and chicken wings. But still—“Thanks.” 
 
    With a smile straight from a toothpaste commercial, the pretty blonde hostess picks up the giant menus and leads us through the maze of tables. Dev keeps a hand on the small of my back like it’s glued on. I expect my grin looks more like a grimace as we follow doggedly behind her, because I don’t like Dev’s hands on me so soon. 
 
    I’m sure he means well, possibly trying for chivalrous, but his touch feels like I’ve got a smear of oil on my clothes. 
 
    When we reach the table in the far back corner, I lurch into the booth, hoping Dev stays across from me.    
 
    He does. As I awkwardly shrug out of my jean jacket, Dev slips off the thin leather coat and leans back with another blinding smile. His V-necked shirt is open to show a hint of chest hair.  
 
    I’ve never been with a man with that much chest hair. I’m not opposed, but it’s ... different.  
 
    “This is nice,” he says after the hostess leaves us. He runs a hand through his dark hair and the errant curls droop back over his forehead. 
 
    “It is.” I glance around at the nearby tables, wondering if I know anyone. “I haven’t been here for a while, not since Adam got food poisoning from the chick—” My gaze stutters and stops at a group three tables away—two women and a big, bald man with his back to me. His shoulders stretch the fabric of his T-shirt and as I watch, he rubs a hand along the back of his neck and laughs. “Is that W—the coach?” A sizzle of excitement runs through me. I haven’t talked to Will since he picked me up on the side of the road, unless I count his starring role in my sex dream— 
 
    I drop my head. I don’t need a reminder of that, of his weight pressed against me, his mouth— 
 
    I sneak another peek.  
 
    “Looks like it,” Dev says, craning his neck. “Hey! Coach!” he calls with a wave.  
 
    It takes two more times to get Will’s attention, but finally he turns. I smile stupidly as Will’s gaze finds me, wiggling my fingers in an effort to wave hello. 
 
    “Hey,” he mouths, his smile widening until it reaches his eyes.  
 
    And then drops completely as he notices Dev sitting across from me. “Guess it’s date night for everyone,” Dev says as Will gives a brief nod and turns back around to his table. 
 
    The mention of Will on a date sends a shot of something through me. Anger, disappointment, regret? I’m not sure. But it’s silly to feel anything since Will and I are only friends—if that. Plus, I’m technically on a date myself. 
 
    Still, I glance pointedly at Will seated a table with two women. “You think that’s a date? Looks like one of them could be his mother.” Am I convincing myself or Dev? 
 
    “Maybe it’s an important date.” Dev raises his eyebrows. “You never know. The man is a mystery.” 
 
    “How so?” I flip open my menu. I glance over at Will to see the waitress standing beside him. I can tell he’s smiling at her from his profile. Is his dimple showing? I wish I could see his face, but then, he’d be able to tell I’m staring at him. 
 
    I’m not staring, just peeking. 
 
    “Well, we really know nothing about him, and he’s spending a considerable amount of time with our kids,” Dev points out and I pull myself back to the conversation. “Why did he move here? You have to admit, a gig coaching kids hockey isn’t a big draw.” 
 
    “His cousin owns the new nightclub,” I say without thinking. “He works there as a bouncer.” 
 
    “A bouncer? I guess he’s big enough. How do you know this?” 
 
    “I saw him, the one time I was there.” 
 
    “Oh, really? You like to hit the clubs, do you?” Dev smiles slyly. “Never would have pegged you for one of those club bunnies.” 
 
    I stiffen. “I’m not bunny. Just went dancing with some friends.” 
 
    “That’s cool.” Without acknowledging the slight, Dev opens his menu. “I’ll have to check it out. I haven’t been dancing in a while.” 
 
    “How long has it been since you and Michelle...?” Dev has a blank look on his face at my question. “Split up?” 
 
    He laughs. “I thought you were asking how long since we’ve been out dancing. No, Michelle and I haven’t split up.” 
 
    I lean in, convinced I didn’t hear correctly. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Dev gives me a leering grin. “What have you got to be sorry for? Nothing—yet.” 
 
    “Then what am I doing here if you’re still married?” I ask, with confusion. I’ve had enough married women give me a side-eye when I speak to their husbands, let alone when I’m forced to sit beside them at school events, not to be wary of this news. 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t heard.” Dev fidgets with the edge of the menu.  
 
    “Heard…” 
 
    “We have an arrangement.” He says this with the smug satisfaction of the captain of an over forty hockey team winning a weekend tournament against their sons.  
 
    “What kind of arrangement?” I ask politely. 
 
    “Michelle and I realize that things have a tendency to get stale in some marriages, especially if you’ve been together for as long as we have. We’re trying to avoid that by opening the doors, so to speak.” I stare blankly at him. “Opening the doors to others,” he finishes.  
 
    What is with the couples who live in this town? “You’re swingers?” 
 
    “More like an open marriage.” Dev sounds like he’s reporting on a bad summer storm. “We’re allowed to see other people, as long as we abide with a few rules.” 
 
    “Which are…?” 
 
    He flips up his finger. “Keep things casual, so relationships are off the table.” Another finger. “Keep things discreet, so no flaunting—” 
 
    I’m ready to point my own finger at him. “Flaunting? Like broadcasting the fact that you’re seeing women other than your wife?” 
 
    “I’m not broadcasting anything,” Dev protests. “We’re a couple of friends out for dinner, who are also allowed to have fully protected sex.” 
 
    I slowly lick my bottom lip, but the move is anything sexual. More like I’m trying to collect my thoughts. “Good to know.” 
 
    Dev smiles smugly as he turns his attention back to the menu. “I thought you would have heard by now. So, you want to get the artichoke dip, or are you the type just to go for appetizers instead of a meal?” 
 
    Dev’s got another thing coming if he thinks he’s getting off this easy. “I heard you and Michelle split up,” I say with a nervous glance around the restaurant. “And now the whole town will think I’m the reason why.” 
 
    “No one will think that,” Dev scoffs. “Hey, look, Coach is leaving. I want a word about the next tournament.” Leaving me gasping at the speed with which he changes gears, Dev calls out to Will, as he stands behind the chair of the older woman at the table.  
 
    “Just a sec,” Will replies before kissing the women goodbye. He slowly heads to our table as my mind reels from Dev’s pronouncement.  
 
    Dev is expecting to have sex with me tonight—not because he’s interested and attracted to me, but because his wife has given him the okay.  
 
    I’m not sure if I’m okay with that. I’m definitely not okay that this is the first I’m hearing about it.  
 
    “Hey.” Will looms over the table, wearing what might be called a disapproving expression. The two women at his table share matching expressions as they glance back at us before threading through the tables. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s disapproving, but it’s clear that Will is not happy to see us. And why would he be? We’re parents of kids that he coaches, and he’s out for the evening. It’s like a client pulling me aside to talk taxes when I’m at one of the boys’ games. There’s a good chance Will might not even like our kids.  
 
    “Hey, Will. Can I call you Will, or do you prefer coach?” Dev says with the confidence of a real estate agent, smiling up at him. It’s a different smile than what he’s been flashing across the table, and once again, I’m struck with the urge to wipe the oiliness off my fingers. “I wanted to talk to you, Will, about Tarriq playing in the next tournament? I have an idea about a way to schedule the goalies.” 
 
    Before my very eyes, Dev turns into one of those dads; the hockey dads who exist solely to make their kids the best hockey players they can, regardless if the kid likes the sport or not.  
 
    It’s no wonder Will didn’t look happy to see us. 
 
    But Will seems prepared to listen, even sliding into the bench beside me. I don’t move far along the vinyl seat and end up uncomfortably close. 
 
    Maybe not that uncomfortable. My thigh is barely touching his leg, but I can feel heat from his jeans and I can’t seem to catch my breath.  
 
    He smells amazing.  
 
    Not like the heady cologne that Dev wears, but a more earthy, manly smell. It makes me want to lean over and breathe into his neck.  
 
    “What do you think of that, Emmy?” Dev asks, catching me drifting. 
 
    “Uh...great. Sure. Good idea.” But the expression of surprise on Will’s face suggests he doesn’t think it’s a good idea after all.  
 
    “It’ll give the more advanced skaters, the boys who have the most to gain, more playing time, which will help the team.” 
 
    “How do you figure keeping a quarter of the bench for most of the game beneficial for the team?” Will demands.  
 
    “We’ll win more games by giving the better players more ice time, which will help team morale.” 
 
    I cock my head at his logic. “How will that help the kids who don’t get to play?” 
 
    “You just agreed with me,” Dev blusters.  
 
    “I honestly wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    Will smirks and makes a noise that may be a chuckle. “That’s for the input, Dev, but I think we’ll stick to the plan we have; that is to let all the kids play.” He slides out of the booth and my leg is automatically chilled by his absence. “You two have a good night.” 
 
    He’s leaving.  
 
    I might not want to sit and listen to hockey nonsense, but I don’t want Will to walk away, leaving me here. 
 
    With Dev. 
 
    One step away, and another, then Will glances back at me. 
 
    That’s all it takes. I don’t even spare a look across the table at Dev. “Wait—Will? Would you mind giving me a ride home?” 
 
    I don’t know who is more surprised at my question—Dev, Will, or me. 
 
    “What?” Dev splutters. “What’s going on, Emmy? We’ve got a thing going here.” He whips his arm across the table like he’s trying to reel me in. “Emily.” 
 
    It’s his use of Emily that steels me. “It’s Emmy,” I correct. “I haven’t gone by Emily in years.” My ex had been the last person to call me by my full name, and now when I hear it, a nervous shiver runs down my spine.  
 
    Or maybe the nervous shiver has been here since I agreed to dinner with Dev.  
 
    “I think I’m going to call it a night,” I say to Dev, ducking the angry glare he shoots at me.  
 
    “What? We haven’t ordered.” 
 
    “Then it’s better this way.” I lift my gaze to find him red-faced and apoplectic. “Thanks for…”  
 
    “Nothing,” Dev spits out. “Absolutely nothing. What the hell, Emily?” 
 
    “What did he do?” Will demands in a quiet voice. 
 
    I stand corrected—Dev may be the most surprised, but Will is angry. His face tightens and with one clench of his jaw, he’s back to intimidating, looming at the end of the table. 
 
    Dev rears back to the corner of the booth. “Hey, I didn’t do a thing.” 
 
    “He didn’t do anything,” I say quickly. “It’s not that.” I grab my purse and jacket and slide out of the booth to stand next to Will. “I’m not into arrangements.”   
 
    Dev gapes. “What?” he finally gets out. 
 
    “Thanks for the evening out,” I add, nodding my head. “But no thanks.” 
 
    And then I walk away, Will following behind me.    
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will settles me into his car, a big black muscle car, which suits him perfectly. I hide my smile as he gently shuts the passenger door. 
 
    I watch him walk around to the driver’s side and wonder what the heck I’m doing. 
 
    I just dumped the first guy who’d asked me out in months. 
 
    A glance at my FitBit shows that only thirteen minutes have passed since I hesitated at the door to the restaurant. Maybe that should have been a sign. 
 
    Guilt suddenly crashes over me in a wave. Maybe the evening had veered wildly off course, but to have walked out on Dev like that was plain rude. My face contorts into a grimace as Will opens the door.  
 
    “Did he say something? Hurt you somehow?” Will demands as he slides behind the wheel, still graceful despite his size and evident anger. He grips the steering wheel like it’s restraining him, his eyes narrowed, glaring at me.    
 
    I shrink back against the seat. Maybe I should have taken my chances with Dev. “No, nothing like that.” 
 
    “There must be a reason you walked the guy like that,” he grounds out through gritted teeth.  
 
    “I know, it was so rude,” I moan. “I should apologize.” 
 
    Will grabs my wrist before I can move. “I’m not letting you do anything until you tell me why you walked out of there with me.” 
 
    My lips part as I stare at him. I pick you. 
 
    If I had a choice, I would pick Will.  
 
    The realization makes me tremble. It’s stupid, because there was no choice to be made, and even if there was, Will hasn’t shown anything other than friendly interest in me. 
 
    But I don’t say any of that. 
 
    With a start, Will drops my wrist. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just hate the thought of him being an ass to you. Or anyone.” 
 
    “That’s sweet, but it wasn’t like that. He really didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Was that a date?” Will asks in a gruff voice, hands back on the steering wheel.  
 
    “It was supposed to be,” I admit in a low voice. All my early excitement vanished when Dev told me he was still married. His arrangement—I don’t want any part of that. Maybe I should be flattered he thought of me as someone he’d like to have sex with… 
 
    I guess that is flattering.  
 
    But if a man wants me, I want him to want me, nor because I fit neatly into some arrangement. And I would fit; single Emmy, in serious need of sex because I’m not getting it anywhere else. 
 
    That’s not flattering.  
 
    “How well do you know him?” I ask hesitantly. I’ve never been a gossip, and I’m sure Dev’s ego just took a beating from my abrupt departure. I won’t make it worse by telling tales about him. But right now, I have a serious need for Will to stop looking at me like I kicked his favourite dog.  
 
    “I know he’s still married.” Will’s tone is gruff and very disapproving.  
 
    “Yeah, that.” I roll my eyes. “I heard he wasn’t, which is why I agreed to tonight. The only reason. And then he tells me he has an ‘arrangement’ with Michelle.” I use my fingers as quotation marks.  
 
    Will narrows his eyes again, but some of the anger leaves his face. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “He says it’s like an open marriage, with rules and restrictions. They’re able to see other people.” I take a deep breath. “I didn’t want to be a part of it.” 
 
    “No?” The gruffness in Will’s tone dissipates. 
 
    “Not for me.” I give a small laugh. “At least not with Dev.” 
 
    “But with someone else?” 
 
    I shoot him a quick glance. “That depends… no.” There’s no point not being truthful with Will. “When I love someone, I don’t want to share him. It’s not that I’m possessive, or jealous, but I think I deserve a man’s full attention, not attention split between other women.” 
 
    Will slowly nods. “There’s no ‘think’ about it. That’s what you deserve.” He turns on the ignition, leaving me flushed with the warmth of his words. “That’s what every woman deserves.” 
 
    Some of the warmth fades, but still. 
 
    “Home?” he asks, pulling out of the parking lot of Applebee’s and leaving Dev behind. 
 
    “I—the boys… I think I better head home.” Can he hear the reluctance in my voice? I had planned an adult-only evening, and now that it’s come to a crashing halt, I have nowhere else to go.  
 
    I’m not about to suggest Will entertain me. It’s bad enough he’s forced to drive me home. 
 
    “Thank you,” I add, staring out the window. “For getting me out of there.”  
 
    “Happy to help.” 
 
    I shift in my seat to study his profile. Just from his physical appearance, Will is a man’s man, built with the width and strength of a tree trunk. But I already know there’s more to him than that. 
 
    I wonder who he was with at the restaurant.  
 
    Evening had fallen in the short time I’d been with Dev and the sky was a dusky purple. I would have been fine to walk home, but it’s nice not to have to. It’s even nicer not to be with Dev and feel his hand on my back again.  
 
    Or his hand in other places. 
 
    What was I thinking? I’ll chalk it up to lack of experience with dating. It’d be great if I developed radar to keep me away from guys only wanting one thing.  
 
    But isn’t that what I wanted too? 
 
    Not with Dev, no matter how good his hair is. 
 
    Another glance at Will and I decide good hair shouldn’t be a deciding factor. “It’s not that I wasn’t able to walk away,” I say into the silence that falls between us. “A couple more of his comments and I was good to go.” 
 
    “Especially if he was explaining how to coach your team,” Will mutters.  
 
    “Yeah, that. I tuned out and had no idea what he was saying,” I admit, and Will laughs. “He used to be one of the coaches. Did you know that?” I hedge. 
 
    “I did not.” He has a rueful jut of his mouth. “Explains a lot.” 
 
    “I don’t think he likes you getting all the attention.” 
 
    “Seems from what you said, Dev shouldn’t have a problem sharing.” 
 
    “I guess not.” I laugh uneasily. “Neither does his wife. I couldn’t do that.” 
 
    “I’m with you.” Will catches my gaze. “A one-woman man.” 
 
    I can’t help but wonder what kind of woman Will would want. “Have you ever been married?” The question tumbles out of my mouth without warning. “Sorry, that’s none of my business.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” he says mildly. “It could be your business.” 
 
    “It was rude,” I say quickly before I can comprehend his words. 
 
    “Wanting the details about my divorce might be rude,” he agrees. “Not asking if I was married. Which I was. For a very long eighteen months.” He glances over. “I met her in Las Vegas.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me the details.” 
 
    “It was my first time playing for the NHL and the guys took me out to celebrate after the game. Great celebration—I ended up with a wife. She was from Florida, so we didn’t spend much time together. Enough to have a little girl, though.” 
 
    “You have a daughter,” I say with surprise. I try and picture a little girl version of Will, and can’t. Probably because I’m so preoccupied with the male version before me. 
 
     “I’m not much of a father,” Will admits. “Never really had a chance. Taya’s twelve now, and I’ve spent maybe a year of that with her. Not one of my better moves.” 
 
    This is a side of Will I didn’t expect. Because of my ex, I don’t have much tolerance for absent fathers, but there’s genuine regret in his tone. At least I hope it is. “Is she still in Florida?” 
 
    Will nods. “Her mother got remarried, had another couple of kids. They’re very happy.” 
 
    “But not you.” 
 
    “I messed up Amanda’s life, so my happiness isn’t really important.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? Did you force her to marry you?” I have a flash of realization that I really don’t know Will all that well. “Oh, God, did you?” 
 
    Will gives me a sideways glance. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t. Well, then stop blaming yourself,” I tell him, using my best Mom voice. “You met, fell in lust, and had a drunken wedding. It probably would have been fine if you hadn’t been a professional hockey player and traveling all the time. She’s happy, and that’s all that matters. Besides, you still have lots of time to get to know her.” 
 
    He glances at me with a questioning smile. “No one has ever let me off the hook like that.” 
 
    “I don’t know you all that well, but you don’t seem like the deadbeat dad type.” I pause. “And I know that type.” 
 
    “Josh’s dad?” I nod. “What’s your other son’s name?” 
 
    “Adam. They haven’t seen their dad in four years. I haven’t seen a penny from him either, but that’s not important.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “You raising them on your own is pretty important. At least I always pay child support.” 
 
    “See? You’re a good man.” 
 
    “If you say so.”  
 
    The car comes to a stop and I look out the window to see the lights of my house. “Oh, I—we’re here.” 
 
    “Want me to drive around the block a few times?” 
 
    “No, I…” Yes, but that’s silly. “I was distracted talking to you.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing.” 
 
    “No, it’s… nice.” I nibble my bottom lip. “This isn’t how I thought my night would end up.” 
 
    “No? How did you think it would end up?” 
 
    Sex with Dev? But I can’t say that. I shouldn’t even think about it. I shouldn’t think about sex with anyone. 
 
    But the way Will looks at me makes me think that he’s maybe thinking about the same thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shake my head. “I hadn’t really got as far as thinking of the end of the night. I’m not that good at dating,” I admit. 
 
    “Is anyone?” 
 
    “You should be.” I bite my lip again. This may border on flirtatious, and if there’s anything I’m worse at than dating, it’s flirting. “Big, strong bouncer-type—” 
 
    “Scary bouncer, you mean.” 
 
    I wince. “I keep hoping you’ll forget all about that night.” 
 
    Will grins and I realize there haven’t been many smirks tonight. Just smiles and grins, like he’s happy. “I wouldn’t hold your breath.” 
 
    “I think I used the term hot bouncer a few times,” I confess in a low voice. 
 
    “Well, that, I’ll definitely remember.” He holds my gaze for a long moment, long enough to start my pulse racing from the silver intensity of his eyes.  
 
    I have no idea what to do now.  
 
    To be honest, part of me wants to jump him right here in the car, but I don’t. I don’t think that’s what Will wants. 
 
    I have no idea what Will wants, but I have a good feeling it’s not me climbing over the centre console to get at him. 
 
    Instead, I break the eye stare and turn to the side window. “The windows are all steamy.” 
 
    “And that’s from us just talking.” The gravelly tone of his voice suggests that maybe he wouldn’t mind if it was another reason. 
 
    I can’t help but think about Gemma in the car, with the windows fogged and condensation dripping down the inside. How much heat would they have produced to steam up a car like that? 
 
    It would get very steamy with Will.  
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” I say quietly, caught off-balance by the way he’s looking at me. With thinking of Gemma and her grocery guy… of Will in his car. 
 
    “Happy to have provided the ride. It makes me feel like a good guy.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you feel like a good guy?” 
 
    He grins ruefully. “If you ever saw me play hockey, you’d understand.”  
 
    “But that’s hockey. That’s not you. It’s like wrestling… maybe not wrestling,” I backpedal quickly when Will’s expression changes to confusion.  
 
    “I’ve never heard hockey being compared to wrestling, but okay. We’ll go there.” 
 
    “I meant, that the WWE is all an act, and maybe you were acting as well.” 
 
    “I played pretty hard, and I hit even harder. It was definitely not my favourite side of myself. And it meant that no one was asking me to rescue damsels in distress. Not that you’re a damsel or in much distress.”  
 
    “This is twice that you’ve rescued me,” I remind him. “That makes you a good guy.” 
 
    “It is.” He smiles lazily. “Does this change your opinion of me as Smirky McSmirkus? I think that’s what you called me.” 
 
    “I really said that, didn’t I?” I bury my face in my hands with a strangled laugh.  
 
    “You really said a lot of things, but that was my favourite.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my finest moment.” 
 
    “No? So I shouldn’t look forward to a repeat performance?” 
 
    “God, I hope not.” 
 
    He joins my laughter, the sound slowly fading as we continue to look at each other. And then I realize how close we’re sitting. A quick move of my hand would lead me to touch Will’s knee. 
 
    It’s strange how much I want to. 
 
    To run my hand over the rough denim of his jeans, feeling the hardness of his thigh beneath.  
 
    To run my hand up this thigh towards the different kind of hardness… 
 
    My breath catches in my throat and I wrench my gaze away from his knee, his thigh, his— 
 
    There’s a banging on the window and I jump, letting out a screech of shock. “Mom?” 
 
    I clutch my chest. “Oh, my God—Adam!” My son looks in the window with a confused expression on his face. Behind him is Josh, wearing the same expression, and Derek stands at the door to the house.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Talking,” I say, raising my voice to an uncomfortable volume.  With a shake of my head, I press the button to roll down the window. “I’m talking. Be inside in a minute.” 
 
    “Coach Bower?” Josh asks, leaning down to see in the car. 
 
    “How’s it going, Josh?” Will gives a wave. 
 
    Josh nods and turns back to me. “I thought you were going out with Tarriq’s dad?” 
 
    “Who said that?” Because I didn’t tell either boy who I was going out for dinner with. “Will—Coach Bower gave me a ride home.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I’ll be in in a minute,” I repeat and when Josh makes no sign of moving, roll the window up.  
 
    “Why does it feel like we’ve done something wrong?” I mutter out of the corner of my mouth. 
 
    “Because they’re staring at us,” Will says, barely moving his lips. He smiles and gives the boys another wave. 
 
    “I have a feeling they’re not going to stop.” I sigh. “Thanks for the rescue,” I say wistfully, wanting more time with him. 
 
    “Anytime.” It looks like Will is about to say something, but then Adam bangs on the window again. 
 
    “Did you bring us anything?” Adam calls through the window. “I’m starving.” 
 
    I glare through the glass before turning back to Will. “I love my children,” I say through gritted teeth. “I really do.” 
 
    “Go feed them.” Will laughs. “I remember being that age and feeling like I might actually gnaw off my own arm because of hunger.” 
 
    “Thanks again,” I say as I open the door. “See you… at practice?” 
 
    “I’ll be the big guy on skates.”  
 
    “I’ll be watching.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Basil’s party is a few days after my debacle of a date. 
 
    The only good thing that came out of that night is that I’m cured of whatever semi-crush I had on Dev Peters.  
 
    I’m not sure if leaving with Will was a good thing since I haven’t been at the rink, so I don’t know if Dev has spread the word about my dumping. I’m not sure what I’ll say if he has. If I told my side, it would put a stop to it, but in your face confrontations have never been my thing. 
 
    Although walking out on Dev is a good start. 
 
    There’s a lot on my mind as I get ready for Basil’s birthday party, but Will overshadows all of it. 
 
    I can’t stop thinking about him, about what might have happened if the boys hadn’t noticed the car. 
 
    And then my mind spirals to what might have happened had something happened, and then the boys showed up. 
 
    No one needs that trauma. 
 
    But by Friday night, I’m ready to let go of the myriad of thoughts running through my mind for a few hours and have some fun. 
 
    “So, tell me again who this party is for?” In the back of the Uber, Callie reapplies her red lipstick without the aid of the mirror. I watch her with something akin to awe, conscious of how much trouble I had earlier putting on my lip gloss in the bathroom.  
 
    “It’s Basil’s birthday,” I say. Callie was the first person I thought of taking to this party, mainly because I know whatever kind of party it is, she’ll have fun. Plus, she’ll make a great wing-woman, if it’s needed.  
 
    I’m not sure what will be needed tonight. Matt will be there; possible Billy. Coulter owns the place, so he’ll be there. 
 
    The last three men I’ve had sex with will be at this party, and I’m still trying to get my car ride with Will out of my head.  
 
    Let it go, let it go… 
 
    “And Basil is married to…” Callie screws up her face like she’s trying to come up with the answers for an exam question. It is sort of a test; she’s been asking questions via texts for the last two days. 
 
    “Jasmine, who I know through hockey,” I explain patiently. “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,” Callie points out, pursing her lips in an exaggerated kiss. 
 
    “It has does… something… to it.” 
 
    “But you got together with your first love that night. Billy, right? Will he be there?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I say in a hollow voice. 
 
    “And then the thing with Coulter. Just the one time?” 
 
    “I spent most of the day with him, but yes. Just once. And now you know everything about me.” 
 
    “I doubt that. But I do know that you’d like a repeat performance with Coulter.” She caps her lipstick as she glances over. 
 
    “No.” I give a firm shake of my 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,” I interrupt. “Do you know that many?” 
 
    “You would be astonished at my knowledge,” Callie drawled. “But what I’m getting at is sharing partners is sort of a thing with that group.” 
 
    “I’m not part of any group,” I insist. “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?” 
 
    That thought had honestly never entered my mind. “What?” Callie looks at me expectantly. I thought a party with drinks and food, with uncomfortable small talk and birthday hats with the elastics that snap at the chin. “It’s a birthday party!” 
 
    Callie chuckles. “At a swingers club.” 
 
    “We’re not going to a swingers’ club. I can’t go to a swingers’ club!” Not after the thing with Dev – that’s hypocritical!  
 
    “We’re pulling up to one.” She looks at me curiously. “Did you not pick up on that when Gemma told us what was going on with the private club?” 
 
    “Obviously not!” The car pulls up in front of Fantasies. “I can’t go in there. Are people are going to expect me to have sex with them?” I hiss. 
 
    “I have no idea. They’re not my friends.” 
 
    “Callie!” 
 
    “Emmy. Isn’t that what you wanted tonight? I noticed that your house was suspiciously empty when I picked you up. Boys at their own sleepover tonight?”  
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t mean—” 
 
    Callie puts her hand on my leg. “Breathe, Emmy. Nothing has to happen tonight. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. We’re going in, having a couple of drinks, and then we’ll see what happens. Okay?” 
 
    “The last time I drank with you, I passed out on the toilet,” I remind her drily 
 
    “Well, then I’ll do my best to find you a more comfortable place to pass out on, like back home in your own bed. By yourself, if that’s what you want.” I stare at her with wide eyes, my hand frozen on the door handle. “You said it yourself. It’s a birthday party. For your friend. Who you did not have sex with, right? Or did I miss something?” 
 
    I shoot a worried glance at the driver, who seems oblivious to the conversation going on behind him. “Right?” 
 
    “Well, then, there’s nothing to worry about. Let’s go.” 
 
    And Callie all but pushes me out of the car.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think Gemma will be here?” I follow Callie around the side of the building with nervous knees.  
 
    “Does she know the birthday boy?” 
 
    “No, but she works here now.” 
 
    Callie shrugs. “I have no idea. She didn’t say anything about it. Then again, I didn’t say I was going.” 
 
    “What about you? I’m freaking out and you’re probably going to see this Marcus tonight. Doesn’t that bother you?” 
 
    She glances over at me, as calm and unruffled as always. “Should it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You don’t say much about him.” 
 
    “There’s nothing much to say.” And that’s how she leaves it because we arrive at the door at the side of the building. “This it?” 
 
    “That’s what the text says.” I pull out my phone. “‘Don’t go in the main entrance, but around the side.’ Geez, I wish I’d asked Jasmine about this before I said I’d go.” 
 
    “Really?” Callie’s eyebrows disappear into her hair. “You’d really ask this Jasmine if she’s hosting a swinger party for her husband’s birthday? Which is a pretty cool thing to do, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I think it should be included in the invitation,” I protest. 
 
    “But it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.” With a last grin, Callie pulls open the unadorned door. “Here we go.” 
 
    I step inside.  
 
    It’s dark. Once the door closes behind us, there is only a faint light at the end of the hallway. “Well, this is interesting,” Callie mutters. 
 
    “And dark,” I point out.  
 
    She chuckles and, with a deep breath, I lead the way. Heavy curtains hang at the end of the hall. I push through them, expecting to find something depraved and decadent, like one of Caligula’s pleasure barges.  
 
    Inside, I see a dimly lit room, full of comfy looking couches and chairs and a few tables. The red walls and mirrors give it a slightly hedonistic air, but the people milling about seem normal, i.e. they’re fully dressed, in a range from casual to dressy clothes.  
 
    My heartbeat starts to return to the regular beat. 
 
    “Emmy!” I look up to see Jasmine hurrying towards me, with a smiling Basil trailing after her. “You made it!” 
 
    “Happy birthday!” I thrust the wine bag towards him. “Thanks for inviting me.” 
 
    “The more, the merrier.” Basil hugs me first and then Jasmine. And then they look expectantly towards Callie. 
 
    “This is my friend Callie,” I say awkwardly. “I hope it’s okay that I—” 
 
    “Happy birthday!” Callie steps forward with a big smile and open arms, nestling Basil against her abundant chest. 
 
    When she releases him, Basil’s eyes are a little glazed. “Merrier,” he mumbles.  
 
    Callie taps his cheek with her fingertips. “I wouldn’t mind giving you a birthday present, so keep me in mind,” she says with a wink. “Now, where can a couple of hot and thirsty girls get a drink?” 
 
    “How do you do that?” I demand after wide-eyed Jasmine points us to the bar.  
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Be all irresistible like that.” 
 
    In her high heels, Callie is several inches taller than me and looks down with a rueful smile. “Honestly? It took a while and a lot of practice. You need to learn to love yourself, and then expect everyone else to as well.” 
 
    I nod as I follow her to the bar. I’ve had a few hours of therapy and read the self-help books when I couldn’t afford it, and I know what Callie is talking about. But it’s easier said than done. 
 
    Something to work on.  
 
    “So.” Glasses of wine in hand, we lean against the bar and survey the crowd. “Anyone here look appealing?” 
 
    “There are a few possibilities.” 
 
    “Only a few? He better not be one of them, because I call dibs.” She jerks her chin and I see exactly who she means.  
 
    He’s tall and impeccably dressed in slim-cut black pants and shirt, with hair even better than Dev Peters. Plus, even across the room, I feel like I’m drowning in his dark eyes. He smiles and raises his glass. I’m not sure if the gesture is meant for me or Callie.  
 
    Maybe both. 
 
    “Mr. Tall and Dark and really hot?” I ask out of the corner of my mouth.  
 
    “Yesss… oh, he’s got a gathering. Mind if I abandon you for a minute? I need a closer look.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” So much for Callie being my wing woman. But at least I can watch her in action.  
 
    With a last grin, Callie leaves my side, sauntering away from the bar with blonde waves bouncing and breasts straining the thin fabric of her shirt. Callie is all curves with “junk in the trunk and handles to hang on to” as she puts it. With anyone else, the blonde hair and blue eyes would give her a look of angelic innocence, but Callie’s smile is all devil, looking for fun.  
 
    I want to be Callie. 
 
    She pushes through the group surrounding Mr. Really Hot with an unapologetic smile and within moments, has her hand on his arm and his full attention.  
 
    I want to be able to do that. 
 
    I glance around the room, at party-goers smiling and laughing in small groups, glasses tinkling, easy hugs and kisses. Everyone seems to be touching—a woman to the left of me stands in a group of three men, a hand stroking the chest of one man, fingers entwined with another, and giving the third an inviting smile. 
 
    It’s a party, but if Callie is right and this is for swingers, then just knowing these people want to swap and change partners gives it a hedonistic quality. The women here go after what they want. They’re confident to put their needs and desires first, and look for men who can provide pleasure, a diversion from their regular lives.   
 
    If this is a swinger party, then I am as out of place here as skates on a cat.  
 
    But as I stand by the bar and watch the others, I can’t help but wonder what 
 
    the next step is for them. Those who pair up—couples or threesomes—once they get their fill of each other, is that it? Do they move on to the next party, the next partner?  
 
    It sounds lonely, almost as lonely as going to bed alone every night. But unlike me, most swingers have a constant to share their bed, as well as the day-to-day lives. 
 
    Would it be worth having someone in my bed, even if it’s only for a short time? I lost hope in finding a perfect match for myself a long time ago, but thought I might someday find someone who cares enough to think of me and my boys.  
 
    But lately I seem to have lost hope for that, too.  
 
    Lost in my thoughts, I don’t see Jasmine approach until she’s right in front of me. “Having fun?” she asks with a smile, before requesting two glasses of wine. “I see your friend has met Mahak,” Jasmine continues. “She moves fast.” 
 
    “That she does.” I watch Callie smile and flirt; charming the soulful eyed Mahak.  
 
    “He’s my brother.”  
 
    My wine threatens to spew with surprise. “Oh, my God. I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I’ll tell her—” 
 
    Jasmine waves away my exclamations. “You don’t have to tell her anything. I’m sure Mahak loves it. He and his wife are swingers.” 
 
    This is a swingers’ party, just like Callie suspected.  
 
    My heart pounds and I fight to keep my face free of the shock. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    Jasmine must read my awkward stance, because she smiles apologetically. “You didn’t know?” 
 
    “That your brother is a swinger? Uh—no. I didn’t even know you had a brother.” 
 
    “That this is a swinger party?” 
 
    “Sure, I did,” I bluff. “It’s fine. It’s all good. Swinging…swapping…all natural.” 
 
    “Not everyone thinks that,” she says ruefully. “And based on how quickly you ended things with Matt after Mexico, I wasn’t sure if you were one of them.”  
 
    Anyone with even the smallest insecurity never wants to be one of them, those outside the inner circle. I’m no exception. 
 
    “Did Matt say anything about… breaking up?” I ask, before I find myself confessing to being on board with the swinger lifestyle.  
 
    “Only that you decided it was better to keep things as friends.” Jasmine looks out to the crowd and I wonder if she’s looking for someone. Maybe Matt. 
 
    “Is he here tonight?” I hate myself for asking. We ended on good terms and there’s no reason why there should be any discourse between us. We’re friends. 
 
    “He is, with a new girlfriend. Does that bother you?” 
 
    I shake my head. Truly, I only want the best for Matt. “Is Billy here?” I ask in a quiet voice. 
 
    “No,” Jasmine says, and a wave of relief crashes into me. “He and Claire wanted to be, but one of their girls got sick so they both stayed at home.”    
 
    Not knowing how to respond to that, I only nod. But Jasmine isn’t finished. “So what really happened with you and Matt?” 
 
    “I think you should ask Matt that question.” The relationship with Matt had been more friendly than any great love affair, so I’m not upset that it ended. But in my mind, Jasmine played a part of it ending, and her questions could quickly become irritating.  
 
    “Something did happen. Is it because of the night in Mexico? Because you and Billy—”  
 
    “Look, Jasmine,” I interrupt. “I like you. I like all of you. I think you’re great and I really enjoyed spending time with you. The friendship the five of you share is none of my business.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    I weigh my words. “I’m sure that your friendship with Matt would have eventually been my business. I think his feelings for you would have overshadowed his feelings for me.” I shrug, proud of how honest I am. “I’m not much for sharing.” 
 
    Jasmine nods. “Then I’m sorry I brought you to this. I’m not sorry you’re here, but I never wanted to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I’m not uncomfortable,” I assure her, even though it’s not exactly the truth. “It’s fine. Fun. I’m glad to be here.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.” With glasses in both hand, Jasmine throws her arms around me with enough exuberance for a few drops of wine to spill onto my shoulder. “I hope you have fun.” 
 
    “You too,” I tell her as she releases me. 
 
    And then, over Jasmine’s shoulder, I see Coulter and my heart does a funny skip. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’s here. 
 
    I knew Coulter would be, but I didn’t know what I’d do about it. Not that I’m about to do anything other than stand and stare at him.  
 
    He looks good; blonde hair pushed off his face, wide, white smile that encompasses everyone. He’s the perfect nightclub owner; the consummate, charming host, always there to please. 
 
    Would he please me again? Would I want him to?  
 
    Jasmine says something, and I drag my gaze away from Coulter. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I said, I—” Rudely, my gaze tracks back to Coulter and Jasmine turns to see who has caught my attention. “Ah. Have you met Coulter?” she asks with a smile that suggests she’d love to introduce me. 
 
    “Actually…” I take a huge mouthful of wine. “I met Coulter when we were in Mexico.” 
 
    “That afternoon when you took off?” Jasmine demands, eyes wide with disbelief. “And now you’re—” 
 
    “We’re nothing,” I say quickly, shutting down my eye stare. “Coulter doesn’t know I’m here—in this town or his club. And I’m trying to decide if I want to keep it like that.” 
 
    “Why ?” My gaze swings to Jasmine. “Look at him. I only met him when I set up this party but, c’mon—yum.” 
 
    I choke back a laugh at the thought of Jasmine being a most unlikely wing woman. “I’ll see what happens.”  
 
    “Why, when I can make it happen.” Jasmine grabs my hand and pulls me away from the bar. “Coulter!” she calls. 
 
    “Wait!” My protests fall on deaf ears as she drags me before Coulter. 
 
    He’s right in front of me. I’ve dreamed about him; he’s been the star of my fantasies, and he’s here, right in front of me. 
 
    Then why do I want to run instead of jump his bones?  
 
    “How’s everything?” Coulter asks Jasmine with a polite smile. “The party seems to be going great. Basil having fun?” 
 
    And then he looks at me.  
 
    An instinctive smile; wide and white and as charming as any he gave me that afternoon in Mexico. But then his brow furrows with confusion as he tries to place me.  
 
    I hold my breath. What if he forgot about me? What if there have been so many women that an afternoon spent drinking tequila with me meant nothing?  
 
    What did it mean to me, other than a pleasant fantasy for when I can’t sleep? 
 
    Jasmine sees the struggle on his face and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Apparently, you were in Mexico the same time we were,” Jasmine begins and a wash of recognition flames across Coulter’s face. 
 
    “Mexico. Tequila,” he cries. “Emmy.” He reaches for me, pulling me into a hug. If I had a mental block about our time together, being pressed against him would bring it all back. I inhale his scent, wondering how long I can stay like this before it gets weird. 
 
    A few moments, at least, since Coulter makes no move to let me go. “It’s really good to see you,” he whispers into my hair before releasing me.  
 
    There’s no way I can hide the wash of relief. “Hi, Coulter,” I say shyly. 
 
    He clutches his chest. “You remember my name?” 
 
    How can he possibly think I could forget it? Forget how his touch—? 
 
    How would Callie play this? She’d play it cool, without giving Coulter the unnecessary boost to his ego. “Vaguely,” I say with a smirk.   
 
    “Oh ho!” Coulter laughs. “Apparently I didn’t leave much of an impression.” The way his smile grows suggests he’s not bothered by it. “Small world.” 
 
    “It’s even smaller,” I say. “Apparently, you know my friend Gemma.” 
 
    “You’re friends with Gemma?” Coulter smiles with delight and it’s easy to see where his mind goes. 
 
    “No,” I say quickly. “Whatever you’re thinking—no.” 
 
    Coulter laughs and turns to Jasmine. “How does she know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “You’re a man,” Jasmine says drily. 
 
    A crash sounds from the far side of the club drowns anything Coulter is about to say. “Bad timing,” he says ruefully. “When we’re just getting to know each other again. But duty calls.” He steps back, his gaze never leaving my face. “It’s really good to see you, Emmy. I thought about you a lot.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” I don’t know why I don’t melt at his statement, but I have no desire to listen to smooth lines and half-truths. Maybe Coulter did think of me, but I’d bet the boys’ education fund that it wasn’t a lot. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Coulter admits, still with his smile. “I dreamed about you.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, but can’t help but smile. “It’s good to see you too.” 
 
    “Maybe we can… talk… more later?” he asks, backing away. “Maybe have some tequila. I’ve got to go check on that,” he says apologetically.  
 
    “I know.” I wave my fingers without committing to anything.  
 
    “I’m coming with you.” Jasmine says and the two disappear into the crowd. The smile Coulter throws over his shoulder more than makes up for Jasmine forgetting about me. 
 
    It makes me feel less alone as I stand there, the party milling about me. Coulter remembered me, and from the look on his face, there’s a good chance he might have similar memories of our time together, that he enjoyed it as much as I did. 
 
    Maybe not as much as I did. Because Coulter set off a series of events and emotions that I’m still dealing with.  
 
    And as fun as it was, I’m not sure I want to go back there. If I need to.  
 
    Because Coulter would be a one-night thing. Mine for a night, and then he’d move on to the next.  
 
    Would it be worth it? 
 
    As much as I’d love to find out if some of my fantasies can live up to reality, I don’t think it would be worth it. And then I’d be left exactly where I am now.  
 
    Alone.  
 
    I look for Callie, who has vanished, along with Jasmine’s brother. Maybe she found a quiet spot to get to know him a little better. I don’t need to know that I’m at a swinger party to understand exactly how Callie would get to know him better. 
 
    That’s Callie. As much as I admire her moxie, that isn’t for me.  
 
    At least I don’t think it is. 
 
    Maybe it could be?  
 
    The party mills around me, full of laughter and good times, and still I stand apart from it, unsure of how to break in. Or if I really want to. As I look for anyone I know, the back of my neck prickles and I feel like someone is watching me. 
 
    I slowly turn, knowing before I do, who it’s going to be.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matt stands on the other side of the room, gaze locked onto me. I can’t read his expression and I have no idea what to say to him. 
 
    Luckily, the party stands between us. 
 
    The run instinct kicks in and without acknowledging Matt, I barrel through a group of laughing partygoers who have a created a dance floor blocking the exit.  
 
    It’s like I’m caught in a spider web—hands reach out to touch, to stop my race to get through. Cries of hello, pleas to stay and dance fill my ears, and my heart beats overtime. But instead of panicking, I paste on a smile and raise my arms, managing a good shimmy as I pass from arm to arm.    
 
    Just as I reach the outskirts of the group, an arm snakes around my waist as I fight to get through. “Hey, there.” 
 
    “Hi. Excuse me,” I throw over my shoulder.  
 
    “What’s the rush?” 
 
    I look back at him; he’s attractive enough with a mess of curls tumbling over his forehead and glasses, which, in my mind, makes men seem less threatening. Maybe on another day I could stay and practice my Callie moves on him, but not with Matt looming behind me. “I’m trying to avoid someone,” I say honestly.  
 
    “Head upstairs,” he suggests. “Stairs are right there. Maybe I’ll join you.” Even his attempt at a leering smile is non-threatening.  
 
    “Thank you, but no.” With a relieved smile, I break free of the group. A set of hidden stairs is inside the next doorway. I start up, trying to keep my steps quick and light. But I slow down as I reach the top, uncertain of what’s up here.  
 
    Doors.  
 
    Four on each side of the narrow hall, all closed. The lights are dim, but I can see most have a red ribbon on the knob.  
 
    I’m exploring a swinger club. This might not be the best idea.  
 
    I step into the hallway. All these rooms… are they bedrooms? Are they occupied? Curiosity gets the better of me and with a quick glance around, I head towards the first door. Stopping short of pressing my ear against the wood, I pause and listen.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    I can’t hear anything. I’m not sure if that means the room is empty or whoever is in there is just quiet. This one has a ribbon hanging outside. Does that mean occupied, like the old-fashioned sock on the door, or is free to use. I stop myself from trying the knob, because what if someone is in there?  
 
    Now there’s an image of a couple entwined on a bed in my head, and I pause for another moment before I move across the hall. 
 
    Same ribbon, still no noise from within. I check three more doors, feeling more and more uneasy. There are voices coming from one; the creak of a floorboard coming from another. A laugh, female, that trails off into a groan. 
 
    I feel dirty. 
 
    Listening at the doors is not something I’d ever thought I’d do, but I can’t seem to help myself. I try to come up with an excuse for being here, but my thoughts veer wildly into R-rated territory and I can’t think of anything else but couples making love. 
 
    Fucking.  
 
    Men and women. Women together. Men enjoying each other, maybe experimenting, like Jasper. It brings me back to the hotel room in Mexico and Claire and Basil and Morena and Jed… 
 
    Is Basil up here with someone else? Is Callie? 
 
    I pause, mid-way down the line of doors, my heart still beating at a breakneck speed. Being up here, these thoughts… my breath comes in little pants, the dull throb growing between my legs. 
 
    What am I doing? It’s not like I want to be in one of these rooms with a stranger, doing unmentionable things. 
 
    Maybe I do. Maybe I want a stranger, someone I’ll never have to see again, to have their way with me.  
 
    I take a shaky breath, unsure of what to do. I can go back downstairs and find the first person who strikes my fancy and suggest we return. Or I can find Callie and go home, leaving these thoughts behind me. Or I can—  
 
    The moan coming from the next room urges me on. 
 
    It’s low and loud, almost like someone is in pain. 
 
    Or being pleasured.  
 
    I picture a woman on her hands and knees, a man positioned behind her. The hard thrust of his cock, the slap of his hand against a reddened buttock.  
 
    The curl of desire between my legs spreads.   
 
    I lean against the wall beside the door, listening to the moans, a sharp cry that goes on and on. What is really going on in there? Is his hand between her legs urging her on? His mouth, his tongue bringing the cry of pleasure that makes me want the same thing? 
 
    Are there more than two people in there? A woman with two men attentive to her needs, her wants? Or two women sharing a man, pleasuring each other while he watches? Or— 
 
    A thump of a footstep on the stairs jerks me upright. Someone is coming, and the last thing I want is to be found lurking outside a bedroom like a perverted Peeping Tom.  
 
    What if it’s Matt? Or worse—Coulter—tracking me down? 
 
    With my heart jumping like oil in a hot pot, I dart to the nearest door without a ribbon and try the knob. 
 
    Locked. 
 
    Does that mean there’s someone in there who didn’t signal the room is being used, or do they lock them when the room is empty? Do they have a system to tell what rooms are used? 
 
    Another locked. 
 
    Are all the rooms being used? 
 
    Another footstep and this time it sounds like someone is at the top of the stairs. Heart in my throat, I try another door. 
 
    Open. I tumble into the room.  
 
    “What the—?” 
 
    I clap my hand over my mouth to stifle the scream. 
 
    I’m not alone in the room. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Emmy?” 
 
    A figure steps out of the shadow by the bed and I recognize the sheen of his head in the soft light of the lamp. “Will?” I whisper before realizing he might not be alone. “Oh, God, I’m sorry!” I clamp my hand over my eyes, not wanting to see who, if she’s clothed or spread-eagled on the huge bed—  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” I hear his footsteps coming closer, his scent filling my nose. “You can open your eyes.” 
 
    I peak through my fingers. “Are you… alone?” Is it just relief that no one else is witnessing this, or am I grateful Will isn’t with someone. Some tall and willowy goddess-type creature. 
 
    “Yeah. Are you…?” he trails off awkwardly, not meeting my eyes.  
 
    “What? No,” I breathe. “I mean, yes, it’s just me. I needed to hide.” 
 
    His eyes narrow, giving me the same expression as when I asked for a ride home from the restaurant. “Who are you hiding from?” 
 
    “Someone was coming up the stairs and I—I didn’t know who it was, and I don’t want them to find me up here,” I stammer over the words, my cheeks reddening as much as the imagined bum. 
 
    “Who are you hiding from, Emmy?” Will demands, his rough voice breaking through my embarrassment. He’s wearing all black and looks as intimating as he did the night I first met him. 
 
    My shoulders slump. “My ex—not the bad one,” I say hastily as Will takes a step towards the door. “Just the guy I was dating.” Voices drift through the door and I cover my mouth again, staring at the door. 
 
    “Lock it,” Will hisses. He leans toward the door, hand out-stretched but I flip the lock before he can, leaving him uncomfortably close. The knob rattles. “He can’t get in,” he says in a low voice, his mouth inches from my ear. His hand settles on my hip. The footsteps continue. 
 
    My hands flutter with indecision just as my heart flutters from Will’s touch. “He’s not a bad guy. I just don’t feel like talking to him.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” His voice is as low as a growl. 
 
    “I don’t even know who’s out there.” I lean into Will, the mood between us surprisingly intimate despite the circumstances. I’m huddled in a dark room, surrounded by people having sex. It’s either going to be awkward… or not. 
 
    It’s not.  
 
    I listen, trying to hear a clue to tell me whoever it is in the hall has left. Will’s breathing is loud in the quiet. Or maybe that’s mine.  
 
    It’s a small space, so a door closing in the next room is easy to hear  
 
    “You can check to see,” Will suggests in a low voice. “If it’s him.” 
 
    My hand reaches for the doorknob, hoping when I open it, the hall will be empty. But Will catches my hand.  
 
    “There’s a peek hole,” he whispers, his silvery gaze meeting mine. 
 
    A giggle erupts, and I slap my hand over my mouth to muffle it. “What kind of place is this?” Rooms for rendezvous, ribbons on doors and now holes drilled into the walls for people to peek into?  
 
    Will shrugs with a grin. “The kind of place where they like peek holes.” 
 
    My smile fades and I take a quick step away from him. “Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “No!” The word is loud in the room, and he drops his voice with a shake of his head. “I’m looking for a bag,” he says, and relief pours over me like a bucket of water. “I was in the office and a woman called in, said she left her things in this room.” 
 
    I glance around. The bed takes centre stage in the room, with a table and chair the only other furniture. Even in the dim light, it’s obvious there’s nothing here. “What did she leave?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    I can’t help the smile at his discomfort. “Oh, I think I do.” 
 
    Will answers with a smirk. “Of course you do. C’mon. Want a peek?” He reaches for my hand and tugs me further into the room, opening a door hidden in the darkness.  
 
    “Is this a closet?”  
 
    “It is—damn,” Will mutters, reaching up to the little shelf. He pulls down a red satin bag. “Found it.” 
 
    “What’s in it?” I ask in a breathless voice. 
 
    He shakes his head. “No way. It’s bad enough I’m showing you this.” I allow myself to be ushered inside the closet, letting out a gasp when the door clicks shut behind us.  
 
    Because Will is in here with me. 
 
    “So they can’t see the light,” Will whispers, his lips close enough to my cheek for me to feel the brush of his breath. 
 
    I’m in the darkened closet of a sex room with a man. 
 
    A man I find very attractive. I catch my breath as Will’s scent surrounds me. He surrounds me, and with a click like pressing the erase button, I forget about Matt, about Coulter, about everything else. All I can think about is now close Will is, and how I want him to be closer.  
 
    “I can’t see a thing,” I say softly. 
 
    Will’s hand slides onto my hip. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    I stare straight ahead through the tiny hole in the wall, so conscious of Will’s touch that I barely breathe. I only see the bed in the room, nothing else.  
 
    No one else.  
 
    The feel of Will behind me, his fingers warm through the fabric of my pants, is more intoxicating than any shot of alcohol. 
 
    His hand slides around to press at the flat of my stomach at the same time as I hear a groan from the next room. I stiffen and Will jerks his hand away. I grab hold of it. 
 
    “Can you see anyone?” he breathes into my ear. I move my head in the tiniest of shakes. “Wait.” 
 
    Wait for what? Wait for someone to catch us? 
 
    His lips brush against my neck. The simple touch is a spark that threatens to turn into an inferno. The sounds, the dark, the solidness of Will make me want to fold myself into him.  
 
    I tilt my head, letting his mouth roam against skin that is suddenly electrified. A current pulses under my skin, down to my stomach where Will’s hand flexes, his thumb now stroking the underside of my breast.  
 
    A moan, and I honestly don’t know if it’s me or next door. Because I hear sounds, noises—a breathy cry, a shoe being kicked aside, the click of metal. 
 
    A belt hitting the floor, or a bra? I don’t know. I can’t see anything but the bed, but I can hear and it’s more of a turn-on than I ever imagined. 
 
    Or maybe it’s because of Will. Because I can hear my own breath, loud in the tiny space, ragged little pants as I feel the tip of his tongue against the sensitive skin under my jaw. 
 
    I move his hand onto my breast. 
 
    He squeezes, his palm cupping, massaging roughly, fingers tweaking my nipple. A sound escapes from the back of my throat, and Will slides his hand down the neck of my top, searching for bare skin. Finding the lace of my bra, heated skin, rock hard nipples.  
 
    I press my hips back against him as his other hand moves to the apex of my thighs.  
 
    That’s when I see them. 
 
    The couple next door moves to the bed. She is naked, save for the briefest thong, waves of curls tumbling over her shoulder as his hands roam freely across her chest. 
 
    Will undoes the button of my pants. 
 
    It’s not Matt. I don’t recognize the couple, not that I focus on their faces. Why would I look there when there is so much skin showing?  
 
    His shirt is unbuttoned, pushed off wide shoulders. “What do you want?” the man asks in a gruff voice, hands kneading breasts as he helps her onto the bed.  
 
    “Everything,” she says breathlessly. “But first… your mouth.”  
 
    With one move, Will turns me to face him, and then my pants are around my ankles. Before I can gasp a response, he drops to his knees before me. His hands are on my hips, gently pushing my legs apart and his mouth… his mouth… 
 
    I draw a shaky breath as his tongue slices through my cleft like a hot knife through butter.  
 
    My last glance was of the woman on the bed, the man kneeling between her legs. I wonder if she has the same expression as I do—eyes closed, face relaxed as the sensations Will creates spread through my body. 
 
    And then Will nudges me with his tongue and I forget all about the couple next door.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will’s fingers grip my hips as his tongue works to wreck me. Slicing through my wetness with an urgency that excites me more than I could ever imagine, sliding inside me with a focus I can’t imagine, but only hope it’s the same one I have.  
 
    I spread my legs as best I can, one hand on the wall for balance, and the other covering my mouth to mask my whimper as Will devours me, right there in the closet. 
 
    His tongue moves with an urgency and without a pattern. I can’t anticipate the way he thrusts inside me, once, twice, only to replace his tongue with his fingers. I rock against his hand as feather-like licks cover my lips before diving between them again.  
 
    Moans and cries seep through the walls as I fight to keep quiet, biting my lip hard enough to draw blood. His mouth… his fingers… I push against him, wordlessly begging for more.  
 
    But then he surrounds me with his mouth and sucks.  
 
    “Oh,” I whimper, clutching at his head, slick beneath my fingers.  
 
    Dragging his tongue along my cleft, Will pauses and looks up. I’ve adjusted to the dark enough for me to make out eyes are dark and hungry—for me.  
 
    “Please,” I breathe. 
 
    He pulls at my pants, my boot, and then my leg is free and resting on his shoulder. Leaning against the wall, my eyes flutter shut as Will bends his head again, his desire apparent as he ravishes me with his mouth. 
 
    Flicks of his tongue, darting against my nub, make me shiver, taking all of me into his mouth with a pressure that makes my leg shake. 
 
    Behind me, on the other side of the wall, the woman’s cries increase. “More… like that,” she demands. “Don’t stop! I need more.” 
 
    I need more. I need it all. 
 
    How could I go so long without this? The touch of a man, the pleasure they can give me.  I press myself against Will’s mouth, open and eager, and giving me everything he can. 
 
    I’m as tense as a live wire, an elastic stretched to the breaking point. Every touch brings me closer, and I don’t know how I stop myself from begging, from pleading for Will to make me come right now.  
 
    In the other room, the woman screams, and I practically sob with wanting. 
 
    Like waves in the ocean, each lap of Will’s tongue brings me closer; the sensations building, the pleasure heightening— 
 
    And then his mouth is gone. 
 
    “What… wait…” I whimper, needing just a few seconds more. “No…” 
 
    “Hang on.” Will scoops me into his arms and light floods the closet as he opens the door. “I want to see you come,” he murmurs, setting me onto the bed with a reverence he didn’t show in the closet. But as close as I am to a climax, I don’t want to be a bystander. I need to touch Will, feel him come apart under my hands, like he did to me. 
 
    I lean up and claim his mouth, like he claimed me, tasting myself as his lips meet mine, softer than I expected, but just as hungry. With a moan swallowed by his mouth, I pull Will down onto me as I fumble with his pants.  
 
    “Wait… Emmy.” Pulling back, Will looks down at me. I can’t read his expression, but I don’t like it. “Are you—not here.” 
 
    I like those words even less. “What?” 
 
    “Not here. Not like this.” 
 
    I gape at Will. “Not like what?” Me, naked on a bed and practically begging for you to fuck me? I shake my head furiously and push him away. “What the hell?” 
 
    “I want you, Emmy, but not here. Not with what this place is.” 
 
    “Well, you should have thought about that sooner.” I scramble off the bed, my entire body red with embarrassment. Humiliation. “If you don’t want…” Darting into the closet, I grab my pants. This can’t be happening. One moment Will was on his knees in front of me, and now he doesn’t want me? 
 
    “Emmy, wait,” Will begs as I pull on my underwear, fight with the leg of my pants that has been turned inside out. “It’s not that I don’t want you. I work here.” 
 
    Wordlessly, I point to the closet. “What was that?”  
 
    “That was for you. You seemed upset. I didn’t know what else…” 
 
    My face falls, my shoulders sag. My body droops like wet laundry on a clothesline as the weight of Will’s words hits me. “Pity,” I murmur, my eyes prickling with tears. He feels sorry for me, thinks I’m desperate, thinks I need sex like some women need a new pair of shoes. 
 
    Without another word, I head for the door, unlocking it. 
 
    “Emmy, wait.” 
 
    I only shake my head as I close the door after me, only to walk into a worse situation. 
 
    “Emmy?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I mutter.   
 
    They’re across the hall, Jasmine’s hand clinging to Matt’s arm. The two of them standing there, at the open door across the hall, cozy together, happy together. Planning on being together, in every sense of the word.  
 
    Their smiles fade into an expression of shock as they take in my rumpled appearance.  
 
    Ten seconds. If I’d waited ten bloody seconds more, they’d be inside and I’d miss all this.  
 
    “Emmy.” Jasmine’s eyes are wide, her face a round O as Will opens the door behind me. “Oh!” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Matt blusters, eyes narrowing at the sight of Will in the doorway, a look of concern on his face. “What did he do?”  
 
    I stare at Matt with disbelief. “Nothing. Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    “You look upset,” he demands, reaching for me. 
 
    “Jeezus,” I cry, stepping away from him, right back into Will. I careen off Will like he’s a burning pillar. “I’m so sick of men thinking they need to take care of me.” 
 
    I almost trip down the stairs in my haste to get away. To my utter relief, Callie is right at the bottom of the stairs. “I need to get out of here,” I blurt. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” she says without her customary smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want to talk about it?” Callie asks as we wait for the Uber to pick us up.  
 
    “Nope,” I say through gritted teeth.  
 
    All I can see is Will’s face as I pushed away from him. It was all an act, some pathetic way of him trying to make me feel better. Everything. All of it. The way he smiled at me, how he touched me, how he made me think he wanted me.  
 
    I know I’m the pathetic one for believing it. “You?” 
 
    “Not really,” she admits and the ride back to my place is silent, broken only by the podcast the driver is listening to.  
 
    “Thanks for going with me,” I say as the car stops at my curb. “Sorry for whatever happened.” 
 
    “It’s nothing you did,” Callie retorts. “I like men but sometimes they suck.” 
 
    “That’s the truth.”  
 
    I wave halfheartedly as the Uber pulls away, taking Callie to her next adventure. The house is in darkness as I let myself in, and I shut the door quietly, not wanting to wake the boys. 
 
    And then I realize both are spending the night at friends’ houses.  
 
    I’m alone. For once, the house is empty and I’ve got no one to share it with. I flick on the lights, catching sight of my reflection in the hall mirror. My eyes are fever-bright and my cheeks are pink, my nipples painfully tucked inside my bra. 
 
    I touch my lips. Will barely even kissed me. 
 
    But worse than that, he left me so turned on that it feels like my skin is on fire. And then seeing Matt… seeing Coulter… them seeing me like this. I turn from the mirror with disgust. Can this night get any worse? 
 
    A soft knock sounds and I groan aloud, somehow knowing Will has followed me home. Because the only other person it would be is one of the boys, and that might be worse.  
 
    I pull open the door. Will is there, his face contorted with concern and something else. Something I don’t want to acknowledge. “No.” I put my hand out to stop him, pressing it against his chest.  
 
    He covers my hand with his. “Let me explain.”   
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.” My tone is convincing even as my fingers itch to caress Will’s chest, smooth the muscles under the T-shirt, strip it off to touch bare skin, to see if his skin is as much on fire as mine is.  
 
    “I need to taste you again,” he says urgently, and my pulse jumps. He takes a step closer, but doesn’t push his way in. He could, and we both know it. Will could pick me up and move me out of the way, throw me over his shoulder like a Neanderthal, do whatever he wants with me.  
 
    “I can’t there, not there,” he continues. “Not what I want to do to you.” 
 
    What do you want to do to me? I swallow, a pulse throbbing between my legs. “What not there?” I ask instead. 
 
    “Because I work there. And there’s a party going on, with those rooms full of people doing things I want to be doing with you. But I don’t want to be one of those couples.” Will’s eyes burn with an intensity that I’ve never seen before and the sight of them makes my eyes burn. “I don’t want to be just someone at a party for you.” 
 
    It’s difficult to breathe with him so close, looking at me like that. My earlier embarrassment fades and something a lot like hope surges forward. “What do you want?” I whisper. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    Me.  
 
    “Not just tonight,” Will adds, his words mesmerizing.  
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. I want more. I want all of you, Emmy. Tonight and tomorrow night… I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you walked into the club that night, and I don’t want to be just a one-night thing.” 
 
    “No,” I repeat faintly. 
 
    Will presses my hand. “Is that the only thing you can say?” 
 
    “No… I don’t know.” I swallow audibly. “Aren’t you working?” 
 
    Of all the things to say, I pick that? 
 
    Will’s mouth quirks into a half-smile. “I told Coulter I had to go after a girl. He thought it was a good idea. You know him?” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    “We can talk about that later. Or not at all, if you want me to go.” 
 
    I don’t. Even with the embarrassment still staining my cheeks, Will is the only person I want to see right now. “No.” 
 
    “No, you want me to go?” 
 
    I lick my lips. “No.” 
 
    “Are your boys in bed?” 
 
    “They’re staying with friends.”  
 
    Will nods. And then he scoops me into his arms as he kicks the door shut. Big hands cradle my head as he backs me into the wall. And then his lips are on mine and it feels like I’ve never been kissed before. 
 
    I’ve never been kissed like this.  
 
    Hot and hungry, his mouth demands my attention and I willingly give it. The heat under my skin deepens to sizzling and I wrap my arms around Will’s shoulders, trying to pull him closer. 
 
    Will gets closer by sliding his hand down my pants. “I want to keep kissing you all night, but I need to finish what I started,” he says in a husky voice. I moan into his mouth as his fingers find the slick wetness between my legs.  
 
    “No, I want…” I gasp as he thrusts into me with strong fingers, his thumb pushing against my clit and I forget everything else. 
 
    His lips trail along my jawline, down to my neck, his fingers pumping into me. With frantic hands, I push my pants down, bare hips pistoning against him, eager for more.  
 
    “More,” I beg as he pulls out his fingers to circle my clit. I clutch his wrist. “Don’t stop. Don’t… stop.” 
 
    “Never,” he promises, brining me right back to where he left me. Up against the wall, strung as tight as a kite and begging for it.  
 
    “You did before.” 
 
    Will kisses me, his tongue sweeping into my mouth and swallowing my moan. I want to lean into the kiss, but my cries interrupt, as he brings me ever closer. And then as his thumb, his fingers… he pushes me over, his lips sucking at my neck as I cry out, the intensity leaving me breathless. 
 
    And then he does it again, the constant vibration of his fingers leaving me shaking and spent and wanting to slide down the wall. 
 
    When Will finally moves his hand, I blink slowly to bring his face into focus.  
 
    His smirking face. “Enough?” 
 
    “Give me a minute.” I lean against the wall, wondering how the framed picture of the boys is still on the wall. I’m barely standing.  And then I give him a smirk. “No.” Reaching for his waistband, my hand slides down the front of his jeans and my eyes widen when I touch his hardness straining at the fabric. 
 
    It’s…more than I expected. I rub my hand along his shaft, watching Will’s face. The desire, the want… 
 
    I pull away his waistband, wanting to feel the soft skin covering the hard cock, but he stills my wrist. “You sure?” he mutters. “Because we can’t go back from this.” 
 
    “Go back to what.” 
 
    “I can’t go back to not being with you.”  
 
    My hand stops and I lean back to look at him. Will’s eyes are bright with hunger… and something else. 
 
    How have I not seen it? The smiles, the accidental touches, the questions about my life. The only man who has ever taken such an attentive interest is— 
 
    No one. There’s never been anyone who treated me like Will does; like he would do everything in his power to help me take over the world.  
 
    And then give me a back massage when I’m finished.  
 
    “I don’t want you to go anywhere without me,” I whisper. Fisting my hand in his black T-shirt, I pull him closer. 
 
    The kiss starts sweet, almost gentle, like we’re introducing each other. But the first touch of his tongue against mine reignites the fire, sending me tumbling back into need for more.  
 
    More Will.  
 
    I think it might have been me who pulls my shirt off. But it’s Will who helps me kick my pants all the way off. 
 
    Hands stroking bare skin, bodies pulling against each other. The sweetness of his kiss vanishes into a heady, seductive mouth against mouth. Lips against my neck, my breast, tugging and teasing. I’m full of want, of need… my hands are full of his cock, thick and hard and ready. 
 
    “Please,” I whimper. “I need you—” 
 
    Will lifts me, his hands clamped on my ass. And somehow his cock is inside me, thrusting deep. 
 
    “—fuck me,” I finish. 
 
    His hips pull back and he slams into me, so deep my back rocks against the wall, and my cry is echoed by the crash as the picture of me and boys falls to the floor. 
 
    “Oh, god.” Will glances down at the broken glass with horror.  
 
    The horror is mine if he stops. “It’s fine, don’t stop.” I gasp. “Don’t ever stop.” 
 
    “No.” He buries his face into my neck. “No.” Again and again, he thrusts into me; again and again, I cry out, begging for more, for him not to stop. His name is a chant as again, he brings me closer, my body tightening around him. 
 
    “Please,” I cry. “I can’t… I want…” 
 
    With a swipe of his thumb against my clit, I dissolve around him, clutching his shoulders as a final thrust knocks me against the wall, and Will comes inside me.  
 
    Panting slightly, Will doesn’t move. I let one of my legs drop from around waist. His hands are still tight on my ass, his face buried into my neck. “I’ve wanted to do that since I first saw you,” he mutters. 
 
    “You wanted to do that when you found me in the bathroom?” I can’t stop smiling. Will must hear it in my voice because he looks up with a questioning expression. 
 
    “Maybe not then—yeah,” he corrects with a smirk. “Then too.” 
 
    “I’ll have to tell you all the things I wanted to do to you,” I tease and his smirk widens.  
 
    I might need a book for that, to find the proper descriptions.  
 
    But this is so much better than any book I’ve read, because it’s real. Will is real, and he’s kissing me…   
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    The one thing I can say about Fantasies nightclub is that they have very nice washrooms. 
 
    The walls of the stall is a 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 mens’ 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 happen to be frequenting the mens’ room at Fantasies night club; the book club I am I proud member off—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 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 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, at best. 
 
    My unfulfilled ladies parts say differently, so we’ll compromise with a meh.  
 
    I don’t give any review as I sweep out of the mens’ room. 
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