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Chapter 1 — A Kiss That Wasn’t a Lie

The air in the plantation house’s great room smells like gardenias and expensive perfume and the ghost of a thousand Southern afternoons. It’s thick enough to choke on. I’m standing just inside the doorway, my clutch a death-grip in my sweaty palm, and my entire world has tunneled into a single point of excruciating focus.

Him.

Bradley. My ex-fiancé. The man I was supposed to marry two years ago this very month, in a dress I’d designed myself, under an arch of peonies. He’s supposed to be a smear on my rearview mirror, a regrettable speed bump on my road to self-actualization. He’s not supposed to be here, at my sister Lily’s rehearsal dinner, standing next to her groom-to-be at the head table. He’s not supposed to have his arm draped casually around the waist of a willowy blonde in a cream silk shift dress, his hand splayed possessively over the subtle, unmistakable swell of her belly.

Pregnant. She’s pregnant.

The room tilts. The chatter of fifty guests, the clink of crystal, the distant string quartet—all of it fades into a high-pitched whine in my ears. I can feel the eyes landing on me. My parents, seated near the back, their expressions a mix of pity and panic. Lily’s bridesmaids, who’ve heard the stories, who know that the sharp, defiant red I’m wearing—the dress I chose specifically because Bradley once told me I couldn’t pull off red—is a banner of pure, unadulterated war.

My chest is too tight. I need an exit. Or a weapon.

And that’s when my gaze, fleeing the carnage at the head table, crashes into a pair of watchful gray eyes across the room.

He’s leaning against the massive stone fireplace, a tumbler of something amber dangling from his fingers. Sandy hair pushed back in a way that says he hasn’t thought about it since this morning. A jawline carved for a different, more interesting purpose than corporate small talk. He’s wearing a charcoal three-piece suit, the vest buttoned over a frame that suggests a former athlete who still takes his fitness seriously. He’s alone. And he’s looking right at me, his expression unreadable but utterly present. He’s seen the whole thing. The frozen entrance, the blanching horror, the way my knuckles are white around my clutch.

A plan—stupid and brilliant and born entirely of primal desperation—detonates in my mind.

I don’t think. I move.

My heels click a rapid, decisive staccato against the wide-plank oak floors. I cut a path through clusters of guests, my red dress a streak of defiance in a sea of pastels. I don’t look at Bradley. I don’t look at his pregnant fiancée. I keep my eyes locked on the stranger by the fireplace, who hasn’t looked away.

I stop a foot in front of him. He straightens, his height imposing, his gaze dropping to meet mine. He smells like clean cotton, cedar, and a hint of expensive whiskey.

“Play along,” I whisper, the words raw and urgent. “Or I cry in front of everyone.”

Then I close the final inch, slide my hand up to cradle his jaw—his skin is warm, the slight scratch of stubble against my palm—and I kiss him.

It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s a claim. My lips are firm against his, a desperate press of need and theater. For a heartbeat, he’s utterly still. Then his free hand comes up to my waist, his fingers spreading wide over the curve of my hip, pulling me flush against him. And his mouth opens under mine.

The theater evaporates.

His kiss isn’t playing along. It’s answering. It’s deep and searching and shockingly, devastatingly real. The taste of him—whiskey and mint and something uniquely, essentially male—floods my senses. His tongue slides against mine, not tentative, but sure. The hand on my hip tightens, anchoring me. A low, quiet sound vibrates in his chest, and I feel it everywhere. My other hand fists in the fine wool of his suit jacket. The room, the ex, the pregnant fiancée—they all dissolve into a blur of heat and sensation.

He’s the one who breaks the kiss, pulling back just enough to rest his forehead against mine. His breath is warm on my lips.

“Vivienne,” he murmurs, and the way he says my name, like he’s known it for years, sends a shiver down my spine.

“How do you know my name?” I breathe.

“Your sister introduced us,” he says, his voice a low rumble meant only for me. “About twenty minutes ago. You were late. I’m Reid. Reid Marchetti.”

Of course. The college friend of the groom. From Chicago. Solo. The details Lily had burbled about weeks ago surface through the haze.

“Reid,” I repeat, testing the weight of it.

His thumb strokes a slow arc over my hipbone, through the silk of my dress. The touch is proprietary, and my body, traitorously, arches into it. “You okay?”

No. “Yes.”

He nods, his gray eyes scanning my face, reading the lie. Then he turns his head slightly, his gaze shifting over my shoulder. His expression hardens, just a fraction. “He’s watching. Looking pissed and confused. Good.”

“She’s pregnant,” I blurt out, the words acidic in my throat.

Reid’s eyes snap back to mine. Something flashes in them—understanding, then a sharp, protective edge. “I saw.” He leans in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. His voice drops to a velvet-wrapped command. “So smile at me like I just told you a secret you love. Then we’re going to get a drink, and you’re going to tell me exactly what the rules of this game are.”

A tremor runs through me. It’s not fear. It’s a current, hot and alive.

I pull back, forcing a smile onto my face. It feels less forced than it should. He returns it, a slow, devastating curve of his mouth that reaches his eyes. He takes my hand, lacing our fingers together. His palm is broad, his grip firm.

He leads me to the bar, a small island of relative quiet in the corner. He orders a bourbon neat and a Sauvignon Blanc for me, without asking. He hands me the wineglass, our fingers brushing.

“Ground rules,” he says, leaning one elbow on the polished wood, angling his body to shield me from the rest of the room. “Start talking.”

I take a fortifying sip of wine. “Bradley. My ex-fiancé. Left me at the altar two years ago. Apparently he and Mark reconnected on some golf trip. I had no idea he’d be here. Or that he’d be…upgraded.”

“Upgraded is a subjective term,” Reid says, his gaze drifting over my shoulder before returning to me. “She looks like she’d blow away in a stiff breeze. You look like you could break someone in half. I know which I prefer.”

The blunt, unvarnished assessment shocks a laugh out of me. It’s strangled, but real. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. Inform me. What’s the objective?”

“All of the above?” I sigh, the adrenaline starting to ebb. “I don’t know. The kiss—that was a tactical nuclear option.”

“It was a hell of an opening salvo.” He takes a slow drink. “And now?”

“Now we have forty-eight hours of wedding events. Rehearsal dinner tonight. Wedding tomorrow. Brunch Sunday. We have to be a couple.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Define ‘be a couple.’”

“We’re together. Seriously. Madly. We met six months ago through work. You’re based in Chicago, I’m in New York, it’s been a whirlwind. You flew in for this wedding as my plus-one.”

“Convincing,” he nods. “What do I do for work?”

“You’re a lawyer. Corporate litigation.”

A flicker of surprise crosses his face, followed by amusement. “Close. M&A litigation. Chicago BigLaw.”

“Good. We’re discreetly affectionate. You call me ‘babe’ sometimes. You have a hand on me—my back, my hip, my hand—often. We know each other’s coffee orders. We have inside jokes.”

“Do we sleep together?” he asks, his voice dropping, perfectly neutral.

The question hangs between us, loaded. Heat creeps up my neck. “Yes. Obviously. We’re madly in love.”

“I meant logistically. The sleeping arrangement. Your sister booked us a room. I assumed it was a single king.”

Oh, God. Lily. Of course she would have booked a room for me and my “serious boyfriend” she’s been dying to meet.

“Right. The room.” I swallow. “We share it. We share the bed. We’re a couple.”

His gaze is unwavering. “And if I snore?”

“Then I’ll elbow you.” I try for a light tone. It falls flat.

He studies me for a long moment, then gives a single, curt nod. “Alright. I’m in.”

“Just like that?”

“You kissed me like you were drowning and I was air. It was the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in six months.” He says it simply, a statement of fact. “But Vivienne? A warning. I don’t do things by halves. If I’m your boyfriend for the weekend, I’m your boyfriend. I will sell it. To him, to your family, to the waiter. That means I will touch you. I will look at you like you hung the moon. And if he pushes, I will push back. Hard. Are you ready for that?”

His words are a promise and a threat all rolled into one. My skin prickles with awareness. “Yes.”

“Good.” He finishes his bourbon. “Now come on. You should introduce me to your parents. They look terrified.”

He takes my hand again. This time, when his fingers close around mine, it feels less like a performance and more like an anchor.

We move through the room. He keeps me close, his hand a steady presence at the small of my back. He leans down to listen when I speak, his head tilted toward mine. When my mother rushes over, eyes wide with a hundred unasked questions, Reid steps in smoothly.

“Mrs. Cole, I’m Reid. I’ve heard so much about you.” He shakes her hand, his smile warm and genuine. “Vivienne’s been a nervous wreck wanting everything to be perfect for Lily. She’s an incredible sister.”

My mother melts on the spot. “Oh, well, she is! And please, call me Elaine. We’re just so thrilled to finally meet you!”

He chats with her easily, asking about Charleston, complimenting the venue. He doesn’t overdo it. He’s perfect.

And then, as we’re turning to find my father, we walk right into them.

Bradley and his fiancée are a blockade of awkward smiles. Her name, I learn later, is Sasha.

“Vivienne,” Bradley says, his voice too loud, too hearty. “You look…vibrant.”

“Bradley,” I reply, my own voice cool. “This is Reid. Reid, this is Bradley, an old friend, and his fiancée, Sasha.”

Reid’s hand slides from my back to my hip, pulling me securely into his side. He extends his other hand to Bradley. “Reid Marchetti. Nice to meet you.”

Bradley’s grip is predictably firm, a test. Reid doesn’t flinch, just meets his gaze evenly. “Heard you’re in law,” Bradley says, not letting go.

“M&A litigation. Chicago.”

“BigLaw?”

“Kirkland and Ellis.”

Bradley’s eyes narrow slightly. A name that carries weight, even to a financial analyst at a mid-tier firm. He finally releases Reid’s hand. “Impressive. So, how did you two meet?”

Reid looks down at me, and the smile he gives is so tender, so private, my breath catches. It’s an act. It has to be an act.

“Through a mutual client, actually,” he says, his thumb stroking the curve of my hip in slow, deliberate passes. “I was representing a hotel group in an acquisition. Vivienne was brought in to consult on the event-space redesign. She walked into a boardroom full of suits, presented a plan that was both brutally efficient and stunningly creative, and eviscerated a senior partner who questioned her budget.” He chuckles, the sound low and private between us. “I knew I was done for.”

The story is so specific, so perfectly tailored to my actual career, that for a second I believe it myself. Bradley looks thrown. Sasha smiles politely, her hand resting on the swell of her stomach.

“How romantic,” she says, her voice thin.

“It was,” Reid agrees, his eyes still on me. “Still is.”

The dinner bell rings, saving us. As we turn to find our seats—far from the head table, thank God—Reid leans in, his lips brushing my temple.

“How was that?” he murmurs.

“Scary good,” I whisper back.

He squeezes my hip. “Just warming up.”

Dinner is a blur of courses and conversation. Reid is a chameleon. He debates wine regions with the sommelier, listens attentively to the florist’s girlfriend talk about her pottery studio, makes the notoriously grumpy uncle of the groom laugh twice. He never lets go of me. His hand rests on my thigh under the table, a heavy, warm weight through the silk of my dress, his fingers tracing idle patterns that make it impossible to think straight. When I reach for my water glass, he gets there first, handing it to me with a soft “Here you go, babe.”

The word, delivered in that low, sure voice, settles deep in my belly and stays there.

The toasts begin. Mark gives a heartfelt, slightly rambling speech about Lily. Then Bradley stands up, glass in hand, to toast as best man.

My whole body goes rigid. Reid’s hand on my thigh stills, then presses down, a silent message: I’m here.

Bradley’s toast is a masterclass in subtle digs. He talks about Mark’s “perseverance” in finding the right woman, about how “some people aren’t ready for the real thing until they’ve grown up.” He looks directly at me when he says it. A few people shift uncomfortably. My face stays a mask of polite attention, but heat climbs the back of my neck.

Then Reid’s chair scrapes back.

He stands, picking up his own glass. He doesn’t wait for an invitation. “If I could just add something,” he says, his voice carrying easily, calm and authoritative. All eyes turn to him. “I’ve only known Mark for a few years, but in that time, I’ve never seen him as sure of anything as he is of Lily. And coming here this weekend, meeting Vivienne’s family, seeing where she comes from—I understand that certainty now.” He turns to look at me. His gray eyes are soft, intense, completely believable. “When you find someone who makes every sacrifice feel worth it, who turns even the most stressful weekend into the best one you’ve ever had—you hold onto them. You build a life. You don’t let go. So here’s to Mark and Lily—for knowing a good thing when they see it, and for having the courage to build it.”

He raises his glass. The room erupts in a chorus of “Hear, hear!” and clinking glass. A perfect rebuttal. A reclaiming of the narrative. Delivered while looking only at me.

As he sits down, he leans close. His breath is hot against my ear. “He touches you again with his eyes, I’m going to have to have a word with him.”

It’s possessive. Primal. And instead of scaring me, it sends a sharp pulse of heat between my legs.

“You’re terrifying,” I whisper.

“You have no idea,” he whispers back, and the promise in his voice is a dark, thrilling thing.

After dinner, the party loosens. People drift to the patio for cigars, cluster around the bar. Reid guides me outside into the humid Charleston night. The air is thick with magnolia and river water. We find a relatively quiet corner of the wide veranda, overlooking the shadowy gardens.

We stand side by side, leaning on the railing. His shoulder brushes mine.

“Thank you,” I say finally. “For the toast. For all of it.”

“You don’t have to thank me.” He stares out into the darkness. “He’s an asshole. And you’re…” He trails off.

“I’m what?”

He turns to face me, bracing one arm against the railing, caging me in. Moonlight catches the planes of his face. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And you walked into a room tonight looking like you were going to war, and your first move was to kiss a stranger. That’s unprecedented.”

The air between us charges. The performance is fading, stripped away by the darkness and the raw honesty in his voice. His hand comes up, fingers tracing the line of my jaw.

“This is the part where the fake boyfriend crosses a line,” he says, his voice gravel-rough. “Tell me to stop.”

I should. This is a transaction. A performance. But his touch is electric. His gaze is a physical weight. And the memory of his kiss—the real one that followed my fake one—is a fire in my blood.

I don’t tell him to stop.

His mouth descends on mine, and this time there’s no audience. No excuse. No reason at all except want.

This kiss is different. Slower. Hungrier. Deeper. It’s a question and an answer all at once. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, claiming, exploring. A groan rumbles from his chest and I answer it with a soft whimper, my hands coming up to fist in his vest, pulling him closer. He tastes like bourbon and desire and something dangerously like truth. His body presses me back against the railing, the hard line of his cock already pressing against my belly through our clothes.

The shock of it—the sheer, explicit evidence of his want—sends a bolt of pure lust straight to my core. My pussy clenches, aching, wet.

He tears his mouth from mine, breathing ragged. He rests his forehead against mine, eyes closed. “Fuck,” he breathes.

“Reid,” I gasp, my own breath coming in short pulls.

“We can’t do this here.” His hand slides from my jaw, over my throat, tracing the neckline of my dress. His thumb brushes the swell of my breast, and my nipple tightens into a desperate peak.

“Where?” The word is a plea.

“Our room.” He opens his eyes. Storm-dark with need. “Now.” Not a request. A decision.

He takes my hand, grip tight, and pulls me off the railing. We don’t run, but our walk back through the house is swift and purposeful. He nods curtly at a few lingering guests but doesn’t stop. My heart hammers against my ribs. The red dress feels like a second skin, too tight, too hot.

We retrieve my clutch and his jacket from the coat check. The attendant, an older woman, smiles knowingly. “Have a lovely evening,” she says.

A line of waiting cars idles in the circular drive. Reid flags down a black town car, opens the door for me, his hand on my back as I slide in. Then he follows, shutting the door with a solid thunk that feels like the closing of a trap.

The partition is up. The world reduces to the dim, intimate space of the backseat, the soft purr of the engine, and him.

He doesn’t speak. He turns to me, his face shadowed in the passing streetlights, then pulls me onto his lap, straddling him. The skirt of my dress rides up my thighs. The hard ridge of his cock presses directly against the damp, thin fabric of my thong. A shuddering breath escapes me.

“This,” he says, his hands gripping my hips and holding me firmly against him, “is not part of the act anymore.”

“I know,” I whisper.

He kisses me again, deep and consuming, stealing the air from my lungs. One hand slides up my back, finds the zipper of my dress, pulls it down in one smooth, decisive motion. The cool air hits my skin, but his hands are hotter. He pushes the straps off my shoulders, and the dress pools around my waist, leaving me in only my black lace bra and the scrap of my thong.

He breaks the kiss to look at me, his gaze burning a path over my exposed skin. “Jesus, Vivienne.” He dips his head, his mouth closing over the lace-covered peak of my breast. He suckles through the fabric, his tongue swirling, and I cry out, my fingers tangling in his hair. The ache between my legs pulses, insistent.

His hand slides down, over my stomach, dipping beneath the waistband of my thong. His fingers slide through my wetness, finding my clit in one sure stroke.

I jerk against him, a broken sound tearing from my throat. “Reid…”

“So wet,” he groans against my breast. “All for me.” He circles my clit, the pressure perfect, maddening. I’m rocking against his hand, hips moving of their own volition, chasing the friction. The car hits a bump, jolting us together, and his finger slips lower, testing my entrance.

He pushes one finger inside me, and I gasp, my inner muscles clamping around him. He’s stretching me, filling me, his thumb still working tight circles on my clit. The coil of pleasure in my belly winds tighter, sharper.

“Come for me,” he commands, his voice rough with restraint. “Here. Now.”

His words, the relentless motion of his hand, the illicit thrill of the moving car, the solid reality of him beneath me—it all crashes together. The orgasm rips through me, violent and shattering. I convulse around his finger, my cries muffled against his shoulder as I shake apart.

He holds me through it, his hand still moving, gentling now, drawing out the last tremors. As I slump against him, boneless and spent, he slowly withdraws. He brings his fingers to his mouth, his eyes locked on mine, and licks them clean.

The sight is so raw, so explicitly carnal, that a fresh wave of want crashes over my spent body.

The car slows, turning into the porte-cochère of the boutique hotel. Reid gently pulls my dress back up over my shoulders, leaves the zipper down. He kisses my shoulder, my neck.

“We’re not finished,” he says, his voice a dark vow.

The car stops. He gets out first, then offers me his hand. My legs are unsteady as I step onto the pavement. He keeps my hand in his, tucking it against his side, and leads me through the gleaming lobby, past the curious glance of the night clerk, straight to the elevator.

He presses the button for the fourth floor. The doors slide shut, enclosing us in a mirrored cube. Our reflection is a study in debauchery: my dress askew, my lips swollen, my eyes dazed; his hair mussed, his gaze predatory.

He pushes me back against the mirrored wall, his body pinning me there. “Tell me you want this,” he growls, his hands on my hips.

“I want this,” I gasp, the truth of it ringing clear.

“Good.” He kisses me, hard and quick, just as the elevator dings and the doors open onto a silent, plush corridor.

He finds our room—407—and swipes the keycard. The lock clicks green. He pushes the door open, ushers me inside, and the door shuts with a final, heavy thud.

The room is dark, lit only by the faint ambient glow of Charleston through the large window. I can make out the shape of a king bed, a sitting area, our luggage side by side near the closet. The air smells of hotel linen.

Reid doesn’t turn on a light. He turns to me. In the near-dark, his presence is overwhelming, a silhouette of pure intention. He reaches for me, his hands finding my hips, and spins me gently until my back is to him. His fingers find the zipper of my dress and pull it the rest of the way down. The red silk sighs and slides down my body, a pool of defiance at my feet. I step out of it, standing before him in just my bra and thong.

His hands slide around my waist, pulling me back against the hard, solid wall of his chest. He dips his head, his mouth finding the sensitive juncture of my neck and shoulder. He bites down—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to claim—and I gasp, my head falling back against him.

“Tell me you’re sure,” he murmurs against my skin, his hands splaying over my stomach, holding me tight to him. I can feel every inch of his cock, rock-hard and straining against his trousers, pressed against the curve of my ass.

“I’m sure.” My voice is the steadiest it’s been all night.

He turns me around to face him. His eyes are black in the darkness, his breathing deep and controlled. He shrugs out of his suit jacket, lets it fall. His fingers make quick, efficient work of his vest buttons, then the buttons of his shirt. He strips them off, revealing a torso that is all lean muscle and taut skin, the definition of a man who works for it. A dusting of sandy hair trails down his stomach, disappearing into his trousers.

My hands go to his belt buckle. Our eyes lock as I unfasten it, the click loud in the quiet room. I pop the button of his trousers, drag the zipper down. He kicks off his shoes, shoves his pants and boxer briefs down in one motion, and steps out of them.

He’s fully erect. His cock stands thick and heavy, the head flushed and already leaking. I stare. He’s beautiful, all male power and intent.

He reaches behind me, his fingers deft on the clasp of my bra. It falls away. His gaze drops to my breasts, and a low sound escapes him. He palms one, his thumb brushing over my nipple. “Perfect,” he breathes. Then he hooks his fingers into the sides of my thong and draws it down my legs. I step out of it, completely naked, completely exposed.

For a long moment, he just looks. His gaze is a physical caress, hotter than any touch. It travels from my face, down my throat, over my breasts, my stomach, to the apex of my thighs. I don’t shy away. Let him look. Let him see what he’s doing to me.

“On the bed,” he says, his voice stripped raw.

I walk backward, my legs hitting the edge of the mattress. I sit, then scoot back until I’m in the center of the vast bed. He follows, crawling over me, caging me with his arms. He doesn’t kiss me right away. He just looks down at me, his expression fierce, unguarded.

“This isn’t fake,” he says. A confession.

“I know.”

He lowers his head and kisses me, and it’s a kiss that feels like a beginning and an end. It’s deep, consuming, all tongue and heat and shared breath. His body settles over mine, the weight of him exquisite. The coarse hair on his chest brushes my nipples, sending sparks through my veins. I wrap my legs around his hips, pulling him closer, aligning us. The head of his cock nudges against my wet folds.

He breaks the kiss, bracing himself on his forearms. “Look at me.”

I open my eyes. His face is inches from mine, his gaze holding me prisoner.

He pushes inside.

It’s a slow, inexorable invasion. He’s big, and I’m tight, still fluttering from my climax in the car. A sharp, sweet stretch steals my breath. I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders. He sinks deeper and deeper until he’s fully sheathed, until I feel him in the deepest part of me. We both go still, joined, breathing raggedly into the space between us.

“Christ, Vivienne,” he grinds out. “You feel…”

I know. I feel it too. A fullness, a rightness that has no business being here, now, with a stranger. My body clutches him, adjusting, accepting.

He begins to move.

It’s not a gentle rhythm. It’s purposeful, deep, each stroke dragging against my inner walls and lighting up every nerve. He sets a pace that is relentless from the start, his hips driving into mine with a force that shakes the bedframe. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin on skin, our ragged breaths, fills the quiet room.

His mouth finds my breast. He takes my nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue lashing the peak. Pleasure arcs from my nipple straight to my clit, which is already throbbing with each thrust. I cry out, my back arching off the bed.

“Yes,” he growls against my skin. “That’s it. Let me hear you.”

I’m moaning with every drive of his hips, incoherent sounds of need and surrender. My hands are everywhere—on his back, feeling the muscles bunch and release, in his hair, clutching at him. He shifts slightly, hiking my leg higher over his hip, and the next thrust hits a spot inside me that makes me see stars.

“There!” I sob. “Right there, Reid, please—”

He hammers that spot, over and over, his control fraying. His thrusts become harder, faster, more desperate. Sweat gleams on his skin in the dim light. His face is a mask of concentration, of pure, unadulterated hunger. For me.

“Touch yourself,” he commands, his voice guttural. “I want to feel you come around my cock.”

I don’t hesitate. My hand slides between our sweat-slicked bodies, my fingers finding my clit. The moment I touch the swollen bundle of nerves, a shockwave of sensation rocks me. I circle it in time with his thrusts, the dual stimulation pushing me to the brink.

“That’s it,” he pants. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

His words are the final trigger. The orgasm detonates, a white-hot explosion that seizes every muscle. My pussy clenches around him in rapid, rhythmic pulses, milking his length. I scream his name as I shatter into a million glittering pieces.

The sensation of my climax gripping him is his undoing. With a raw, broken shout, he drives into me one final, deep time and stills, his body bowing over mine. I feel the hot pulse of his release inside me, the throbbing of his cock as he empties himself. He shudders through it, his forehead dropping to my shoulder, his breath coming in ragged gasps against my neck.

For long minutes, there is only the sound of our breathing slowing, the hum of the hotel’s climate control, the distant wail of a siren somewhere in the city. He is heavy on top of me, his weight a comforting anchor. I don’t want him to move.

Eventually he softens inside me and slips out. He rolls to the side, taking me with him, tucking me against his body. His arm is a steel band around my waist, his hand splayed possessively over my stomach. My back is to his chest, his breath stirring my hair.

We don’t speak. The reality of what we’ve just done settles over the room. The explicit, frantic, undeniable sex with a man whose last name I learned three hours ago. It should feel sordid. It should feel like a mistake.

It feels like a revelation.

His fingers trace idle patterns on my skin. After a while, his breathing evens out into the deep rhythm of sleep. I lie awake, listening to it, feeling the steady beat of his heart against my back.

The moonlight has shifted across the floor. I can see the red dress, a discarded shadow on the carpet. My clutch, his suit jacket, a trail of clothing leading from the door to the bed. The evidence of our mutual nuclear option.

I think of Bradley’s smug face during his toast. Of Sasha’s placid hand on her stomach. The humiliation feels distant now, blurred at the edges, overshadowed by the phantom pressure of Reid moving inside me, the taste of his kiss, the sound of my name on his lips when he came.

This was supposed to be a performance. A shield.

But the man holding me—the man whose skin smells like sex and cedar and me—he didn’t perform. He took. And I gave.

And now, in the silent dark of a hotel room in a city that isn’t home, I have to figure out what happens when the curtain falls and the act is over, but the feeling it sparked is very, very real.

Reid’s arm tightens around me in his sleep, a soft, unconscious pull. I close my eyes.

Dawn is still hours away. The wedding is tomorrow. And my fake boyfriend is asleep, holding me like I’m his.


Chapter 2 — Evidence in the Morning

I wake to the scent of him.

It’s a clean, male smell, skin-warm and musky, underscored by hotel shampoo and the faint, expensive cedar of his cologne. My face is pressed against his chest, my leg thrown over his, my hand splayed on the flat plane of his stomach. Reid’s arm is a heavy, solid weight around my shoulders, his fingers curled loosely against my upper arm.

Sunlight, thin and pale, seeps around the edges of the blackout curtains. It’s early. The room is a study in aftermath.

Memory returns in a brutal, beautiful rush. The kiss that wasn’t supposed to be real. The desperation of the backseat. The way he looked at me in the dark, his eyes stripped of all performance. The feel of him moving inside me, the sound he made when he came.

I am naked. He is naked. The sheet is tangled around our hips.

I should move. I should extract myself with surgical precision, gather my dignity and my clothing, and retreat to the bathroom to rebuild the walls between this and the performance. That was the plan. A shield. A bit of theater.

But his skin is warm. And my body, sore in places I’d forgotten could feel used, is humming a low, contented frequency. And for the first time in two years, I didn’t dream of an empty altar.

I stay perfectly still, listening to the slow, deep rhythm of his breathing. Studying the scattering of light blond hair across his chest, the way it narrows to a line down his abdomen. His jaw is slack in sleep, the sharp, arrogant angles softened. He looks younger. He looks real.

My phone vibrates on the nightstand, a harsh buzz against the wood. I flinch. Reid’s breathing hitches. A low, sleepy sound rumbles in his chest, and his arm tightens around me, pulling me closer. His thumb brushes an absent circle on my shoulder.

I hold my breath.

The phone stops. A second later, it starts again. Insistent. Sisterly.

Reid’s eyes open.

They are a clear, startling gray, still fogged with sleep but sharpening fast. He blinks once, twice. His gaze travels from my eyes to where my body is molded against his, to the tangle of our limbs under the sheet. There’s no surprise there. Just a slow, dawning assessment.

“Morning,” he says. His voice is gravel, sleep-roughened and deep.

“Morning.” My own voice comes out a whisper.

We don’t move. The phone buzzes a third time, then goes silent. The world outside this room—the wedding, my sister, Bradley—feels like a theory, not a fact.

“You’re thinking very loudly,” he murmurs. “Regret committee already in session?”

“No.” The answer is out before I can filter it. It’s true. The panic I expected, the cold wash of what have I done, is absent. In its place is a bewildering, terrifying calm. “Not regret.”

“Good.” His hand slides from my shoulder down my spine, a slow, possessive stroke that ends at the dip of my waist. “Because my performance review last night was stellar. Would hate to see a downgrade.”

A laugh bubbles out of me, unexpected and sharp. “Is that what this is? A performance review?”

“Everything’s a negotiation, Vivienne.” He says my name like he’s tasting it. His eyes haven’t left mine. “Last night had terms. Mutual benefit. A defined scope of services.”

“And this morning?” I ask, my heart hammering.

“This morning,” he says, his hand flexing on my hip, “is a breach of contract.”

“How?”

“The contract stipulated a fake relationship. A performance for an audience.” He leans in, just an inch. His breath is warm on my lips. “There’s no audience here.”

The truth of it hangs between us, stark and undeniable. We crossed a line. We atomized it.

“So what do we do?” I whisper.

“We renegotiate.” He rolls onto his side to face me fully. The sheet slips lower, revealing the hard cut of his hips. He props his head on his hand. “New terms. For today.”

“Which are?”

“The show continues. For them.” He nods toward the door, toward the world. “But for us? No more pretending.”

My pulse is a wild thing in my throat. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning when I touch you today, it won’t be because Bradley is watching.” His gaze drops to my mouth. “It’ll be because I want to. And if you touch me back, it’ll be because you want to. Not because the script says so.”

It’s the most dangerous offer I’ve ever received. To have the excuse stripped away. To have every glance, every brush of hands, be real.

“What if I say no?” I ask, testing.

One corner of his mouth lifts. Not quite a smile. A challenge. “Then we revert to the original terms. Pure theater. You get your shield. I get an interesting weekend. But we keep the wall up. Starting now.”

He starts to pull his hand away from my hip.

I catch it.

His eyebrows lift. I don’t let go. I slide my fingers between his, locking them together. The heat of his palm against mine is a brand.

“No wall,” I say, and the words feel like jumping off a cliff.

His eyes darken. “No wall,” he repeats, like a vow.

He brings our joined hands to his mouth and presses a kiss to my knuckles. It’s not a courtly gesture. It’s hungry. His tongue flicks against the sensitive skin between my fingers, and a bolt of pure heat shoots straight to my core. I gasp.

The sound seems to unlock something in him.

In one fluid motion, he’s over me, his body caging mine, his knees pushing my thighs apart. The morning light catches the gold in his stubble, the intensity in his eyes. He doesn’t kiss me. He just looks.

“I want to see you,” he says, his voice rough. “All of you. In the light.”

He pulls the sheet down, tossing it to the foot of the bed. Cool air hits my skin, pebbling my nipples. I am completely exposed. His gaze is a physical touch, sweeping from my face, down my throat, over my breasts, my stomach, the thatch of auburn curls between my legs. He takes his time, his expression one of focused, reverent greed.

“Jesus, Vivienne,” he breathes. “You’re fucking exquisite.”

The praise, so raw and unfiltered, makes me flush. I should feel self-conscious. I don’t. I feel powerful. I arch my back, just slightly, offering myself to his view.

A groan tears from his throat. He lowers his head and takes one nipple into his mouth.

The sensation is electric. His mouth is hot and wet, his tongue circling, his teeth grazing with just enough pressure to make me cry out. He suckles deeply, his hand coming up to knead my other breast, his thumb rubbing over the taut peak. He switches sides, giving the same devastating attention to my right breast while his hand slides down my ribs, over my hip, to the inside of my thigh.

He spreads me open with his fingers. I’m already wet, the evidence of my want slick and undeniable. He breaks from my breast, his breath coming in harsh pants as he looks down at where his hand is touching me.

“Look at that,” he murmurs, almost to himself. He slides a single finger through my folds, gathering moisture. “All for me. Already.”

“Reid,” I beg, the word torn from me.

“Tell me what you want,” he says, his finger circling my clit, a teasing, torturous promise. “New terms. You have to say it.”

I’m burning up. The clinical distance of last night is gone. This is daylight honesty. “I want your mouth. There.”

His eyes flare with heat. “Yeah?”

“Please.”

He doesn’t need to be asked twice. He shifts down the bed, his shoulders pushing my thighs wider. He doesn’t dive in. He kisses the inside of my knee, my thigh, the crease of my hip. A slow, maddening ascent. His stubble scrapes my sensitive skin.

“Reid, please.”

He laughs, a low, dark sound against my skin, and then his mouth is on me.

The first flat stroke of his tongue is a revelation. Deliberate, worshipful, and utterly carnal. He licks into me like he’s starved for the taste, his tongue broad and hot. My back bows off the bed. A broken sound, half-sob, half-scream, escapes me.

He groans, the vibration against my clit making me shudder. He settles in, his hands gripping my hips to hold me still as he eats me with a focused intensity that unravels me thread by thread. He explores every fold, flicks his tongue over my clit, sucks it gently into his mouth. He slides two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that makes stars burst behind my eyelids.

“Oh, God. Right there. Don’t stop.”

He doesn’t. His mouth and his fingers work in a ruthless, perfect rhythm. The pleasure builds, a tight, coiling pressure in my belly. I’m babbling, tugging his hair, my hips rocking against his face. The world narrows to this bed, to this man, to the devastating skill of his tongue.

“I’m…I’m going to…”

He redoubles his efforts, sucking my clit, fucking me with his fingers. The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave, a blinding, white-hot rush that tears through me, wringing a raw, ragged cry from my throat. My body convulses, clenching around his fingers, shuddering under the relentless pull of his mouth until I’m spent, boneless, gasping.

He gentles his touch, licking me through the aftershocks, then slowly crawls back up my body. He’s gleaming with my release, his lips swollen, his eyes heavy-lidded and satisfied. He looks like sin incarnate.

He kisses me, deep and filthy, letting me taste myself on his tongue.

“New terms,” he rasps against my mouth. “I get to do that whenever I want.”

I’m too wrecked to speak. I just nod, pulling him down for another kiss. My hands skate down his back, over the hard muscles, to the swell of his ass. I can feel his cock, thick and rigid, pressing against my stomach. The need is a live wire between us.

I reach between us, wrapping my hand around him. He’s hot velvet over steel, pulsing in my grip. He hisses, his hips jerking forward.

“Condom,” he grits out. “Side table.”

I fumble for the drawer, finding the small box of hotel-provided condoms. I tear a packet open with my teeth, my hands trembling. He takes it from me, sheathing himself with quick, efficient movements. The sight of him rolling the latex down his length, his jaw tight with restraint, is unbearably erotic.

He settles between my legs, the head of his cock nudging against my entrance. I’m still fluttering from my climax, overly sensitive, achingly empty.

He catches my gaze and holds it. “Look at me.”

I do. His gray eyes are storm-dark, full of a possession that has nothing to do with pretense.

He pushes inside.

It’s different than last night. Last night was a collision. This is a claiming. He fills me slowly, inexorably, letting me feel every inch as he sinks home. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. A low, guttural groan escapes him when he’s fully seated, his forehead dropping to mine.

“Fuck,” he breathes. “You feel like heaven.”

He starts to move. A slow, deep roll of his hips. No rush. No frantic snap of bone and muscle. Just the thick drag of his cock through slick heat, each inch a deliberate claim. The head of him catches on that swollen place inside me and I feel it everywhere—thighs trembling, belly clenching, the wet sound of it obscene in the quiet room.

“You’re so tight,” he murmurs against my mouth. His breath is hot, flavored with the bourbon from hours ago. “Taking me so well. My beautiful fake girlfriend.”

The words land like a spark on dry tinder. I dig my nails into the muscle of his back, hard enough to leave marks he’ll feel later. “I’m not fake right now.”

“No.” He drives deeper, the angle perfect, ruthless. “You’re very, very real.”

The rhythm shifts. What began as thorough becomes urgent. The bedframe creaks. The headboard knocks a steady beat against the wall. Skin meets skin with wet, filthy slaps. My breath breaks into high, helpless sounds. His curses come low and guttural, bitten off between clenched teeth.

He changes the angle, hips snapping forward with sudden precision. The second orgasm coils fast, tighter than the first, a live wire running from the base of my spine to the soles of my feet.

“Reid—I’m going to—again—”

“Come for me.” His voice is gravel and command. “Let me feel it.”

I break. My cunt clamps down around him in hard, rhythmic pulses that drag a raw scream from my throat. I bite into the thick muscle of his shoulder to muffle it, taste salt and skin. He fucks me through every spasm, short brutal thrusts that keep the pleasure sharp and almost painful.

My climax drags his out of him. One last savage thrust and he buries himself to the root, shouting my name into the curve of my neck. I feel every pulse of his cock, the hot flood of him filling the condom, the way his whole body locks and shudders above me. He collapses, weight pinning me to the mattress, chest heaving against mine.

For long minutes the only sounds are our breathing, harsh and uneven, slowly finding the same rhythm. The room reeks of sweat and sex and the two of us. His heart hammers against my ribs, then settles.

Eventually he rolls away, deals with the condom, and pulls me back into the shelter of his body. I tuck my head beneath his chin, one leg thrown over his thigh. His fingers drift over my shoulder in lazy, aimless strokes.

Reality begins to leak back in. The wedding. The schedule. The fact that we have to leave this bed and walk downstairs like nothing has changed.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand—text tone this time, sharp and insistent.

“You should get that,” Reid says, voice rough with satisfaction. “Probably your sister.”

I groan into his chest. “Five more minutes.”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Five more minutes.”

The spell cracks anyway. I untangle myself, pad naked across the carpet, and pick up the phone. The screen lights up with a chain of messages from Lily.

Lily (8:02 AM): WHERE ARE YOU??? Brunch at Magnolia’s in 90 mins. Bridal party table. DO NOT BE LATE. Lily (8:15 AM): Viv. Seriously. I saw you leave with tall, dark, and handsome last night. I need you sober and coherent today. Lily (8:31 AM): Bradley and Sasha are already here. At the hotel restaurant. Looking smug. Get your ass up. Bring the lawyer.

Looking smug. The words sit in my stomach like stones. Of course they are.

Reid comes up behind me before I hear him. Warm palms settle on my bare hips. His chest presses against my back as he reads over my shoulder.

“Ah,” he says, tone gone flat and clinical. “The opposition is early. Eager.”

“I can’t face them,” I whisper. “Not after…not like this.” I gesture at the wrecked bed, at the scent still clinging to both of us.

He turns me to face him. The lazy, sated look is gone. His eyes are sharp now, the same focused edge he wears when he’s about to dismantle someone in a deposition.

“Like what?” His hands slide up to my waist, possessive. “You mean not after you’ve been thoroughly fucked by the man you brought? After you came on his tongue and then on his cock? After you spent the night in his bed?” He pauses, watching my face heat. “That is your ammunition, Vivienne. Not your weakness. You walked in here with me. You woke up with me. You’re still glowing with me. Let him see it. Let him choke on it.”

He kisses me, hard and brief. “Eighty-seven minutes until brunch. We shower. Together. Then we go downstairs and give them a performance so convincing even we start to believe it.”

The fear doesn’t vanish, but it gets shoved aside by something hotter. “Okay.”

“Okay.” He smacks my ass, the sting bright and sudden. I yelp. “Move. Shower’s waiting.”

“I thought you liked my scent.”

“I love it.” He steers me toward the bathroom, palm firm at the small of my back. “But I don’t need every partner at your sister’s bridal brunch knowing exactly what we did this morning. Some evidence stays in discovery.”

The bathroom is white marble and chrome, every surface gleaming. He turns the shower on. Steam rises fast, fogging the mirrors. He steps in first, then holds out a hand. I take it.

Under the hot spray he is both gentle and thorough. He works shampoo through my hair, fingers rubbing slow circles against my scalp until my eyes drift shut. He soaps my body with the same attention—palms gliding over my breasts, thumbs brushing my nipples, then lower, between my legs, cleaning away the evidence of the night even as his touch wakes fresh heat. I return the favor, lathering the hard planes of his chest, the ridges of his abdomen, the long line of his cock. He hardens in my hand, jaw tight, eyes closed.

“Tease,” he mutters, but he lets me stroke him until he’s fully hard, breathing rough. We rinse. The water carries away the last physical traces, but the mark of him feels lodged deeper now, under skin and bone.

We step out and wrap ourselves in thick hotel robes.

“What do I wear to a ‘smug ex at brunch’ scenario?” I ask, staring into my open suitcase.

Reid, towel-drying his hair, comes to stand beside me. His robe hangs open at the chest, a V of damp golden skin visible. He surveys the options: conservative navy wrap dress, floral print, cream pantsuit.

“The red dress,” he says.

I blink. “The one from last night? To brunch?”

“It’s a power move. You wore it when you claimed me. You wear it today when you show him it wasn’t a fluke.” He meets my eyes. “He once told you that you couldn’t pull off red. Prove him wrong. Again.”

The logic is ridiculous. And exactly right. “Okay. The red dress.”

He nods, satisfied. “I’ll wear the grey suit. No vest. Casual, but we still match in intensity.” He moves to his garment bag.

We dress in efficient silence. Me in the red dress, fresh lipstick, damp hair twisted into a sleek knot. Him in light grey wool, white shirt open at the collar, no tie. He looks like a man who already owns the room.

He checks his watch. “Twenty minutes to spare. Fashionably late. Enough to make an entrance. Not enough to piss off your sister.”

He crosses to me by the door. He doesn’t touch me at first. Just looks—a slow, deliberate sweep from head to heels and back again.

“Ready?” he asks.

My stomach twists. But when I meet his eyes, the nerves settle into something steadier. “Ready.”

He opens the door and offers his arm. I slide my hand into the crook of his elbow. The muscle beneath the fine wool is rock-hard.

Inside the mirrored elevator car, he cups my face in his hands, thumbs stroking my cheekbones. His expression is deadly serious.

“The rules for downstairs,” he says, voice low. “You don’t leave my side. You don’t speak to him unless I’m touching you. If he addresses you, look at me before you answer. And if he touches you—anywhere, for any reason—I handle it. Do you understand?”

A command. A promise. A line drawn in the sand.

I nod, lips parted. “I understand.”

“Good.” He brushes his mouth over mine, soft and sealing. “Then let’s go eat him alive.”

The elevator chimes. The doors open onto the lobby. The air shifts—coffee, expensive perfume, the low murmur of weekend conversations. Reid drops his hand from my face but immediately laces our fingers together, grip tight and unbreakable.

We step out.

Magnolia’s is a glass-walled atrium at the back of the lobby, all wrought iron and white linen, ferns spilling from every surface, actual magnolia branches blooming in October. It is also, instantly, a stage.

I see them before they see us. Bradley and Sasha sit at a small round table near the center. He’s in a navy blazer, hair perfect. She’s in a demure pink sheath, one hand resting on the slight, deliberate curve of her stomach. They’re leaning in, talking to another couple from the wedding party. Bradley laughs—the same charming sound I used to love—and drapes an arm over the back of Sasha’s chair.

Then his gaze sweeps the room and lands on me.

On us.

His smile freezes. Melts into something else—confusion, then calculation. His eyes move from my face to our joined hands, to Reid, then to the red dress. I feel the assessment like a hand on my skin. Reid’s thumb strokes a firm line across my knuckles. A reminder. An anchor.

You are glowing with me.

I lift my chin. Let a small, private smile touch my lips, aimed only at Reid, as if he’s just said something clever enough to deserve it. I feel him glance down at me, his expression softening with a warmth so convincing my breath catches.

We move through the restaurant. Every step in the red dress feels like a declaration. Heads turn. We are a matched set of intensity, impossible to ignore.

Lily is already seated at the bridal party table, stressed and radiant in a silk camisole, her bridesmaids flanking her. She sees me. Her eyes widen, then narrow. She gives me a frantic what the hell wave.

We’re ten feet from Bradley’s table when he stands up.

“Vivienne,” he says, his voice pitched to carry. “We were wondering where you got off to last night.”

The phrasing is deliberate. Got off to. Sasha looks up, her expression politely curious, but her eyes are sharp.

Reid stops. He positions us so we’re a united front, his shoulder slightly in front of mine.

“Bradley,” I say, my voice cooler than I feel. “Sasha. You’re up early.”

“The baby likes pancakes,” Sasha says, her smile sweet. “No sleeping in for us.”

The dig is gentle, but it lands. My spine stiffens. Reid’s hand on my back presses harder, a silent command.

“Adorable,” Reid says, and his tone is so blandly pleasant it’s actually hostile. He doesn’t look at Sasha. He looks at Bradley. “We, however, preferred a later start. Some of us don’t have to leave the room to have a good time.”

Bradley’s jaw tightens. He clocks the implication—the shared room, the late start—and his eyes flash. He recovers quickly, his professional mask sliding into place. “Right. Reid, is it? Lily said you’re a litigator in Chicago.”

“M&A litigation,” Reid confirms, shifting to professional ease. “Mostly hostile takeovers. I have a particular interest in asset valuation.” His gaze flicks to me, then back to Bradley. “In recognizing the worth of what’s in front of you, and acting decisively to secure it.”

The subtext is a sledgehammer. Bradley’s smile becomes a thin line. “And how long have you and Vivienne been…securing each other?”

Reid doesn’t miss a beat. He brings our joined hands up, kissing the back of mine with a casual familiarity that screams intimacy. “Long enough to know a good thing when I see it,” he says, his lips brushing my skin. He looks at me, and the look in his eyes is so full of genuine, heated appreciation that my stomach swoops. “Though I’ll admit, the past twelve hours have been a particularly compelling closing argument.”

I flush, the heat real. I lean into him, just slightly. “Behave,” I murmur, for his ears only, but loud enough for Bradley to catch.

Reid grins, wicked and unrepentant. “Never.”

Bradley watches this exchange, his complexion paling slightly. He can’t find the seam. There is no seam. The performance has been swallowed whole by the reality, and the reality is impenetrable.

“Well,” Bradley forces out. “Congratulations. To both of you.”

“Thank you,” Reid says, his voice dropping into a tone of finality. “We should join the bride. She’s glaring. Lovely to see you both.”

He steers me away, his hand firm on my back. I can feel Bradley’s eyes burning holes between my shoulder blades. We don’t look back.

When we reach the long table, Lily half-rises, pulling me into a fierce, jasmine-scented hug. “You are in so much trouble,” she whispers in my ear. “And also, holy shit. Who is that?”

“Reid,” I whisper back. “Be nice.”

She releases me and turns a dazzling, bride-to-be smile on Reid. “So you’re the mystery man. I’m Lily. Thank you for…handling my sister last night.”

“My pleasure,” Reid says, and the way he says it implies a universe of meaning. He pulls out a chair for me, then takes the seat next to mine. His knee immediately presses against my thigh under the table. The contact is electric, a secret line of communication.

The rest of the bridal party arrives in a flurry. Mimosas are poured. Plates of eggs Benedict and piles of beignets appear.

The table is loud, chaotic, wedding-morning happy. Reid navigates it with effortless charm. He talks football with Mark, compliments the other bridesmaids on their dresses, listens to Lily’s florist drama with a focused attention that makes her preen. He is, in every way, the perfect plus-one.

And the entire time, his hand is on me.

It’s a masterclass in subtle, possessive PDA. His palm rests on my thigh, high up, his fingers stroking absently through the thin fabric of my dress. When I reach for my mimosa, his hand slides to the nape of my neck, his thumb rubbing the tense muscle there. When I laugh at something Mark says, Reid leans in and kisses my temple, his lips lingering. Each touch is a quiet claim, a constant reminder of the new terms. Because I want to.

I am hyper-aware of him, of the heat of his body beside mine, of the scent of his skin cutting through the smells of food and flowers. Every brush of his fingers sends a spark skittering across my nerves. I am playing my part—leaning into his touches, feeding him a strawberry from my plate, letting my hand rest on his forearm when he speaks—but it’s not playing anymore. It’s an addiction. I want the next touch. I crave the next glance.

Across the room, I feel Bradley watching. I don’t look. But I know.

Halfway through brunch, Reid leans close, his lips at my ear. “Bathroom break. Come with me.”

It’s not a question. I nod, murmuring an excuse to Lily about fixing my lipstick.

The restaurant bathrooms are down a short, carpeted hallway, around a corner. Reid doesn’t go to the men’s room. He guides me past the doors, to a dim, quiet alcove near a service entrance. A stack of folded linens sits on a cart. It’s private.

He pushes me gently against the wall, his body caging mine. His hands come up to frame my face.

“You’re doing amazing,” he says, his voice low and intense. “But your pulse is racing. You’re thinking about him.”

The words slip out before I can stop them. “He’s just sitting there, with her, with that…future. And I’m here, in a red dress, with a stranger I fucked last night, pretending it’s a victory.”

“It is a victory.” His thumb strokes my cheek. “And I’m not a stranger. Not anymore.” He hesitates, a flicker of something uncertain in his gaze. “Do you want that future? The one he has?”

The question shocks me. “The pregnant fiancée? The smug, settled life? God, no.”

“Then what do you want, Vivienne? Right now, in this alcove?”

I look up at him. At the sharp lines of his face, the focused heat in his gray eyes. The answer is immediate, visceral. “I want you to make me forget my own name.”

A dark, satisfied smile touches his lips. “That, I can do.”

He kisses me—not the soft, performative kiss from the elevator. This is deep and consuming, all tongue and teeth and desperate hunger. I moan into his mouth, my hands fisting in his suit jacket. He pins me harder against the wall, his hips grinding against mine. I can feel his cock, already hard, straining against his trousers.

One hand leaves my face, slides down my side, and gathers the hem of my red dress. He pushes it up, his fingers skimming my thigh, over the lace of my panties. He wrenches his mouth from mine, his breathing ragged.

“These are in the way,” he growls, and hooks his fingers in the lace, pulling them down my legs. I step out of them, kicking them aside. The air is cool on my bare skin.

“Reid, someone could—”

“Let them hear.” He unfastens his belt, his trousers, freeing his cock. It springs out, thick and flushed. He spits into his palm, slicking himself roughly. “You want to forget? This’ll help.”

He lifts my leg, hooking it around his hip. He guides himself to my entrance, the head nudging against my slick folds. I’m wet, so wet, just from his kisses and the thrill of the public danger. He pushes inside with one relentless thrust, filling me in a single, breathtaking stroke.

I cry out, slapping a hand over my own mouth. The sound is muffled, desperate. He slams into me again, setting a punishing, frantic rhythm. The wall is hard against my back, his body a hammer against mine. Each drive of his hips jolts me, the friction so intense it borders on pain, on perfect pleasure.

“This is what you chose,” he grunts in my ear, his breath hot. “Me. This. My cock in you, in a hallway, because you needed to feel something real. He’s sitting out there with his fucking pancakes, and you’re here, getting fucked senseless by the man you picked up last night. Tell me it’s not better.”

It is. It’s obscenely, terrifyingly better. The humiliation, the past, it all burns away in the crucible of this raw, urgent coupling. I am nothing but sensation—the thick stretch of him, the slam of his body, the bite of the wall against my shoulders, the filthy, wet sounds of our joining.

“It’s better,” I gasp, my nails digging into the back of his neck. “God, Reid, don’t stop.”

He shifts his angle, driving up, hitting a spot that makes my vision blur. My orgasm gathers with terrifying speed, a coil pulled taut and released all at once. It rips through me, violent and silent, my body clamping around him in a vice-like spasm. I shudder against the wall, a choked sob caught in my throat.

My climax triggers his. With a final, brutal thrust, he buries himself to the hilt and groans, a low, ragged sound of surrender. I feel the hot pulse of his release inside me, the intimate flood. He collapses against me, his forehead pressed to the wall beside my head, his body trembling with the aftershocks.

For a minute, there is only the sound of our harsh breathing and the distant clatter of dishes from the restaurant.

Slowly, he pulls out. The loss of him feels profound. He tucks himself away, fastening his trousers with shaky hands. I smooth my dress down, my legs feeling like water. He bends, picks up my discarded panties, and stuffs them into his suit pocket. The gesture is so blatantly possessive, it makes my core clench all over again.

He uses his thumb to wipe a smudge of my lipstick from the corner of my mouth. His eyes are dark, satiated, fiercely tender. “Remembered your name yet?”

“Vaguely,” I whisper.

He smiles, a real, unguarded smile that transforms his face. “Good. Let’s go finish our eggs.”

We walk back into the restaurant, his hand on the small of my back. I feel raw, used, triumphant. I feel marked. I am walking differently, and I know it. There’s a new looseness in my hips, a glow on my skin that no mimosa could explain.

Bradley sees it. As we pass his table on the way back to ours, his eyes lock on me. He sees the swollen lips, the flushed cheeks, the way Reid’s hand rests possessively on my spine. His face goes ashen. He knows. He knows exactly what just happened.

Reid pulls out my chair for me. As I sit, he leans down, his lips brushing my ear. “Checkmate,” he murmurs.

The rest of brunch passes in a haze. Lily announces the schedule for the day: hair and makeup at the venue starting at noon, photos at three, ceremony at five. She assigns Reid to the “groomsmen auxiliary” for photos, a clever way to include him. He accepts with a gracious nod.

When the party begins to break up, Lily pulls me aside near the exit.

“Okay, what the actual hell?” she hisses, though the grin splits her face wide. “You two are volcanic. I’ve seen Bradley check his watch six times in the last ten minutes. He’s rattled.”

“Good,” I say, and I mean every word.

“Just…be careful, Viv. This guy, Reid…he looks at you like he wants to eat you whole. And not just for show.”

“I know.”

She studies my face, then pulls me into another hug. “I’m glad. You deserve to be looked at like that. Now go. I have to go be serene and bridal for six hours.”

We part ways in the lobby. Reid waits by a large potted fern, thumb scrolling across his phone. He glances up the moment I step into view.

“We have three hours until you’re due at hair and makeup,” he says, sliding the phone into his pocket. “What’s the move?”

The question hangs between us. We could return to the room. The thought pulls at me, low and insistent. But the daylight, the schedule, the real world waiting outside feels like its own kind of test.

“Walk with me?” I ask. “It’s Charleston. There’s a battery. Gardens. History.”

He looks surprised, then pleased. “A cultural excursion. I like it.”

We step out of the hotel into the crisp October morning. Sunlight strikes the cobblestones hard enough to throw heat back up through the soles of my shoes. The sky stretches flawless and blue above rows of pastel houses, their wrought-iron gates casting long shadows. His hand finds mine. This time the contact settles without performance, simply the weight of his palm against mine.

We talk. He tells me about growing up in Milwaukee, the way winter light hit the frozen lake like hammered metal. He switched from pre-med to law after one brutal organic chemistry final, the kind that left him staring at the ceiling at three in the morning. BigLaw ground him down to bone, yet winning still lit something sharp and satisfying inside him. I tell him about building the event planning business from a single client and a borrowed credit card, about standing in the back of other people’s weddings feeling the silent panic that everything could still go wrong even when it didn’t. About the Brooklyn apartment that still smells like someone else’s life no matter how many times I repaint the walls.

We don’t talk about last night. We don’t talk about the alcove this morning. We talk about everything else. And with every block, every shared laugh that cracks open and lingers, the fictional backstory we were supposed to be constructing grows more irrelevant. The real story writes itself on the sidewalk, in the sunlight, in the way his thumb occasionally strokes the side of my hand.

We end up at White Point Garden on a bench overlooking the Charleston harbor. Sails dot the water like scattered paper. Salt and the sweet decay of magnolia blossoms hang in the air.

“This is nice,” he says, leaning back, stretching his arm along the bench behind me. “Quiet.”

“It is.” I watch a container ship slide slowly along the horizon. “Thank you. For today. For all of it. You didn’t have to do any of this.”

He’s quiet for a long moment. “Yes, I did.”

I turn to look at him. His profile cuts sharp against the water. “Why?”

He finally meets my eyes, gaze direct and steady. “Because when you kissed me last night, it was the first real thing that’s happened to me in six months. And I’m not in the habit of letting real things go.”

The admission settles heavy in my chest. Too honest. Too large for a weekend that was only ever meant to be borrowed.

“Reid…”

“Don’t,” he says softly. “Don’t overthink it. It’s just a fact. Like the fact that we have to be back at the hotel in forty-five minutes. Or the fact that I’m going to have to watch you walk down an aisle today, and it’s going to piss me off in a way that has nothing to do with your ex.”

My breath catches. “It’s my sister’s wedding.”

“I know.” He stands, offering his hand. “Doesn’t change the fact. Come on. Time to get you prettier, which seems statistically impossible, but we must follow the schedule.”

We walk back. The easy rhythm of the morning now carries a sharper edge beneath it. The wedding is no longer simply a minefield to navigate. It has become a stage for a different kind of claiming.


Chapter 3 — Before the Vows

Reid’s alarm goes off at seven. It’s a soft, insistent buzz from his phone on the nightstand. I feel him stir behind me, his arm loosening around my waist. The warmth of his body retreats, and cold morning air seeps into the space he leaves.

I don’t move. I keep my eyes closed, pretending sleep. I hear him sit up, the rustle of the sheets, his quiet sigh. He pads to the bathroom, and the door closes softly. The shower starts.

Last night was a line crossed. A boundary erased. We didn’t just share a bed; we shared skin, breath, release. The fake date is a ghost now. What lingers in this room is the residue of something true, something that happened without a script.

And it’s terrifying.

I get up when the shower is still running. I pull on the silk robe from my suitcase, tying it tightly around me. I go to the window. Outside, Charleston is waking up. The historic district is bathed in soft, golden October light. The plantation venue where the wedding will happen today is a twenty-minute drive away. My sister’s texts lit up my phone last night after we…after. I haven’t looked at them yet.

The bathroom door opens. Reid steps out, a towel around his waist, his hair damp and pushed back. His chest is bare, the build of a rower kept with discipline. He looks at me by the window, and his expression is unreadable—not cold, not warm. A neutral mask, the one he probably wears in court.

“Morning,” he says.

“Morning.”

“We have the shuttle to the venue at nine,” he says, walking to his suitcase. He pulls out clothes: a crisp white shirt, charcoal trousers, a different suit jacket—navy. “Your sister wants the wedding party there by nine-thirty for pre-ceremony photos.”

I nod. “I know the schedule. I helped plan it.”

He pauses, looking at me. “Right. Of course.”

There’s a distance between us now, a space filled with the memory of what we did and the reality of what we are. Strangers who fucked. Temporary allies.

“I’ll get ready,” I say, moving toward the bathroom.

He catches my wrist as I pass him. His touch is firm but not harsh. “Vivienne.”

I stop, looking at his hand on my arm, then up at his face. The mask is gone. His eyes are serious, intent. “Last night wasn’t a performance.”

My heart thumps against my ribs. “I know.”

“I need you to know that,” he says. “Whatever happens today, whatever we have to do in front of them—that wasn’t part of the act.”

“It wasn’t an act for me either,” I say, my voice quiet.

He releases my wrist. His hand lifts, cups my jaw. His thumb brushes my cheekbone. “Okay,” he says softly. Then he turns back to his clothes.

I shower quickly, the water hot. When I step out, I see him through the steamed glass of the bathroom door—he’s fully dressed, tying his tie in the mirror, his back to me. He looks like a lawyer again. Like a man who belongs in a world of depositions and boardrooms, not in a bed with a woman he met two days ago.

I put on my makeup with careful precision. The maid-of-honor dress is hanging in the closet—a deep emerald green this time, chosen to complement the plantation garden setting. It’s elegant, severe, beautiful. I zip it up, arrange my hair. When I emerge, Reid is waiting by the door.

“Ready?” he asks.

“Yes.”

He opens the door, and we step into the hallway. But he stops me before we reach the elevator. His hand finds mine in the empty corridor, fingers lacing together.

“Whatever happens today,” he says, not looking at me, looking at the far end of the hallway, “I want you to know—” He stops. Shakes his head once, as if the sentence is too big for the space between us right now. “I want you to know I’m here. Not for the show.”

I squeeze his hand. He squeezes back.

We don’t need more than that.

The shuttle is a luxury coach filled with wedding guests. We board, and Reid takes my hand immediately, guiding me to a pair of seats near the back. His grip is possessive, public. I see Bradley already on the bus, his pregnant fiancée Sasha beside him. Bradley watches us, his eyes narrowed. Reid sees him looking and leans in, kissing my temple.

“He’s watching,” Reid murmurs against my skin.

“I know.”

“Then look at me like you did last night,” Reid says, his voice low, a command wrapped in velvet.

I turn my face to him. His eyes are close, his mouth a few inches from mine. I look at him, and I don’t have to pretend. The memory is there, vivid and hot. My gaze softens, my lips part slightly. Reid smiles, a real smile, and kisses me softly on the mouth. Just a brush of lips that tells the entire bus: we are together.

Bradley turns away, facing forward.

Reid keeps my hand in his, his thumb stroking my palm. We don’t speak during the ride. The tension between us is a live wire, buzzing with unspoken things.

The plantation venue is breathtaking. White-columned manor house, sprawling gardens, ancient oak trees draped with Spanish moss. The wedding party is ushered to a shaded patio for photos. My sister Lily is radiant in her lace gown, her nerves transformed into joy. She hugs me tight.

“You look amazing,” she whispers. “And Reid… God, Viv. He’s perfect.”

“He’s great.”

The photographer arranges us. Reid stands beside me, his arm around my waist, his hand resting on my hip. During the group shots, his fingers trace idle patterns on the silk of my dress. During the paired shots—just the two of us—he turns me toward him, his hand coming up to cradle my face.

“Look at me,” he says, not for Mark this time, but for the camera, for himself.

I do. The photographer snaps away, capturing what looks like genuine affection—because it is.

Between shots, we’re ushered to a waiting area inside the manor. The ceremony is in an hour. Reid and I are placed in a small sitting room—an antique parlor with velvet chairs and a fireplace. We’re alone.

He closes the door softly. The room is quiet, insulated from the chaos outside.

He turns to me. “We need to talk about today.”

I sit on the edge of a chair. “What about it?”

“The ceremony. The reception. Bradley will be there, watching. Sasha will be there. Everyone will be watching.” He leans against the mantel, looking down at me. “Last night changed the game.”

“How?”

“Because now I don’t want to just pretend,” he says, his voice steady. “I want to win.”

A shiver runs through me. “Win what?”

“You,” he says, simply. “I want him to see that you chose me. That you want me. That I’m the one touching you, kissing you, making you come. Not him. Never him.”

The words are blunt, explicit. They hang in the air.

“That’s…aggressive,” I say, my throat tight.

“It’s honest,” Reid counters. “I’m not here to be your polite escort. I’m here to be the man you picked when you walked into that room and saw him. So today, during the ceremony, during the reception, I’m going to touch you. I’m going to kiss you. I’m going to claim you in every way that’s appropriate in a public setting. And you’re going to let me. You’re going to respond. Because you want to. Because last night proved you want to.”

I stand up, facing him. My dress feels too tight, my skin too hot. “You’re dictating the performance.”

“No,” he says, stepping closer. “I’m dictating the reality. The performance is over. This is us, Vivienne. This is what we are now.” He’s close enough that I can smell his cologne, clean and sharp. I can see the intent in his eyes, the determination. This is the litigator, the competitor. He’s identified the objective—me—and he’s proceeding to closing arguments. “So let them see it.”

“What if I say no?” I ask, my voice a challenge.

He smiles, a slow, dangerous smile. “You won’t.”

He reaches out, his hand settling on my waist, pulling me gently toward him. “The ceremony is in an hour. We’re paired. We’ll walk down the aisle together after the bride. When we reach the front, I’ll stand beside you. I’ll hold your hand. I’ll lean in and whisper something in your ear. Something true. And you’ll blush, and everyone will see it.”

My breath catches. “What will you whisper?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” he says, his thumb stroking my hip. “Maybe I’ll tell you how beautiful you look. Maybe I’ll tell you how much I want to take this dress off you later. Maybe I’ll tell you exactly how you felt last night, wrapped around my cock.”

I gasp, a sharp intake of air. The words are vulgar, direct, and they send a bolt of heat straight through me.

Reid sees my reaction. His eyes darken. “You like that. You like the bluntness. You like the possession.”

I don’t deny it. I can’t. My body is betraying me, warming under his touch, under his words.

“During the reception,” he continues, his voice dropping lower, “we’ll dance. I’ll hold you close. I’ll press you against me so you feel how hard I am for you. I’ll whisper more things. And if there’s a moment—a private moment, somewhere in this house—I’ll take it. I’ll touch you. I’ll taste you. I’ll make you come again, with my mouth or my hands or my cock. And Bradley will see the aftermath on your face.”

I’m trembling now. The vision is vivid, explicit, thrilling. It’s everything I wanted when I walked across that room and kissed him—a performance so convincing it becomes real. But Reid is stripping away the performance. He’s making it real by design.

“You’re not asking,” I say, my voice shaking.

“I’m telling,” he replies. “Because you want it. You want to be claimed. You want him to see you chosen. You want to feel wanted. Last night proved that.” He leans in, his mouth hovering near my ear. “Do you object?”

I close my eyes. The part of me that is an event planner, controlled and scripted, wants to object. The part of me that is a woman who was left at the altar, who spent two years planning weddings for other people, who kissed a stranger to save her own pride—that part wants to surrender.

“No,” I whisper.

He kisses my neck, just below my ear. A soft, firm kiss that promises more. “Good.”

The door opens, and a wedding coordinator bustles in. “Five minutes to line-up!”

Reid releases me smoothly, stepping back. He offers me his hand. “Ready?”

I take his hand. My fingers are cold, but his are warm. “Ready.”

We line up with the rest of the wedding party in the grand hall of the manor. Lily is beaming, her groom nervous but smiling. The music begins. The procession starts.

Reid and I are the last pair, following the other bridesmaids and groomsmen. As we wait, his hand is on my back, his fingers splayed over my spine. He leans down, his mouth at my ear.

“When we walk,” he murmurs, “look at me, not at him. Smile at me. Let your body lean into mine.”

I nod.

We begin our walk. The aisle is long, lined with guests. I see Bradley and Sasha seated near the front. Bradley’s eyes are on me, sharp and assessing.

I turn my head. Reid is already watching me, his gaze steady and possessive. A real smile pulls at my mouth. I lean into him as we walk, and his hand stays firm on my back, guiding, anchoring. We reach the front and split to our places—me beside my sister, him beside the groom.

During the ceremony his presence presses against me like heat from a fire. When the vows begin I glance over. He is not looking at the bride and groom. His eyes are locked on mine. He gives me a slow, deliberate smile that says exactly what he intends to do later.

After the ceremony the wedding party moves to the garden for cocktails. Reid finds me at once. His fingers close around my elbow and he steers me toward a secluded corner beside a trellis heavy with white blooms.

“Drink?” he asks, voice casual.

“Please.”

He returns with two flutes of champagne. We stand together, watching the guests. Bradley approaches with Sasha at his side.

“Vivienne,” Bradley says, his tone falsely warm. “The ceremony was beautiful. You looked lovely.”

“Thank you.” My voice stays cool.

He shifts his attention to Reid. “And Reid. Enjoying the weekend?”

Reid smiles, polite and sharp. “Very much. Vivienne makes everything enjoyable.”

Bradley’s eyes flicker. “I’m sure. Well, we’ll see you at the reception.”

He walks away. Sasha trails after him.

Reid’s hand settles on my waist and draws me closer. “He’s probing,” he says quietly. “Testing the seams.”

“There are no seams,” I answer, leaning into his touch.

“Exactly.” He turns me toward him, his body blocking the view of the crowd. “Now I want a taste of you.”

My heart knocks once against my ribs. “Here?”

“Here.” He leans in. His mouth covers mine, deep and claiming, tongue pushing past my lips with deliberate pressure. He kisses me like we are already alone, like we are already in bed, like nothing and no one can stop him. I kiss him back, fingers curling into the shoulders of his jacket. The champagne flute is cold in my hand. The rest of me burns.

He breaks the kiss. His eyes are dark. “Good.”

We circulate. Reid keeps me close. His touch never leaves me—a palm at the small of my back, a fingertip brushing the nape of my neck, a hand cupping my elbow. Each contact is deliberate. Each glance claims territory.

The cocktail hour ends. Guests move into the grand ballroom for the reception. Reid and I are seated at the wedding party table. Bradley and Sasha sit at a guest table nearby. Dinner is served. Speeches are made. Under the table Reid’s hand rests on my thigh, fingers stroking the silk of my dress in slow, idle circles. During a toast he leans close, mouth at my ear.

“I’m thinking about a coat room,” he whispers. “The one near the entrance. It’s empty now. No one will be there for at least twenty minutes.”

I turn my head. His gaze is heated, intent. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking I want to see you against the wall,” he says, voice low and rough. “I want to lift this dress and touch you. I want to make you come with my hand while people are dancing fifty feet away.”

My cunt clenches, sudden and tight. “You’re serious.”

“Deadly serious.” His hand on my thigh slides higher, fingers brushing the inner seam of my dress. “Do you want that?”

“Yes.”

He smiles, slow and predatory. “Finish your dinner. Then we’ll go.”

I eat, but nothing registers. My body is already humming. Reid’s hand stays on my thigh, a constant warm weight. When the plates are cleared the music shifts to dancing. The bride and groom take the floor for their first dance.

Reid stands and takes my hand. “Now.”

We slip away from the table and move through the crowd. He leads me toward the entrance hall, away from the ballroom. The coat room is a small, wood-paneled alcove off the main hallway, lined with racks of coats and hats. Dim light. Quiet.

Reid closes the door behind us. The reception becomes a muted hum.

He turns to me. The polite mask drops. Raw hunger takes its place. “Against the wall,” he says, pointing to the space between two coat racks.

I go to the wall, back against the cool wood. Reid follows, crowding me, his body pressing into mine. He kisses me, deep and consuming, hands cradling my face. His kiss is a promise and a demand at once.

He breaks it, eyes scanning my face. “Lift the dress.”

I reach down, gather the silk of my emerald gown, and lift it to my waist. Sheer stockings and a lace thong beneath. Reid looks down, gaze hot.

“Take the thong off.”

I hook my fingers into the sides and slide it down my legs, then kick it aside. His hands settle on my hips, pinning me to the wall.

“Spread your legs.”

I do. He kneels, hands sliding up my thighs, pushing the dress higher. His eyes fix on my pussy, exposed in the low light.

“Beautiful.” Then he leans in.

His mouth finds my clit first, a soft, deliberate press. I gasp, head knocking back against the wood. His tongue circles, teasing, then dips lower, tracing the seam of my cunt. He licks into me, deep and slow, hands holding my thighs apart.

The wet heat of his tongue is relentless. Muffled music and laughter drift from the ballroom while he eats me like he has all the time in the world. He sucks my clit, then licks it flat, then presses his tongue inside me again. I moan, hands fisting in his hair. He groans against me, the vibration traveling straight through my core. He works me with tongue and lips until my thighs start to shake.

“Reid,” I pant.

He pulls back, mouth wet. “I want you to come,” he says. “Now. On my mouth.”

He resumes, focused and thorough. Two fingers push inside me, curling, stroking my inner walls while his tongue works my clit in tight, relentless circles. The dual pressure builds fast. I buck against him, hips rolling, breath coming ragged.

The orgasm hits hard. My cunt clamps down around his fingers in rhythmic pulses. I cry out, a sharp choked sound, and he holds me through it, mouth gentler now, fingers still inside me as the waves roll through. When I slump, boneless, he withdraws slowly and stands.

“Look at me.”

I do. His eyes are dark, mouth glistening.

“That was real,” he says. “That was me, making you come. Not him. Never him.”

I nod, unable to speak.

He kisses me, mouth tasting of me, salty and intimate. “Now,” he says, voice rough, “I want you against this wall with my cock inside you.”

The words land like a blow. I can only stare at him, body still throbbing, mind hazy with want.

“I don’t have a condom,” I whisper.

Reid doesn’t hesitate. He reaches into the inner pocket of his jacket, pulls out a foil square, and holds it up. “I came prepared. I hoped.”

He tears the packet open with his teeth, eyes locked on mine. He unfastens his trousers, pushes them and his boxer briefs down just far enough to free his cock. Thick. Hard. He rolls the condom on in one smooth motion.

Then he is back against me, body caging mine, hands on my hips. He lifts me slightly, angling me. The head of his cock presses against my entrance. I am so wet, so open from his mouth, that he slides in with one smooth, relentless thrust.

I cry out. The sound is swallowed by the distant music. He fills me completely, stretching me, claiming every inch. He holds himself buried to the hilt, forehead pressed to mine. Our breaths mingle, harsh and ragged.

“Look at me,” he says again.

I force my eyes open. His gaze is fierce, possessive. There is no audience here but us, and yet the performance continues—the performance of truth.

“Tell me you feel it,” he commands.

“I feel it,” I gasp. “I feel you.”

“Who?” he insists, hips making a tiny, devastating circle.

“You,” I breathe. “Reid.”

He kisses me, hard, then begins to move.

His thrusts are deep, controlled, powerful. Each one drives me back against the wall, the wood firm and unyielding at my back. Each one sends a shock of pleasure through my cunt. He fucks me with focused intensity, hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave marks. The air in the small room is thick with the smell of sex and wool coats, the wet sound of our bodies meeting, our stifled moans.

I wrap my legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper. My dress is bunched between us, silk crushed. He adjusts his angle. On the next thrust he hits a spot inside me that makes my vision spark.

“There,” I moan. “God, right there.”

He grunts, rhythm faltering for a second before he finds it again, targeting that spot with punishing accuracy. “You like that?” he rasps. “You like how I fill you up?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I like it,” I pant. “I like how you fill me.”

His mouth crashes down on mine, swallowing the words. His tongue mirrors the thrust of his cock, claiming, dominating. One hand leaves my hip and moves between our bodies. His thumb finds my clit, presses, circles, rough and perfect.

The coil tightens again, fast and brutal.

“I’m going to come,” I warn, voice breaking.

“Come,” he growls against my lips. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

He pinches my clit once, sharp. The orgasm detonates. My cunt spasms around him in hard, rhythmic waves. A raw, choked cry tears from my throat and Reid covers my mouth with his hand, muffling the sound, his own groan a harsh vibration against my ear as he feels me come.

He keeps moving, fucking me through it, dragging the pleasure out until it borders on too much. Just as my spasms begin to ease, his control shatters. His thrusts turn ragged and frantic. He buries his face in my neck, breath hot.

“Vivienne,” he grunts, and his hips slam into me one last time, deep and final. He stills, body tensing, a low guttural sound escaping him as he comes inside me.

We stay locked together, trembling. The only sounds are our ragged breathing and the distant thump of bass from the reception.

Slowly, he loosens his grip. My feet settle flat on the floor, though my legs still tremble. He keeps me upright, arms banded around my waist. His softening cock slips free. He rests his forehead against my shoulder, breath warm and damp on my skin.

Reality creeps back in pieces. Cool air licks the sweat drying on my thighs. The sharp, unmistakable scent of sex clings to us both. We are in a coat room at my sister’s wedding. We have been gone too long. My dress is a wreck and my thong lies somewhere on the floorboards.

Reid straightens first. He steps back with careful precision, disposes of the condom in the small trash bin tucked beside the coat rack, then tucks himself away and fastens his trousers. He looks rumpled in a way that makes my chest tighten—hair mussed from my fingers, lips swollen, tie crooked. More real than he has looked all weekend.

He finds my thong, picks it up, and holds it out. A silent question.

I take it. My hands shake. He watches while I step into it and drag the damp fabric up under my dress. The silk sticks for a second against the mess between my legs. I smooth the front of my dress down.

Reid moves in again. He lifts his hands and gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, then another. His touch is careful now, at odds with the way he’d held me minutes ago. He straightens his own tie, drags a hand through his hair.

“Okay?” he asks, voice low.

I nod. My throat feels too tight for words.

He leans in and kisses me once, soft and lingering. “We need to go back.”

He cracks the door, checks the hallway, then leads me out. The noise of the reception slams into us—music, laughter, the clatter of silverware. We walk toward the ballroom, his hand solid around mine. At the entrance he stops and turns to me.

“Your cheeks are flushed,” he says. His thumb brushes my cheekbone. “Your lips are swollen. You look thoroughly fucked. And you look beautiful.”

Then he smiles—slow, real, unguarded—and it changes his whole face. “Let’s go dance.”

We step into the ballroom. He walks me straight onto the floor. A slow song is playing. He pulls me in, one hand low on my back, the other holding my hand against his chest. I can feel his heartbeat through his shirt, the steady warmth of him.

He doesn’t speak. Just sways with me, chin resting on the top of my head. I close my eyes. My body is tired. Sated. My mind is a mess.

After a few minutes he murmurs, “He’s at the edge of the floor. Watching.”

I keep my eyes closed. “Let him watch.”

His hand strokes slowly down my spine. “That’s my girl.”

The song ends. Something faster takes its place. We step apart but stay close. He brings us water. We move through the crowd. I smile. I talk. I do the maid-of-honor things. Everything feels different. The edges of the room are softer. My body hums with a low, satisfied thrum.

During the bouquet toss I stand at the back of the single women. My sister catches my eye, grins, and throws high and deliberate. The flowers sail over everyone else and land in my hands—a tangle of white roses and peonies, still warm from her grip.

The crowd laughs and claps. Reid, off to the side, gives me a slow, knowing clap of his own.

The rest of the night blurs—speeches, more dancing, the clink of glasses. Reid stays close. His touches shift from performance to something quieter, more possessive. A hand at the nape of my neck. A kiss at my temple. His palm resting heavy on my hip while we talk to other guests.

Finally the reception winds down. My sister and her husband leave under a tunnel of sparklers. The shuttle buses start loading.

On the bus Reid and I take seats near the front. I lean my head against the cool window, exhausted. His arm is around me, fingers tracing idle patterns on my bare arm. Bradley and Sasha sit a few rows back. I feel Bradley’s eyes on us. I don’t turn.

At the hotel we walk to our room in silence. The hallway is quiet, carpet muffling our steps. He unlocks the door. The room looks exactly as we left it this morning—bed unmade, his suitcase open, my robe over the chair.

Reid closes the door and locks it. In the soft light of the bedside lamp he looks tired, eyes clear.

“Come here,” he says.

I go. He unzips my dress slowly. The silk parts and puddles at my feet. I step out. He unhooks my bra, lets it fall. He kneels to roll my stockings down, then removes my thong. He stands and undresses himself with the same deliberate care until we’re both bare.

He doesn’t lead me to the bed. He takes my hand and walks me into the bathroom instead. The shower hisses to life. He steps in first, then pulls me under the spray with him.

The water is hot, almost too hot, pounding over my shoulders. He washes me gently—soap sliding over my shoulders, down my back, over my breasts, between my legs. His touch is careful, not sexual. Just clean. I wash him in return, hands moving over the hard planes of his chest, the ridge of his spine, the curve of his ass. We don’t speak. Only the water does.

We dry off with thick towels. He leads me to the bed, pulls the covers back. We climb in. He turns off the lamp.

In the dark he spoons me, body curved around mine, arm tight across my waist. His lips press to the back of my neck.

“Today was real,” he says, voice low against my skin.

“I know.”

“Tomorrow—”

“Don’t,” I whisper. I can’t hear about flights and cities and the end of this.

He’s quiet for a moment. Then: “Tell me one true thing. Something you haven’t told anyone else this weekend.”

I listen to the water dripping in the bathroom, the soft whir of the air conditioner.

“When I saw Bradley at the rehearsal dinner,” I say, voice barely above the dark, “my first thought wasn’t sadness. It wasn’t even anger. It was embarrassment. This deep, humiliating shame that he got to see me still single, still alone, while he’d already moved on. That’s why I kissed you. It wasn’t revenge. It was to erase my own shame.”

Reid’s arm tightens around me. He doesn’t offer comfort or tell me I shouldn’t feel it.

After a moment he says, “My turn. I came to this wedding alone because my ex is getting married next month. To a partner at her firm. I got the save-the-date the same day I booked my flight here. I didn’t want to come alone, but I didn’t want to bring someone and pretend I was fine. So I walked into that dinner telling myself I’d get through it by staying invisible. Then you walked across the room and made me the center of a story.”

I turn in his arms until we’re facing each other. I can barely see the shape of his face. “Is that a true thing?”

“Yes.”

“Do you still feel invisible?”

He brings a hand up, fingers tracing my lower lip. “No. I feel seen. By you.”

He kisses me—slow, deep, searching. It holds all the weight of the day without any of the urgency. A kiss that feels like both a beginning and an ending at once.

We break apart. He tucks my head under his chin.

“Sleep,” he says.

This time I do. I sleep hard, dreamless, wrapped in the scent of him and the solid weight of his arm.


Chapter 4 — The Last Dance

The pavilion smells of brunch: fried chicken cooling on platters, butter melting into split biscuits, the bright citrus bite of a mimosa fountain that’s already turning sticky at the edges. Sunlight slices through the white latticework in sharp, moving bars, striping the round tables and the rumpled linen. Everyone looks softened by the morning, shirts untucked, hair mussed, the satisfied exhaustion of a wedding that ran until three.

Reid’s hand sits heavy at the base of my spine, fingers spread, thumb resting just above the zipper of my dress. We move between the tables. I feel every eye that lands on us, the weight of them between my shoulder blades. The new couple. The weekend’s surprise. My mother’s mouth curves, slow and knowing. My father tips his chin, the smallest acknowledgment. Lily waves us over, already patting the two empty chairs beside her.

Then the cold slides in. A prickle at the nape of my neck, familiar and unwelcome. I don’t turn. I don’t need to. Bradley is watching.

“Vivienne, Reid, over here!” Lily calls, voice still carrying the bright edge of last night’s champagne.

We sit. Reid’s arm settles along the back of my chair, thumb stroking the bare skin of my shoulder in slow, deliberate passes. Not for show. A claim. Mine. The word lands with each pass of his thumb.

“You two look…rested,” my mother says. Her eyes catch the light, amused.

I nearly choke on my water. Reid’s thumb presses harder.

“It’s a beautiful morning,” he answers, smooth. “We walked the gardens before coming over.”

True. Ten minutes of quiet, his fingers threaded through mine, shoulders brushing. We hadn’t spoken about last night. Or this morning. Or the flights leaving three hours apart. Just the crunch of gravel underfoot and the low hum of bees already working the roses. The most peaceful, most terrifying stretch of the entire weekend.

Plates move down the table. I take a biscuit I don’t want. Reid serves himself shrimp and grits, movements clean and economical. He leans in, breath warm against the shell of my ear. “Eat something, Viv. You’ll need the energy.”

My stomach turns over. I bite into the biscuit anyway. It tastes like dust.

Mark launches into a story about the best man’s speech, the one Bradley gave, the line he flubbed. Lily laughs, head tipped back. My parents laugh with her. I manage a smile that feels painted on. Reid’s hand stays on my shoulder.

Across the pavilion, Bradley stands. He says something to the person beside him, then starts walking. Not toward the buffet. Not toward the doors. Straight toward us.

My spine locks. Reid feels it. His fingers tighten, a silent question.

“Incoming,” I murmur.

Reid doesn’t look. He lifts his mimosa, takes a slow sip, eyes still on me. “Relax.”

“Vivienne.” Bradley’s voice lands too loud, too bright. He stops at the edge of our table, hands shoved into the pockets of his chinos. The sunglasses are gone. His eyes are bloodshot. “Everyone. Great weekend, huh?”

Polite sounds ripple around the table. My father gives a short nod. Lily’s smile freezes in place.

“It was perfect,” I say. My voice holds.

“Yeah.” Bradley’s gaze cuts to Reid, then back to me. “So. You two. Quite the whirlwind. Chicago, right? Big law. Must be busy. Hard to keep up a…long-distance thing.” He says the last words like he’s delivering a terminal diagnosis.

Reid turns his head at last. He looks up at Bradley with mild, professional interest. “We manage.” The words are simple. The weight behind them is not. A door closing.

Bradley’s jaw flexes. He isn’t getting the reaction he came for. No fluster. No old Vivienne tripping over explanations. He’s not getting her.

“Just seems sudden,” he pushes. “I mean, Viv, you never mentioned anyone when we talked a few months ago.”

We hadn’t talked. He’d texted about cufflinks left at my old apartment. I’d left the message unread.

Reid’s hand slides from my shoulder down my arm. His fingers lace through mine on the white tablecloth, the move slow and unmistakable. My mother lets out a soft, surprised breath.

“Some things are worth the surprise,” Reid says. He lifts our joined hands and brushes his mouth over my knuckles, eyes never leaving Bradley’s. The challenge is naked. Alpha bullshit, pure and simple. Reid is winning.

Color floods Bradley’s face. He stares at our hands, at the easy way Reid holds me. He sees it. The performance is done. What’s left is real, and it’s burning him.

“Right,” he says, clipped. “Well. Have a safe flight.” He turns and walks away, shoulders rigid.

The table stays silent for one beat. Lily exhales hard. “Good riddance,” she whispers.

My mother’s eyes have gone wide. “Well, Reid,” she says, respect threading her voice. “You certainly know how to make a point.”

Reid releases my hand only to pick up his fork. He gives her a small, charming smile. “Just stating facts, Mrs. Cole.”

The tension breaks. Conversation rises again. But the air has changed. The last thread of the fiction has snapped. There’s no audience left to perform for. Bradley’s final test is over. We passed. Which means the weekend is finished.

The knowledge sits between us like a third person at the table. Reid eats. I push food around my plate. Silverware clinks. Glasses knock. Laughter rises and falls. All of it sounds like a clock running down.

When the plates are cleared and coffee arrives, Reid leans close again. “We should go soon. I need to pack.”

The words are ordinary. They land like a door slamming.

“Okay,” I say.

We make our excuses. Hugs pass around the table. Lily pulls me in tight. “I like him,” she whispers against my ear. “For real.”

I squeeze her back. My throat has closed.

We walk the same path to the hotel room we took an hour ago. The sun sits higher, hotter against the back of my neck. The silence between us has weight now. Everything we aren’t saying walks with us.

The room looks like a crime scene of the weekend. My maid-of-honor dress is draped over the armchair, wrinkled from being peeled off in a rush. His suit jacket hangs on the closet door. The bed is wrecked, sheets twisted from last night, from the frantic, half-asleep fucking at dawn when neither of us had been willing to waste the last hour of dark.

We don’t look at the bed.

Reid goes to the closet and pulls out his black carry-on. He starts folding shirts with precise, economical movements. I stand in the middle of the room, hands empty.

“I should pack too,” I say, but I don’t move.

He stops, a gray t-shirt still in his hands. He looks at me. The easy confidence from brunch is gone. What’s left is raw, unguarded. “Vivienne.”

Just my name. It cuts straight through me.

I cross the room before I can think. I take the shirt from his hands and let it fall. I push the carry-on aside with my foot. It hits the floor with a dull thud. My hands find his chest, the solid heat of muscle under the henley, the fast, hard beat of his heart.

“One more time,” I say. Not a request. A plea. “Not for show. Not for anyone else. Just…one more time.”

He lifts his hands to frame my face. His eyes search mine, gray and dark. “We don’t have time.”

“We have an hour before you need to leave for the airport.”

“It’s not enough.”

“It’s what we have.”

A muscle jumps in his jaw. The litigator in him weighs risk, calculates. Then he exhales hard and the lawyer disappears. The man who kissed me back at the rehearsal dinner takes over.

He kisses me. Not the soft, careful kiss from the first night. Not the desperate one from the coat room. This one is deep and slow and ruinous. It tastes like goodbye and feels like the start of something we can’t have. His tongue sweeps in, claiming, memorizing. I moan into his mouth, fingers digging into his shoulders.

His hands leave my face, slide down my sides, catch the hem of my sundress. He pulls it up and off in one motion. The fabric flutters to the floor. Cool air hits my skin. I’m left in lace panties and bra, nipples already tight. His gaze moves over me like a hand, hot and heavy.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he growls.

He strips off the henley, then his jeans and boxer briefs. His cock is already hard, thick, flushed dark at the head, curving up toward his stomach. The sight of him naked and ready sends a fresh rush of wet heat between my legs. My pussy clenches, empty and aching.

He closes the distance. His body presses to mine, skin hot, the coarse hair on his chest brushing my breasts, the hard length of his cock against my stomach. I arch into him, chasing friction.

He walks me backward to the bed, mouth still on mine, hands everywhere. When the backs of my knees hit the mattress, he breaks the kiss. “Lie down.”

I do. I watch him kneel at the foot of the bed. He hooks his fingers in the sides of my panties and drags them down my legs, eyes locked on the wet heat between my thighs. A low sound leaves him when they’re off.

He spreads my legs, palms firm on my inner thighs. He doesn’t rush. He just looks, gaze so focused I feel myself grow wetter under it.

“Reid,” I breathe, hips shifting.

“I’m looking,” he says, voice rough. “I want to remember.”

Then he lowers his head.

The first slow drag of his tongue from my entrance to my clit makes my back bow off the bed. He does it again, lazy and thorough, then seals his mouth over my clit and sucks. I cry out, fists twisting in the sheets.

He eats me like we have hours instead of minutes. Tongue flicking, circling, lips working with perfect pressure. Two fingers slide into me, crooking, finding the spot that makes my vision spark. He reads every twitch, every gasp, every roll of my hips. He knows when to ease off, when to press harder, when to add the stretch of a third finger.

The orgasm builds deep and slow, a rolling wave I can’t outrun. My hips rock against his mouth. “I’m close—fuck, I’m so close—”

He hums against me. The vibration shoves me over. Pleasure crashes through me in thick, pulsing waves. I come with a broken sound, thighs shaking around his head. He stays with me, mouth gentle now, licking me through every aftershock until I’m twitching and oversensitive.

Before the tremors fade, he’s moving. Crawling up my body, skin gleaming with sweat. He kisses my stomach, the lace over my breasts, the column of my throat. He reaches behind me, unclasps my bra, tosses it aside. His mouth closes over one nipple, sucking hard, while his hand works the other, pinching and rolling until I’m arching and gasping.

The sensation is sharp, electric. I’m still pulsing from the first orgasm and he’s already building the next. I claw at his back, his shoulders.

“I need you inside me,” I pant. “Now.”

He reaches for his discarded jeans. His fingers fumble inside the pocket until they close around the foil packet. He tears it open and rolls the condom down his length in quick, efficient strokes, eyes locked on mine the entire time. Then he shifts forward, the broad head of his cock nudging against my entrance, parting me.

He pushes in. Slowly. One deliberate inch after another. My body stretches around him, still fluttering from the last climax, gripping him tight. We both groan as he sinks to the hilt and stops, buried deep, forehead pressed to mine. Our breaths mingle in the narrow space between us. His eyes stay open, staring straight into mine. This is the part we always skipped before. The looking. The holding. The raw fact of being joined with nothing between us, no audience, no performance, just the two of us wanting it.

“Vivienne,” he whispers, and my name sounds like a prayer.

Then he moves.

Not the frantic pace from this morning. These are deep, measured strokes, each one dragging almost all the way out before driving back in. Every thrust lands like a promise and a bruise at once. I wrap my legs high around his waist, ankles crossed at the small of his back, heels digging in to pull him deeper. The angle shifts and every stroke drags over my clit, sending heat licking up my spine. I feel the tension building again, tighter, hotter. My hips rise to meet him.

He braces one hand beside my head and slides the other between us. His thumb finds my clit and circles it in time with his thrusts.

“Come for me again,” he says, voice ragged. “I want to feel you.”

That’s all it takes. The steady pressure of his thumb, the deep, relentless slide of his cock, the look in his eyes—possession and hunger and something that looks too much like reverence. The second orgasm crashes through me harder than the first, sharper, brighter. My pussy clamps around him in rhythmic pulses, milking him, and I sob his name into the crook of his neck.

The feel of me coming drags his own release out of him. He drives in one last time, hard, and goes still. I feel the hot pulse of him inside the condom, the full-body shudder that runs through him. He collapses on top of me, weight heavy and grounding, face buried in my hair.

We lie tangled, sweaty, breathing in sync. The room comes back into focus—the packed suitcase by the door, the clock on the nightstand, the faint hum of the mini-fridge.

He rolls off me, disposes of the condom, and returns to bed. He doesn’t pull me against him. He just lies on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes. The silence settles heavier than before.

I look at the clock. Thirty-five minutes until he needs to be in a cab.

My body is sated, still humming. My chest feels split open.

I get up. I don’t look at him. My legs shake as I walk to the bathroom. I turn on the shower. Water hits the tile in a hard, steady rush. I step under the spray and let it pound the sweat and the scent of him from my skin. It doesn’t work. I can still feel the shape of him inside me. I can still taste him on my tongue.

When I come out wrapped in a towel, he’s dressed. Jeans, a clean t-shirt, carry-on zipped and waiting by the door. He stands at the window with his back to me.

“Reid.”

He turns. His face is the careful, neutral mask he wears in courtrooms. “Your turn to pack. I’ll wait downstairs. Give you some space.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I do.” He says it gently, but the word is final. He crosses the room and stops in front of me. He doesn’t touch me. Just looks down, and for a second the mask slips. I see the conflict, the frustration, the want still burning underneath. “If I stay in this room with you one more minute, I’m going to miss my flight. Then I’ll have to explain to my managing partner why I’m not at the Monday morning deposition for the Carlson merger.”

The real world. His world. Mergers and depositions and a city seven hundred miles away.

I nod because I can’t speak.

He leans down and kisses my forehead, a soft, final press of his mouth. “Goodbye, Vivienne.”

Then he picks up his bag, opens the door, and walks out.

The click of the latch sounds louder than anything else in the room.

I stand there dripping on the carpet, wrapped in a towel, in the middle of a room that still smells like us. The silence is absolute. It presses against my ears.

I have a plane to catch. A life waiting in Brooklyn. Clients to email, events to plan, an apartment that will feel emptier than it ever has.

I move on autopilot. I dry off. I pull on travel clothes—leggings, a loose sweater. I pack with mechanical efficiency, folding the red dress, stuffing the lace panties from this morning into a side pocket, zipping the suitcase closed.

Twenty minutes until my own cab.

I sit on the edge of the bed, on sheets we just ruined. I pick up my phone. My thumb hovers over his name in my contacts. Reid (Wedding). I could text him something light, something that cuts the tension. Something.

I don’t.

Instead I open the contacts list, find his name, and press delete.

The confirmation pops up. Delete contact “Reid (Wedding)”?

My finger trembles. I press yes.

It’s done.

But then I open the notes app. I create a new note and type his number from memory. I didn’t even realize I’d memorized it. I type it again. And again. I write it down like a mantra. Like a secret I’m not ready to lose.

A car horn sounds outside. My cab.

I stand, sling my purse over my shoulder, wheel the suitcase to the door. One last look at the room. The rumpled bed. The empty chair where his jacket had hung.

I open the door. Step into the hallway. Let it swing shut behind me, the heavy final thud echoing down the empty corridor. I walk toward the elevator, wheels humming over the patterned carpet. The doors slide open. I step inside and press L for lobby.

The descent begins.

The lobby is a blur of marble and potted palms and other guests checking out. I hand over my key card at the front desk, mumble a thank you, and push through the heavy brass doors into the bright October afternoon.

My cab idles at the curb. The driver loads my suitcase into the trunk. I slide into the back seat and the smell of lemon sanitizer and old upholstery replaces the scent of Reid, of sex, of us.

“Charleston International?” the driver confirms.

“Yes, please.”

We pull away from the hotel. I don’t look back. The historic district slides past—pastel houses, wrought-iron gates, cobblestone streets we never walked together. It looks like a postcard for a life I almost had.

The airport hits like noise and fluorescent light. I check my bag, go through security, the rituals of travel feeling automatic and strange. My body still hums from his touch, a stark contrast to the sterile terminal.

I find my gate. A delay—thirty minutes added to the departure time. I sink into a hard plastic seat, plug in my phone, and stare at the planes taxiing outside.

I open the notes app again. The number is there. Ten digits that feel like a live wire.

I could call him. He’s probably at his gate or in a lounge, reviewing deposition notes. He’d answer. His voice would come through careful and neutral. “Vivienne.” He’d say my name and it would undo me all over again.

I don’t call.

Instead I open a new email. The client is a bridezilla in Tribeca whose wedding I’m planning for next June. She wants to change the floral theme from rustic elegance to art deco glamour and is asking about cost implications. I start typing, fingers flying over the screen, burying myself in work, in details, in the familiar armor of my profession.

It works for about fifteen minutes.

Then I see him.

Not really him. A man with sandy hair pushing a carry-on, wearing a navy blazer over a t-shirt. From behind, for one heart-stopping second, it’s Reid. My breath catches. The man turns. It’s not him. The face is wrong, softer. The disappointment lands like a fist behind my ribs.

This is pathetic. It was a weekend. A spectacular, intense, life-altering weekend, but still just a weekend. I am Vivienne Cole. I run a business. I was left at the altar and survived. I will survive a corporate litigator from Chicago.

My flight is called. Zone three. I stand, shoulder my purse, and join the line. I hand over my boarding pass, the agent scans it, the machine beeps.

I walk down the jetway. I find my seat—window, thank God—and stow my bag. I buckle in, close my eyes, and lean my forehead against the cool plastic of the window.

The plane fills. A woman with a toddler takes the aisle seat. The toddler stares at me with wide, solemn eyes. I offer a weak smile.

The captain welcomes us, gives the flight time to LaGuardia. The engines whine to life. We push back from the gate. We taxi. We wait our turn. Then the thrust pushes me back into my seat as we hurtle down the runway and lift into the sky.

Charleston shrinks below, a patchwork of green and brown and blue, then disappears beneath a blanket of clouds. Gone.

I take out my phone and switch it to airplane mode. I have his number memorized. It’s a stupid, romantic, hopeless thing. I open the notes app again and, below the number, I start typing. Not an email. Not a text. Just words.

You kissed me back like you meant it. You called me ‘babe’ with such conviction I almost forgot the bit. You held my hand under the table while my ex tried to break me. You ate me out in a coat room like it was your last meal. You fucked me this morning like you were trying to brand yourself into my skin. You left without looking back because you had a deposition to get to.

I deleted your number. I wrote it down. I’m writing this on a plane seven hundred miles away from you, and I can still feel you inside me.

What the hell was that?

What the hell is this?

I stop typing. I stare at the words. They’re raw, embarrassing, true. I don’t delete them. I lock the note.

The flight attendant comes by with drinks. I take a white wine. It’s sour and too cold. I sip it anyway.

The toddler falls asleep. The cabin is quiet, the light outside the window a brilliant, relentless blue. There’s nothing to do but think. And I think about the look in his eyes when he was buried inside me, that unbearable intimacy. The look that had nothing to do with Bradley, or the wedding, or the performance. The look that was just for me.

It was the most real thing I’ve ever seen.

And I let him walk out the door.

Two hours later, we descend through bumpy clouds. The sprawl of New York appears below us, gray and immense and familiar. My city. My life. The plane touches down hard, tires barking against the runway, and the engines roar as reverse thrust kicks in.

The chaos of LaGuardia hits the second the jet bridge connects. I power on my phone. Notifications flood the screen—emails stacked three deep, a string of texts from Lily asking if I made it home, a calendar reminder for tomorrow’s client call. Nothing from an unknown Chicago number.

I collect my bag from the carousel and hail a cab. Traffic into Brooklyn is a stop-start crawl, horns blaring, exhaust hanging in the humid air. My apartment building, the brownstone in Carroll Gardens, looks exactly the same. I haul my suitcase up the front steps, fumble with the keys until the lock gives, and step inside.

The silence is different from the hotel room. This is my silence. It carries the weight of everything I used to expect from it. The furniture sits exactly where I left it. The kitchen counters are clean. The event-planning binders are stacked in their usual precise columns on my desk. It’s perfect. It’s empty.

I unpack. I hang the red dress in the back of the closet where I can’t see it. I wash the lace panties in the sink, wring them out, and hang them over the shower rod. I order Thai food and eat it on the couch, the television on but the sound turned low, some reality show I don’t follow flickering across the screen.

It’s Sunday night. I have a full week ahead—venue walk-through in SoHo tomorrow, cake tasting Wednesday, a bride and her mother who will both cry on Thursday. This is my life. The one I built after Bradley took the last one apart.

I go to bed early. My bed. My sheets. My pillows. The mattress feels too wide, the space on either side of me too open. I lie awake, staring at the ceiling, watching the streetlamp’s light slide across the plaster in slow patterns. I picture him in his Chicago apartment. Is he awake too? Or has he already filed the weekend away, something interesting that happened once?

The thought makes me angry. Then it makes me sad. Then it just makes me tired.

I fall into a fitful sleep.



The week passes in a blur of color swatches, vendor contracts, and spreadsheet timelines. I am Vivienne Cole, event planner. I am in control. I am fine.

On Friday morning, exactly one week after I walked into my sister’s rehearsal dinner and kissed a stranger, I’m in my office—the second bedroom converted into a sleek workspace with clean white walls and a long desk. Sunlight cuts across the floor. I’m on a conference call with the florist, negotiating the art deco peonies, when the building intercom buzzes.

I ignore it. I’m not expecting anyone. The delivery person will leave whatever it is downstairs.

The intercom buzzes again. Insistent.

“Hold on one second,” I tell the florist, and mute the line.

I press the button. “Yes?”

“Delivery for Vivienne Cole.” A staticky male voice.

“You can leave it with the super.”

“Requires a signature.”

I sigh. “Fine. Come up.” I buzz him in.

A minute later, a knock sounds at my apartment door. I’m still in leggings and an oversized sweater, hair twisted into a messy bun. I open the door.

It isn’t a uniformed driver. A guy in jeans and a leather jacket stands there holding a medium-sized cardboard box. “Vivienne Cole?”

“That’s me.”

“Sign here.” He hands me the digital pad. I scribble my name. He passes me the box. It’s heavier than I expected. “Have a good one.”

He leaves. I close the door and look at the box in my hands. The return address is a P.O. Box in Chicago. My heart stops, then slams once, hard, against my ribs.

No name. But I know.

I carry the box to the kitchen island and set it down like it might detonate. I find scissors, slit the tape, and fold back the flaps.

Inside, nestled in crinkled brown packing paper, sits a small wooden box. Cherry, polished to a soft sheen. A simple white notecard rests on top.

My hands shake. I pick up the card.

The handwriting is bold, slanted, unmistakably his.

Vivienne—

The wedding favor you didn’t get to take home. Open it when you’re ready.

And for the record: next time I fake-date you, pick a longer venue.

—Reid

I stare at the words. Next time. Two words that land like a live wire under my skin. I read them again. And again.

I set the card down. I lift the wooden box from the packing paper. It’s smooth and cool against my palms. A small brass clasp. I open it.

Inside, on a bed of midnight-blue velvet, are two things.

First, a single bourbon rose, petals deep crimson, dried and preserved. It smells faintly of roses and something darker—the Charleston garden at night, the air thick with night-blooming flowers and the distant sound of the band.

Second, a modern silver key. A small round tag hangs from it. One side reads 435 N. Wabash Ave, Apt 2810, Chicago, IL. The other side holds a single engraved word: PROOF.

Proof. The thing Bradley had demanded at every turn. The thing we’d faked, then created, then lost.

I pick up the key. Cold. Solid. I pick up the rose and bring it to my nose. The scent pulls me straight back—the pavilion at night, his hand low on my back during the slow dance, the coat room, the hotel bed at dawn with light just beginning to creep under the curtains.

I look at the address again. Chicago. His city.

This isn’t a promise. It’s an invitation. Dangerous. Impossible. Thrilling.

The intercom buzzes again. I jump, shove the rose and key back into the box, and close the lid. My heart hammers as I walk to the intercom.

“Yes?”

“Ms. Cole? It’s Stan, the super. Another delivery down here. Bigger box. Flowers, looks like.”

Flowers? “I’ll be right down.”

I slip on shoes and go downstairs. In the small lobby, a large rectangular white box sits on the mail table. Stan smiles. “Big weekend?”

“Something like that,” I murmur.

I carry the box upstairs and set it on the island beside the wooden one. I open it.

An arrangement. Not wedding flowers. Wild, modern, striking. A cascade of deep red anemones, black scabiosa, burgundy dahlias, trailing ivy. It looks like a dark forest caught in a vase. It looks like something I would have chosen for myself.

Another card. I pull it free.

The red dress was a statement. These are the footnote. —R

I sink onto a stool and stare at the flowers, at the wooden box, at the key inside it like a question I haven’t answered yet.

My phone rings on the counter. Lily. I answer.

“Hey,” I say. My voice shakes.

“Hey. You sound weird. Are you okay?”

“I…I don’t know. Reid sent me something.”

“What? What did he send? A dick pic? Please tell me it’s a classy dick pic.”

I laugh, a wet, choked sound. “No. Not a dick pic. A key. To his apartment in Chicago. And a rose. And flowers.”

Lily is silent for three full seconds. Then she lets out a low whistle. “Holy shit, Viv. That’s not a ‘thanks for the weekend’ gift. That’s a ‘let’s keep talking’ gift.”

“What do I do?”

“What do you want to do?”

I look at the key. PROOF. I think about the empty, perfect silence of my apartment. I think about the look in his eyes when he said goodbye. I think about the terrifying, exhilarating possibility of a next time.

“I want to be impulsive again,” I whisper.

“Then be impulsive,” Lily says, voice firm. “You walked across a room and kissed a stranger. You can walk onto a plane.”

I hang up and sit in the quiet of my sunny kitchen. The anemones hold their color under the light. The key catches the sun and throws it back in a bright, sharp glint.

I open my laptop. I go to the flight search site. I type LGA to ORD. There’s a flight tonight at 7:45. It lands at 9:10 Chicago time.

My cursor hovers over the purchase button.

This is insane. I have a client call Monday. A cake tasting Wednesday. A life here.

But I also have a key to an apartment on Wabash Avenue.

I think about the last thing he said to me. Goodbye, Vivienne. It had sounded so final.

But he hadn’t said goodbye in this box. He’d said next time.

I look at the key. I look at the flight time on the screen.

I take a deep, shuddering breath.

And I click purchase.


Chapter 5 — The City That Works

My carry-on thumps against my shin as I push through the O’Hare arrivals hall. The air is thick with the particular airport smell: pretzels and industrial cleaner and the collective exhaust of fifty thousand daily departures. Sweat slicks the back of my neck despite the October chill that hit me the moment I stepped off the plane.

I did it. I’m here.

The rideshare app on my phone shows a 2.4-mile wait for a driver. I order one and stand near the exit doors, watching cars slide past in the amber dark. The address is in my notes app below the phone number I memorized on the flight from LaGuardia: a building on Wabash Avenue, an apartment number that felt like a password on the plane and now feels like something else entirely. A destination. A choice.

I hadn’t texted him after I bought the ticket. I hadn’t texted when I landed. The silence had felt important somehow, a way of arriving entirely on my own terms instead of as an announcement.

The car materializes, a black Prius driven by a man in a Bears hat who doesn’t ask why I’m showing up in Chicago with a single carry-on on a Sunday night. He takes the expressway in. The skyline assembles itself out of the flat dark in the way it always does when you come in from the northwest, all straight lines and vertical light, nothing natural about it, everything deliberate. I press my palm flat against the cool glass of the window and watch it come toward me.

The car stops on North Wabash. A high-rise, mostly glass, with a green-canvas awning over the entrance and a doorman in a charcoal coat already watching the car pull up.

I get out. The wind off the lake hits me immediately, vicious and exact. It smells like cold water and iron and distance.

I walk toward the entrance. The doorman opens the door before I reach it. “Evening.”

“Hi. I’m here for Reid Marchetti. Twenty-eighth floor.”

He checks the podium screen, a brief, unhurried glance. His eyebrows register something—not surprise, more the mild interest of a man who has seen enough that very little surprises him anymore. He lifts the house phone, speaks two sentences too low for me to catch, listens, replaces the receiver. “You’re welcome to go up, Miss Cole. Elevators are through the concierge corridor, on the left.”

He remembered my name without asking. Reid gave him my name.

The lobby is marble underfoot and gray wool upholstery and the particular hush of buildings that have been built to make you feel that whatever happens outside cannot quite reach you here. A single orchid arrangement on a console table. The soft ping of an arriving elevator. I step in. The doors close.

The reflection in the polished brass panel looks like someone who hasn’t slept properly in a week, whose carefully assembled life in Brooklyn is waiting in exactly the same configuration she left it, and who is standing in a glass box in Chicago anyway. I look like someone who decided.

The elevator opens directly into a private foyer on twenty-eight. One door, solid dark wood, slightly ajar.

He’s in the doorway.

Dark gray sweats. A faded Northwestern t-shirt, the lettering cracked at the edges. Bare feet on the foyer tile. His hair has the particular dishevelment of a man who has been dragging his hands through it for several hours. His arms are loose at his sides. He is not smiling. His eyes do what they always do: they find me and stay.

“Vivienne.” Not a question. Not surprise. Just my name spoken the way he always says it, with a weight underneath that makes it feel like something more.

“You sent a key,” I say. My own voice sounds less steady than I intended.

“I did.”

“I bought a plane ticket.”

“I see that.” His gaze moves from my face to the carry-on at my ankle to my face again. “You didn’t text.”

“I wanted to see your face. I wanted to know if you meant it — the key. The note.”

He pushes off the doorframe. He crosses the small foyer in two measured strides and stops in front of me, close enough that I can feel the warmth off his body, smell the sandalwood and soap and the underlying clean scent that I catalogued without meaning to in a Charleston hotel room. His hands stay at his sides. He looks down at me with those gray eyes that do not perform anything. “Every word. Every mark on that paper. I meant all of it.”

The words hang between us in the quiet foyer.

“This is insane,” I whisper.

“It’s the sanest thing I’ve done in six months.” His hand rises, finally, and his thumb brushes the curve of my bottom lip, barely a touch, and the contact sparks from that point of contact all the way to the base of my spine. “Tell me why you came.”

The lobby air is cool. His thumb rests against my lip. I have sixteen very practical reasons not to be standing in this foyer — the client call tomorrow, the cake tasting Wednesday, the lease on my apartment, the fact that this man is a stranger I kissed in front of people we’d just met. None of them land with any weight.

“Because you kissed me back in that rehearsal dinner like you meant it,” I say. “Because you held my hand under the table while Bradley tried to dismantle me and I could feel you deciding to stand between me and it. Because you looked at me in the hotel garden like I was the only thing in the garden worth looking at. And then you said goodbye and walked out the door and I spent a week trying to feel normal about it and I can’t.”

The thumb against my lip stills.

“I deleted your number at the airport,” I continue, because at this point there’s no version of this conversation worth having that isn’t honest. “And then I wrote it down in a notes app and memorized it anyway. And when the box arrived, I sat in my kitchen with a key to your apartment in my hand and I just—” I spread my hands. “I opened a flight search tab.”

He frames my face. Both hands now, warm and sure, his thumbs at my cheekbones. He looks at me the way he looked at me in the hotel room when we were both awake and the performance was long over. Like he’s deciding something he already knows the answer to.

“I didn’t let you go,” he says quietly. “I sent you a key. There’s a difference.”

“Felt the same from my side.”

“Then let me show you the difference.” He leans in, mouth an inch from mine. “If I’d let you go, you wouldn’t be standing here and I wouldn’t be doing this.”

He closes the distance.

This kiss is nothing like the first one at the rehearsal dinner. That kiss had been performance that became real mid-execution. This one starts real. It starts with full acknowledgment of what we’re doing and doesn’t pretend otherwise for a second. His mouth moves over mine with deliberate heat, his tongue sweeping past my lips and taking what he wants without any question about whether he should. A low sound builds in his chest and transfers through the point of contact into my sternum. My hands find his shirt, fingers curling in the soft worn cotton, and I hold on.

He breaks the kiss, breathing changed. His forehead rests against mine. “I have terms,” he says.

“You’re negotiating.”

“Always.” A pause. “Rule one: no performance. You and I say what we want. We ask for what we need. No audience. No script.”

“Okay.”

“Rule two: this isn’t a weekend. There’s no end date. We’re figuring out what this is, and that takes time and flights and phone calls. Understood?”

“Yes.”

“Rule three.” His thumb strokes my cheekbone one slow pass. “When we’re together, you’re mine. And I’m yours. No ghosts in the room. Just this.” He tilts his head. “Just us.”

The possessiveness should alarm me. After Bradley, after being so thoroughly claimed and then abandoned, the shape of it should be a warning sign. Instead it sits in my chest like something I’ve been missing the whole time — a claim I’m choosing, not receiving. A claim offered, not imposed.

“Just us,” I echo.

He smiles, the slow, heat-bearing one I first saw in Charleston when we were walking back from a late dinner and he’d decided something. “Good.” He picks up my carry-on from the floor and carries it inside.

The apartment makes sense of him. Floor-to-ceiling windows on the far wall frame the city grid and beyond it the wide, lightless sweep of Lake Michigan. The sectional is charcoal. The fireplace is steel. The built-in shelves hold an indiscriminate mixture of legal journals, hardcover histories, a few trade paperbacks with broken spines. All of it is ordered without being sterile — a coffee mug has been left on the kitchen island, running shoes are kicked near the door, a blanket lies rumpled over one arm of the couch. Signs of a person who lives here, not a model unit.

“You’re looking,” he says.

“I’m learning you.”

“Ask.”

“Later.” I turn from the windows. “Right now I want what you promised.”

He sets my bag by the hallway. “What did I promise?”

“You said the first sane thing you’d done in six months was this.” I step toward him. “I’m here. I don’t want the tour first.”

The last word barely lands before he closes the distance.

His hands find the lapels of my coat and he pushes it off my shoulders. It hits the floor behind me. He steps in close, his body warm against mine through the thin silk of my blouse, and his hands go to my waist, gripping, walking me backward two steps until my shoulder blades meet the cool expanse of window glass.

The city sprawls behind me twenty-eight floors down, all that deliberate light.

He doesn’t rush. He looks at me the way he looked at me in the coat room, but without the adrenaline edge, without the compressed urgency of borrowed time. There’s only the city below and his hands on my hips and his eyes moving over my face like he’s reading something he intends to remember.

“I’ve thought about this,” he says. “This exact view. You, here, with the city behind you.”

“Did it look like this?”

“Better.” He leans in and kisses the corner of my jaw, the line of my throat, the pulse point where my neck meets my shoulder. His hands move to the hem of my blouse, sliding under it, palms hot against my bare skin. “I thought about it the whole flight back from Charleston. The deposition prep took twice as long because I kept losing the thread.”

“Good.”

He makes a low, amused sound against my throat. His fingers find my bra clasp through the silk and unhook it. He peels my blouse over my head and the bra with it in one smooth motion. Cool air hits my breasts. His hands close over them, thumbs brushing my nipples, and they tighten under his touch before he’s even applied pressure. I arch into him.

“I thought about this,” he says, thumbs circling. “The way you react to being touched.”

He dips his head and takes one nipple into his mouth, tongue flat and firm, then suction. The sensation is sharp and direct, a line pulled tight from my chest to my clit. I grip his shoulders, fingers digging in. He spends time there, switching between them with unhurried thoroughness, sucking and biting gently while his hands work at my trousers.

By the time he drops to his knees in front of me, my trousers and underwear are pooled at my feet and I’m leaning fully against the glass, legs already unsteady. He looks up at me from the floor with the particular expression of a man who has wanted something for long enough that having it is a kind of satisfaction even before the act begins.

He doesn’t ease into it. He parts me with his thumbs and puts his mouth directly on my pussy, his tongue flat and broad, one long firm stroke from entrance to clit that makes my head knock back against the glass.

“Reid—”

He hums against me. The vibration compounds the pressure. He eats me with the same focused, deliberate attention he gives everything — like there’s a correct answer here and he intends to find it. His tongue circles my clit in slow, confident loops, then flicks, then seals his lips over it and applies suction. He reads my breathing, the hitch and hold and release of it, and calibrates, drawing out the pleasure in long plateaus before pushing it higher.

His hands stay on my thighs, spreading them, keeping me exactly where he wants me. The city blazes behind the glass at my back. One of his hands slides to my hip and grips, grounding me when my legs want to buckle.

The orgasm builds from somewhere deep, a thick, rolling wave that gathers too slowly and arrives all at once. I come with a cry that echoes in the silent apartment, thighs shaking against his face, fingers buried in his hair. He stays with it, gentling when I start to twitch, pressing slow, open kisses to my inner thigh as the last aftershocks run through me.

He stands. His chin is wet. He looks wrecked in the best possible way, color high on his cheekbones, hair disarranged where I pulled it. He kisses me deep and I taste myself on his tongue — the salt-thick proof of what he just gave me.

“I’ve thought about that for two weeks,” he says, rough against my lips.

“Stop thinking about it,” I breathe. “Do the next thing.”

He turns me, hands at my hips, walking me forward so my palms land flat on the glass. The city spreads below like a circuit board, every light deliberate, every line ordered. I can see our reflection — his fully clothed, mine bare — a clean contrast that should feel exposing and instead feels like exactly what we are: no performance, no pretending.

He strips his shirt and shoves his sweats down in a few quick movements. I hear the drawer of the side table behind us open, the brief rustle of foil. Then his hands return to my hips and his cock, thick and insistent, nudges against my entrance.

He pushes in. Slow. One deliberate inch at a time until his hips meet my ass and he’s fully seated, and we both hold still for a moment under the weight of it — the joining after the two-week gap, the accumulated wanting of every replayed memory from Charleston finding its end.

“Vivienne,” he says, my name rough in his throat.

“Move,” I say. “Please.”

He does.

He fucks me against the window the way the view suggests — with clean, hard force, each stroke long and driving, his body setting the rhythm like a metronome while his hands grip my hips and control the angle. The glass cools my palms. His body is burning heat at my back. Every thrust grinds him against a spot inside me that sends static up my spine.

“Look,” he says, his voice strained with effort. “Look at your city.”

“Your city,” I gasp.

“Ours, tonight.” He snaps his hips and I cry out, fingers splaying on the glass. “Come while you’re watching it. Come while you know where you are and what you chose.”

The command lands in the same place the heat does — somewhere past the rational — and it pulls the trigger. The second orgasm is sharper, brighter than the first, no slow buildup, just the sudden bright pressure of his cock and his command and two weeks of wanting, cresting and crashing. I pulse around him, hard rhythmic contractions, and hear his rhythm stutter and break as he follows me over the edge — a hoarse sound against my shoulder, his arms locking around my waist, his release hot and flooding, hips pressed deep and still while he shudders through it.

We stay that way for a moment, breathing against the window, both slumped, the glass fogged faintly where our breath has landed.

He pulls out with the careful, tender movements of someone attending to something he intends to keep. He disposes of the condom. He comes back and wraps his arms around me from behind, his chin on my shoulder, his body covering mine, and we look at the city together in the aftermath.

“Was it like you imagined?” I ask.

“No,” he says. Then: “Better.”



He carries me to bed the way he carried me in the Charleston hotel suite, one arm under my knees, and this time the gesture feels earned rather than surprising. He lays me on gray linen that smells like him — sandalwood and clean cotton and the particular warm edge of sleep. He strips off the remnants of my clothes, his hands careful and unhurried. He undresses himself. He gets in beside me and draws me against his chest.

His heart beats steady against my ear. The city hums faintly through the glass.

“Tell me something real,” he says, his hand moving in slow passes through my hair.

“Real how?”

“Real you. Not the event planner. Not the woman with the exit strategy. Not the woman who deleted my number and then wrote it down.” He pauses. “Something you haven’t said yet.”

I think about it. “I’m afraid of being planned again,” I say. “I know that sounds insane — I’m an event planner, everything I do is planning. But I mean by someone else. I’m afraid of ending up back in a version of my life that someone else designed for me while I was busy being accommodating.”

He’s quiet. “And tonight?”

“Tonight was mine.” I press my palm against his chest. “I planned this one.”

I feel him breathe. “Yeah,” he says. “You did.”

We talk in the dark, passing words back and forth the way you do when the lights are off and there’s no performance required. He tells me about the stress dreams before big depositions, the ones where he arrives to court without pants or briefcase. I tell him about the spreadsheets I build to manage event logistics, the way the structure of a good formula genuinely calms me down. He likes morning rowing, the burn in the shoulders, the particular blankness of it before the day starts. I like late nights in the office when the city outside goes quiet and the work is just the work.

None of it is important. All of it is.

The talking slows, the words spacing further apart. His hand in my hair moves less. His breathing deepens. The city holds its pattern of lights beyond the glass, indifferent and beautiful.

I drift under with my ear against his sternum and his arm around my back and the feeling, unfamiliar and absolutely unmistakable, of not wanting to be anywhere else.



I wake to gray light and the sound of his phone buzzing on the nightstand.

He’s already half-awake, lifting the phone, squinting at the screen. The arm around me tightens slightly, a reflex. I watch him read whatever the notification is and see the small change in his expression — a tightening around the eyes, a flicker of something flat and controlled.

“What?” I say.

“Mark.” He turns the phone toward me. A string of texts from the groom: a chain of the usual post-wedding decompression, then a pivot, then the name I didn’t want to see.

Bradley had stayed after the reception. There had apparently been a bar, a few groomsmen, enough alcohol that the performance instinct had overwhelmed the self-preservation instinct. He’d made a speech of sorts. The full elaboration: our relationship was a fraud, Vivienne was still carrying the torch, Reid was hired muscle she’d picked up to save face, she’d proven it herself by deleting his number at the gate.

Bradley had been watching me at the airport.

The cold that moves through me is specific and recognizable. Not fear. Not humiliation, exactly — something closer to the feeling of finding a hand in your pocket. Violation. He’d watched me grieve something private and converted it into ammunition.

“He saw me delete the number,” I say. “He didn’t see the note app.”

Reid sets the phone face-down on the nightstand with the deliberate care of someone setting aside a thing they intend to deal with properly later. “He’s trying to rewrite the weekend into something he can live with.”

“I know.”

“Do you want me to handle it?”

I know what that means, coming from him. I know the shape of the capability behind the offer — a firm’s general counsel, a targeted letter, the kind of legal pressure that makes a person understand the real cost of continuing. It’s effective. It would work. And it would mean Bradley was part of this, another guest in the bed, another ghost in the room.

“No.” The word comes out clean and certain. “Rule three. Just us. He doesn’t get to be part of this.”

Reid looks at me for a moment, that steady gray assessment. Then he picks up the phone again, types a single reply to Mark, and sets it down. He shows me before he sends it.

She’s here. Safe. Whatever Bradley is saying is his problem, not hers. Give the newlyweds our love.

Simple. Final. True.

He sends it.

“Done,” he says. He lies back and pulls me against him, his hand settling between my shoulder blades, warm and grounding. The violation already receding, replaced by the solid reality of this room, this man, this decision I made in a Brooklyn kitchen with a key in my hand.

“He saw me delete it,” I say again, because I need to say the rest. “He didn’t see me write it down in the notes app immediately after. He didn’t see me reading it on the plane. He doesn’t know I memorized it.”

Reid’s chest rises under my cheek. “Why did you memorize it?”

“Because deleting it felt like ending something and I wasn’t ready for it to end.” I pause. “Writing it down felt like saving it for a time I couldn’t see yet.”

His arm tightens. “You’re here,” he says, quiet, as if the fact itself is the answer to the question I was asking for two weeks.

“I’m here.”

He kisses my temple. “Go back to sleep. I have a briefing at nine but I’ll be back before three.”

I close my eyes. The city goes on doing its orderly, indifferent work beyond the glass. Inside this room nothing is orderly or indifferent. Inside this room everything is specifically, deliberately chosen.

I sleep.



He leaves at eight in a dark suit that fits like it was made for him specifically, which it probably was. He stops at the bedroom door in the manner of someone checking something important. “There’s coffee in the machine. There’s food. Make yourself at home.” He says the last phrase with a particular weight that suggests he means it literally, not as the social pleasantry it usually is. “I mean that.”

“I know.”

He comes back to the bed and kisses me — not a quick goodbye kiss but a full one, a kiss that communicates something about tonight and the nights after it that he hasn’t found words for yet. Then he leaves. The apartment door clicks shut with a confident mechanical sound.

I lie in the gray linen for a while, listening to the building and the city beyond it. Then I get up.

His bathroom: white tile, clean lines, one bottle of shampoo, one body wash, both expensive and understated. I shower with his soap and emerge smelling like him, a fact that should feel strange and instead feels like a continuation. I find his Northwestern t-shirt from last night on the chair and pull it on over my underwear, then add his sweatpants, rolled twice at the ankle. I look at myself in the bathroom mirror. I look exactly like a woman who made a decision and is living with it in the best possible way.

Coffee. His machine is a commercial-style thing on the kitchen counter with an instruction card taped inside the cabinet above it, in his handwriting, that assumes you might need it. The care in it makes something clench in my chest. I follow it. The coffee is very good.

I call my assistant and reschedule the Monday client call. She asks no questions. I text Lily: Chicago. His apartment. It’s real.

Her reply arrives forty seconds later, a single red heart.

I take my coffee to the window and look at the lake. In the morning light it’s a different thing from last night’s dark sweep — now it’s gray-blue and vast and deeply uninterested in me, which I find oddly comforting. The city moves around it, not over it. There’s something right about that.

I explore, quietly, with the respect due a space you haven’t been invited to colonize. The books are as I would have expected and also not: Litigating Complex Commercial Cases next to a biography of a rowing coach, a novel whose title I recognize as a Booker Prize winner with the spine cracked repeatedly as if he’d read it more than once. A single photograph on the bedroom shelf — Reid and his parents on a boat, all three of them laughing at something outside the frame. The photograph is the oldest thing in the apartment and the only personal display in it.

Around noon my phone buzzes.

Thinking about you on my couch.

A pause.

In my shower.

Another.

In my bed. Wearing my clothes.

I smile before I mean to. I type back: All simultaneously?

Take turns. Also: under my desk.

The desk sounds impractical.

Large desk. Significant square footage. Favorable ergonomics.

I’m laughing in the empty apartment, quietly, in a way I haven’t laughed in weeks. I tuck the phone away and go back to the window.

At two-forty-five, when I’m standing at the glass watching a freighter make its distant, unhurried way along the lake horizon, I hear the apartment door open.

He comes straight to me, dropping his briefcase by the couch without breaking stride. He’s still in the suit but his tie is loosened, draped against his chest, and his hair has been dragged into its end-of-day configuration. He takes my face in his hands and kisses me — a returning kiss, the kind that has the whole of a day compressed into it.

“You’re back early,” I say against his mouth.

“Wrapped the briefing.” He steps back and looks at me in his clothes. Something moves across his face, private and unguarded. “You look right here.”

“It’s the square footage.”

He reaches for his tie, unknots it, drops it over the arm of the couch. He begins unbuttoning the suit jacket. “I thought about the desk thing through most of the briefing, for the record. Counterproductive.”

“You brought it up.”

“I’m aware.” He drapes the jacket over the chair. He’s in his shirt and trousers now. He walks to the kitchen and pours water, drinks it standing at the island, watching me over the rim of the glass. “What do you want to do tonight?”

“You said you’d show me the city.”

“I will. But first.” He sets the glass down. He walks back to me and cups my face in his hands, his thumbs at my cheekbones. He kisses me slow and deliberate, his body pressing me gently back toward the couch, and when my legs hit the cushion he lowers me onto it with care.

He removes his t-shirt from my body and his sweatpants. He leaves me in just my underwear on the charcoal cushions, and he kneels beside the couch and looks at me in the afternoon light. He takes his time, and this time the time has a different quality — there’s warmth in it, something playful underneath the heat. He presses his mouth to my hip bone and nips, not hard. I make a surprised sound. He lifts his head with that corner-of-the-mouth smile.

“You’re laughing,” I accuse.

“I’m learning you,” he says, and repeats my words from earlier back to me.

He removes my underwear slowly and then takes the same devoted, patient approach to the task. He builds the orgasm the slow way, his tongue in long careful strokes, his fingers inside me finding the angle and holding it. When I come this time it’s a laughing, gasping thing — pleasure and warmth and the particular joy of being known, a little, by someone you’re only beginning to know back.

He lies down beside me on the wide sectional and pulls me against him. I throw my leg over his hips. His hands map the length of my back in slow, unhurried passes.

“I want to ask you something,” he says.

“Ask.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

I press my lips together to keep from smiling too wide. “Green. Forest green. The specific dark shade.”

“Mine’s blue. Like the lake this morning.”

“The lake is gray.”

“On clear days it’s blue. You have to catch it.”

We lie on his couch in the afternoon and talk about nothing important — colors and seasons and the specific cardamom buns from the bakery in Carroll Gardens that I’ve been eating every Saturday for three years. He tells me about the corner deli that has known his coffee order for five years without being told twice. We build the picture of each other’s ordinary lives, the texture of them. The stuff that doesn’t come up when you’re performing in someone else’s wedding.

Later he changes into jeans and a dark sweater. We walk to a small Italian place three blocks away, his hand at the base of my spine in the familiar gesture I’ve been cataloguing since the rehearsal dinner. We share pasta and a bottle of Barolo. He points out buildings as we walk back, giving me the quick histories, the ones he knows the way you know your own neighborhood — not fully, just the useful parts.

Back in the apartment, night settled around us, we stand at the window again. His arms come around me from behind. His chin rests on my shoulder. We look at the city doing its orderly thing, the avenues running long and straight toward the lake, the traffic lights cycling through their patient rotations, the distant red blink of a building’s warning beacon against the dark.

“Your flight’s at six tomorrow,” he says.

“I know.”

“I’ll take you to O’Hare.”

“Okay.”

We stay there a long time, the city holding its patterns below us. His breathing is slow and steady. The possessive weight of his arm across my chest is specific and deliberate and chosen.

“This isn’t ending tomorrow,” he says.

“I know it isn’t.”

“Tell me what you need for it to keep working.”

I think about it seriously. “Honesty. Predictability about when we talk, even if it’s not every day. Some understanding that my business is in New York and that’s real, not a problem to be solved.”

“Fair,” he says. “I need you to call me when something is actually wrong instead of deciding I can’t handle it. And I need to know you’re choosing this. Not tolerating it. Not making peace with it. Actually choosing it.”

“I’m standing in your apartment. I bought the ticket the same day the box arrived. I’m choosing it.”

He turns me in his arms and kisses me once, firm and certain, a seal on what we just said. Then he leads me to the bedroom by the hand.

We don’t make love that night. We lie together in the dark, touching wherever skin touches skin — his hand on my hip, my fingers tracing the line of his forearm, my head in the space under his chin. The conversation comes in fragments, the unimportant kind. What time does he usually wake up. Whether I drink tea or coffee as a default. If I’ve been to Chicago before. Light easy things that fill the quiet without demanding anything from it.

I fall asleep to his heartbeat and the low, distant sound of the city working through the night.



Morning. His alarm at six-forty-five. He showers first and I lie in the warm space he leaves in the linen and listen to him move through the apartment with the efficiency of a person in their own habitat. He makes eggs. He makes coffee in both mugs. He calls me from the kitchen.

We eat at the island, standing, close enough that our shoulders touch. The eggs are good. The coffee is the same caliber as yesterday. Outside the windows the lake is pale silver in the early light.

He drives me to O’Hare in the dark sedan, the city still half-asleep in the cold morning gray. At departures he parks in the short-term lane and gets out with me. He lifts my carry-on from the trunk and sets it on the curb and faces me with the same calm, direct attention he’s given everything since the moment the elevator opened last night.

“Text me when you land,” he says.

“I will.”

He cups my face and kisses me in the open, at the curb, in front of the arriving traffic and the departing strangers rolling bags toward the glass doors. It’s a real kiss. Not a performance, not a goodbye designed to look like something. Just a kiss that contains what it contains and doesn’t try to be more or less.

When he pulls back he looks at me with those gray eyes and I know he’s filing it, the same way he filed the look in the hotel room in Charleston, the way I filed the photograph on his shelf and the coffee instructions taped inside the cabinet.

“Goodbye, Vivienne,” he says.

It doesn’t feel like an ending. It feels like a sentence that has more to say.

“Goodbye, Reid.”

I wheel the carry-on toward the doors. The glass slides open, and the airport noise swallows me — the announcements, the wheels on tile, the compressed human bustle of a thousand departures happening at once. I don’t look back. He’s watching. I know this with the same certainty I know the address of his building and the number I memorized on the plane.

Security takes twenty minutes. My gate is all the way at the end of the terminal. I find a seat, plug in my phone, and open a new message.

Negotiation update: I want a longer venue next time.

I send it and wait.

His reply arrives forty seconds later. I can picture him exactly, back in the sedan at the curb or already merging onto the expressway, phone in one hand in the Chicago morning.

Venue: my life. Duration: open-ended.

I sit in the hard plastic chair with the terminal moving around me and the departure board clicking through its updates overhead, and I save the number. Not buried in a notes app. Not a secret I’m keeping from myself. I save it under his name, all caps: REID. Because the weekend in Charleston was real and because what happened in this city was real and because I flew here knowing it was and I was right.

My gate is called. Zone three.

I stand, shoulder the bag, and walk down the jet bridge toward the plane that will carry me back to Brooklyn, to the spreadsheets and the floral negotiations and the life I built from the rubble of the last one. The life that is entirely mine. The life I will now choose to share with someone, in flights and phone calls and evenings at the window watching the city that works.


Also by Jenna Sahara

Thanks for reading. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few more you might like:

The Foot Worship Club

Read The Foot Worship Club on Amazon

Collateral Swap: A Body Swap Story

Read Collateral Swap: A Body Swap Story on Amazon

Hotwife Theater: The Center Stage Affair

Read Hotwife Theater: The Center Stage Affair on Amazon
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