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Book one in the Three Wishes series

Be careful what you wish for...

 

Chloe isn’t bothered about turning thirty. She’s got a job bartending at her aunts’ pub, a small business designing and making jewelry that earns enough money to pay for itself and maybe an extra night on the town or so every month, and two of the best friends any woman ever had in Bailey and Gwen.

 

What she doesn’t have is a sex life. Which would’ve been fine except for the hammer-wielding eye-candy that is contractor Jesse Colson and his silver-fox partner, architect Knox Ager. Hired to renovate the pub, they’re always taking measurements and going over plans, watching her with flirty brown eyes (Jesse), smiling slow, sexy smiles (Knox), and in a fit of sexual frustration, she makes a wild and reckless birthday wish: a threesome.

 

But it can’t be with Jesse and Knox. They’re partners in more than business—married, in fact—and, though out and proudly bisexual, probably monogamous. And even if they weren’t, how would she know? No, Jesse and Knox are out. So with the help of her friends, she turns to the next best thing: a sex worker. Sawyer is discreet, professional, and, best of all, she doesn’t have an inconvenient, possibly life-destroying crush on him.

 

But everybody knows everybody in small, mid-western towns, and when she suspects Jesse and Knox might know Sawyer, she panics—and accidentally spills the beans on her threesome dreams. Which isn’t the disaster it seems since it turns out Jesse and Knox are more than willing to make those dreams come true.

 

But with the sexy times—and they are many—that inconvenient crush is turning into feelings, and Chloe starts to wonder if she’s made a terrible mistake. Because now her heart is involved, and a long-term, committed relationship with two men isn’t in the cards for this small-town girl.

 

Is it?




Dedication

for best friends

 




Author’s Note

I guarantee that I have not used AI in the writing of this book in any way. All the words are mine, from my own frantic little brain, and be they good or bad, I own them all.

 

Hannah Murray
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You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.

Wayne Gretzky

 

What he said.
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Chapter One

Chloe Bell knocked on the door of the hotel suite and shifted nervously, ready to apologize profusely and hurry back down the hall to the elevator when whoever opened the door asked her who the hell she was and what the hell she was doing there.

Because The Mark was the fanciest hotel in Braxton, Ohio, and it was New Year’s Eve, and even though Bailey’s text had directed her to come to the Premier Suite on the top floor, Chloe felt certain it was a mistake. Autocorrect, or maybe a drunk text, because Bailey was no more able to afford a place like this than Chloe.

And Chloe could barely afford to put gas in her car.

She tugged self-consciously at her jacket, making sure it covered the stain on her uniform shirt where she’d spilled the remnants of someone’s nachos earlier. The plate had been nearly empty and her shift nearly over, so she hadn’t bothered to change her shirt, but now she was wishing she had. The smear of bright orange stood out like a beacon, the cherry on the you don’t belong here sundae.

Her black slacks were relatively clean, and though her shoes were black, they had the thick soles and utilitarian look that screamed ‘service worker’. But they kept her feet from hurting too badly after a full shift behind the bar, and that mattered more than their appearance.

Or did, until she found herself standing in this swanky hallway, about to get thrown out for impersonating someone with money.

The thought made her snort. Nobody could mistake her for someone with money, and she could only be grateful that the front-desk staff had been too busy to question her on her skulk through the lobby. She’d thought the penthouse level would have required a special key card or code or something, but the elevator had carried her up smoothly and without incident, and now she was looking at a set of carved wooden double doors that wouldn’t have been out of place at the Vatican.

And they were opening.

She braced herself, poised to run, sure she was about to be facing some society matron who would look down her patrician, surgically sculpted nose at her and immediately call for security. Instead she let out an oof as a short, stacked white woman with bright red lips and a waterfall of ebony hair launched herself through the open doors and wrapped Chloe in an enthusiastic hug.

“I thought you’d never get here.” Bailey planted a smacking kiss on Chloe’s cheek. “What took you so long?”

“I had to work,” Chloe managed, and fought her way clear of the mass of Bailey’s hair. When she could see again, she blinked in surprise. “You got bangs.”

“New year, new hair.” Bailey gave the heavy fringe a light finger fluff, then ran her hands down her sleek fall of hair. “What do you think of the blue?”

Chloe eyed the streaks playing peek-a-boo with the thick, shoulder-length black. “Kind of subtle for you, isn’t it?”

“Well, I’m turning thirty this year. I thought I’d try maturity on for size.”

“Uh-huh. Did you pick the same color as your contact lenses on purpose, or is that just a happy coincidence?”

Bailey’s eyes—naturally a pale hazel, currently a blazing cobalt thanks to the colored lenses—danced as she laughed. “Is that a serious question?”

“Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.” Bailey was nothing if not purposeful. “Well, it might be subtle, but it works.”

“I know. Come on.” Bailey hooked her arm through Chloe’s and tugged. “Gwen’s already here. Where’s your bag?”

“I left it in the car. I’ll get it later.” Chloe allowed herself to be towed along, her eyes widening when they stepped into the suite. The floors were marble, the lights were crystal. The walls were a cool, minty green, a color picked up in the plush rug laid over the floor. A pair of sofas in white leather flanked a fireplace she could’ve stood in, the leaping blue flames surrounded by more marble. The art on the walls was vibrant and colorful, and the floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the city where snow was just beginning to fall.

“Uh, Bails?”

“What?”

“What the hell are we doing here?”

“It’s the night before your birthday,” Bailey reminded her and tugged her further into the room. The doors swung shut behind them with a subtle—and somehow expensive-sounding—click. “We always get a hotel room the night before your birthday. And my birthday, and Gwen’s birthday—”

“We always get a room at the Extended Stay Inn, or the Comfort Court, or if we’re feeling very fancy and tips have been good, maybe a B&B,” Chloe interrupted, turning in a circle to take it all in. There was a dining table against the back wall that could seat twenty, and a bar full of crystal that sparkled so bright it nearly blinded. “Which is in my budget. This is not, especially not on New Year’s Eve.”

“It’s my treat.”

“It’s not in your budget either,” Chloe pointed out. “Unless you’ve started doing high-end sex work and forgot to tell me.”

“No, but don’t think I haven’t thought about it,” Bailey said, then shrugged. “It was a gift from a client.”

“Did you help them cover up a murder?” Chloe wondered.

“No, but I helped her get a divorce.”

“Not as good as murder, but not bad,” Chloe decided. “Was it a messy divorce?”

“Oh, yeah. Does the name Dr. Dean Carmichael ring a bell?”

Eyes wide, Chloe let out a whistle. “The neurosurgeon who went to jail for beating his wife?”

“Actually, he went to jail for beating his mistress,” Bailey clarified. “That was after the divorce. Which I gather pissed him off enough he forgot to be careful.”

“How’d you get in the middle of that?”

“Jenna—that’s the wife—was one of my regulars. Every six weeks, cut and color. One day she came in with a metric fuck-ton of concealer that did not conceal a black eye.”

“Well, fuck.”

“Yeah. I knew something was up,” Bailey continued. “She never talked about him. With most clients, they get in the chair and tell you their life story. And she talked plenty, about her charity work, her sisters, her dogs. Nothing about him.”

Bailey paused to take a breath. “But that day, I don’t know why, it all comes pouring out. Long story short, he’s been abusing her their entire marriage, and she’s taken it because she didn’t see a way out. But the night before, he popped her one for something, some small thing, and it flipped a switch. She wants out.”

“Good for her,” Chloe murmured.

“Problem is, even though she’s got plenty of evidence of the abuse—plus the fact that he’s cheating on her with some intern at the hospital—she’s completely isolated. He tracks her every move, controls where she goes, who she talks to. Checks the bank account every night to make sure she doesn’t buy a stick of gum he doesn’t authorize.”

“Dick,” Chloe muttered.

“But now I know, and I’m not letting that shit slide. So we worked out a deal. I’d still do her hair, but when she paid me with the debit card I’d give it back to her in cash so she could save up for a lawyer. That way the dickhead could check the charges and not see anything off.”

“Nice,” Chloe said approvingly.

“They had a prenup, so she wasn’t thinking she’d get anything,” Bailey went on. “She just wanted out, you know? But it turns out, there was an infidelity clause.”

Chloe started to grin. “Was there, now?”

“Unfortunately for the asshole, it applied to both spouses. So Jenna got the dogs, the house, and a nice fat settlement, which includes a forty percent stake in this fine hotel. And the asshole is serving twenty-five to life for attempted murder on the mistress.”

Chloe sighed. “I love a happy ending.”

“Me too. She tried to write me a check.”

“And you wouldn’t let her,” Chloe guessed.

“I let her pay me back what I fronted her, that was fair. But getting paid for doing the right thing doesn’t sit right.”

No, it wouldn’t. Not for Bailey.

“I’d told her about our birthday tradition, one day when she was in my chair,” Bailey went on. “She remembered it, so when I turned down the money, she brought it up, offered the suite. And I figured, well, that’s a favor, and that’s different than payment.”

“A fine distinction, but an important one,” Chloe agreed and looked around the spacious room again. “I don’t know what the hell we’re going to do with all this space, though.”

“Enjoy it.” With a grin, Bailey crossed to the bar and plucked a bottle of champagne from a bucket. “See this label?”

Chloe did, and the bartender in her was doing the math. “I hope that’s complimentary.”

“All part of the package.” Bailey passed the bottle. “Open this. I’ll get the glasses.”

“Hey! How long is this stuff supposed to stay on?”

Bottle in hand, Chloe turned toward Gwen’s voice. “What’s she talking about?”

“The bleach on her hair.” Grabbing a trio of champagne flutes, Bailey shouted back, “Ten more minutes!”

“She let you bleach her hair?” Chloe asked, incredulous.

“Just the underlayer. She wants it purple.”

“You’re kidding.”

“She says she’s trying to be more adventurous.” Bailey rolled her eyes. “Come on. You gotta see the bathroom!”

Cradling the bottle of champagne like a beloved child, Chloe followed Bailey through the living area, down a short hallway, and into a bedroom that was twice the size of her whole apartment. The enormous bed was covered in a fluffy duvet the same color as the walls and piled high with pillows, a tufted bench at the foot in the same white leather as the living room sofas. Her footsteps slowed, everything in her yearning to stretch out on that lake of a bed and rest her aching feet, her tired muscles. But Bailey kept going into the adjoining bath, and after a last, longing look at the bed, Chloe followed.

She stepped inside and stopped dead. “Holy shit.”

“I know, right?” Bailey set the glasses down on the acre of countertop. “Dibs on the tub.”

“Hey.” Sitting backward on what Chloe recognized as one of the chairs from the dining table, Gwen turned to scowl at them. Freckles dotted her pale skin, and most of her chestnut-brown hair was piled on top of her head. The hairdresser’s cape wrapped around her shoulders rustled when she shoved her glasses up her nose and glared out of eyes the color of bitter chocolate. “Why do you get dibs?”

“Because I called it.” Bailey snapped on a pair of gloves and rubbed the hair at the base of Gwen’s skull, yellowed now with bleach, between two fingers. “You’re almost ready to rinse out.”

“I’m the one sitting here with noxious chemicals on my head,” Gwen protested. “Tell her she doesn’t get dibs, Chloe.”

“She called it,” Chloe said absently, taking in the rest of the bathroom. There was enough floor space to line dance, the glassed-in shower could’ve fit the Detroit Lions offensive line, and Bailey was going to be able to swim laps in the tub. “Okay, weird question. There’s a toilet, right?”

“In there,” Bailey said, pointing.

Chloe poked her head behind the smoked glass partition. “Ooh, a toilet and a bidet!”

“Really?” Gwen turned to look, then jerked back. “Ow! You’re ripping out my hair.”

“Then stay still,” Baily advised. “Okay, let’s rinse.”

“How?” Gwen wanted to know.

“Good question.” Bailey eyed the sink. “Can you bend over backwards?”

“What is this, Cirque du Soleil? No, I can’t bend over backwards.”

Bailey planted her hands on curvy hips. “Well, then we’re going to have to do this in the shower so I don’t get bleach in your eyes.”

“We’re not doing it in the shower,” Gwen protested. “The bleach will run down into my hoo-ha.”

Bailey rolled her eyes. “It will not. If anything, it will roll down into your butt crack.”

“I don’t want that, either.”

“Bleached assholes are all the rage, but fine. We’ll put a towel around you.”

Gwen’s eyes went wide behind her glasses. “Bleached assholes?”

“Why can’t you lay down on the counter?” Chloe interrupted. “There’s enough room, right?”

Gwen blinked. “Oh. Good idea.”

“That’ll work,” Bailey decided. “But first, we need a toast. You gonna open that bottle or what?”

“On it.” Chloe peeled off the foil and the wire. “Glasses ready?”

Bailey snatched them up. “Ready.”

Holding the bottle in one hand by the neck, she took a firm grip on the cork and with a practiced twist and yank, pulled the cork free with a celebratory pop. Wine bubbled over, and Bailey shoved a glass under the flow.

Chloe filled the glasses, then set the bottle down. “What are we drinking to?”

Bailey held up her glass. “Our thirtieth year.”

“Technically, we’re already in our thirtieth year. Years,” Gwen corrected.

“We turn thirty this year,” Bailey reminded her.

“Yes, but this is our thirtieth year. See, when you were a baby, before you turned one, that was your first year. Then when you were one, that was your second year. And when you turned three—”

“Jesus Christ, whatever. To our thirty-first year, then.”

“And new hair,” Gwen added, raising her glass. “I think.”

“It’s going to look amazing,” Bailey assured her.

“To taking new risks,” Chloe chimed in.

“Which reminds me, you’re getting new hair, too,” Bailey said.

Chloe started to voice an instinctive protest, then shrugged. “What the hell. New year, new risks, new hair.”

“This feels like a ‘famous last words moment’,” Gwen commented, “but I’ll drink to that.”

“That’s the spirit,” Bailey cheered over the ring of crystal as they tapped glasses, then downed the champagne.

“Hey, hey,” Gwen protested. “You can’t get drunk until you finish my hair.”

“Relax, one glass of bubbly isn’t going to impair me.” Bailey patted the countertop. “Come on, let’s get you rinsed out so I can get your color on.”

Gwen stood. “It’s going to be subtle, right?”

“Trust me,” Bailey said.

Gwen just stared for a second, then drained her glass and passed it to Chloe. “Fill me back up. I’m going to need it.”

Chloe eyed the gleam in Bailey’s eyes. “Me too,” she decided.

 

* * * *

 

Forty-five minutes and three glasses of champagne later, Chloe was sitting in the chair in front of the mirror, trying not to panic.

“Stop hunching your shoulders,” Bailey ordered.

“Sorry,” Chloe said, flinching at the snick of the scissors. “Shit. Sorry.”

Bailey’s exasperated sigh echoed off the marble. “You can open your eyes, you know.”

Chloe started to shake her head, then thought better of it. “No, I can’t.”

“If it makes you feel any better, my hair looks really good,” Gwen piped up. “You can hardly see the purple.”

“Because you chickened out,” Bailey accused. “If you can barely see it, then what was the damn point?”

“I know it’s there,” Gwen declared loftily. “And that’s enough.”

“Maybe I should just get a trim,” Chloe began, clutching her champagne glass harder. “You know, start small.”

“It’s a little late for that,” Bailey said. “What happened to new year, new risks?”

“I changed my mind?”

“No, you didn’t. You’re just panicking.”

“Well, yeah.”

“I’m surrounded by chickens,” Bailey muttered. “Do you want me to stop?”

Chloe started to say yes, then hesitated. “Do you promise it’s going to look good?”

“I’ve been cutting your hair for ten years. Have I ever made you look bad?”

Chloe bit her lip. “No.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes, but I’m scared.”

“Yeah, well, suck it up.”

Gwen snorted. “Nice pep talk.”

“Shut up, chicken. Am I stopping or not?” Bailey demanded.

“No.” Chloe thrust out the champagne flute she was clutching. “Fill me up.”

“Fill her up,” Bailey ordered and resumed snipping.

 

* * * *

 

“Maybe it’s the four glasses of champagne talking, but this is a good haircut.”

“Told you,” Bailey said smugly and popped a grape in her mouth.

They were in the living room, a fire in the fireplace and the fruit and cheese tray sent up by room service spread out on the coffee table. The second bottle of champagne they’d found in the bar lay empty on the rug, and Chloe was sprawled next to it, examining her reflection in the silver bucket.

“I mean, it’s short.”

“Really short,” Gwen chimed in from one of the sofas and nibbled on a wedge of aged Gouda.

“Stop trying to freak her out,” Bailey said. She was lying on the other sofa, her feet propped on a stack of pillows as she studied the room service menu. “Let’s order oysters.”

“I’m not trying to freak her out,” Gwen protested. “You think she can’t see it’s short?”

“I know she can see it, but if you keep talking about it, it’s going to freak her out. What about the oysters?”

“I’ve never had oysters. Are they good?”

“They’re slimy,” Chloe answered, still examining her hair. Her shoulder-length blonde tresses had been reduced to a short, shaggy cap. Spikey bangs dipped down to flirt with her eyebrows, somehow making her blue eyes look bigger, and she’d have sworn her mouth looked fuller. “It’s kinda punky, this haircut.”

“You should let me color it pink,” Bailey told her. “And oysters are not slimy. They’re delicious.”

“Now who’s freaking her out?” Gwen muttered.

“Does my mouth look fuller?” Chloe wanted to know. “I feel this haircut makes my mouth look fuller.”

“I don’t think so,” Gwen said, leaning over to peer into Chloe’s face. “But your cheekbones look cheekbonier.”

Chloe beamed. “Really?”

“You’re both drunk,” Bailey decided and reached for the phone on the end table. “I’m ordering oysters.”

“It’s almost midnight,” Gwen protested. “You can’t order food at midnight.”

Bailey was already dialing. “Five-star hotels have twenty-four-hour room service.”

“Oh, cool. Then get me some fries. And a grilled cheese sandwich.”

“It’s almost midnight?” Chloe struggled to sit up. “I have to make my birthday wish.”

“S’ok. You have, like, ten minutes,” Gwen assured her.

“Oh.” Chloe flopped back onto the floor. “Okay.”

Gwen rolled belly-down on the sofa so she could look down at Chloe. “Is it a good wish?”

Chloe smiled dreamily at the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. “It’s a great wish.”

Bailey hung up the phone. “Food’s on the way. They said half an hour. What are we talking about?”

Chloe struggled to sit again. “Did you order me a club sandwich?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“You didn’t say you wanted one.”

Chloe pouted. “I always want a club sandwich.”

Bailey rolled her eyes and reached for the phone again.

“Tell me what it is,” Gwen prodded.

“It’s a sandwich with turkey and bacon and cheese with lettuce and tomato and a third pieced of bread in the middle—”

“Not that,” Gwen interrupted. “The wish.”

“Not until midnight. It doesn’t count until midnight.”

Bailey hung up the phone. “Okay, your club sandwich is ordered. What are we talking about?”

“She won’t tell me what her wish is.”

“Not until midnight,” Chloe repeated. “I don’t want to jinx it.”

“Must be a good wish,” Bailey commented. “Is there any more champagne?”

“No. We finished the second bottle.”

Bailey lurched up from the couch. “I’m seeing what else we have. We have to have something to toast with at midnight.”

“Give me a hint,” Gwen urged Chloe as Bailey rummaged through the bar. “One word.”

“No,” Chloe said, giggling. “You have to wait until midnight.”

“Can we toast with blackberry brandy?” Bailey called.

“I’ll throw up,” Chloe called back.

“What about absinth?”

“We’ll go blind,” Gwen protested.

“I think that’s a myth,” Chloe told her.

“It also tastes gross.”

“Fair.”

Bailey came back with a bottle of Kahlúa. “Give me your glasses.”

Gwen grimaced. “Coffee liquor? For a toast?”

“You lushes guzzled all the champagne, so I don’t want to hear any bitching.” Snatching the glasses, Bailey poured a shot into each, then set the bottle aside. “Okay, Chloe. Make your wish.”

Chloe patted her pockets one-handed. “What time is it? Who’s got a phone?”

“Here’s mine.” Bailey picked up her phone from the coffee table. “Two minutes to twelve. Close enough.”

“No, I have to make the wish exactly at midnight. It won’t come true otherwise.”

“Fine.” Bailey tapped the phone screen, then held it up to show the clock counting down. “Happy?”

“Yes, thank you.” Watching the numbers tick down, Chloe wiggled to get comfortable. “I’m nervous.”

“Why?” Gwen wanted to know. “We do this every year.”

“I know, but…” Chloe bit her lip. “I really want this wish to come true.”

Bailey and Gwen exchanged glances. “Do you have any clue what she’s talking about?” Bailey asked.

“None. How much time is left?”

“Twenty-four seconds.”

“This is killing me,” Gwen muttered and lifted her glass to her lips. “Hmm. Kahlúa’s not bad. Do we have ice cream?”

“I could call room service again.”

“They’re going to hate us.” Gwen peered at the clock. “Ten seconds, Chloe.”

“Okay.” Chloe raised her glass. “For my thirtieth birthday, I, Chloe Elizabeth Bell, wish for…”

“What?” Gwen demanded.

“Spill it,” Bailey ordered.

“A threesome,” Chloe finished as the timer went off, the bells of the alarm clanging to ring in the new year. Chloe tipped back her glass and drank while Bailey and Gwen stared at her in open-mouthed shock.

 

 




Chapter Two

“A threesome?” Gwen echoed.

“Maybe it’s the booze talking,” Bailey suggested.

“It is not the booze talking,” Chloe said and hiccupped.

“You’re drunk,” Gwen pointed out.

“I’m drunk now, yes,” Chloe agreed and hiccupped again. “I was not drunk when I came up with this wish.”

“Which was?”

“Sophomore year of college.”

“You’ve wanted a threesome for ten years?” Bailey asked, incredulous. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Chloe blinked. “Um. I meant a threesome with two men.”

Bailey rolled her eyes. “Duh. I know you’re straight, Chlo.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“I think she means it’s weird that you’ve been thinking about this for ten years and you’ve never said anything,” Gwen put in.

Chloe shrugged. “I guess I just felt weird about it.”

“Why? We talk about sex all the time.”

“You talk about sex all the time,” Chloe corrected Bailey. “I mostly just listen.”

“Okay, that’s fair,” Bailey admitted.

“Why now?” Gwen asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean after ten years, why are you doing this now?”

“Because I’m thirty,” Chloe said. “And horny. And…”

“And you’ve met someone you want to do this with,” Bailey guessed. “I mean, someones.”

“No.”

Bailey arched an eyebrow. “Chloe.”

“No.”

The other eyebrow went up. “Chloe.

“No.”

Both eyebrows drew fiercely down in a stern scowl. “Chloe Elizabeth Bell.”

“Little bit,” Chloe confessed.

“I knew it,” Bailey crowed while Gwen gasped in shock. “Who?”

“It’s not important,” Chloe insisted, cheeks burning.

“If it wasn’t important you’d tell us,” Gwen pointed out. “And you wouldn’t be blushing.”

That was the trouble with lifelong friends, Chloe thought. They knew you too well to buy your bullshit. “Okay, but you have to swear you won’t say a word. To anybody.”

“Who are we going to tell?” Gwen wondered.

“I don’t know, but you have to swear.”

“I swear,” Bailey said. “You swear, Gwen?”

“I totally swear.”

“On your lives?” Chloe prompted.

“On my life, on my soul, on my corset collection and my pair of perfectly broken in knee-high Ferragamos,” Bailey said impatiently. “Tell us already.”

“Okay.” Chloe blew out a breath. “You know how Carrie and Mo bought the space next to the bar last year so they could expand?”

Bailey nodded. “Sure, I remember.”

“They’ve been looking for a while for someone who could handle it, and they found this company.” Chloe paused to lift her glass, realized it was empty, and set it down again. “They’ve been in and out of the bar for the last month or so, taking measurements, drawing up plans, meeting with the aunts.”

She snatched the bottle of Kahlúa off the table, poured herself a shot, and downed it. “And I’ve spent the last month or so having to change my panties after work.”

“Whoa.”

“I’ll second that,” Bailey said. “Who are these guys?”

“Hammer & Ink. That’s the name of their company. One of them is an architect, the other one does the contractor stuff.” Chloe blew out a breath. “And they’re both so damn hot I can’t stand it.”

Bailey had her phone in her hand and was tapping furiously at the screen. “God, I miss when search engines were useful. They’re a couple?”

“Uh-huh. Married for five years, Mo said. In business together slightly longer. Living rent-free in my head since Thanksgiving.”

“Here it is,” Bailey announced, then went still. “Oh.”

“Let me see, let me see.” Gwen moved over, pushing her face against Bailey’s to see the screen. “Oh.”

Chloe wanted another shot, but her head was already spinning, so she just lay down on the floor. “Told you.”

“I can’t decide which one is hotter,” Bailey mused. “The silver fox or the fuckboy.”

“He really does look like a fuckboy,” Gwen agreed, then hastened to add, “but not in a bad way.”

“No, in the very best way,” Chloe said and closed her eyes. It didn’t stop her from picturing Knox Ager and Jesse Colson in all their silver fox, fuckboy glory.

The first time she’d seen Knox he’d been in a suit, navy with a subtle pinstripe in a lighter blue, a vest to match, and a tie that reversed the colors of the suit. The suit had been sharp enough to catch her eye, but it was the face that had made her do a double-take.

He had smooth olive skin that glowed warm against the silver of his neatly trimmed beard, a mane of hair the same color that he wore swept back from a high forehead. His cheekbones were sharp, his jaw square, giving his face a sculpted appearance that made her fingers itch for a sketch pad even though she couldn’t draw for shit. He had smokey hazel eyes that glinted with warmth and humor, a slow smile that had butterflies dancing in her belly, and when he’d introduced himself, his voice had been low and smooth with just a hint of a drawl.

She’d managed to take his drink order without drooling, called back to the office to let Aunt Mo know he was waiting, and was mixing his Manhattan when Jesse had walked in.

Dressed in well-worn jeans and a long-sleeved gray T-shirt with the company logo emblazoned across the chest, he was Knox’s opposite, but no less gorgeous. Curly brown hair, thick and wild and shot through with red and gold, tumbled into his eyes. She’d watched, her heart pounding double-time, as he’d flipped it back with a toss of his head and aimed that fuckboy smile at her.

“Hey, beautiful,” he’d said, dimples popping in cheeks covered with a day’s scruff. His eyes, a deep, soft brown, danced with warmth and humor, as though he knew exactly what effect he was having on her pulse rate. He’d ambled toward the bar with an unhurried stride, settled on the stool beside Knox, and aimed a wicked smile. “How about a cold beer?”

She was very much afraid that if Mo hadn’t come out of the office at that very moment, she might have fallen at their feet.

Since then, she’d managed to act somewhat normal whenever they came in to go over plans or talk about changes with her aunts, relaxing enough to be able to exchange casual greetings and idle chitchat if they had to wait. But her heart still beat double-time whenever Jesse smiled at her, and Knox’s voice still sent butterflies dancing through her belly, and she’d had to go buy more underwear to avoid having to do laundry three times a week.

“What do you know about them?” Bailey asked, interrupting her stroll down Panty-Soaking Lane.

Chloe opened her eyes. “Just what it says on the website, and what they’ve told the aunts. Which isn’t much, I guess.”

“They’ve got a pretty thorough bio,” Gwen said, scrolling on the phone. “Education, experience.”

“I mean personal stuff,” Bailey interrupted. “You said they got together before they went into business together?”

“The other way around,” Gwen said, still scrolling.

“Carrie said they were both working for another firm when they met. Workplace romance.”

“Aw.”

“Yeah, except there was a company policy against fraternization, plus the owner was a raging homophobe. So they both got fired.”

Bailey scowled. “Dick.”

“After that, they decided to go out on their own, and be loud and proud.”

“If these photos are any indication, they do beautiful work,” Gwen said, finally looking up from the phone.

“The question is, what kind of work do they do in bed?” Bailey wondered and waggled her eyebrows. “And do they do it with women?”

“Their bio says they’re bi.”

Bailey snatched the phone from Gwen’s hand. “Seriously?”

“They’re open about it,” Chloe said. “Loud and proud, remember?”

“That’s awesome. Bi erasure sucks.”

“They may be un-erased, but they’re still married,” Gwen pointed out.

“Married doesn’t necessarily mean monogamous,” Bailey pointed out.

“It usually does,” Chloe countered. “And even if it doesn’t, just how the hell am I supposed to get that information?”

“That is a pickle,” Gwen agreed. “I guess you can’t just ask.”

“Maybe I can,” Bailey offered. “I could come by when they’re there, strike up a conversation.”

“And say what? ‘Hey, do you guys ever double-team chicks for fun’?”

“Well, I wouldn’t be crude,” Bailey muttered.

“Is there a non-crude way to ask that question?” Gwen asked.

Bailey considered that. “Maybe I could email them a survey.”

“Please don’t help,” Chloe begged.

“Well, how else are you going to make this threesome happen?”

“I don’t know. Hookup apps?”

“That’s a terrible idea,” Gwen replied, appalled. “Absolutely horrible. You might as well walk naked into a biker bar.”

“There aren’t any biker bars in Braxton,” Chloe told her.

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?”

“That hookup apps are a terrible idea!”

“Why are we talking about hookup apps?” Bailey asked. “I thought you wanted a threesome with Hammer and Ink.”

“I’d give my lapidary saw to have a threesome with Hammer and Ink,” Chloe declared.

“What’s a lapidary saw?” Gwen wondered.

“One of her jewelry-making thingies,” Bailey replied.

“But since the chances of that happening are exactly zero,” Chloe continued, “I’m moving on. In fact, I’ll just get a double-headed dildo and call it good.”

“TMI,” Gwen protested.

“Prude,” Bailey accused.

“Libertine,” Gwen countered.

Bailey turned to Chloe. “Did she just call me a slut?”

“Sort of, but in a very proper and ladylike fashion. Can we forget I ever brought this up?”

“No, it’s your birthday wish. It’s important. We can figure this out.”

“I can figure this out,” Chloe corrected. “It’s not a group project.”

Bailey ignored her. “If Hammer and Ink are off the table, and so are hookup apps—Gwen is right, that’s a terrible idea—”

Gwen smirked. “Told you.”

“—then we’re going to have to get creative.” Bailey tapped a blue-tipped fingernail against her lips. “Do you know anybody who’d be up for this?”

“Every cook and busboy at the restaurant,” Gwen replied. “But you’d probably be safer with the bikers.”

“Seriously? That restaurant has a Michelin star,” Chloe said.

Gwen snorted. “Like that means anything.”

“I could ask Nash,” Bailey went on. “I’m sure he knows someone. He’d probably do it himself, actually, if you wanted.”

Gwen’s eyes went round with shock. “He’s your ex.”

“We haven’t been together since college. We’re just friends, and at least I know you’d be safe with him. Plus, I know he’s done threesomes before.”

“With you?”

“I’d tell you, but it’s probably TMI.”

Gwen stuck out her tongue.

Bailey returned the gesture, then turned to Chloe. “Want me to call him?”

Chloe hesitated. Nash was a good guy, attractive and appealing in a bad-boy kind of way. But she’d always felt there was unfinished business between him and Bailey, something more than the simple friendship they both claimed, and the last thing she wanted to do was end up in the middle of a mess. She glanced at Gwen, saw the oh-hell-no reflected in her friend’s wide brown eyes. “I appreciate the thought, but it would just be too weird.”

“Okay, but if you change your mind, the offer stands.”

“Maybe you should try a swingers club,” Gwen suggested. “Those places have pretty strict rules about who they let in, consent, that kind of thing.”

“That’s not a bad idea.” Bailey picked up her phone. “Are there any swingers clubs in Braxton?”

“I have no idea.” Gwen scooted over to look over Bailey’s shoulder. “Shouldn’t swingers have an apostrophe?”

“No. It’s a club for people who swing, not a club that belongs to a swinger. And stop breathing on me.”

“Don’t click that, it’s a sponsored link. See, it’s in Vegas.”

“Dammit.”

Gwen made a grab for the phone. “Here, let me.”

Bailey elbowed her back. “I’m doing it.”

“You’re doing it wrong.”

Chloe rolled to her hands and knees, then planted a hand on the coffee table and pushed to her feet. “Since you two don’t need me for this, I’m going to go check out the water pressure in the shower.”

Leaving them to their bickering, she weaved her way down the hall and into the bathroom. Bailey had packed away the tools of her trade, leaving the marble countertops clear but for the fluffy white towels and the silver basket of complimentary toiletries. She poked through it, plucking out the little bottles of body wash and bubble bath, then turned to the tub.

Screw the shower, she was going for a swim.

She pushed the plug into the drain then turned on the taps. While the water gushed, she unscrewed the bubble bath and gave it a sniff. According to the label it smelled like orange blossoms and vanilla. “Works for me,” she decided and dumped it in.

The champagne and Kahlúa were making her head spin, so she hung onto the countertop to undress, then used the wall to guide her to the toilet room. By the time she emptied her bladder and used the bidet—and wasn’t that a trip—the tub was already half full, a pile of fragrant bubbles floating on the water.

Since she didn’t want to drown she turned off the taps, and was just sinking into the bubbles when Bailey and Gwen came walking in.

“I thought you were going to take a shower,” Bailey accused.

“Changed my mind.” The water was hot, almost too hot to stand, and it felt amazing. “Does this bubble bath smell like orange blossoms and vanilla?”

Gwen leaned over and took a sniff. “I don’t know. What are orange blossoms supposed to smell like?”

“Beats me.” Chloe scooped up a palm full of bubbles and brought them to her nose. “I like it, though.”

“I called dibs on this tub,” Bailey reminded them.

Chloe blew the bubbles on her hand at Bailey’s scowling face. “Snooze, lose. Besides, it’s my birthday.”

Bailey swiped bubbles off her shirt. “Bitch.”

“Oh, get over it and tell her what we found.”

Chloe looked at Gwen. “What did you find?”

Gwen nudged Bailey. “Tell her.”

Bailey grumbled, then sighed. “Fine. There are no swingers clubs in Braxton, but there’s one in Kenning.”

Chloe blinked. “In Michigan?”

“About ten miles over the border,” Bailey confirmed.

“The website is pretty comprehensive,” Gwen added and started to pass over the phone.

Bailey laid a restraining hand on Gwen’s arm. “Don’t give her that while she’s in the tub.”

Chloe frowned. “I’m not going to drop it.”

“You’ve killed two e-readers in the tub,” Bailey reminded her. “And that was when you were sober.”

Gwen shoved the phone in her pocket. “You can look when you get out.”

Chloe sank deeper into the tub. “I have to drive to Michigan for my threesome?”

“Looks like it,” Bailey said, then turned her head when bells rang out. “That’s room service.”

“I’ll get it,” Gwen offered.

“I don’t want to drive to Michigan,” Chloe complained as Gwen jogged out.

“I don’t blame you.” Bailey bent to rummage in the bag of hair-styling supplies she’d left on the floor. “If you’re going to drive that far for sex, you want some kind of an orgasm guarantee.”

“What’s the farthest you’ve ever driven for sex?” Chloe asked.

“Chicago.” Coming up with a hair clip, Bailey started gathering her hair. “But that was a special occasion, and at least when the sex was over, I was in Chicago.”

“What was special about it?”

“Nash’s twenty-first birthday.” Twisting her hair on top of her head, she secured it with the clip. “He was playing in a tournament, had to sneak me into his hotel room. Good times.”

“I bet,” Chloe said, then blinked when Bailey pulled her shirt off over her head. “What are you doing?”

Bailey unhooked her bra, tossed it aside, and began to wiggle out of her jeans. “Getting naked.”

Chloe watched the jeans follow the bra. “Why are you getting naked?”

“Because I called dibs,” Bailey said and, kicking her panties off, climbed into the tub at Chloe’s feet.

Chloe could only stare. “Did you dye your pubic hair blue?”

“Uh-huh,” Bailey said. “Put your feet together so I can get my legs on the outside of yours.”

Doing as she was told, Chloe continued to stare at the triangle of blue hair. “Isn’t that dangerous? Getting those chemicals so close to your vagina?”

“Nah. It’s a special dye for pubic hair.” Bailey sank into the tub, sending water and bubbles cascading to the floor. “God, that feels good.”

“We’re getting water on the floor,” Chloe said, watching the small river snake across the tile.

“There’s a drain.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Move your feet, they’re poking my pussy,” Bailey said.

Chloe drew her knees up. “My toes aren’t going to turn blue, are they?”

Bailey snorted, making her breasts bounce in the bubbles. “No. Are you going to drive to Michigan?”

“I don’t know. Your boobs are floating.”

“They’re very buoyant.”

Chloe looked down at her chest, still submerged in the water, and frowned. “My boobs don’t float.”

“That’s because your boobs are firm. Mine are…what’s a nice word for not firm breasts?”

Chloe thought for a minute. “Squishy?”

Bailey glared. “I said nice.”

“I think squishy is nice,” Chloe protested. “I like things that are squishy. Squishy makes me happy.”

Bailey flicked her fingers over the water, sending bubbles flying at Chloe. “Stop saying squishy. Soft. My boobs are soft. Ergo, they float.”

Chloe raised her hands to her breasts, testing. Yes, they were firm, but they were also soft. “I think it’s ’cuz yours are so big and mine are so small.”

“That too.”

“Food’s here,” Gwen announced, pitching her voice over the clatter of the room service cart, then stopped dead. “What the hell is this?”

“She called dibs,” Chloe explained.

Gwen hurried to the stack of towels on the counter. “For God’s sake, there’s water all over the floor.”

“There’s a drain,” Bailey said, but Gwen was already mopping it up. “Did they bring my oysters?”

“Yes, and your club sandwich,” Gwen told Chloe and grabbed another towel. “You couldn’t have let some water out before she climbed in?”

“She didn’t exactly warn me.” Chloe reached for the room service cart only to have her hand slapped away. “Hey.”

“Don’t reach, you’ll spill more water.” Tossing the towels aside, Gwen grabbed the cart to drag it closer. “Here, this is yours.”

“Yum.” Chloe reached for a sandwich triangle and bit in. “Ouch.”

“Take the toothpick out first, genius.”

“Where are my lemons?” Bailey wanted to know. “I can’t eat oysters without lemons.”

“They’re right here, your highness.” Gwen passed over a bowl covered in plastic wrap, then sat cross-legged on the floor. “Dammit, this is still wet.”

“Just take your pants off,” Chloe suggested. “That’s what we did.”

Gwen got up, put down a towel, and sat again. “So? What’s the word?”

Chloe plucked a piece of bacon out of her sandwich. “Squishy.”

“Huh?”

“Stop saying that,” Bailey ordered. “She means what’s the word on the swingers club in Kenning.”

“Oh. I don’t know. It feels weird to drive to another state just for sex.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Gwen agreed and bit into her grilled cheese.

Bailey picked up an oyster and a lemon wedge. “It’s really too bad Hammer and Ink aren’t a possibility. Those guys are hot.”

“So hot,” Gwen agreed and dipped a French fry into the fancy little saucer of ketchup room service had provided. “I might have a threesome if it were with those two.”

“Maybe you’re not a prude after all,” Bailey said approvingly.

“Thank you,” Gwen said solemnly. “You’re still a libertine.”

“Thank you,” Bailey said, equally somber, and squeezed lemon juice over her oyster.

“Shit,” Chloe said. “I dropped my sandwich in the water.”

“Told you,” Bailey said and sucked down the oyster.

 

 




Chapter Three

At four o’clock on January second, Chloe stepped out of her apartment, locked the door behind her, and, shivering in the cold, took the narrow stairs that ran down the back of the building to The Wild Clover for her shift at the bar.

She let herself in the back door, stepping into the narrow hallway between her aunts’ office and the tiny room that served as the staff lounge. Yanking the door shut behind her, she turned into the lounge.

The hooks just inside the door held half a dozen black aprons, fresh and crisp from the laundry. She snagged one, and a small pad of paper from the shelf next to it. Everything was electronic, but if she had to cover any of the tables or the bar got busy, she liked to be able to write things down. Seeing that Mo—who handled all the supply ordering—had restocked her favorite pens, she took three, tucked them next to the pad of paper, and headed out to the bar.

The pub was dimly lit, as pubs tended to be, with music playing low. The room was empty, as they didn’t open for the evening for an hour yet, and she scanned the room as she walked to the bar.

The tables were clean, the waitress station tidy. Someone had already done all the setups, and that meant Katie had probably had the lunch shift. Aways looking for something to do was Katie, and if she hadn’t been busy with customers she’d likely have done half the bar prep for the evening shift.

She stepped behind the bar and checked. Sure enough, the containers for limes and lemons and oranges were filled with fresh slices, the peels for garnish and twists tidily placed, and the containers of fresh juice filled.

“Correction,” she murmured. “All of the bar prep.”

Reminding herself to thank Katie—and tip her well—Chloe turned to her ice bin. She made sure it was full, then checked the cooler she kept filled with pint glasses. That was running low, so she moved the already chilled glasses to the front and refilled from the back. She checked the beer kegs, made a note of which ones were at half or lower, then went to the kitchen for more glasses.

By the time her aunt came out of her office at four-thirty, the bar was fully stocked and ready for the evening’s business.

“Hey, Aunt Mo.”

“Chloe.” Maureen Dobbs, a trim and fit fifty-five with bright auburn hair, a freckled nose, and what her wife of twenty years called doe eyes, came behind the bar to give her niece a fierce hug. “Happy birthday.”

“You already told me that on Wednesday,” Chloe reminded her, returning the hug.

“What, I can’t say it twice?” With a last squeeze, Mo stepped back. “What the hell did you do to your hair?”

“Bailey cut it,” Chloe said and barely resisted the urge to reach up and fuss with it. It still felt weird. “Do you like it?”

Mo reached up to tousle it, much as she had when Chloe was a child. “Very chic. You girls have a good time?”

“A great time,” Chloe said cheerfully. “Thanks for the night off.”

“You should thank me.” Mo moved past Chloe to reach into a cooler for a cold Coke. “Giving up my best bartender on New Year’s Eve.”

“It’s the only holiday I ask for all year.”

“Which is why I give it to you.” Mo popped the top on her Coke and drank. “And we managed to survive without you.”

“Speak for yourself,” came a voice from the kitchen doorway, and Chloe looked over to see Carrie coming out with a plate piled high with pasta. “I nearly died.”

Mo rolled her eyes. “You did not.”

“Well, it felt like it.” In her black-and-white checkered pants and white chef’s coat, Carrie walked around the bar, set down her plate, and hopped on a stool. “You can never have New Year’s Eve off again.”

“You say that every year,” Chloe pointed out with a smile.

“And I mean it every year.” Carrie aimed narrowed blue eyes at Chloe. “And every year, you ask Mo for the night off instead of me, because she’s a soft touch.”

“She’s in charge of front of house, you’re in charge of back,” Chloe reminded her. “Do you like my haircut, Aunt Carrie?”

Carrie’s mop of dishwater-blonde hair, tied up in a blue bandanna, bobbed when she snorted. “Don’t try to distract me.”

“Would I do that?”

“Humph.” Carrie forked up pasta, jabbed it at Mo hard enough to slop red sauce on the bar. “And you. Don’t think you can get around me with those doe eyes.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mo said, widening her eyes dramatically.

Carrie shoveled in pasta. Round where her wife was lean, her soft white skin flushed pink with indignation and the heat from the kitchen, she worked like a teamster and had a heart the size of Canada.

“Did you have a good birthday at least?” she asked once she’d swallowed.

“Great,” Chloe said and dampened a bar cloth to wipe up the sauce. “Bailey wrangled us a suite at The Mark.”

Mo let out a whistle. “Swanky.”

“I thought she was drunk texting me at first,” Chloe admitted.

Carrie barked out a bawdy laugh. “You didn’t trash the place, did you?”

“No, but we used all the bathroom towels,” Chloe admitted. “And spent a good hour cleaning up before we left.”

Pleased, Carrie nodded. “And you tipped housekeeping?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” Her gaze flicked to Mo. “Did you tell her yet?”

Mo shook her head. “I just got here.”

Chloe glanced from one to the other. “Tell me what?”

“The permits came in,” Carrie said in her typical blunt fashion. “Demo starts on Monday.”

“Oh.” Suddenly thirsty, Chloe reached into a cooler for a bottle of water. “That soon?”

“We want the restaurant up and running for Valentine’s Day,” Mo said.

“We’re keeping the bar open during reno,” Carrie continued, winding pasta around her fork. “With the wall up, it shouldn’t be too much of a bother.”

Chloe looked across the room at the wall separating the bar from the new space, the yellowed plaster and dark wood paneling that had been there as long as she could remember. “They’re not taking it down?”

“Not all of it.” Mo plucked a cocktail napkin off a stack and passed it to her wife. “Sauce on your chin. We were going to open it all the way up, make it one big room, but the wall’s brick.”

“Looks cool,” Carrie put in, swiping at her chin. “So we’re going to do a wide archway, take down the plaster on both sides to expose the brick. They’ll do that last.”

“Noise shouldn’t be too bad once the demo’s done,” Mo put in.

Chloe nodded. “Okay.”

“Jesse’s got a key to next door, and one for here.” Carrie gestured with her fork. “He’s gonna have to get to the electrical panel, plumbing, that kind of thing.”

Chloe sipped her water. “Makes sense.”

“Anything they gotta do with that stuff, they’re gonna clear with us first. You comfortable being his point of contact on that?”

“Me?” Her hand tightened on the bottle, making the plastic crinkle. “Why me?”

“Because you’re on site,” Carrie said, jabbing her fork at the ceiling—and Chloe’s apartment above it. “They can’t do that kind of thing while we’re open. And if they have to kill power to the building to work on stuff, that affects your place, too.”

Chloe gulped water. “Right. Okay, I guess.”

“Good. I gave him your number.”

Jesse has my number. “Okay.”

“Good. Your friend Gwen, she still waiting tables at Le Pigeon?”

The lightning change of topic made Chloe blink. “Yes.”

“She happy there?”

Confused, Chloe looked at Mo. “I guess?”

Mo sighed. “Slow down, Carrie. I’m in charge of the front of house, remember?”

Carrie grunted. “Just getting the ball rolling for you.”

“I can handle the ball myself.”

“Handle it, then. And while you’re at it, grab me a Sprite.”

“You’re such a pain in my ass,” Mo muttered, but reached into the cooler.

Carrie grinned. “That’s not what you said last night.”

“Yes, I did.” Mo plunked the can of pop on the bar and winked. “After.”

“If you two want to flirt, I can go do liquor inventory,” Chloe offered.

“We’ll flirt later,” Mo said while Carrie picked up her Sprite and drank. “When the restaurant opens, we’re going to need to hire more staff.”

“Sure,” Chloe said, nodding, then the light went on. “You want Gwen?”

“She’s an experienced waitress at a high-end restaurant,” Carrie put in. “Michelin star and all that happy shit.”

“Carrie,” Mo warned, and Chloe bit her lip to keep from smiling. Carrie had a chip on her shoulder about Michelin and their stars.

“What?”

Mo just sighed and turned back to Chloe. “We could use someone with her experience.”

“I don’t know,” Chloe hedged. She loved her aunts, loved the pub, but the kind of tips the wait staff got at the Wild Orchid didn’t hold a candle to what Gwen pulled in at Le Pigeon. “She makes pretty good tips, she might not be looking to switch.”

“Not a waitress,” Carrie mumbled around the last of her pasta. “Restaurant manager.”

“Really?”

“We need someone to handle that side of things,” Mo explained. “Train the wait staff, keep things running smoothly. I’m keeping the ordering and the scheduling for now, but I want someone I can pass that to, and other responsibilities.”

“I think she’d love it,” Chloe said. “But the money…I don’t know, Mo.”

“I know we can’t match the flying rat for tips—”

“Carrie.”

“—but the apartment would be part of the salary.”

“Apartment?” Chloe echoed.

“There’s an apartment above, right next to yours,” Mo explained. “It needs a little work, but it’s mostly cosmetic. New floors, cabinets, counters. Jesse and Knox say they can have it done the same time as the restaurant.”

“You’re kidding.”

Mo shook her head. “If she wants it, she can pick out some of the finishes—within budget.”

“Do you think it’d make a difference?” Carrie asked.

“Gwen’s got three roommates. Her cat’s scared of one of them, and the other two steal her food. Hell yeah, it’d make a difference. She can bring her cat, right?”

Carrie shrugged. “Long as she doesn’t bring it to work it’s fine by me.”

“Tell her to call me if she’s interested,” Mo said.

“I will.” Grinning, Chloe pulled out her phone, fired off a text—Call me ASAP, good news—then tucked it away.

“All right, that’s settled.” Her plate clear but for a few smears of sauce, Carrie boosted herself off the stool. “I’m going back to work. Unlock the front door so we can make some damn money to pay for all this construction.”

Chloe made her way out from behind the bar. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Special tonight is pasta pomodoro with garlic bread and a house salad, and I made lemon raspberry tarts. When they’re gone, they’re gone.”

Chloe paused halfway across the room. “Save me one?”

“When they’re gone, they’re gone,” Carrie repeated and swung into the kitchen.

“I already hid two in my office fridge,” Mo told her.

“You’re my favorite aunt.”

“I heard that,” Carrie shouted from the kitchen.

Laughing, Chloe flipped the locks open on the front door, flipped the switch to light the OPEN sign in the window, then leapt back with a squeak when the door nearly hit her in the face.

“Shit!” Brown eyes wide under the flop of his chestnut hair, Jesse Colson reached out, lightning quick, and grabbed her shoulders. “Are you okay? Did I hit you?”

Staggering backward, she would’ve fallen if he hadn’t tightened his grip. His hands were bare, the cold seeping quickly through the thin cotton of her shirt, but she barely felt it through the flush of heat. Embarrassment, excitement, and a level of arousal that she might have found baffling if she hadn’t been living with it for almost two months.

God, he was pretty. That tumble of rich brown hair, threads of red and gold gleaming. He had the face of a Renaissance angel, carved by one of the masters she’d studied in her art classes. Full, wide mouth, thickly lashed eyes the color of good chocolate, the kind she kept in the bottom drawer of her fridge for emergencies. He wore his habitual layer of scruff on his jaw, making her palms itch to stroke. And when he smiled, the dimples went deep.

“Chloe?” he said, jolting her back to reality. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Cheeks hot, she cleared her throat. “I’m fine. It didn’t hit me.”

“Good. Good.” His breath soughed out in relief and his grip eased, his hands sliding down her arms before falling away. He grinned, making the dimples pop. “Scared the shit out of me.”

“Me too,” she admitted. Her arms were tingling where his hands, rough with calluses, had made contact—and they weren’t the only things tingling.

“Jesse? Why are you standing in the doorway?”

“Sorry.” Stepping to the side, Jesse turned his grin on his husband. “I almost knocked Chloe on her ass.”

“Klutz,” Knox accused mildly, but his smokey hazel eyes were locked on Chloe. “You’re all right?”

“I’m fine,” she repeated, pleased that her voice didn’t waver. Considered it a minor miracle she was able to smile. He was just as pretty as Jesse. More dignified, with his mane of silver hair and neatly trimmed beard, the suit she could see peeking out from under the elegant black overcoat. But no less striking, no less compelling. No less knee-knocking, panty-melting sexy. “Just knocked me back a step is all. I was unlocking the door.”

“I should’ve been more careful,” Jesse claimed.

“I should’ve remembered the door was open,” she corrected.

Knox smiled. “He should’ve been more careful.”

She felt as though she’d been knocked back again.

She was used to seeing Jesse smile—he walked around with a perpetual grin, those dimples playing peekaboo with his scruff, those rich chocolate eyes dancing with humor and good cheer. It was infectious, that smile—an invitation to join in the joke, to laugh along, even as it sent the butterflies spinning in her belly.

But this smile, Knox’s smile, it invited something completely different.

It made her think not of laughing but of sighs in the dark, of deep kisses and the slick glide of bodies under soft sheets.

It made her ache.

“He’s always barging into places without looking,” Knox was saying, his smile deepening as he stepped inside and let the door shut at his back. It cut off the light from the street outside, leaving only the soft glow of the pub lights. She could only be grateful as it put Knox’s face in shadow, and let her breathe again.

“Really, it was my fault,” she said and, deciding a strategic retreat was in order, turned back toward the bar.

“You’re sure you’re not hurt?” Knox asked.

“No. I mean, yes, I’m sure.” She glanced back over her shoulder, then bit back an oof when she bumped into the bar. “Really, I didn’t even fall.”

“She’s fine, Knox.” Coming up behind Knox, Jesse clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Stop stalking her.”

A furrow appeared between Knox’s eyebrows. “I wasn’t stalking her.”

“Uh-huh.” Tugging off his shearling jacket to reveal a flannel shirt in blues and greens and a pair of worn jeans, Jesse straddled a bar stool. “Hey, Mo.”

Chloe’s cheeks flamed when she realized Mo still stood behind the bar. And had seen…whatever that was.

“Jesse,” Mo said mildly. “How’s it going?”

“Can’t complain,” he said cheerfully. “Got a beer for me?”

“I think we can set you up.” Mo turned her gaze on Chloe. “Can you take care of that, hon?”

“Ah, yeah.” Wiping her hands on her apron, Chloe scurried back behind the bar. “What would you like?”

“Something dark,” he decided and winked. “Surprise me.”

With the wink sending the butterflies zooming again—and the buzz from Knox’s smile still humming—Chloe turned to pull a pint glass from the cooler.

“So, what brings the two of you by? No problems with the permits, I hope.”

“Just the opposite,” Knox said as Chloe turned, glass in hand. He’d shed his coat and settled on the stool next to Jesse, as comfortable in his elegantly cut suit as Jesse was in his flannel and jeans. “We posted the permits in the front windows, upstairs and down. We’ll get started bright and early Monday morning.”

Mo shifted aside so Chloe could get to the taps. “That’s good to hear.”

Chloe chose the tap she wanted and concentrated on building Jesse’s beer while keeping one ear on the conversation.

“Since you’re closed on Monday, we’ll try to get as much of the heavy demo done as possible,” Jesse was saying. “We won’t get it all, but we can get most of it.”

“Appreciate it,” Mo said. “Oh, I emailed you earlier. We picked a tile for the new bathrooms.”

“I got it,” Knox confirmed. “We already put the order in.”

“Any word on the finishes for upstairs?” Jesse asked and flashed a smile at Chloe when she set his beer in front of him. “Thanks, beautiful. What am I drinking?”

“Murphy’s Stout.” She gave in to impulse and returned the smile. “Give it a try.”

He picked up the glass, toasted her with it, then took a sip. His eyes lit with appreciation. “Nice.”

“We’re waiting a few more days on the upstairs finishes.” Mo gave Chloe a subtle elbow jab to nudge her back. “Hopefully our new restaurant manager will be living there, and we’d like to give her a say in the design.”

“Don’t wait too long or you’ll be limited to what’s already in stock,” Knox cautioned.

“Understood.”

Jesse set his beer down, his upper lip covered with foam. “By the way, Chloe, I like the new hair.”

“Oh.” She let out a half-laugh, one hand lifting to toy with her bangs. “Thanks. I’m still getting used to it.”

“It’s charming,” Knox agreed, that slow smile curving his lips. “I half expect you to sprout fairy wings.”

“It’s a good thing she hasn’t.” Mo stepped pointedly between Chloe and the bar. “I’d have to buy all new uniform shirts. Can I get you a drink, Knox?”

“Try this beer,” Jesse urged. “It’s great.”

Knox looked at his husband, a look of amused affection coming into his eyes. “You have foam on your lip.” Reaching up, he wiped it off, then licked his thumb. “You’re right, that is good.”

Jesse curved a protective hand around his beer when Knox reached for it. “Get your own.”

Knox chuckled and looked past Mo to Chloe. “One for me, please.”

“Sure.” She dipped into the cooler for another glass, her heart beating double-time. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen anything sexier, or more romantic, than Knox licking foam from his husband’s lip off his thumb.

“Carrie’s doing pasta pomodoro tonight, if you’re interested in a meal,” Mo offered while Chloe pulled the pint.

“That means tomato sauce, right?” Jesse asked.

“It does. That sounds perfect,” Knox said with a smile that was far more benign than the ones he’d given Chloe. “Jesse?”

“Works for me.”

“Why don’t you two find a table, and Chloe and I will pop into the kitchen and get that for you.”

“Oh. Sure.” Setting the pint down in front of Knox, Chloe headed for the kitchen, Mo on her heels.

“What the hell was that?” Mo hissed as soon as the door swung shut behind them.

“What was what?” Chloe muttered and hoped the heat of the kitchen could be blamed for the color she knew stained her cheeks.

“You know very well what.” Mo poked her in the ribs. Hard. “The flirting with Jesse and Knox.”

“I wasn’t flirting,” Chloe protested.

“No, you weren’t,” Mo agreed. “But they sure were.”

“Were they?” Chloe ignored the leap of her heart. “I didn’t notice.”

“The hell you didn’t. You were blushing like a virgin.”

Chloe blushed like…well, like a virgin. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“If it had just been Jesse, I might agree with you. That boy flirts with everybody, and fuckboys gonna fuckboy.”

Chloe struggled not to take offense, knowing Mo didn’t mean any.

“But Knox isn’t a fuckboy, and I’ve never seen him be anything but professional and courteous,” Mo went on. “Until now.”

Chloe tried to play dumb. “He was courteous.”

Mo’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t play dumb. Do I have to warn them off?”

Horrified at the thought, Chloe shook her head. “For God’s sake, Mo, it’s just a little flirting. Guys flirt with me all the time when I’m behind the bar. It’s harmless.”

Mo looked skeptical. “Your personal life is none of my business, but they’re married. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“You’re overreacting,” Chloe protested, then jumped when her phone buzzed in her pocket. Grateful for the interruption, she dug it out. “It’s Gwen.”

“Good. You talk to her, and I’ll bring out the pasta.”

“You don’t want to talk to her?” Chloe asked.

“After,” Mo said.

 

* * * *

 

Knox kept his smile in place until Mo had disappeared back into the kitchen, then gave his husband a boot under the table. “Way to go, Romeo.”

“Me?” Jamming his fork into his pasta, Jesse returned the kick. “What about you, Mr. Smolder?”

Knox winced. “It was the haircut. It caught me off guard.”

“You always did have a thing for punky girls.” Twirling pasta around his fork, Jesse shot Knox a look from under his lashes. “If she’d dyed her hair pink, you’d probably have started drooling.”

Knowing it was the truth, Knox picked up his fork. “You see the stink-eye Mo was giving us?”

His mouth full, Jesse nodded.

Irritated with himself, Knox scowled at his pasta. “We’ll be lucky if she doesn’t fire us.”

Swallowing, Jesse shook his head. “She’s not going to fire us. They want the restaurant up and running by Valentine’s Day, and it’s too late to find another contractor or have new plans drawn up. Besides, she likes us.”

“That was before she saw us hitting on her niece.”

“We weren’t hitting that hard,” Jesse argued. “At least, I wasn’t.”

“Shut up,” Knox muttered.

“Besides, she was hitting back.”

Knox had noticed. “That’s not the point.”

“If it’s not, then I don’t know what is.” Jesse shot a look over his shoulder. The Friday night regulars were trickling in, and Chloe was busy behind the bar. Jesse turned back to Knox. “I want her, Knox.”

“Keep it down,” Knox muttered, even though with the music and the chatter of voices there was no way Jesse’s words would carry far enough for Chloe to hear.

“She couldn’t hear me if I shouted it,” Jesse pointed out. “You want her, too.”

Knox didn’t bother to argue. Jesse knew him better than anyone, and had clued into his attraction for Chloe almost before he had. “I want a lot of things. Doesn’t mean I can have them.”

“What are we going to do?”

Frustrated lust tangling with the pasta in his belly, Knox shrugged. “Nothing we can do.”

“I’m going to have blue balls for this entire reno,” Jesse groused.

Knox rolled his eyes. “Your balls are far from blue.”

Jesse’s grin flashed. “So are yours.”

“Which is why we’ll be fine.”

“Yeah.” Still, Jesse darted a glance over his shoulder. When he turned back, his brown eyes were wistful. “It’s not just that. I like her, Knox.”

I like her, too. “I know.”

“She likes us, too,” Jesse went on, then narrowed his eyes. “Don’t give me that look.”

“What look?”

“Your Jesse’s being an idiot look. I’m not wrong about this.”

“I don’t think you’re wrong, and I don’t think you’re being an idiot,” Knox soothed, hoping to cut Jesse’s temper off before it got going. He wanted to go home and fuck, not go home and fight. “I just think it’s foolish to focus on something you can’t have.”

Jesse’s eyes fired, and for a moment Knox thought he would argue. Then he slumped in his chair. “Shit. It’s not fair.”

“I know, babe.” Knox put down his fork and reached over the table for Jesse’s hand. Warm and strong, thick with calluses, his hands were Knox’s favorite thing about Jesse’s body. Well, second favorite. “It sucks.”

“Out loud,” Jesse agreed and turned his hand to grip Knox’s.

“It’s only six weeks,” Knox pointed out. “Think you can keep it together that long?”

“I guess.” Jesse glanced up, his eyes sparkling. “I might need to play earl and stable boy, though.”

Knox swallowed a chuckle. “You lent the riding crop to Jamie and Max for Halloween, remember?”

“Oh, shit.” Jesse frowned, then shrugged. “I’ll order another one.”

“Why don’t you just call Jamie and get ours back?”

“They’ve had it for two months,” Jesse pointed out. “You really want it back?”

“Order another one,” Knox decided, and, with a last squeeze of Jesse’s hand, went back to his pasta. “And while you’re at it, more lube.”

“We just stocked up,” Jesse reminded him.

Knox looked up. “Six weeks.”

Jesse pulled out his phone. “Ordering more lube.”

 

 




Chapter Four

On Monday morning, Chloe sat at the worktable set up in her dining alcove, a coil of thin silver wire at her left elbow and a plastic tray full of semi-precious gemstones in front of her. She was working on her third pair of earrings of the morning, a pair of hoops a toddler could put a fist through. With the bright overhead light illuminating her workspace, she was using the delicate wire to attach fat chunks of amethyst, roughly cut and polished, to the hammered silver of the hoop.

She’d forgotten to turn on music, so the only sound other than the quiet click and tap of her tools was the hum of the heater and the occasional muttered curse when the whisper-thin wire slipped away from her.

And, of course, the banging and clanging and clatter from the demo taking place below.

It had started at seven o’clock sharp, and would’ve woken her if she hadn’t already been up. She’d dragged herself sleepily into the shower a full two hours before she would have normally cracked an eyelid, then dressed with far more care than was usual for her day off. Since the aunts had made her the point of contact for the demo, she’d wanted to be presentable in case Knox or Jesse needed something.

Which was why she was making earrings while wearing a pushup bra and mascara.

An uncomfortable pushup bra, she amended—though she wasn’t sure there was any other kind—and tried to wiggle it into a more comfortable position.

“Useless,” she muttered, and with the underwire continuing to take indecent liberties, bent back to the earrings.

Her phone chimed, and she paused to squint at the text from Bailey. 

 

Picking up breakfast and coming over. What do you want?

 

With her stomach rumbling, Chloe tapped out a reply. 

 

Something with bacon and lots of cheese.

 

That got a thumbs-up, and Chloe picked up the next little chunk of amethyst.

Bailey must have been already on her way because barely fifteen minutes later she was strolling through Chloe’s front door in black jeans, black boots and a bright red jacket, her blue streaked hair in high pigtails. A yawning Gwen shuffled in behind her in a puffy white coat, a drink carrier with three coffees in her hand.

“Got you a breakfast biscuit, double bacon, double cheese,” she said, holding up a brown paper bag with a spreading grease stain. “Also coffee.”

“I got the coffee,” Gwen protested and yawned again.

“She got the coffee.” Bailey set the bag down on the counter that separated Chloe’s kitchen from the rest of the open living space and pulled out a wrapped sandwich. “You want this now or later?”

“Now.” Chloe got up from the table and crossed to the kitchen, taking the sandwich. “Thanks.”

“Welcome.” Bailey dug into the bag and came up with another sandwich. “Gwen?”

“I can’t eat that this early.” Coffee in hand, Gwen wandered into the living room to curl up on the sofa.

Chloe unwrapped her breakfast. “Ugh, there’s egg on this.”

“It comes with egg,” Bailey pointed out.

“I don’t like it with egg.”

“Then take it off. Do you want the cappuccino or the mocha?”

“Mocha.”

“Damn.” Bailey passed it over, then stripped off her jacket to reveal a black scoop-necked sweater and stepped around the counter into the kitchen. “Where’s your sugar bowl?”

“Counter, left of the fridge.” Chloe peeled the egg off her sandwich and tossed it back in the greasy bag. “Thanks for breakfast.”

“And the coffee,” Gwen chimed in.

“And the coffee.” Picking up both, Chloe shuffled into the living room to curl up on the sofa opposite Gwen. “You okay?”

“Tired,” Gwen said, sipping her coffee without opening her eyes. “Bailey woke me up at six-thirty.”

“Why?”

“Because I had an idea,” Bailey said from the kitchen. “You’re out of ketchup.”

“It’s behind the milk,” Chloe said and bit into her sandwich. The delightful combination of biscuit, bacon, and processed cheese had her sighing in delight. It was absolutely disgusting, and absolutely delicious. “What idea?”

“What?”

Chloe swallowed. “What idea?” she repeated.

“A brilliant one.” Bailey carried her food over to the coffee table and sat cross-legged on the floor. “Are you wearing a pushup bra?”

“Yes,” Chloe mumbled around a mouthful of food.

“Why?” Gwen wondered.

Bailey rolled her eyes. “Do you have to ask? I assume all that banging means they’re downstairs.”

Chloe sipped her mocha. “And next door.”

“The apartment.” Bailey nodded. “Is she going to take it?”

“I don’t know.” Chloe turned to Gwen. “Are you going to take it?”

Gwen took off her glasses, used the blanket spread across the back of the sofa to polish the lenses, then slid them back on. “I’m thinking about it.”

“She’s going to take it,” Bailey said and, unfolding the paper wrap on her sandwich, squirted a glob of ketchup onto the corner. “She always does that with her glasses when she’s made up her mind but she thinks she hasn’t.”

“I do not,” Gwen protested, then blinked. “Do I?”

“You do,” Bailey confirmed then turned to Chloe. “Anyway, back to my idea.”

“Do you know what she’s talking about?” Chloe asked Gwen.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Gwen said and downed the rest of her coffee. Her glossy brown hair was in a messy pile on top of her head, her glasses were sliding down her nose, and under the puffy white coat she still wore her pajamas.

“That sounds ominous.”

“Actually, it’s a good idea,” Gwen allowed. “I just wish she’d had it about four hours later.”

Bailey dipped her breakfast sandwich into the pile of ketchup. “I can’t help when genius strikes.”

“You can help when genius drags me out of bed,” Gwen countered.

“I wanted to catch her before she drove to Michigan.”

“It’s Monday morning,” Gwen pointed out. “Nobody bangs on Monday morning, even swingers.”

Bailey licked ketchup off the heel of her hand. “I’ve banged on Monday mornings.”

“No reasonable person bangs on Monday mornings.”

Her mouth full of food, Bailey just shot up a middle finger.

“Is someone going to tell me what this idea is?” Chloe asked, wiggling to get comfortable. The bra was pinching again.

Gwen jerked her chin. “Tell it, genius.”

Bailey swallowed, took a gulp of coffee, then wiped her hands on a napkin. “We think you should hire a sex worker.”

“For what?” Chloe asked, clueless.

“For your threesome.”

“Yeah, okay.” Chloe chuckled into her coffee, then lowered the cup. “Wait. You’re serious?”

Gwen reached over to snag Bailey’s coffee off the table. “Why not?”

“Hey, that’s mine,” Bailey protested.

“You got me up at six-thirty on my day off,” Gwen reminded her, then turned back to Chloe with her eyebrows raised expectantly. “Well?”

“For one, it’s illegal.”

Bailey waved that away. “It’s like a third-class misdemeanor. At most you’d do sixty days and pay a five-hundred-dollar fine.”

Chloe stared at her, then at Gwen. “What’d she do, look up the statute?”

“Yep.” Gwen gulped coffee, then choked. “God, Bails, how much sugar did you put in this?”

“As much as I wanted, because it’s my coffee.”

“Six-thirty,” Gwen repeated and sipped defiantly. “What’s second?”

“What?” Chloe asked.

“You said ‘first, it’s illegal’,” Gwen reminded her. “What’s second?”

Chloe struggled to shift her brain back into gear. “I can’t afford it.”

“How do you know?” Bailey wanted to know. “You make good tips.”

“Which I’m using to pay off student loans and buy jewelry supplies,” Chloe said, exasperated. “Half the time what’s in my fridge comes from the pub, and I can’t remember the last time I put a full tank of gas in my car.”

“You’ve got some savings, right?” Bailey prompted.

Chloe raked a hand through her hair. “Yeah. But I can’t spend that money. I need it for this summer, for the fair circuit. Entry fees, gas, marketing. Maybe a new car, if mine finally decides to die.”

Gwen and Bailey exchanged a look. “Would you do it if you had the money?” Bailey asked.

Chloe lifted her hands, then let them fall. “I haven’t thought about it.”

“Well, think about it now.”

Flustered, frustrated, Chloe shoved the rest of her breakfast sandwich in her mouth. “Where would I even find a sex worker?” she mumbled.

“Where you find everything,” Gwen said.

Chloe swallowed. “Amazon?”

Bailey grinned. “You know they’ve got a team ready to implement that the minute it’s decriminalized. With free delivery.”

“That’s a very disturbing idea,” Gwen decided. “But likely true.”

“Bet. Anyway,” Bailey said, “we found one for you.”

Chloe reached for the phone Bailey held out. “What’s this?”

“Who,” Bailey corrected. “That’s Sawyer, the answer to your threesome dreams.”

Chloe stared at the screen, where possibly the most beautiful man she’d ever seen stared back. He was white, with short, dark-brown hair swept back from a high forehead. He had a neatly trimmed beard covering a square jaw and a straight nose over a wide mouth with a full bottom lip that was curved, ever so slightly, in a soft, secret smile. And framed by lush eyelashes were eyes the color of fine peridots, sparkling with humor and warmth that even through the two-dimensional phone screen had a flutter stirring in her belly.

“Wow.”

Gwen nodded. “That’s what I said.”

“Hot, right?”

Chloe glanced at Bailey. “How’d you find this guy?”

“I’m just that good,” Bailey said grandly.

“You’re so full of shit. One of her clients recommended him,” Gwen told Chloe.

“You couldn’t let me have my moment?” Bailey demanded.

“We’re trying to convince her to hire a sex worker,” Gwen pointed out. “Do you think she’ll feel more comfortable knowing he came with a personal recommendation, or that you dug him out on a Google search?”

“Okay, that’s a good point,” Bailey allowed.

“One of your clients?” Chloe repeated, horrified. “Please tell me you aren’t going around telling people I’m looking for a threesome.”

Bailey sniffed. “Give me some credit. A couple of the girls were talking about how bad dating apps are while I was doing a cut and color, and my client said that was why sex workers were a much better option—no time wasted on duds, satisfaction guaranteed. She said it like a joke, but when I was rinsing her out I asked if she was serious. She gave me this guy’s info, said I could use her name as a reference.”

“So?” Gwen prodded. “What do you think?”

Chloe looked back at the screen, where those bright green eyes glowed. “I don’t know. What about guy number two?”

Bailey shrugged. “He probably has friends, colleagues he can tap for that.”

Chloe bit her lip. She couldn’t deny the idea had appeal—as did the undeniably sexy Sawyer. Still… “I don’t know.”

“Why not?” Bailey asked. “It’s safer than apps, and with a professional you won’t have to worry about any of the messy stuff.”

“Messy stuff?”

“Yeah, you know. Feelings and shit.”

“I think she means the expectations and boundaries would be clear,” Gwen clarified.

“That’s what I said.”

“It’s a good idea,” Chloe said, “messy stuff aside.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I still can’t afford it.”

“You haven’t even seen his rates yet,” Bailey protested.

“Well, unless he charges the state minimum wage, it’s a safe bet.” Chloe reluctantly handed the phone back. “Besides, I’d have to pay for two, and I really can’t afford that.”

“We’ll cover it.”

Chloe stared at Bailey. “What?”

“We’ll cover it,” Bailey repeated. “Gwen and I.”

“You can’t afford it either,” Chloe protested, then paused. “Can you?”

Bailey shrugged. “I’ve got some money socked away for a rainy day.”

“So do I,” Gwen put in. “Besides, I won’t have a rent payment soon.”

Chloe perked up. “You’re taking the job?”

“Of course I’m taking the job. I’d be silly not to.”

Chloe leapt up and flung herself across the sofa to smother Gwen in a hug. “We’re going to be neighbors again!”

“Don’t spill my coffee!” Gwen cautioned, holding the to-go cup aloft.

“My coffee,” Bailey reminded her sourly.

“Get over it,” Gwen advised.

“Can we get back to the topic at hand?” Bailey demanded.

Chloe sat back on the sofa with a wince and reached for the hook on her bra. “This fucking thing. I’m not taking your money.”

“What else am I going to spend it on?” Bailey wanted to know, and batted the bra away when Chloe flung it at her. “I have everything I need.”

“I was saving up for a deposit and first month’s rent on my own place.” Gwen sucked down the last of Bailey’s coffee. “I don’t need that anymore, so you might as well take it.”

“I’d never be able to pay you back,” Chloe protested.

“It’s a gift,” Bailey told her. “A birthday gift.”

Chloe shook her head. “I couldn’t.”

“You can.”

“I shouldn’t.”

Bailey held up the phone, where Sawyer’s green eyes sparkled. “You really should.”

Chloe stared at the image, indecision clawing at her. “It’s going to be a couple thousand dollars at least. You have that much?”

Gwen shrugged. “We can handle up to four. If we need more…”

“We’ll crowdfund the rest of it,” Bailey finished.

That startled a laugh out of Chloe. “What?”

“We’ll crowdfund it,” Bailey repeated, grinning. “People will love it. You’ll probably get enough money to fly to Paris and hire an entire soccer team to fuck you into a coma.”

“I don’t want a soccer team,” Chloe said faintly.

“I wouldn’t mind a soccer team,” Gwen mused.

Bailey grinned. “I knew you were a secret slut.”

“I’m really not,” Gwen sighed, sounding oddly forlorn, and got up from the sofa. She peeled off her coat and tossed it aside. “Where’s my breakfast sandwich?”

“On the counter,” Bailey said, frowning after her. She darted a glance at Chloe, a question in her eyes.

Chloe shrugged and mouthed I don’t know, watching Gwen shuffle across the room, pick up the sandwich, then shuffle back again. She sat back down on the sofa, unwrapped the paper, and took a bite before noticing her friends staring at her. “What?” she mumbled.

“Nothing.” Bailey cleared her throat and turned wide eyes on Chloe. “So? What’s the verdict?”

“I still don’t know,” Chloe hedged.

“Okay, look.” Bailey picked up her phone. “Let’s just fill out the screening questionnaire.”

“There’s a screening questionnaire?”

“Duh. The man is engaged in illegal activity, he has to make sure you’re not trying to bust him, rob him, or otherwise fuck him over.”

Chloe nodded, wondering when her life had gotten so surreal. “Sure, sure.”

“The referral from Julia will help,” Bailey assured her. “Once you pass that, you can set up a meet and greet.”

“A meet and greet?” Chloe echoed.

“It’s like a pre-date date,” Bailey explained. “An hour at a coffee shop, a bar, whatever, where you can meet and decide if you want to go for the full bang.”

Gwen choked, spraying biscuit crumbs.

“No pun intended,” Bailey said.

“Right,” Chloe muttered. “So I have to pass the screening before I can even, what, make an appointment?”

“That’s how it works. Safety first.”

Chloe shook her head. “I don’t know. This seems like an awful lot of trouble.”

“It’ll be worth it. Here.” Bailey passed over the phone. “Look over the questions while I make coffee.”

“I don’t have any,” Chloe said absently, taking the phone. She gave Sawyer’s picture a last, lingering look, then tapped the link for the questionnaire. “I’m trying to cut down.”

“Well, fuck. What do you have?”

“There’s tea in the cupboard above the fridge, and some Mountain Dew in the fridge.”

“Ugh.” Grimacing, Bailey got to her feet and gave Gwen a poke. “Get up and help me.”

“Why do I have to help?” Gwen complained.

“Because you drank all my coffee. The least you can do is help me make tea.”

“You woke me up at six-thirty,” Gwen groused, but hauled herself off the couch.

“Hey,” Bailey said when Gwen shuffled in the wrong direction. “The kitchen’s over here.”

“I need to pee,” Gwen said and shot a smirk over her shoulder on her way to the bathroom. “From all the coffee.”

“Bitch,” Bailey called after her.

Chloe listened with half an ear to Bailey banging around the kitchen while she looked over the screening questions. None of them seemed unreasonable, until she got to the requirement to upload a copy of her ID.

“I’m supposed to give this guy a copy of my driver’s license?”

Bailey set the kettle on the stove. “He has to verify you are who you say you are somehow.”

“Yeah, but my driver’s license? That doesn’t feel safe.”

“You upload it to watch porn,” Bailey pointed out.

“Fair point,” Chloe decided. “Why does he want all my social media accounts?”

“I asked Julia that.” Bailey pulled a box of Earl Grey from the cupboard. “She said it’s another verification tool. If someone doesn’t have an online presence, they’re probably using an alias.”

“Well, my Instagram is all pictures of jewelry, so I’m not sure what he’s going to get out of it.”

“Maybe he’ll buy a pair of earrings for his wife. Or girlfriend. Or whoever.”

“Yeah, ’cuz that wouldn’t be weird at all.”

Gwen stepped out of the bathroom. “What are we talking about?” she began.

“Selling earrings to sex workers,” Chloe said.

Gwen nodded. “Sure, sure.”

“Get over here and make the tea,” Bailey demanded.

“Nag, nag, nag,” Gwen said, then turned at the knock on the door. “Expecting company?”

“Shit.” Chloe tossed the phone aside and dove for the discarded bra. “Don’t open it!”

“Why? Who is it?”

“Three guesses,” Bailey said, grinning when Chloe stripped off her shirt. “I’ll give you a thousand dollars right now if you answer the door like that.”

“Shut up.” Chloe slid her arms into the straps, hooked the back, then bent forward to shimmy her tits into place. Dragging her T-shirt back over her head, she smoothed it down. “Am I okay?”

“You’re covered, if that’s what you mean,” Bailey said.

“You’re fine,” Gwen assured her. “Good cleavage, not too obvious.”

“Okay.” Taking a deep breath, Chloe nodded at Gwen. “Answer the door.”

“Does it say ‘butler’ on my resume?” Gwen wondered.

“Oh, shut up and answer it,” Bailey hissed. “I want a look at these guys.”

“On second thought.” Chloe started down the short hallway.

“No, you don’t.” Gwen planted a hand between her pushed-up tits and shoved. Chloe staggered back, and Gwen hurried toward the front door.

“Take a breath,” Bailey advised. “You’re going to hyperventilate.”

“I hate you,” Chloe whispered, then plastered a smile on her face as Gwen led a grinning Jesse down the hall.

“Sorry to bug you so early,” he began, his gaze flicking to Bailey. He nodded once, then turned back to Chloe. “Mo said to let you know when we started next door.”

“Oh. Okay.” Chloe tried not to notice how good he looked. He wore a shirt with the sleeves ripped off, showing off rippling arms, and jeans that were so relaxed they looked like they might melt off him at any second. The toolbelt hanging low on his hips dragged them down just enough to expose a tantalizing strip of flat, muscled belly.

His face was dark with dust and dirt, with a white ring around his nose and mouth where the mask, currently hanging around his neck, had protected him from the worst of the grime. There were small chunks of drywall in his hair, and sweat glistening on his skin.

She could’ve wrestled him to the floor and jumped his bones right there.

“We’re not doing much over there,” he was saying, oblivious to her rampaging hormones. “Just taking out the cabinets and tearing up that shit carpet. Shouldn’t be too noisy, but we wanted to let you know.”

“I appreciate it,” she said, somehow managing to keep her eyes on his face. He lifted one hand to scratch at the back of his neck, making his shirt ride up even further to expose his belly button, which was way sexier than it had a right to be.

Bailey gamely turned a gasp into a throat clearing cough, and jolted Chloe out of her happy-trail induced haze.

“Sorry. Um. These are my friends, Bailey and Gwen,” she said, gesturing. “This is Jesse Colson. He and his partner are doing the reno downstairs.”

“Pleasure,” he said, giving Bailey a grin and a nod before turning to give Gwen the same.

“Gwen’s going to be moving into the apartment next door,” Chloe supplied.

“You’ll have to give me your number,” Jesse said. “We’ll need to get your input on the new cabinets and flooring.”

Gwen blinked. “Really?”

“Mo said you get to pick,” Jesse told her, then turned at a knock on the door. “In here!” he hollered back, and Knox opened the door and stepped in.

“I need you on the cabinets,” he told Jesse, then his eyes lit on Chloe. “Morning, Chloe.”

“Knox,” she managed and just stared.

The man who looked so at ease in a smart suit was looked equally at home in the garb of a laborer. His mane of silver hair was caught back in a short, stubby tail, his face just as grimy as Jesse’s. He wore a gray T-shirt and worn jeans with work boots. A mask hung around his neck, and his smokey hazel eyes were bright in his filthy face.

“My husband, Knox,” Jesse said, drowning out Bailey’s reverently whispered holy shit. “This is Bailey and Gwen, friends of Chloe.”

“A pleasure, ladies,” Knox said with a respectful nod.

“Likewise,” Gwen said faintly.

“Gwen’s moving in next door,” Jesse explained.

Knox’s eyes warmed with his smile. “Great. We’ll have to get together to look at your cabinet and flooring options.”

Gwen’s gaze darted between Knox and Jesse. She looked shell-shocked, a feeling Chloe was very familiar with. “Okay.”

“Sometime this week?”

“Ah…I’ll have to check my work schedule. Can I let you know?”

“Sure.” Jesse turned to Knox. “You got a card?”

Knox frowned. “Don’t you?”

“Must’ve left ’em in my other jeans.”

With exasperated affection in his eyes, Knox dug a leather holder out of his hip pocket. “I don’t know why I bother ordering them for you.”

“Me neither.” Taking the card from Knox, Jesse passed it to Gwen. “Just let us know what works.”

Gwen took the card, holding it like it was made of crystal. Or dynamite. “Okay.”

“We’ll get out of your hair. Nice meeting you, ladies.”

Bailey found her voice. “Nice meeting you, too.”

Jesse’s eyes flicked to Chloe, warming with his smile. “See you later, Chloe.”

“Later,” she echoed.

“If it gets too loud for you, just let us know,” Knox told her.

She nodded. “Will do.”

He waited a beat, as though he expected her to say something more, then nodded. “Ladies,” he said to Bailey and Gwen, then turned to nudge Jesse out the door.

It closed behind them, and for a moment there was silence. Then Bailey exhaled loud and long. “Holy shit balls.”

Chloe gave in to her wobbly knees and sank to the sofa. “I told you.”

“I knew they were hot,” Bailey continued, coming around to sit beside her. Her eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed. “But that wasn’t hot. That was…I don’t have words for what that was.”

“Welcome to my world,” Chloe said.

“It smells like him,” Gwen said dreamily and Chloe looked up to see her friend holding the business card Jesse had given her up to her nose, her eyes closed. “Like sweat and soap and…and…”

“Basil,” Chloe finished.

Gwen’s eyes flew open. “Yes!”

“Jesse always smells a little like basil. I don’t know why.”

“What does Knox smell like?” Bailey wanted to know.

“He smells like basil, too, but I think that’s because it rubs off Jesse and onto him.”

Bailey’s eyes went hazy and unfocused. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

“You can’t live like this,” Gwen declared.

“I know.” Chloe raked her hands through her hair, grimacing when the bra shifted and pinched.

“I’m serious. This much unexpressed sexual energy is toxic. You have to get rid of it.”

“What do you suggest, meditation?” Chloe demanded. “An exorcism?”

Gwen dropped next to Bailey on the sofa. “You have to have the threesome.”

Bailey nodded. “She’s right. It’s the only way.”

Chloe stared at them, then nodded. “Give me the phone.”

 

* * * *

 

Next door, Jesse pitched his voice over the whine of the electric screwdriver. “A pushup bra, Knox.”

Knox grunted, his shoulder wedged under the cabinet Jesse was unscrewing from the wall. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“I swear, I don’t know how you ever got laid before I came along.” Tossing the screw aside in disgust, Jesse moved on to the next. “No woman just hanging out at home with pals puts on a pushup bra. I’m telling you, that was for our benefit.”

“You’re talking out of your ass, and this thing is cutting into my neck,” Knox complained. “Hurry up.”

“Last one,” Jesse said and set the screwdriver whirling. When the screw fell away, they lowered the cabinet to the ground. “These cabinets are ugly, but they’re solid wood. Somebody will be able to use them.”

“Let’s get the countertop up, then we can get the lower run and load them up into Sam’s truck. He said he’d drop them by Habitat for Humanity on his way home.”

In concert, and with the ease of long practice, they moved to tackle the ancient laminate. “A pushup bra,” Jesse said again.

“You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“It’s a sign.”

Knox whacked his mallet into the underside of the counter. “Maybe it’s a sign that her other bras were in the laundry.”

Jesse snorted. “You don’t know shit about women. She wanted her tits to look good, and that was for our benefit.”

“Then why didn’t she come looking for us?” Knox demanded, giving the laminate another whack.

“I don’t know. Maybe she was going to later. It’s still early. Grab that side.”

Knox got a solid grip on the edge. “Got it.”

They lifted together, and the counter came up with a wrenching crack. They carried it over to the hall, set it down, then went back to remove the lower cabinets.

“We’re really not going to do anything about this?” Jesse demanded.

Knox scooted inside the lower cabinet and put his screwdriver to work. “She’s a client.”

“Mo and Carrie are clients,” Jesse corrected, his screwdriver humming alongside Knox’s.

“Same thing.” Shifting to the next cabinet, Knox examined the back wall. “Got some water damage here.”

Jesse wedged in beside him to look. “Looks like they had a leak at some point.”

Knox gave the drywall a testing poke. “We’ll have to take this down, make sure there’s no mold.”

“Bet there’s brick behind there, like downstairs.”

Knox thought he might be right. “Let’s hope it’s in good shape, or this just got complicated.”

They worked in companionable silence, taking apart the cabinets and carrying them downstairs to Sam’s truck. The forecast was calling for several inches of snow by early afternoon, so when they had everything loaded up they sent Sam ahead to drop off the cabinets—and make a coffee run on the way back—and went back upstairs to tackle the carpet.

Jesse eyed Chloe’s door as they walked past, slowing down a little, and Knox grabbed him by the elbow. “Don’t even think it.”

“You’re so stubborn,” Jesse muttered but stomped obediently into the empty apartment next door. “Do you ever take that stick out of your ass?”

Knox shot him an amused look. “You find one when you were in there last night?”

For a moment Jesse’s eyes lit with laughter and remembered lust, then he was frowning again. “She wants us, Knox.”

Knox sighed, knowing Jesse wasn’t going to let it go. “I know she does.”

Surprise did what Knox so rarely could—rendered Jesse momentarily speechless.

“I’m not blind,” Knox continued, taking advantage of his love’s shock. “I see it when she looks at you, when she looks at me. I see it.”

“Then what—”

Knox shook his head. “She’s a client. Or close enough,” he said, anticipating Jesse’s next argument. “And wanting…it’s not enough. It’s not enough, Jess.”

He saw the truth of that hit, the acknowledgment of it in Jesse’s dark eyes. “There could be enough,” Jesse protested. “I really think there could be, Knox.”

Knox felt the same, but he shook his head. “And if there’s not?”

Jesse looked poised to protest, to argue, then raked a hand though his hair, sending drywall dust flying. “Shit.”

Knox reached out then, wrapping his hand around the back of Jesse’s neck. He tugged him in, pressing close so their hearts beat against one another. Jesse’s arms came up, his breath sighing out against Knox’s neck. “This sucks.”

“I know, babe.” Ignoring the sweat and the grime, Knox pressed his lips to Jesse’s temple. “For me, too.”

They stood there a moment, wrapped in each other, in comfort and love. Then Jesse sighed again, and eased back.

“Okay?” Knox asked.

Jesse offered a small smile. “Yeah.”

There was a sadness in Jesse’s eyes, lingering in the chocolate brown. “You sure?”

Jesse shrugged. “I will be.”

Knox searched those soft eyes for a moment, then nodded. “Okay.”

“I’m still going to flirt with her,” Jesse warned.

Knox found himself smiling. “I’d expect nothing less.”

“And I’m going to want blow jobs,” Jesse went on, the sadness fading into a lusty sparkle. “You know, to keep my morale up.”

Knox swallowed a laugh. “Not before you shower.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to get the blow job,” Jesse said.

Letting the laugh loose, Knox planted a smacking kiss on Jesse’s smirking mouth. “God, I love you.”

“I know. I love you, too.”

Knox kissed him again, lingering over it, then drew reluctantly away. “Come on, let’s get this carpet up.”

“Then I’ll blow you in the bathroom,” Jesse declared.

“You will not.” Refusing to laugh again, Knox fixed a stern look on his face. “We do not fuck in client spaces.”

“We fucked in the municipal building remodel,” Jesse reminded him.

“And almost got caught, which is why we made a rule that we do not fuck in client spaces.”

“Fine. But when we get home, I’m blowing you in the bathroom.”

“Make it in the shower, and I’ll blow you back.”

“Deal.”

 

 




Chapter Five

On Thursday night Chloe sat, her butt going numb and her coffee going cold, and tried not to have a panic attack.

She had picked Charlie’s Diner on Fourth Street instead of one of the popular cafés on Main for this meeting because she’d thought it would be less crowded, but she’d severely underestimated the population of Braxton, Ohio’s desire for straight black coffee and cheap pie. Every booth was full, every stool at the counter was occupied, and there was a cluster at the front door of mostly senior citizens waiting for a table.

She’d thought she’d picked a safe time, well past lunch and before the after work crowds, but four o’clock in the afternoon was apparently right in the middle of the early-bird rush, and the seniors were not happy. A lot of them were giving her the stink-eye, no doubt for taking up an entire booth by herself, and they weren’t being subtle about it.

The waitress wasn’t thrilled either, especially since all she’d ordered since she’d sat down was coffee. Chloe knew she’d have to order something else soon in order to keep the booth, like a slice of pie or a grilled cheese or maybe a side of beef, the way the blue hair brigade was glaring at her.

She was trying to decide between a slice of chocolate cream pie and the French dip when a shadow fell over the table. Fearing the waitress’s impatient scowl, she looked up, her apologetic smile already in place, then just stared.

Sawyer was even more beautiful in person.

“Chloe?” he said, his mouth curved in a polite smile with just a touch of flirt, his peridot eyes warm. He was wearing dark jeans and a forest green sweater, his shoulders impossibly broad under a wool coat of dark gray. His beard looked soft, the cheeks above it ruddy from the cold. His dark hair was a little longer than in his photos, tousled by the wind, and the little flecks of white melting in it told her it had started snowing again.

Realizing she was staring, she cleared her throat and tried for cool. “Yes?”

“I’m Sawyer,” he said, the amusement in his voice telling her the attempt at cool had been unsuccessful. He gestured to the booth opposite her. “May I?”

“Of course. Please.” Ordering herself to chill, she folded her hands on the table and waited until he’d settled into the booth. “Thanks for meeting me.”

“No problem. I like your choice of restaurant.”

She winced. “Sorry. I didn’t realize it would be so crowded.”

His eyes crinkled as his smile deepened. “No worries,” he assured her, then glanced up at the waitress. “Hello.”

Carol, who had given Chloe nothing but scowls from the moment she’d sat down, beamed. “Hey, there, handsome. What can I getcha?”

“I’d love a cup of coffee,” he told her, cranking the wattage in his smile up a few notches. “Cream and sugar?”

“You want the fake stuff or the real deal?”

“The real deal, if you have it.”

“For you, I’ll dig it out.” She winked. “Anything else?”

“Chloe? Would you like anything?”

“I’m fine,” Chloe said, noting without surprise the return of Carol’s scowl. “Thank you.”

“We’re good for now…” Sawyer leaned forward to check the name tag pinned to Carol’s impressive bosom. “Carol. But I’m going to need a slice of pie later.”

“Then I’ll be back.” Beaming again, Carol strutted away.

“Wow.”

Sawyer lifted one dark eyebrow. “What?”

Forgetting her nerves, Chloe snorted. “You know what.”

Sawyer’s smile managed to be smug and sheepish at the same time. “A smile goes a long way.”

“I smiled at her,” Chloe grumbled. “She didn’t offer me real cream.”

“I’ll give you some of mine.”

Chloe was saved from answering by the arrival of Carol with Sawyer’s coffee in what was surely record time, and watched with amused amazement as she laid it out in front of him like a five star meal.

“Now, you let me know if you need anything else,” she told him. “And when you’re ready for that pie, just holler.”

“I’ll do that.” Sawyer smiled. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome, sugar.” With a last beaming smile—and without looking at Chloe once—Carol walked away.

Sawyer picked up the little silver pitcher of cream—artfully wrapped in a paper napkin—and poured a dollop into his cup before holding it out. “Want some?”

Chloe took it, so entertained she forgot to be jittery when her fingers brushed his. “Does this happen to you a lot?”

Sawyer took the lid off the sugar bowl and added a spoonful. “Most people are more subtle than Carol.”

“That wouldn’t be hard,” Chloe said with a snicker, and was rewarded with a flashing grin.

“Touché.” He lifted his coffee for a sip, then set his cup down again. “So. You’re a friend of Julia’s?”

Suddenly nervous again, Chloe shook her head. “I’ve never met her. But my friend Bailey is her stylist—her hair stylist—and she gave Bailey your name to give to me.”

“I see.”

“I wrote that when I filled out the form on your website,” Chloe explained, then frowned. “But I was kind of nervous, so maybe I wasn’t very clear.”

“I got the gist,” he assured her. “Thank you for your thoroughness in answering the screening questions, by the way. That was helpful.”

Chloe nodded and tried to quiet the frogs jumping in her belly. “Do you, um, have any questions for me?”

Sawyer nudged his coffee aside. “I’d like to talk about what you’re looking for, if you’re comfortable with that.”

Comfortable? Nothing about this was comfortable. But she’d paid two hundred and fifty dollars to have this meet and greet—well, Bailey and Gwen had—and incurred the wrath of the senior citizen population to boot, so she might as well go all in. “Sure, we can do that.”

“My first question is why.”

It took her a moment to understand what he was asking. “Why the…threesome?” she mouthed.

Amusement quirked his lips, and he nodded.

Making an effort to keep her voice casual, like they were talking about learning to make Peking duck or rebuild a carburetor, she shrugged. “It’s been on my to-do list for a while.”

“How long is a while?”

“Since college, so about eight years.”

His eyebrows edged up in surprise. “That is a while. Why haven’t you done anything before now?”

“I think it started out as a fantasy,” she confessed, toying with the handle of her coffee cup. “Something that sounded exciting, but that I didn’t actually want to do, you know?”

He nodded. “I do.”

“Plus, I didn’t have anyone that I was remotely interested in doing it with,” she went on, “so it wasn’t hard to keep it in fantasyland.”

He hummed in agreement. “When did that start to change?”

“A few years ago, I guess. I still didn’t have any, you know, candidates, but it started feeling less like a fantasy and more like, I don’t know, a goal.”

“And now?” he prompted.

“Now?” she repeated.

“What made you go from maybe someday to contacting me?”

“Oh.” She cleared her throat, her cheeks heating. “I guess you could say I found some candidates.”

“Ah.” Understanding dawned in his pretty eyes, along with considerable amusement. “Well, then, at the risk of costing myself a job, why aren’t you having this conversation with them?”

“It’s a long story.” Cheeks burning, she fought not to squirm. “Let’s just say they’re not available.”

“Okay.” He watched her for a moment, assessing, then nodded. “I assume, if we move forward, you’d like me to provide the third?”

“I was hoping,” she admitted. “I’m kind of out of my element, here.”

“I have colleagues I’ve collaborated with before,” he assured her. “Do you have any specific preferences regarding body type, hair color, eye color?”

She shook her head, thought wildly—and inappropriately—of flipping through a catalog. “No, not really.”

“Okay. Tell me what you want this to look like.”

Helpless, she just stared at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

His eyes, which had cooled somewhat, softened and warmed again. “I’m sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself.”

“No, I’m sorry.” Overwhelmed, Chloe dragged a hand though her hair. “I think I’m in over my head, here.”

“Maybe a little,” he conceded, then surprised her by reaching over the table and taking her hand. His eyes were glowing as they stared into hers. “But that’s my fault. Let’s start over.”

Chloe took a slow breath in, and on the exhale, allowed her fingers to curl around his. “Okay.”

 

Knox pulled to the curb across from Charlie’s Diner and shoved the truck into park, the engine idling. “You want to run in or should I?”

“I’ll do it.” Jesse unbuckled his seatbelt. “You never ask for extra ranch dressing.”

“We have ranch at home,” Knox pointed out, laying his head back on the seat and closing his eyes. It had been a bitch of a day, and all he wanted was his patty melt, onion rings, a hot shower and as much sleep as he could get before the alarm went off in the morning.

“It’s not as good as Charlie’s,” Jesse told him. “You want ketchup?”

“We have that at home, too.”

“Just checking.” Jesse’s door opened, letting in a blast of frigid air, then shut again. “Fuck.”

“You forgot your wallet again, didn’t you?” Without opening his eyes, Knox hitched his hip off the seat to reach for his.

“No, that’s not it. Look.”

“I don’t want to look,” Knox complained, eyes still firmly shut. “I’ve been looking all day. I just want to go home and eat and shower and sleep, all preferably without looking.”

“Goddammit, Knox, open your eyes,” Jesse snapped, and the panic in his husband’s voice got through.

“What’s wrong?” Knox said, his eyes opening. Jesse was staring through the windshield, pointing, and when Knox followed his finger across the street to the front window of the diner, his heart dropped to his knees.

“What the fuck,” Jesse asked, the words bitten off with razor precision, “is Chloe doing with Sawyer?”

Knox stared at the couple in the booth, holding hands and smiling at each other as though they were the only two people in the world. “I don’t know,” he managed, and with fumbling fingers, switched off the engine. “But I’m going to fucking find out.”

He shoved the truck door open, into the wind and snow, and slammed it behind him. With Jesse hot on his heels, he stalked to the front of the diner.

 

“I don’t need romance,” Chloe was telling Sawyer, her hand still caught in his. She was relaxing, bit by bit, soothed by his calm demeanor and his focused attention. Not even Carol taking their pie order had thrown her off, and considering the waitress had looked as though she’d wanted to stab the back of Chloe’s hand with her stubby little pencil, that was saying something.

“None?” Sawyer asked dubiously.

“I’m not looking for wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am,” Chloe amended and smiled when he chuckled. “But hearts and flowers aren’t necessary.”

“I think I understand,” he said. His thumb was stroking the back of her hand in a soft, almost absentminded caress. She had no doubt he knew he was doing it, that it was a deliberate tactic, but it was nice all the same. “You want affection, respect, a little filth—”

“Maybe more than a little,” she interrupted.

He grinned, lightning quick and wicked as sin. “And to have fun.”

“Lots of fun.

“Fun is my brand, darling,” he assured her with a wink, then sobered a little. “Were you thinking of booking an overnight?”

“I hadn’t thought about it,” she said honestly.

“I’m going to recommend it. With what you’re asking for, the experience you want, you’ll want the extra time.”

She bit her lip. “I don’t think I can afford that. I actually can’t afford any of this, but my friends are chipping in.”

“Are they now? Well, that’s nice of them.”

“They wouldn’t take no,” Chloe admitted.

“Pie,” Carol announced, and with considerably less warmth than she’d used to deliver Sawyer’s coffee, plopped two plates down on the table. “Anything else?”

Chloe started to ask for forks, but Carol was already striding away. Nonplussed, Chloe blinked at Sawyer. “I guess we’re supposed to eat this with our hands?”

Chuckling, Sawyer slid out of the booth. “I’ll snag some forks at the counter. Be right back.”

She watched him go—and the back view was just as good as the front—then picked up her coffee with a sigh. He was very charming, and she enjoyed talking to him. And she had no doubt that if he was in charge of her threesome, it would be a delightful and highly satisfying experience in every way but one.

It wouldn’t be with Jesse and Knox.

She brooded into her coffee, annoyed with herself. Jesse and Knox weren’t an option, and she knew it. So why couldn’t she get them out of her head?

“Hey, Chloe.”

Their voices were even in her head, at least Jesse’s, she thought with a sigh. She was getting obsessive.

“Chloe?”

And there was Knox. Really, this wasn’t healthy.

“What’s she doing?” Jesse again.

“I don’t know.” Knox. “Maybe she can’t hear us.”

She could hear them. Of course she could. They were in her head, after all.

Oh, God. Weren’t they?

She lifted her head, then wanted to crawl under the table when she saw both of them standing beside the booth, staring at her with nearly identical looks of concern. Face flaming, she worked up a smile. “Hi, guys!”

“Hey,” Jesse said. “You okay?”

“Sure! I’m fine!” she squeaked. “Why do you ask?”

“We called your name,” Knox told her, eyeing her with concern laced with suspicion. “A couple of times. You didn’t hear us.”

She laughed, a high-pitched giggle that made her want to cringe. “Sorry. I was just thinking.”

They exchanged a look, the kind that said should we take this person in for an involuntary psych hold? She forced herself to relax and tried another smile. “So, um, what are you guys doing here?”

“Just picking up some dinner,” Knox said, his eyes narrowing. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh. Um.” Shit, shit, shit. She looked down at the table, and the slice of chocolate cream pie in front of her. “I’m having pie.”

“By yourself?” Jesse asked, one dark eyebrow going up in question.

A superfluous one, since Sawyer’s coffee cup and his slice of blueberry pie sat across from her. “No, I’m here with…”

“Me,” Sawyer finished, coming up behind Jesse and Knox with two forks in his hand a smile on his face.

Jesse automatically shifted to the side, but Knox just turned his head and glared. And though Sawyer’s smile stayed polite, one heavy eyebrow inched up. “Excuse me.”

His scowl deepening, Knox took a step back, and Sawyer slipped smoothly into the booth. “Sorry it took me so long, sugar. They were busy at the counter.”

“It’s all right.” Taking the fork he held out, Chloe wished she could slide under the table and disappear. Since that didn’t seem to be an option, she cleared her throat. “Um, this is Sawyer. He’s…”

“A friend,” Sawyer supplied smoothly when she faltered, and winked before looking up. “And you are?”

“What?” Knox said, scowling, and Jesse jammed an elbow into his ribs.

“I’m Jesse,” Jesse supplied, his normally cheerful expression twisted in a frown. “This is my husband, Knox.”

“A pleasure,” Sawyer said smoothly and reached across the table to take Chloe’s hand again. Knox hissed. Sawyer smiled. “And how do you know Chloe?”

When Jesse just stared and Knox just glared, Chloe stepped nervously into the conversational breach. “They’re renovating the pub my aunts own. The Wild Clover?”

“I know that place.” Surprised pleasure lit Sawyer’s eyes. “Your aunts own it?”

Chloe nodded. He was doing that thing with his thumb on the back of her hand again, and it was distracting. “I work there as a bartender.”

“Well, then, I’ll have to stop in for a drink,” Sawyer murmured, lowering his mouth to her knuckles, and Chloe blushed.

Knox snarled, Jesse said, “What the fuck?” and up at the register, Carol shouted, “To-go order for Jesse!”

“Sounds like your dinner is ready, boys,” Sawyer said, not taking his eyes off Chloe. Then his gaze flicked up. “Nice meeting you.”

Chloe looked up at Jesse and Knox’s thunderous faces, then back at Sawyer’s amused one, completely at sea. Then Knox turned abruptly and stomped away, and after a moment Jesse mumbled, “See you later, Chloe,” and followed.

Chloe blinked after them, then looked at Sawyer. “I have no idea what just happened.”

“No,” Sawyer said slowly. “I can see you don’t.”

“Are you going to explain it to me?” she demanded.

He picked up his fork and flaked off a bit of golden, sugary crust. “If I ask you a question, will you tell me the truth?”

Baffled, and growing more annoyed by the second, she picked up her own fork and stabbed it into her pie. “Yes.”

“Were those two—what were their names?”

“Jesse and Knox.”

“Right. Were Jesse and Knox the candidates you told me about? The ones that aren’t available?”

She paused, a forkful of chocolate cream halfway to her mouth, then shoved it in and nodded.

His lips twitched. “And you determined their unavailability how?”

She swallowed. “What do you mean, how?”

“Did you ask them?”

She was glad she’d swallowed, or she might have choked. “No, of course not.”

“Then?”

“They’re married,” she reminded him.

He shrugged. “I’m married.”

She blinked. “You are?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know what to do with that information. “Well, that’s not the only reason.”

“What else?”

“They’re working for my aunts.”

“Sticky,” he admitted. “But not insurmountable. Unless you don’t want to mount it.”

She almost smiled at the innuendo. “It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t want to mess anyone up.”

His eyes were soft with understanding. “You have feelings for them.”

She bit her lip. “I think…yeah.”

He put down his fork and reached for his coffee. “Want my advice?”

She guessed it couldn’t hurt. “Sure.”

“You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.”

She stared at him. “That’s it? I’m having a romantic crisis, and you’re quoting Wayne Gretzky at me?”

“I’m quoting Michael Jordan,” he corrected.

She shook her head. “It’s Gretzky. People think it’s Jordan, but he was quoting Gretzky.”

“Really? Huh. Well, regardless of who said it, the point stands.”

“I could’ve quoted Gretzky,” she grumbled, then sighed. “This is so complicated.”

“Complicated doesn’t mean not doable, or not worth it.” He gestured with his coffee. “Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.”

That got a smile out of her. “I guess you would. How do you handle it?”

“The complicated? By remembering what’s important.”

“That’s better advice than the Gretzky bit,” she mused. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” He took a last sip of his coffee, then set down the cup and checked his watch. “Speaking of what’s important, I need to head home.”

She glanced at the big black and white clock over the diner counter. They’d been there for over an hour. “Sure, okay.”

He picked up his coat. “This is the part where I say you should contact me when you’re ready to book, or discuss things further.”

Digging in her purse, she pulled out a twenty and laid it on the table. “Okay.”

“But I don’t think you will.”

She looked up to find him smiling at her. “Don’t get me wrong,” he went on. “I’d love it if you did. And I’d do my absolute best to make sure you have a wonderful, memorable, multi-orgasmic experience.”

He slid out of the booth to shrug on his coat, then bent down and gently, sweetly, laid his lips on hers. “But I’m not what you want. And, Chloe, you should have what you want.”

He kissed her again, softly, then skimmed a finger down the flush that had bloomed on her cheek. “Let me know, beautiful.”

And with a slow smile, he was gone.

 

Out in the truck, Knox stared through the window. Chloe had her hand pressed to her mouth, as though savoring Sawyer’s kiss, and Knox had never felt more like maiming another human being.

“You can’t kill him,” Jesse said beside him.

“The hell I can’t,” Knox growled.

“He’s our friend,” Jesse reminded him.

Knox ground his teeth so hard his jaw threatened to crack. “He kissed her.”

“That’s his job.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Knox demanded.

“When he comes out, we’ll talk to him,” Jesse offered. “Calmly. Reasonably.”

“You talk,” Knox said. “I’m going to be too busy committing murder.”

Jesse’s phone rang, and they both looked at the in-dash display.

“It’s him,” Jesse said and tapped the screen to answer. “Sawyer.”

“Jesse,” came the amused drawl. “Is Knox plotting my murder?”

Jesse darted a glance at his husband, who was glaring through the windshield at the front door of the diner. “I refuse to answer that on the grounds it may incriminate him.”

“I bet. Nice job pretending not to know me.”

The amusement in Sawyer’s voice wasn’t calming Knox down—he looked like he was about to chew through his jaw. Jesse cleared his throat. “Where are you?”

“Oh, I’m on my way home,” came the cheerful reply. “The diner has a back door, you know.”

“Fuck,” Knox muttered.

“I can see out the window as clearly as you can see in,” Sawyer informed them with amusement. “You think I don’t recognize ‘lying in wait’ when I see it?”

“We need to talk,” Jesse began.

“I realize that, but we’re not doing it in public. Especially when Knox is in scorched earth mode. Y’all can come to the house.”

Jesse shot Knox a look. “Is Lou home?”

“Of course,” Sawyer replied. “Why do you think I feel safe there?”

Knox sighed, and Jesse bit back a curse. “Okay, we’re on our way.”

“See you soon.”

The call clicked off, and for a moment, they just sat there.

“I’m not going to be able to kill him,” Knox finally said.

“Nope.”

“Will I be able to punch him?” Knox asked hopefully.

“I doubt it. Not unless you want to deal with Lou.”

“Fuck.” Knox sat there a moment longer, then with a long-winded sigh, put the truck in gear. “Is she still sitting there?”

Jesse looked at the diner window. “No. She’s gone.”

Knox pulled away from the curb. “I hope the son of a bitch has beer.”

 

 




Chapter Six

They pulled up to the tidy bungalow on the edge of downtown twenty minutes later. Built in the 1920s, it had needed considerable work when Sawyer and Lou had bought a year and a half ago—so much so that they’d spent the first month sleeping under a tarp instead of a roof.

They’d hired out for the big stuff like the roof and the foundation issues, and at Knox’s insistence had agreed to leave the plumbing and electrical to licensed professionals—despite Lou’s belief that anyone could do anything with the right YouTube video. But the rest, they were doing themselves.

“I wonder how much work they’ve gotten done,” Jesse commented when Knox stopped the truck behind Sawyer’s SUV.

Knox shoved the truck into park and switched off the engine. “I don’t care.” He didn’t want to talk paint colors, or the virtues of keeping the sash windows versus replacing them with new energy efficient, UV-rated ones. He wasn’t here to catch up with friends, or provide his professional opinion on which tile would work best as a kitchen backsplash.

He was here to find out what the fuck Sawyer was doing kissing Chloe.

Jesse laid a hand on his arm before Knox could launch himself out of the truck. “You need to get a grip.”

“I’ll get a grip,” Knox muttered. Right around Sawyer’s neck, he’d get a grip.

“I’m not kidding,” Jesse said, and his tone caught Knox’s attention. “You go in there spitting fire, Lou will kick us out on our asses.”

“Shit.” Knox dragged a hand through his hair. His fingers caught on the band holding it back, and he tugged it free. “I need a minute.”

Jesse’s hand slipped from Knox’s arm to his hand, turning so they were palm to palm, fingers entwined. “Tell me what you need.”

Knox blew out a breath, forcing himself to relax. Inch by inch, muscle by muscle. “I honestly don’t fucking know.”

“Blow job?” Jesse suggested.

Knox’s lips quirked into a reluctant smile. “Do you ever think about not making a joke?”

“Who’s joking? I’ll blow you right here.” Jesse let go of Knox’s hand to release his seatbelt, then turned on the seat. “Come on, whip it out.”

Knox laughed, some of the tension easing with it. “You’re such a slut.”

Jesse’s eyes twinkled. “Takes one to know one.”

Knox laughed again, then sighed. “What the hell was he doing kissing her, Jess?”

“I don’t know.” Picking up Knox’s hand again, Jesse gave it a squeeze. “Let’s go find out.”

Knox nodded, lifting Jesse’s hand to brush a kiss across the knuckles before letting go to reach for the door. “Okay.”

Jesse waited for Knox to circle the truck to his side before starting up the steps to the house. “I’ll do the talking.”

“What?” Knox frowned. “Why?”

“Because you’re still too pissed off.” Stomping the snow off his work boots, Jesse lifted his hand to the door, then paused. “Is that an alligator?”

“I think so,” Knox said, studying the brass door knocker. “Trust Lou.”

“I like it,” Jesse decided, then lifted the alligator’s tail to bang it against the door. “It’s heavy. Solid brass.”

Knox grunted, intrigued in spite of himself, then forced himself back to the matter at hand. “You don’t have to do the talking.”

“Yes, I do. I’m not taking a punch in the face for you tonight,” Jesse said, then smiled his most charming smile when the door opened. “Hello, Lou.”

The woman was a short and curvy sloe-eyed beauty. She had a heart shaped face, a lush mouth, and skin the color of rich, smooth cream. She had a smattering of freckles across her pert nose, a mass of curly red hair currently tied back in a black bandana, and was wearing a faded Tulane University sweatshirt and gray leggings spattered with paint. The sweatshirt’s wide neck had slipped off one round, freckled shoulder, and when she planted her hands on her hips, it stretched tight across her very pregnant belly.

“Jesse Colson, why are you smiling at me like that?” she demanded in her slow, Southern drawl, her native Louisiana thick in every syllable.

“Like how?” Jesse asked, still smiling.

“Like a fuckboy,” she replied.

Jesse just grinned wider. “Because you’re hot, Lou.”

“What I am,” she drawled, shifting to rub a hand over her belly, “is round.”

“And it’s hot.” Jesse reached out a hand, let it hover over the baby bump. “Can I?”

Her lips twitched into a smile. “Thank you for askin’. Y’all would not believe the number of people who think that just because I’m gestating, they’re entitled to just walk up and put their hands on me.”

“A notion of which I’m sure you disabuse them,” Knox said, and she turned those dark eyes on him.

“I do indeed.” Her smile turned just a little wicked. “And how are you tonight, sugar? You look a little…agitated.”

Recognizing the poke, Knox just nodded. “That I am, Lou. That I am.”

Humor danced in her eyes, flirted at the corners of that lush mouth. “Well, why don’t y’all come on in then, and we’ll talk about it.” She looked at Jesse, who had crouched down and had both hands and one cheek pressed to her belly. “Jesse. Get up, now, before junior here kicks you in the ear.”

“Huh? Oh.” He stood, joy and wonder in his expression. “That was so cool. I could feel it moving!”

“Yeah, me too,” Lou said with considerably less wonder. With a wave, she beckoned them into the house. “Y’all wipe your feet. Just because the floors are old doesn’t mean I want you tracking in mud and snow.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison and followed her inside.

The living room was, like the rest of the house, a work in progress. The walls were the original plaster, and showed patches of repair here and there. The fireplace brick had been repointed, and Knox could find no flaw in the work. The floors were indeed old, the original oak scuffed and scarred. They would be refinished, but that was the last project on a list of many.

They dried their feet on the thick mat inside the front door, then followed Lou through the open doorway to what had originally been the dining room. It was to be a study of sorts, and the cherry wood built-ins meant to display the family’s finest china would instead house books. The French doors that normally lived there had been removed, lest they get damaged, and were safely ensconced in the attic until the first floor reno was complete. The walls here had been sanded and prepped for paint, and there was a trio of color swatches on the interior wall.

Lou stopped to point at them. “Which one?”

Knox looked. There was a deep orange, a soft, mossy green, and a grayish blue that made him think of stormy skies and turbulent seas.

“I think the green,” Jesse began.

“Not you,” Lou interrupted and pointed at Knox. “Which one?”

Knowing she was needling him on purpose didn’t keep his back from going up. “It’s your room, Lou.”

“What, you can’t give a friend a professional opinion?” she asked, putting the faintest emphasis on friend.

“Fine,” he bit out. “Blue.”

“Why?”

“Because the green is too soft, too quiet, the orange too energizing. Save it for your office, maybe a half bath for fun. The blue is soothing without being too soft, relaxing without being boring.”

She eyed the swatches on the wall, then him. “Okay,” she said and pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen. Rolling his eyes merrily behind her back, Jesse followed.

Taking a deep breath, Knox trailed after them.

The kitchen was the most complete room in the house, with gleaming quartz countertops and a shiny new tile backsplash. The floors in here had been done, a test to see how the refinishing would go, and they gleamed golden in the light from the trio of pendants hanging over the island. The cabinets were original, refinished and outfitted with new hardware, and Knox was pleased to see they’d kept the leaded glass fronts. Lou had protested that glass cabinets would mean she had to keep their contents tidy, but Sawyer had argued since the kitchen was mostly his domain, he should get final say.

It looked like he’d won that battle.

The stove was an antique, something that might have been in the house when it was first built. When Sawyer had found it at an antique store in Saugatuck, its enamel had been cracked and pitted, one of its claw feet missing. It had been beautifully refurbished, and an enamel pot in flame orange sat on one of the burners, steaming gently. Sawyer, barefoot in the same jeans and sweater he’d worn at the diner, stirred its contents and sipped a glass of red wine.

“Boys,” he greeted them, then aimed a look at his wife. “He said blue, didn’t he?”

“Shut up.” She sniffed at the pot. “When is this going to be done?”

“Another half hour.”

She jutted her bottom lip out in a pout. “But your daughter is hungry now.”

“Aw.” Sawyer dipped his head and kissed her. “Feed her some fruit.”

“She’s sick of fruit, and so am I,” she muttered. “I want sushi. And soft cheese. And a ham sandwich I don’t have to microwave.”

“You’ll have to settle for chili tonight. In half an hour. You’re welcome to join us,” Sawyer said to Knox and Jesse. “But no yelling. It’s bad for the baby.”

Lou rolled her eyes. “It is not. Besides, if y’all fight it’ll take my mind off the fact that I can’t have beer with my chili.”

“We’re not going to fight,” Jesse began.

“Speak for yourself,” Knox said, his temper spiking again. Seeing Sawyer kiss his wife reminded him that the son of a bitch had kissed Chloe. “Why the hell were you kissing Chloe?”

Lou turned wide eyes on Sawyer. “Who’s Chloe?”

“My date tonight.”

“Oooh, this should be good.” Lou rubbed her hands together with undisguised glee. “Do I have time to make popcorn?”

“Tallulah Jane, behave,” Sawyer admonished.

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “When has that ever worked?”

“Never,” he admitted.

“So what makes you think it’s going to work now?”

“I’m waiting for a fucking answer,” Knox growled.

“You’ll watch your tone in my house,” Lou warned, jabbing a finger at Knox.

“Babe,” Jesse softly. “Ease back.”

“You too,” Sawyer told Lou.

Lou folded her arms and somehow managed to jam them between her impressive breasts and her burgeoning belly. “I will when he does.”

Knox knew pissing Lou off would get him nowhere, so he took a deep breath, then another, in an effort to calm down. But it wasn’t working. Annoyed, resigned, he looked at Jesse. “You better talk.”

“Gee, why didn’t I think of that?” Laying a calming—or more likely restraining—hand on Knox’s arm, Jesse stepped forward. “Is Chloe a client?”

Sawyer’s eyes, dancing with mirth only a moment before, were guarded. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

The surge of anger hit Knox like a wave, propelling him forward. “The hell you can’t.”

“Knox,” Jesse snapped, his hand tightening painfully on Knox’s arm to keep him in place.

“It’s okay, baby,” Sawyer murmured to Lou, who had stepped in front of him when Knox moved. He dropped a kiss on her mop of hair. “Knox isn’t going to punch me.”

Knox wasn’t so sure of that.

“You sure about that?” Lou asked, eyeing the hands Knox had clenched into fists.

“Sure, I’m sure. First, because we’re friends. And second, because he’s too scared of you to try.”

Since both of those things were true, Knox unclenched his hands. “Sorry,” he ground out, shoving his hands into his pockets, and tried to think of happy things. Like the smell of fresh cut grass, the taste of a cold beer on a hot day, Sawyer bleeding from the nose…shit, not that one.

“You good?” Jesse asked.

Knox jerked his head in a nod. “Fine.”

Lou was eyeing him, not with suspicion but with curiosity. “You don’t look fine, sugar. You look a mite tortured.”

“Tortured,” Jesse muttered and dragged a hand through his hair. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Look, we probably shouldn’t have come.”

“But you did,” Lou said, cheerful now. “So we might as well get into it. Who’s Chloe?”

“She’s a…not a client, exactly,” Jesse began.

“We’re doing a restaurant reno for her aunts,” Knox put in. “She tends bar there.”

“Okay. She cute?”

Jesse looked helplessly at Knox. “Ah…”

“Was that a hard question?” Lou asked, then turned to Sawyer. “Is she?”

“Very,” Sawyer said. “Petite, short blonde hair. Kind of punky. Blue eyes.”

“Nice,” was Lou’s opinion, while Knox struggled with the ridiculous urge to punch Sawyer for noticing that Chloe was cute. “Did she hire you?”

Sawyer hesitated. “Honey, you know I don’t discuss client business.”

“Yeah, but look at him.” Lou gestured to Knox. “You ever seen him look like that before?”

Sawyer lifted his gaze to Knox, considering, and surprise lit his light green eyes. “Well, damn.”

“What?” Knox asked.

“She didn’t,” Sawyer said. “Hire me. I left it open, and she might contact me, but…”

“But what?” Jesse prompted.

“I don’t think she will,” Sawyer admitted.

Lou frowned. “She didn’t like you? What’s wrong with her?”

Sawyer’s grin flashed. “Nothing’s wrong with her, and she liked me fine.”

Knox closed his eyes. Cold beer, fresh grass, Sawyer with two black eyes, a broken nose…

“Then what’s the deal?” Lou demanded.

“What she wants…”

Knox’s eyes flew open.

“…she doesn’t want from me,” Sawyer finished, looking Knox dead in the eye.

“What she wants?” Jesse echoed, sounding confused. “What does that mean?”

Sawyer held Knox’s gaze for another beat, then shifted to look at Jesse. “Just what I said.”

“But what does it mean?”

“Jesse—”

“I know, you don’t discuss client business,” Jesse interrupted, a rare impatience tightening his voice. “But you just said she hadn’t hired you, so she’s not a client.”

“Technically, no,” Sawyer allowed. “But we spoke in confidence.”

“But—”

“You might as well save your breath,” Lou advised, skirting around Sawyer to the stove. She picked up the spoon to stir. “He takes that shit seriously.”

“You said what she wants, she doesn’t want from you,” Knox said.

Sawyer nodded. “Yes.”

“So not just sex.”

Sawyer hesitated. “I can’t say.”

“For God’s sake, Sawyer,” Jesse blurted out.

“Watch your tone,” Lou warned, and spooned up a bite of chili. She blew on it, tasted, and hummed in pleasure. “Baby, this is so good.”

“I’m not fucking with you just for fun,” Sawyer told Jesse, then, “although that’s a nice side benefit.”

“For me, too,” Lou piped up, spooning up more chili.

“I promise my clients discretion, anonymity.” Sawyer opened a cupboard, took down a bowl, and handed it to his wife. “And yes, technically she’s not a client at this point, but anyone who contacts me, meets with me, gets that discretion and anonymity. It’s how I stay in business.”

“Nobody else wants any of this, right?” Lou said as she filled her bowl to heaping.

“I start telling client business, I might as well go back to selling tires,” Sawyer continued. “So no, I can’t tell you more. I’m skirting the line telling you what I have, and I wouldn’t have given you that much if you hadn’t spotted us together.”

“Look, I—we,” Jesse amended, “sort of have…feelings for her.”

Lou snorted into her chili. “Sort of. Right.”

Sawyer handed his wife a napkin. “Yeah, I got that when Knox growled at me in the restaurant.”

Jesse looked at Knox, a helpless look in his brown eyes. “We can’t really do anything about it, so—”

“Why not?” Lou mumbled around a mouthful of food.

Jesse blinked. “What?”

She swallowed. “Why can’t you do anything about it?”

“We’re renovating her aunts’ restaurant,” Knox reminded her, but saying it out loud made it sound…

“That’s weak,” Lou scoffed. “Do we have any cheese to put on top of this?”

“I was going to grate some, but you got greedy.”

“I’ll live without it,” Lou decided. “Where was I?”

“Weak,” Sawyer supplied helpfully.

“Right. So what if you’re doing the aunts’ restaurant? What’s that got to do with Chloe? She’s not the one who hired you, is she?”

“No,” Jesse admitted.

Lou waved her spoon. “She in charge of you at all? Making any design decisions, cutting checks, anything?”

Knox shook his head. “No.”

“Then what the fuck’s stopping you?”

“I… It’s complicated,” Knox managed.

“So the fuck what? Life is complicated.” She gestured to Sawyer with her spoon, flinging a blob of chili that landed on his chest. “Look at this fuckin’ guy.”

Sawyer frowned down at his sweater. “That’s going to leave a stain.”

“He literally fucks other people for a living,” Lou went on, clearly unconcerned for the fate of her husband’s sweater. “You think that’s not complicated?”

“Well, no,” Jesse admitted.

“You’re damn right, no. It’s complicated and messy and sometimes it’s fucking hard, but I love him and he loves me and we make each other a priority, and we make it work because it’s important. And this house.”

Since she didn’t pause for breath or a bite of chili, Knox assumed she didn’t actually want a response and wisely stayed silent.

“You think this house is uncomplicated?” Lou went on. “Plaster walls and fucked-up floors, plumbing and electrical that could kill us? We could’ve picked one of those new builds in some subdivision and saved ourselves the lead-paint abatement and foundation issues and new roof and plaster walls that aren’t square to anything but vibes and maybe ghosts, and we’d be thousands of dollars richer and fucking miserable. Because it’s not us. Because complicated doesn’t fucking matter. What matters is what you want, and need, and having the balls to go get it.”

She shoveled in a spoonful of chili, jabbed her spoon first at Knox, then at Jesse, glowering as she chewed.

“I don’t know what that means,” Knox confessed.

Jesse looked just as lost as Knox felt. “Me neither.”

“I think she’s telling you to find your balls,” Sawyer said with a grin.

Mouth full, Lou nodded, then grimaced and pointed at herself, then at Sawyer.

“What’s that mean?” Knox asked, fascinated.

“That means she’s eating too fast and needs something to drink.” Sawyer pulled a jug of milk out of the fridge. He got a glass, poured and handed it to her.

She took it with a grimace and downed half of it. “God, I hate milk. Milk sucks.”

“It’s good for you.”

“You suck, too,” she told him without heat and went back to her chili. “So?”

Knox realized she was talking to him when she stared at him pointedly. “So, what?”

“You gonna find your balls, or what?”

He honestly didn’t know how to answer that. He felt like he’d been through the emotional wringer, from fury to anguish to this confused…he didn’t know what to call this feeling. He looked into Jesse’s dark eyes, saw his own conflict reflected there. “We have stuff to talk about, I guess.”

To his surprise, Lou nodded. “Talking is good, as long as it’s followed by doing. You don’t do, you’re just a talking, ball-less fool.”

“I think what my beautiful wife is trying to say,” Sawyer said with a laugh in his voice, “is good luck.”

“That covers it,” Lou decided. “You got anything to add?”

“‘You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take’,” Sawyer said.

Lou rolled her eyes. “Fucking Michael Jordan again.”

“Actually, that’s Wayne Gretzky,” Knox said absently.

Sawyer laughed.

They left after that, declining an offer of chili and beer, and drove home in silence. Knox parked the truck in the detached garage and switched off the engine, then grabbed the now-cold food from the diner off the seat between them. “I’ll heat this stuff up.”

“You mind waiting half an hour?” Jesse asked, his usually vibrant voice quiet under the rumble of the garage door closing. “I’d really like to grab a shower first.”

“Sure.” Knox hesitated. “I was going to clean up, too, actually. Want some company?”

Jesse’s eyes met Knox’s, and the need in their velvety brown depths was like a fist to the gut. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

“Me too,” Knox murmured.

They got out of the truck and trudged up the short path to the brick church they’d renovated and made their home. It normally gave Knox a deep sense of pride and contentment to walk through those doors, to see all the love and sweat and skill they’d poured into it, but there was no room for it now. Habit had them stopping to peel off coats and boots, and Knox stopped in the kitchen at one end of the open living space to drop off the food. Then he was following Jesse up the stairs that led to the second floor.

Originally used for storage, they’d added insulation and reinforced the floor to make the attic their bedroom. The ceilings were low and the only windows were at either end of the long space, but they’d added skylights and recessed lighting, and the result was a cozy, welcoming space that was both restful and inviting.

Coming up the stairs, they passed through a cozy reading nook with a small electrical fireplace that was more for mood than for heat, then their king-sized bed in the middle of the room. They’d built the bathroom at the far end, including the giant shower Jesse had insisted on.

Knox had fought him on it, arguing that a six foot by eight foot shower with multiple jets and steam function was ridiculously indulgent and entirely unnecessary. But Jesse had put his foot down, as he so rarely did, and Knox had caved. And he had to admit that on hard, sweaty days when his body felt every one of its forty-six years, that shower was worth every penny they’d spent on it.

Jesse didn’t pause, just continued straight on to the bath. By the time Knox caught up to him he was already down to his socks and boxer briefs, his work clothes in a pile on the floor. Knox reached into the glassed-in shower to turn on the water, then bent to pick up Jesse’s clothes. He tossed them in the hamper, scooped up underwear and socks when they hit the floor, then paused to take in the view as Jesse stepped into the shower.

Firm, taut muscles, smooth, silky skin. Jesse tipped his face to the water, eyes closed, and Knox watched with increasing arousal as the water rippled down his body. Love, always present, tangled with lust and need to grab him by the throat, by the balls.

“Are you just going to stand there staring,” Jesse asked, his eyes still closed, “or are you going to come in here and fuck me?”

Lips pursed, Knox tried to gauge his husband’s mood. Less playful than usual, more urgent. A little rough. He could handle that, he decided, and tossed the clothes he held at the hamper before stripping off his own.

He stepped into the shower behind Jesse, eyes darting to the high shelf worked into the tile. Since shower time often turned to sexy time, they kept a bottle of lube there, and a couple of condoms should they decide to use them. Satisfied that the supplies were in place, he turned his attention to the man in front of him.

Smooth and wet, warm and willing, Jesse sighed with pleasure when Knox pressed against him, front to back, and wrapped both arms around him. “That’s nice.”

“Yeah?” Face buried in Jesse’s neck, Knox breathed him in. The lotion Jesse favored, some goat’s milk stuff he bought at the farmer’s market every year in bulk, carried a hint of basil. It made Knox’s mouth water.

“Yeah.” Jesse leaned back into Knox’s embrace. “More.”

“More like this?” Knox asked, using his teeth to scrape at the muscled column of his lover’s neck. A shiver ran through Jesse, thrilling Knox, and he stroked down the smooth, taut belly under his hands to the erection rising below. “Or more like this?”

“More like that,” Jesse grunted, hips surging, thrusting his dick into Knox’s grip. “Tighter.”

“You’re in a mood,” Knox observed, squeezing carefully.

“I need it hard,” Jesse panted. He let his head fall back to Knox’s shoulder, his chest heaving with his breathing. “Please, babe.”

“How?” One arm wrapped around Jesse’s chest, the other hand gripping his dick, Knox turned his head to look into his lover’s eyes. “How to do you want it?”

Jesse blinked away the water that had beaded on his lashes. “Fuck me, and jack me off.”

“Hard?” Knox asked. “Fast?”

Jesse nodded.

Knox tightened his fist around Jesse’s dick, slowly, carefully. “Mean?”

The light in Jesse’s eyes gave the answer before he spoke. “A little.” His throat bobbed when he swallowed. “Not too much.”

“All right.” Planting a soft kiss on Jesse’s cheek, Knox eased his hands away. “Put your hands on the wall.”

Jesse complied, and Knox reached for the lube. “Do you want a condom?”

Hands braced, head hanging between his shoulders, Jesse shook his head, sending water flying. “Uh-uh. I want to feel you.”

“Spread your legs,” Knox ordered and uncapped the lube. Standing back out of the spray, he poured some into his hand. “Wider.”

Jesse obeyed, leaning forward slightly so his ass jutted out, his balls swinging between his thighs. Another time, Knox might have gotten on his knees and played with them a little—sucking, nibbling, batting at them like a kitten with a string, just to hear Jesse laugh and curse and laugh again. But Jesse was shifting his weight restlessly from foot to foot, his urgency clear. So Knox slathered lube on the hard length of his dick and stepped forward.

Jesse rose on his toes and stuck his ass out further, firmly muscled cheeks spreading so the pucker of his asshole came into view. With the ease of their years together, Knox guided himself into place, Jesse exhaled, and with a long, slow push, Knox was buried to the balls.

“Fuck,” Jesse groaned, his hands fisting on the tile. His ass fluttered and spasmed around Knox’s dick, the process of adjustment familiar. Knox gave him a moment, then with a hand still slick with lube, reached around to grasp Jesse’s dick.

Jesse had said he wanted it fast and hard with a little mean, and that’s what he was going to get.

“Brace yourself,” was all the warning Knox gave.

He fucked without mercy, stroked without compassion. The lube was made to hold up in water, but the force of the spray would eventually wash it away, so Knox considered it a race—to get both of them off before the shower forced him to reapply. The sounds of good, hard sex filled the small space, Jesse’s cries and Knox’s grunts mingling with the slap of flesh on flesh.

Knox felt Jesse’s cock tighten in his fist, those first pulses of release throb through. Bending his knees for leverage, he fucked harder, faster and, desperate to gain that last little bit to shove them both over the edge, sank his teeth into Jesse’s shoulder.

Jesse’s shout bounced off the tile, his ass spasming and his dick jerking in Knox’s hand. He shook, trembling almost violently, and Knox slapped a hand on his belly to hold him still. Once, twice, three times more he plunged deep, then the blazing heat and blistering pleasure was his, too, and he emptied himself into Jesse’s willing body.

After, when they could stand upright, they washed each other in silence that felt like a warm blanket, quiet and comforting. They exchanged soft kisses, gentle touches, as after the frenzy of their lovemaking they both wanted the soft and gentle again.

They took their time until finally, dressed in what Jesse called their comfy, at-home clothes, they went downstairs to heat up dinner.

“The good thing about fried food,” Jesse decided after sampling a warmed-up chicken strip, “is that you can reheat it in the air fryer and it’s just as good.”

“I’m forced to agree,” Knox said, biting into an onion ring. “But I feel guilty that there are no vegetables on this table.”

“Coleslaw is a vegetable,” Jesse pointed out. “It’s several vegetables.”

“I suppose technically that’s true,” Knox conceded. “But I think the presence of that much mayo negates any benefit.”

“A veg is a veg,” Jesse insisted and forked up a mouthful.

Knox smiled. “And does the lemon meringue pie you got for dessert count as a fruit?”

“Absolutely.”

“You’re feeling better,” Knox observed.

Jesse poked at a chicken strip. “I wasn’t feeling bad.”

“No, but you were…” Knox paused, searching for the right word.

“Edgy,” Jesse supplied, his dark eyes meeting Knox’s.

Knox picked up his patty melt and took a bite. It, too, warmed up well in the air fryer. “Yeah. Me, too.”

“I noticed. Scared me a little.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.” Knox reached for the beer he’d decided to have with his dinner. “I crossed a line.”

“You didn’t. Came close,” Jesse admitted. “But you didn’t cross it. And I understand.”

Knox washed down his sandwich with a swig of beer. “I’m glad you do, because I don’t.”

“You like her.”

His beer empty, Knox went to the fridge for another. “That’s not news.”

“No, I mean you like her. You like her like I like her. Like you like me.”

“I love you,” Knox reminded him.

“Yeah.” Jesse nodded, dark eyes watchful. “I know.”

Knox sighed and put the second beer back. There was a knot under his heart that was making it hard to breathe. “I know what you want, Jess.”

“You want it, too.”

He did. God, he did. But… “Complicated, remember?”

Jesse nodded. “I remember. I also remember what Lou said tonight.”

“Life is complicated,” Knox murmured and sat back down. “She’s not wrong.”

“She also said to figure out what’s important, then go for it.”

“It’s not that simple,” Knox protested.

“I know.” Putting down his chicken strip, Jesse grasped Knox’s hand with greasy fingers. “I know it’s not. But is it important?”

Knox stared at down their hands, thought of the longing he felt whenever he saw Chloe, whenever he thought of her. “Yeah.”

Jesse’s mouth, so pretty, so expressive, curved upward. “Then I guess we gotta find our balls, and go for it.”

 

 




Chapter Seven

Chloe arched her back to ease the ache between her shoulder blades and checked the clock. The fading light told her it was late afternoon, and the clock confirmed it. Mondays always flew by, her one true day off of the week, and it seemed she never got as much work done as she hoped. But she’d managed enough, and after a quick break, would set up to take pictures of the pieces she’d finished. With any luck she’d be able to get them listed in her online shop before she went to bed, and could allow herself to sleep in a bit tomorrow.

Tuesdays were her long days, eleven to close, and getting a couple of extra hours of sleep meant the difference between a long day and a long, miserable day.

Rising from her worktable, she went to the kitchen for a drink. She’d lost track of time, and her water bottle had been empty for hours, so she filled a glass and drained it standing at the sink, then filled it again and sipped more slowly. She was contemplating what to do for dinner—scrambled eggs, the fiscally responsible yet boring choice, or takeout Chinese, the thing she really wanted to eat but shouldn’t spend money on—when her phone buzzed.

She picked it up, saw Gwen was calling, and swiped to answer. “H’lo.”

“Hey,” Gwen said, sounding breathless. “You busy?”

Chloe glanced at her worktable, and the pile of finished jewelry that still needed to be photographed, priced and bagged. “Not really. What’s up?”

“I’m meeting Jesse and Knox at the apartment,” Gwen said. “I have to decide on finishes.”

Chloe’s belly gave a little flip. She hadn’t seen either Knox or Jesse since the encounter at the diner with Sawyer, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. Something about it had been…well, weird. And not just because she’d been sitting there with a sex worker, talking about a threesome, when her dream threesome partners had walked in the door.

Of course it had been weird because of that, but there had been additional weirdness, and it made her feel…well, weird.

“I need a better vocabulary,” she muttered.

“What?” Gwen said.

“Nothing, nothing,” Chloe said. “What were you saying?”

“Well, I’ve decided on the flooring, but I can’t decide on the cabinets or the paint. I need you to help me decide.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Gwen.”

“Come on, please?” Gwen wheedled. “You said you’re not busy.”

“I know, but…” Chloe bit her lip. “I haven’t seen them since the diner.”

“Oh. Not at all?”

“No. They haven’t come into the pub, and I haven’t gone over to check on the reno. It just felt…I don’t know, off.”

“I get that,” Gwen said. “But I really need your opinion. Please?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can zip and right back out,” Gwen said. “Honestly, I just need you for a few minutes. Please?”

Shit. Chloe sighed. “All right. Come here first, though, so we can go over together.”

“You’re the best,” Gwen crowed, and smooching sounds came through the line. “I’m on my way, see you in ten.”

Chloe hung up the phone, then scowled down at the leggings and oversized T-shirt she was wearing. Excellent work-from-home wear, terrible seeing-the-guys-you’re-crushing-on clothes. And her hair was probably a mess, too.

Hating herself for it but too proud not to, she headed to the bedroom to change—but not into that damn pushup bra.

Nine minutes later she opened the door to Gwen, wearing clean leggings and an oversized flannel shirt with the cuffs rolled to the elbows. It hung open over a plain white T-shirt, under which she wore a comfortable bralette that pushed absolutely nothing anywhere. She’d fluffed her hair, swiped on some mascara and lip gloss, and called it good.

“Hey.” Gwen leaned in to kiss Chloe’s cheek, her lips chilled from the cold. “Mmm, you’re warm.”

“And you’re not,” Chloe said, noting Gwen’s bright red cheeks and fogging glasses. “Did the heater go out in your car again?”

“Yes, and I’m going to kill that rat fuck mechanic.” Peeling off her gloves, Gwen slapped them on the kitchen counter and glowered. “Nine hundred dollars to fix it, and it lasted two weeks.”

“Want me to sic Roman on him?” Chloe asked.

“Why would I want your older brother to talk to my mechanic?” Gwen wondered.

“He can be very intimidating,” Chloe claimed. “Which is ironic, because normally he’s such a teddy bear.”

“Uh-huh.”

“He is,” Chloe insisted. “His patients love him. Last week he came to Mom’s for dinner with his fingernails painted purple because a little girl on his floor gave him a makeover.”

A smile twitched Gwen’s frozen lips. “Did he also have makeup on?”

“Lip gloss,” Chloe confirmed. “And false eyelashes on one eye, because she only had one set and they had to share.”

“Okay, that’s pretty fucking cute,” Gwen allowed. “But I don’t think it’s going to make much of an impression on my mechanic.”

“He’d butch it up for the mechanic, and I’m sure he’d be happy to do it. You know he thinks of you and Bailey like sisters.”

“Well, he sure picked on us like sisters,” Gwen muttered, and shoved her hair out of her face. “You ready to go next door?”

“Why don’t you just show me your choices here?” Chloe suggested. “I’ve got the same layout, so…”

“They’ve got the samples.”

“Dammit,” Chloe muttered.

“It won’t be so bad,” Gwen soothed. “It’s not like they know you were with a sex worker. And haven’t even decided if you’re going to hire Sawyer.”

“That’s not the point.”

“What is the point?”

“I don’t know,” Chloe wailed. “I’m trying not to think about it.”

“Well, you’re going to have to see them sometime,” Gwen said, and taking Chloe’s arm, began walking toward the door.

Chloe dragged her feet. “Maybe not. Maybe I’ll never have to see them again.”

“Sooner or later you will.”

“I vote later.”

“Rip the Band-aid off,” Gwen urged. “Put your shoes on.”

Chloe stuffed her feet into the boots by the front door. “Ripping the Band-aid off hurts.”

Gwen opened the door. “But only for a second.”

“It’s a very painful second,” Chloe claimed, then they were outside and Gwen was shutting the apartment door firmly behind them. “How’d you do that?”

“I’m very strong,” Gwen said and opened the door to the apartment next door.

A mirror image of Chloe’s, it was currently construction chaos. The flooring had been ripped up and brand new subfloor laid, the walls had been sanded in preparation for paint. The kitchen, which would sit on the shared wall, was empty of counters and cabinets, with only the pipes jutting out of the floor and walls showing where things might go.

“It looks exactly the same as mine, just flip-flopped.”

“It pretty much is,” Jesse said and Chloe whipped around so fast she almost lost her balance. Since her arm was still hooked through Gwen’s, she was saved the indignity of falling on her face, but it was small comfort. Jesse stood in the doorway to the single bedroom, his worn jeans and navy T-shirt rumpled from a day’s work, his jaw scruffy and his smile cheerful.

“Hey, Jesse,” Gwen said, smiling back. “Thanks for meeting me. I hope I’m not interrupting your day too much.”

“Not at all.” Jesse dropped the hammer he was holding into his toolbelt—which tugged his jeans down a tantalizing inch—and strolled toward them. “Hi, Chloe.”

She might have just kept staring, entranced by that loose-hipped walk, but Gwen jammed an elbow in her ribs. “Yeah, hi,” she blurted out, cheeks heating. “How have you been?”

“Busy.” His smile deepened, just a little. “You?”

Dammit, that dimple was not fair. Not fair at all. “Same.”

Jesse held her gaze for another moment, then flicked his eyes to Gwen. “So? Decisions made?”

“Not quite,” Gwen said apologetically. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t decide between those two cabinet colors.”

“And you can’t pick paint until you decide on the cabinets.” He nodded. “No worries. I’ve got the samples down in the truck. Let me go get them, and we’ll look again.”

“Thanks, Jesse. I’m sorry to be such a pain.”

“You’re not, not at all,” he assured her with a wink and a smile. “Be right back.”

Chloe watched him go, and the second the door closed behind him, collapsed against the wall.

“You gonna make it?” Gwen asked.

“I should’ve taken a Valium before I came over here.”

“You have Valium?”

“No, but I should’ve gotten some.” Chloe turned her head. “I can’t think when that man smiles at me, Gwen. It’s like my brain just shuts off.”

Gwen nodded. “It’s the dimple. I wonder if men know the power of the dimple?”

“That one knows,” Chloe said darkly. “I can see it in his eyes. ‘I will hypnotize you with my dimple,’ they say, ‘and you will be my love slave’.”

“Are you getting enough sleep?” Gwen asked.

“No, because every time I close my eyes I picture that dimple between my legs.”

“Wow.”

“I know.”

“Maybe you coming over here was a bad idea.”

“I told you so,” Chloe began, then clamped her mouth shut when the door opened and Jesse walked back in carrying a pair of cabinet doors.

“Okay, let’s take a look at these.” He crouched to prop them against the wall, then looked up when the door opened again. “Hey, there. How’d the meeting go?”

“Long.” Knox walked in, his smile apologetic, and Chloe’s mouth went dry. He was wearing the long gray overcoat and a suit, his silver hair loose. Architect Knox, in all his polished, sophisticated glory. “Sorry.”

“No worries.” Jesse stood. “We’re just going over cabinet choices one more time.”

Knox nodded, his eyes going to Chloe. There was something in those eyes that tugged at her, low in the belly, then he turned to Gwen. “What are you thinking?”

“Well,” Gwen said while Chloe tried to remember how to breathe, “I really like the orange. Love it, actually. But then what would I paint the walls? Nothing goes with orange.”

“And the blue?” Knox prompted.

Gwen shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“Go with the orange,” Jesse said.

“Really?” Gwen chewed on her bottom lip, her eyes uncertain behind her glasses. “It’s not too bold?”

“I don’t think so,” Knox said. “We’ll keep the countertops white, and I think you should go with white for the walls, too.”

“Oh, but white’s so plain,” Gwen protested.

“Not with these cabinets,” Jesse said. “Chloe? What do you think?”

When three pairs of eyes turned her way, Chloe had to scramble to bring her brain online. “Ah…I think Jesse’s right,” she managed. “You have all your art, that’s plenty of color for the walls. And the cabinets can be the star of the show.”

“Okay. Okay, then.” Gwen beamed. “I want the orange.”

“Orange it is,” Jesse agreed, dimple winking again.

“And I’ll go with white out here, but I really want some color in the bedroom.”

“I pulled those samples you picked, painted some swatches on the wall.” Jesse jerked his head toward the bedroom. “Want to take a look?”

“Absolutely.”

“If you don’t need me anymore, I’m going to get going,” Chloe blurted out, and had three pairs of eyes turning her way again. “I’ve got some work to get done, so…”

Gwen nodded. “Ah, sure. I’ll stop by before I leave, okay?”

“Yeah.” Sucking in a deep breath, because she had to walk between Jesse and Knox to get to the door, Chloe worked up what she hoped was a cheerful smile. “Um, see you later Jesse, Knox.”

“Later,” Jesse echoed, a faint frown on his face.

“Good to see you, Chloe,” Knox said as she passed him.

“Samesies!” she said cheerfully, then she was out the door and darting into her apartment, slamming the door shut behind her.

“Samesies? Smooth, Chloe. Very smooth,” she muttered and went to see if there was any vodka.

She was digging the bottle out of the freezer when Gwen came back in. “What color did you pick for your bedroom?”

“Teal Temptation.” Peeling off her coat, Gwen tossed it over the couch. “For the bathroom, we’re going to match the kitchen cabinet color.”

“Of course, you are.” Chloe tried to twist the top off the vodka bottle. “This thing is stuck.”

“Vodka?” Gwen raised her eyebrows. “I thought that was for emergencies only.”

“This is an emergency,” Chloe said, giving the bottle another twist. It didn’t budge.

“Which is?”

Chloe put some muscle into it. “Toolbelt. Suit.”

“So, horniness.”

“Yes. Dammit, open!”

“Here, give me that.” Gwen took the bottle. “Get three glasses, Bailey’s on her way over.”

Chloe frowned. “Why?”

“Toolbelt. Suit. And voilà,” Gwen announced, spinning the cap off the bottle. “Cocktails, or are we drinking this straight?”

Chloe plunked three shot glasses on the counter. “It’s an emergency, not happy hour.”

“Right.” Shaking her head, Gwen poured with a generous hand, then capped the bottle and set it aside. “Are we waiting for—okay, I guess not.”

Chloe tossed back the shot, shuddering as the vodka burned a path down her throat to her empty stomach, then set the glass down and wheezed, “Again.”

“Two is your limit,” Gwen warned her.

Rather than answer, Chloe picked up one of the other glasses and tossed it back.

“Okay, we’re making bad choices then,” Gwen decided and snatched up the third shot when Chloe made a grab. “Forget it.”

Head swimming, throat burning, Chloe tried a beseeching look. “But I’m so horny.”

“Then try some dick,” Gwen suggested.

“Did someone say dick?” Bailey called out over the slam of the front door, then walked in to toss her coat over Gwen’s. “What’s up, friends?”

“Bad choices,” Gwen said and passed Bailey her shot. “Here. Chloe’s cut off.”

“Already had her two, huh?” Bailey tossed back the shot like it was water. “What happened?”

Head spinning, Chloe shoved past Bailey to sprawl on the couch. “Toolbelt. Suit.”

Bailey looked at Gwen. “Is that code?”

“She went next door to help me pick a cabinet color, and Jesse and Knox were there.”

“Oh. She’s horny.”

“Yep.”

“Of course, I’m horny,” Chloe said, annoyed that they were talking over her. And between the vodka and the fact that she hadn’t eaten since breakfast, a little lightheaded. “And I was such a dork.”

“I’m sure you weren’t,” Bailey soothed.

“No, she was,” Gwen said. “Knox said it was nice to see her, and she said ‘samesies’.”

Bailey’s expression twisted into a mix of horror and sympathy.

“But if it makes you feel any better,” Gwen went on, “they didn’t seem to notice.”

“How could they not notice?” Bailey wondered.

“I don’t know. They seemed distracted. It was weird.” Gwen opened the refrigerator to poke inside. “Do you have anything to eat? I’m starving.”

Chloe was frowning. “Huh?”

Gwen shut the fridge. “Food.”

“Oh. I’m either going to make scrambled eggs or order Chinese.”

“I could go for Chinese,” Bailey decided and pulled out her phone. “Gwen?”

Gwen nudged Chloe’s feet aside to sit on the couch. “Pot stickers and pork fried rice, please.”

“You know, that whole thing at the diner was weird, too,” Chloe said.

“What whole thing at the diner?” Bailey asked absently, looking at her phone.

“When I was there with Sawyer and Jesse and Knox showed up,” Chloe said. “Wasn’t it?”

Bailey looked up. “How would I know? I wasn’t there.”

“Oh, right. But it was,” Chloe insisted, thinking back. “There was, I don’t know, subtext. And they were so mad.”

“At you?”

Chloe looked at Gwen. “No, at Sawyer.”

“Why would they be mad at Sawyer?”

“I don’t know,” Chloe said, exasperated. “That’s why it was weird.”

“Maybe they know him.” Bailey sat down in the chair across from the couch. “Does anyone want to split an order of sesame chicken?”

Chloe leapt up. “What?”

“Sesame chicken. I want some, but their portions are huge.”

“Uh, I don’t think she’s talking about food,” Gwen said.

“Oh, my God. Oh, my God!”

“It’s just a theory,” Bailey began.

“Do you think he told them?”

“Told them what?”

“That I was trying to hire him to have a threesome!”

“I’m sure he didn’t,” Gwen soothed and shot Bailey a quelling look.

Chloe shoved her hands in her hair, wishing it was still long so she could tear it out by the roots. “If he did I’ll die. I’ll just die.”

Bailey pointed a finger. “First, there is no shame in hiring a sex worker. Second, you won’t die.”

“I will,” Chloe insisted and began to pace. “I’ll stroke out from embarrassment.”

“That’s not a thing. Will you sit down?” Bailey demanded.

“If I die, you can have the pearl earrings my parents gave me for college graduation. Gwen, you can have the sapphires.”

“I want the pearls,” Gwen protested.

“We’ll swap,” Bailey told her and shoved Chloe back down on the couch. “Put your head between your knees before you hyperventilate.”

Chloe obeyed. “You guys could show a little more concern over my pending demise,” she mumbled to her kneecaps.

“We’re very concerned,” Gwen assured her.

“We are not, because there’s nothing to be concerned about. Is someone going to split this chicken with me or not?”

Chloe picked her head up. “How can you say that?”

“She’s still not talking about the chicken,” Gwen advised.

Bailey sent Gwen an exasperated look. “Because A—we don’t even know that they know Sawyer, that’s just a theory. And B— even if they did know him, he’s not going to tell them anything.”

“How do you know?”

“Because sex workers have to be discreet,” Bailey told Gwen. “How long do you think they’d stay in business if they went around blabbing about their clients?”

“That’s a good point,” Gwen admitted.

“Okay,” Chloe said, panic receding a little. Then another thought struck. “But if they know him, then they probably know he’s a sex worker, and he wouldn’t have to tell them anything, they’d already know!”

Bailey looked at Gwen. “She’s spiraling.”

“I know.” Gwen grimaced. “I should’ve poured the vodka down the sink.”

“They might not know he’s a sex worker,” Bailey told Chloe. “Discreet, remember?”

“But they could know.” Chloe stood up. “I have to find out.”

“How?” Bailey wanted to know.

“I’m going next door to ask.” Chloe walked to the front door, looking for her boots. “Where are my boots?”

“They’re still on your feet,” Gwen pointed out.

“Oh.”

“You’re just going to go over and ask, ‘hey, do you guys know the sex worker I was having coffee and pie with the other day’?” Gwen called after her.

“You got a better idea?” Chloe asked and opened the front door.

“Any idea would be better than this.”

“They’re not there,” Bailey called.

Chloe shut the door. “What do you mean?”

“They were leaving when I pulled up,” Bailey said.

“Thank God,” Gwen muttered.

“Well, shit,” Chloe said and, deflated, walked back to slump on the sofa. “Now what?”

“Dinner,” Bailey said. “If you don’t want sesame chicken, I could split an order of beef and broccoli.”

Chloe sent her an exasperated look. “I meant about Jesse and Knox.”

“Why do you have to do anything?” Gwen asked.

“Because I have to know,” Chloe insisted and jumped to her feet again. “Come on.”

“Come on, where?”

Chloe patted her hips, looking for her keys, before she remembered she was wearing an old pair of leggings and without pockets. “I’m going over there.”

“I hope she’s talking about the restaurant,” Bailey said.

“Knox and Jesse’s house,” Chloe said, turning in a circle. “Do you see my keys?”

“Spiraling,” Bailey muttered.

Gwen shot to her feet. “Are you kidding? You can’t go to their house.”

Chloe stopped searching for her keys. “Why not?”

“Because…” Clearly at a loss, Gwen looked at Bailey.

“Because you just had two shots on an empty stomach,” Bailey tossed out. “You can’t drive.”

Chloe thought that was a weak argument, but… “Fine. Gwen can drive.”

“Chloe. I’m not driving you to Knox and Jesse’s house.”

“Why not?” Chloe asked, then she remembered. “Oh, right, your heater’s out. Bails?”

Bailey sighed and stood. “Fine, we’ll take my car.”

“Bailey!”

“We’re not going to talk her out of this,” Bailey told Gwen.

Gwen glowered. “We might, if we present a united front.”

Bailey looked at Chloe. “Are we going to be able to talk you out of this?”

“No.”

Bailey looked at Gwen. “See?”

“Bailey!”

Bailey grabbed her coat. “Listen, the faster we do this, the faster we can eat.”

“Because that’s our main goal right now?” Gwen asked, incredulous.

“It’s mine.” Bailey picked up Gwen’s coat and held it out. “Are you coming or not?”

“I shouldn’t,” Gwen said, arms folded across her chest, mouth folded in a stubborn line. “This is a terrible idea.”

“If you don’t come, you won’t be able to say I told you so,” Bailey told her.

Gwen fumed for about five seconds, then snatched her coat out of Bailey’s hand. “Fine. But you’re buying dinner.”

“Chloe’s buying dinner,” Bailey corrected, following Chloe down the hall and out the front door.

“As long as it isn’t me,” Gwen muttered and slammed the door behind her.

 

* * * *

 

“This is their house?” Gwen asked, leaning forward in the back seat to peer through the windshield.

“It’s the right address,” Bailey said, pulling to a stop in the driveway.

Chloe sat in the passenger seat, staring. “It’s a church.”

It was old, two stories of aged brick, with the distinctive lancet windows common to Gothic churches. There were three of them at the front of the building, two smaller ones flanking a larger one in the center, and more marching down the side. Wide, double wooden doors marked the entry, bathed in the warm glow of a trio of iron lights, and more light spilled through the windows from within. Stained glass windows, she realized, fascinated.

“This is cool,” Bailey decided.

“It really is,” Gwen agreed. “I wonder what it looks like inside.”

“Only one way to find out,” Bailey said and switched off the engine.

“Are we all going in?” Gwen asked.

“What? No.” Tearing her gaze away from the house, Chloe turned to her friends. “Talk about weird.”

“Fine.” Bailey turned the car back on. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

Chloe looked back at the house. Now that they were there, this didn’t seem like such a great idea. “I’m outlining my strategy.”

“What’s to outline?” Gwen wanted to know.

“Well, I can’t just walk in there and say, ‘Hey, remember that guy I was with the other night? Do you know him, and if so, did he tell you I was trying to hire him to have a threesome?’,” Chloe said, exasperated. “I have to be more, I don’t know, subtle.”

“Subtlety is overrated,” Bailey argued.

“That should be your motto,” Gwen said drily.

“Besides that, subtlety takes time, and in case you didn’t hear me the first time, I’m fucking hungry,” Bailey continued.

“And I have to pee,” Gwen put in.

“All right, I’m going.” Taking a deep breath, Chloe opened her car door.

“Remember, they might not know Sawyer’s a sex worker,” Bailey said, leaning over to peer at Chloe through the open door. “Don’t out him.”

“Right.” Chloe slammed the door behind her and started up the walk. The house loomed in front of her, a gothic shadow against the snowy night, and under any other circumstances she would’ve been charmed. Climbing the trio of steps to the front door with butterflies doing the rhumba in her belly, she lifted the heavy door knocker and banged it against wood.

She winced at the sound—loud in the snow-cushioned quiet—and stepped back, hands tucked in the pockets of her coat, and began to count.

If no one answered by the time she got to thirty, she’d go.

She was at seventeen when the door swung open and Jesse stood in the glowing circle of the porch light. He wore a Henley of soft blue nearly the same color as his jeans, and his feet were bare. The light gilded his hair, tipping the tousled curls in gold, and cast his face in shadow.

“Chloe?” he said, surprise and puzzlement in the tone.

She pulled a hand out of her pocket to wave like a dork. “Hi.”

He stepped to the threshold and the light struck his face. Concern darkened his eyes. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” Feeling awkward, and trying not to stare—he looked really good, and why were bare feet so sexy?—she blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “You live in a church.”

“Yeah, converted. Are you sure everything’s okay?”

“Yeah, I just…” Suck it up, she ordered herself. “I wanted to talk to you and Knox about something, if you have a minute.”

“Sure,” he said to her and taking a step back, opened the door wide. “Come on in.”

With no graceful way to back out without looking like an even bigger dork—she couldn’t believe she’d waved—she stepped inside. She could see his eyes now, warm and soft and confused. “Thanks.”

Because looking at him made her nervous, she looked around. And promptly forgot about being nervous. “Whoa.”

They stood inside a small entryway. The walls were paneled in rich, dark wood, carved and polished so it glowed. There was a door to her left that echoed the shape of the lancet windows. And at the top, forming the peak of the lancet, were three panels of exquisite stained glass.

“This is beautiful.” She reached out a hand to stroke the paneling, running her fingers along the carving. “Is this wood original?”

Jesse nodded. “Most of it. We matched what we couldn’t save.”

“It’s stunning,” she said and, realizing she was stroking the wall like she would a lover, tucked her hand into her pocket again.

“It was a lot of work, but worth it.” He opened the inner door. “Come on in.”

They walked into what would have been the main area of the church, where pews would have once marched in rows, facing the altar. But the only thing that marked it as a former house of worship now was the glow of stained glass and the scent of candlewax. Now, it was one large, open living space, with a pool table at the front and at the center, a cozy living area with a pair of couches in rich brown leather and plush velvet chairs the color of spring grass. On one wall, between stained-glass windows, hung a large-screen TV and on the other, a gas fireplace that flickered and glowed. And along the back wall was a kitchen, outfitted with marble counters and gleaming appliances. Candles in an iron stand that might have come from this very church stood on the island, reminding her of her childhood Sundays spent at morning Mass.

There was an archway next to the kitchen—lancet shaped, naturally—leading somewhere she couldn’t see, and the ceiling was the same old, polished wood as the paneling in the entryway. A trio of light fixtures—though chandeliers was probably a better word—that looked like they cost more than her car hung over each area, further defining each space. There were plush rugs over the wood floors, something bluesey played low on a speaker somewhere, and over the candle wax she could smell the spice of red sauce.

“Wow,” she said.

“Is that a good wow?” Jesse asked.

“That’s a wow, wow.” She turned in a circle, trying to take it all in. “Did you guys do all this work yourself?”

“Pretty much.” Looking pleased and proud, Jesse tucked his thumbs into his pockets. “We had to work it in between other projects, squeeze in time at night and on the weekends. We were living in a construction zone for a while.”

She eyed the ceiling. God, the wood just glowed. “How long is a while?”

“Almost two years.”

“Wow,” she said again, and dropped her gaze to look at him. “It’s amazing.”

“Thanks. Here, let me take your coat.”

“Oh, that’s okay.” She kept her hands tight in the pockets. “Um, is Knox around?”

“He’s in his office, going over some plans for a meeting tomorrow. Rehab on an office building downtown. He should be down soon, though.”

“He’s busy.” Grasping the excuse like a lifeline, Chloe edged toward the door. “Maybe we should do this another time.”

“Do what?” Knox asked from behind her, and she turned to see him coming down a narrow spiral staircase around the corner from the front door.

“Where…?” she began, looking up.

“Bell tower,” Jesse explained as Knox descended the last few steps. “We converted it to a small office.”

“Very small,” Knox put in drily. He wore a crew neck sweater in a heathery green, black jeans and an easy smile. “But it works. Hi, Chloe.”

“Hello,” Chloe managed. He looked just as good as Jesse, and it wasn’t helping her nerves situation.

“Chloe said she needed to talk to us about something,” Jesse offered.

Knox’s smile turned curious. “Okay. Do you want to sit down, have a glass of wine?”

“No, no, I’m fine. Bailey and Gwen are waiting for me in the car, and I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

“Okay.”

They were watching her, concern in Jesse’s brown eyes, curiosity in Knox’s smokey hazel ones, though as the silence dragged on curiosity began to turn to worry.

“Chloe?”

“Okay,” she said, forcing the word out, bracing herself. “Remember last Thursday, when I saw you in the diner?”

Something flickered in Knox’s eyes. But it was gone so quickly she thought she might have imagined it, and his voice when he answered was easy. “Sure.”

“Um, the guy I was with. Sawyer?”

Jesse darted a glance at Knox, then looked back at her. “What about him?”

“Do you know him?”

“Why do you ask?” Knox answered, still easy, while Jesse, his poker face not as good, started with surprise.

“Because it was weird,” Chloe blurted out.

Jesse glanced at Knox again. “What do you mean, weird?”

“I mean weird,” Chloe said, impatient. “Strange. Nonsensical. You were angry.”

“I wasn’t angry,” Jesse protested.

“Not you,” Chloe clarified, her gaze shifting to Knox. “You. I wasn’t imagining that.”

Knox’s eyes were glittering, much as they had at the diner. “No, you weren’t.”

Chloe waited, but he didn’t say anything else. “So?”

“Yes,” Knox said. “We know Sawyer. He and his wife are good friends of ours.”

Chloe winced at the mention of the wife. If they didn’t know what he did for a living, she looked like a big cheating slut right now. “Do you, um…?”

“We know he’s a sex worker,” Knox said before she could figure out how to ask.

“Okay,” she said, nodding as relief flooded in. “Okay.”

“We’re not judging you, Chloe, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Jesse said quietly.

“No, it’s not that. Okay, it’s a little that,” she admitted, cheeks heating with the beginnings of a blush.

Knox’s eyes were gentle. “There’s no shame in hiring a sex worker.”

“I know that, but it’s personal, and I just…” Her stomach in knots, she knew she’d never get the question out if she didn’t do it right now. “Did he tell you?”

“Tell us what?” Jesse asked, confused.

“That I wanted to have a threesome with you.”

 

 




Chapter Eight

Knox’s eyes popped wide. “What?”

“A threesome with us?” Jesse echoed, his mouth hanging open in shock.

“Okay, he didn’t tell you,” Chloe said, sagging with relief until she realized that she’d just told them. “Shit. Um. I have to go.”

She spun for the door and got about three steps before movement erupted behind her.

“Whoa, whoa.” Jesse rushed over, and though he didn’t grab her, didn’t even touch her, she stumbled to a halt. “Let’s all just take a minute, here.”

She squeezed her eyes shut so she wouldn’t have to look at him. “I’d rather pretend this never happened.”

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Jesse said, shock still vibrating in his voice. “I don’t think that’s an option.”

“Well, try,” she snapped, annoyed, and opened her eyes when he chuckled.

He was watching her with those warm brown eyes, humor and a lazy sort of heat swimming in them that did nothing to calm the nerves jittering in her belly.

“You’re cute when you’re embarrassed,” he teased gently.

“I’m not embarrassed,” she countered defensively and closed her eyes again. “I’m mortified. Gwen was right, I never should’ve come here.”

“No, she wasn’t,” Jesse countered. “If you hadn’t come here, I couldn’t do this.”

And then he was kissing her, and oh, my effing God.

It was like being devoured by some sex god, like Eros or Aphrodite or one of the other ones she was too buzzed to remember, someone who was put on this planet to seduce, to cajole, to drown her in her own lust. And she just didn’t care.

His lips rubbed against hers, soft and sensual, nudging them apart for the flick of his tongue. He moaned softly at the contact, his chest vibrating with it. His hands roamed her back, stroking, feeling, as though he couldn’t touch her enough while his tongue darted in to play with hers, a torrid little dance that brought her to her toes, whimpering, yearning for more.

“You’re so beautiful,” he breathed, nipping her bottom lip, licking her top one. Sinking deep before withdrawing again to nip and tease. “So sexy.”

She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. He was everywhere, it seemed, hands and lips and teeth and tongue, his chest pressed against her aching breasts, his thighs firm against her shaky ones. Her knees had gone weak and she sagged in his arms, tearing her mouth away, but he followed, bending down to meet her lips again, delving, devouring until she thought he might swallow her whole.

Then he lifted his head. “Knox?”

“Here,” came his rumbling voice from behind her.

“Your turn,” Jesse said and turned her gently, holding her steady when she wobbled, and then she was staring at Knox, at the hazy smokey gray of his eyes and the silver silk of his hair and then he was kissing her, too.

His mouth was warm, firm, and so unexpectedly gentle she sighed into his touch. For a moment that’s all it was, the almost delicate press of his lips on hers, soft and sweet. Then he parted his lips, just a little, an unspoken request for more, and without hesitating she gave it to him.

It wasn’t the blast of heat gotten from Jesse, but a gradual build. His lips sought, and hers gave. He asked, and she answered. And when his tongue slipped past the barriers of lips and teeth to seek out deeper contact, she met it eagerly with her own.

And the world exploded.

His hands were still easy, still cradled her face with gentle care, but his mouth ravaged, plundered, possessed. She could do nothing but hang on for the ride, her nails digging into his wrists as need built from simmer to inferno in the span of a heartbeat, leaving her dizzy and trembling for more.

When he lifted his head, she let out a slow, shaky breath. “Okay, so, maybe Gwen was wrong.”

Knox’s chuckle danced over her lips, and she opened her eyes. He was smiling, a soft curve of his lips.

“We should probably talk,” he said.

“Okay,” she said agreeably. His hands were so warm on her face, so gentle.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?” he asked. “We’re having spaghetti.”

“Um.” She licked her lips, tasting him. “I like spaghetti.”

His smile deepened. “Good.”

“But Gwen and Bailey are waiting for me. We’re supposed to get Chinese food.”

Knox’s smile dimmed a little. “We can do it another time,” he began.

“I just have to tell them I’m staying,” she said and tugged reluctantly away.

“I’ll tell them,” Jesse offered.

“Oh, no, I have to. They won’t take your word for it.”

Jesse’s eyebrows went up. “Ah…okay.”

“Nothing personal,” she assured him. “You’re just a man. I’ll be right back, okay?”

“We’ll be here,” Knox assured her.

“Okay.” Giddy, the nerves in her belly transformed into excitement, she turned and rushed out the door.

 

Jesse waited until the front door slammed shut, then turned to Knox. “Am I dreaming? I feel like I’m dreaming.”

Knox rubbed his hands over his face. “I feel like I’m on a roller coaster.”

Jesse rubbed sweaty hands on his thighs. “How are we going to handle this?”

Knox dropped his hands. “We’re going to give her what she wants.”

Jesse stared at his husband. “We’re going to what?”

“You have objections to a threesome?”

Just the thought made his dick hard. “You know I don’t, but…”

Jesse glanced at the front window. He could still see headlights through the leaded glass. “This is about more than sex. I thought we were on the same page, there.”

“We are,” Knox confirmed. “But I think we have to be careful. If we tell her we want a relationship, she’s going to wig. You saw how nervous she is.”

“So you want to pretend this is just about a bang?”

“No.” Jesse watched the emotions play out across Knox’s face—frustration, arousal, worry. “But we need to be careful. Take things slow.”

Jesse felt like he was on the roller coaster now—the big one at Cedar Point that always made him laugh and feel like he was going to puke at the same time. “A threesome is taking it slow?”

“That’s what she wants, so that’s where we start.” Knox glanced warily at the door. “And we hope for the rest.”

Jesse frowned. He didn’t like it, didn’t like it at all. His instincts were to jump in with both feet, to confess his feelings and let the chips fall where they may. But there was logic in the careful approach. “And if it turns out the bang is all she wants?”

Knox shrugged, his eyes going bleak. “I guess we’ll jump off that bridge when we get to it.”

Jesse studied him for a moment, considering. The headlights outside were moving, which meant Chloe would be coming back any second. “Okay,” he finally said. “I’ll follow your lead.”

Knox’s eyes shone with gratitude, and relief.

“But I can’t hide my feelings,” Jesse warned him quietly. “I can’t pretend she’s some random club pickup, or just a weekend good time.”

Knox nodded. “I know. I know that. Just…hold off on proposing, okay?”

Jesse allowed himself a small grin. It was comforting to be so well understood. “Polygamy is illegal in Ohio.”

“You know what I mean.”

He took it as a good sign that Knox was relaxed enough to roll his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’m going to set the table.”

He turned for the kitchen, then looked back when Knox’s hand wrapped around the back of his neck. “What?” he said, then found himself being thoroughly, deliciously kissed.

When Knox lifted his head, Jesse licked his lips. “What was that for?”

“Because I love you,” Knox murmured and, with a last nip of Jesse’s bottom lip, stepped back just as the front door blew open. A second later, Chloe walked back in.

She glanced from one to the other, her cheeks red from the cold and a tentative smile on her face. “Um, can I do anything to help with dinner?”

“You can help Jesse set the table,” Knox said easily and moved to take the coat she peeled off. “He can never remember which side the forks go on.”

“I used to have that problem, too.” Chloe bent to tug off her boots, then padded across the room to take the plates Jesse had pulled from the cabinet. “Then my brother gave me an easy way to remember.”

“Yeah?” Hiding his erection behind the kitchen island, Jesse pulled out flatware and glasses. “How’s that?”

“He told me I was lucky,” she said, taking the plates, “because I’m left-handed, and that meant if I ever needed to stab someone at the dinner table, I wouldn’t have to reach across my plate to get to my fork.”

Jesse paused, silverware in one hand, water glasses in the other, to goggle at her. Behind him, Knox was choking on suppressed laughter. “People get stabbed a lot at the dinner table when you were a kid?”

“No, but Roman likes to be prepared.” She smiled. “Where am I taking these?”

“What? Oh. The console table against the wall, there.” Shaking himself, he walked around the counter. “It has leaves.”

“It’s pretty.” Chloe set the plates down on the narrow tabletop, then stood back when Jesse came around to pull it away from the wall and lift the leaves. “And functional. Did you make it?”

“Knox’s design, my build. What does your brother do?”

“Hmm?” She was examining the table, running her fingers over the satiny surface with obvious pleasure. “He’s a pediatric nurse. Why?”

“No reason,” Jesse said and went back to get the rest of the table ware.

 

Chloe was, to her considerable surprise, relaxed during dinner. Somehow, getting the threesome out on the table had chased away most of her nerves, and what remained felt more like excitement than anxiety, so she was almost enjoying the bubble and fizz as they dug into spinach salad, garlic bread, and spaghetti.

And she was happy to have the wine when Knox finally point out the elephant in the room.

“So,” he said, twirling spaghetti around his fork. “A threesome.”

And just like that, the nerves were back. She took a fortifying gulp of wine, ignored the heat blooming in her face, and looked him in the eye with a bravado she was far from feeling. “Yeah.”

He returned the look calmly, a hint of humor in his smokey eyes. “Tell us about that.”

She wanted to gulp more wine, but was afraid it would look desperate. Reminding herself that they were just talking, she reached for courage. “It started out as a fantasy,” she admitted. “I was in my last year of college, and I was going through a ménage romance phase.”

Jesse blinked. “What’s a ménage romance?”

More heat flooded into her face. “It’s, um, a romance novel where instead of two main characters who fall in love, there are three or more.”

“Three or more?” Jesse looked at Knox, then at Chloe, his gaze bright with interest. “Is that as hot as it sounds?”

His lusty candor made it easy to laugh, and loosened her tongue. “Yeah. We, um, call them ‘one-handed reads’.”

“One-handed reads. Oh, hell yes. Is there a website I can go to? One-Handed Reads dot com?”

“I don’t think so,” Chloe said, still laughing. “But I could give you a list.”

Jesse rose half out of his seat. “Hang on, let me get something to write with.”

“Easy, Horny Harry.” Knox planted a hand on Jesse’s shoulder to nudge him back down and aimed a look at Chloe. “Don’t encourage him.”

She folded her lips together contritely. “Sorry.”

“You gonna be able to maintain?” Knox asked Jesse.

“No problem.” Jesse grabbed his water glass and gulped, then dipped his fingers in, dug out a piece of ice, and held it to the back of his neck. “No problem at all.”

Knox shook his head, but Chloe could see the amusement lurking at the corners of his mouth. “So it was a fantasy,” he prompted.

“Right.” Forcing herself to focus, Chloe nodded. “For a long time, that’s all it was. But after a while, I started to feel like I was missing out on something by not acting on it.”

“And you never had a boyfriend, a partner, you wanted to act it out with?”

“I brought it up once a couple of years ago, with this guy I’d been dating for about six months.” Through the stab of remembered humiliation, she rolled her eyes. “Ask me how that went.”

“Not well, I take it.”

“He called me a pervert,” she recalled with a grimace. “And a bunch of other things I’d rather not repeat.”

“Asshole,” Jesse muttered, all traces of humor gone.

“To say the least,” Chloe agreed and sighed. “We’d told each other our fantasies, and one of his was a threesome with two women, so I thought it was safe to share mine.”

“Major asshole.”

“After that, I kept it to myself,” she finished.

“But you never forgot it.”

She looked at Knox. “No.”

“Why now?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been thinking about it, fantasizing about it, for eight years.” He leaned forward, one hand on the table, and his hair fell forward to form a silver curtain around that dreamy face. “Something must have sparked your decision to take this step now.”

“Oh.” She looked down at her plate, empty but for a few smears of sauce, then looked up. “January first is my birthday.”

“New Year’s baby,” Jesse said with a grin. “Happy belated.”

“Thanks.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, my friends and I—Bailey and Gwen—we always spend the night before our birthdays together, and we always make a birthday wish at midnight. Like a goal for the next year. And this year, well, that was my wish.”

“Great wish,” Jesse said enthusiastically.

“No argument there,” Knox said. “Why us?”

She was blushing so hard it felt like her face was on fire. “You’re both really sexy, and not assholes, and I’m…”

“You’re what, Chloe?” Knox asked, and though his voice was soft, there was a thread of iron in it that told her not answering wouldn’t be an option.

“I’m really attracted to you both.”

“But you didn’t ask us.”

“I couldn’t,” she managed.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re married,” she blurted out. “And I presumed monogamous, and I didn’t want to upset you or offend you, and…well, it just didn’t seem like an option.”

“Oh, it’s an option,” Jesse said fiercely.

Knox’s gaze was just as fierce. “So you went to Sawyer.”

“Not at first,” Chloe admitted. “I thought I should get on some hookup apps—”

Jesse jerked, knocking over the basket of garlic bread. “Tell me you did not do that.”

“No,” she said, looking warily between him and Knox. Knox had let out a sound like a snarl, and he didn’t look happy. “Gwen and Bailey shot that down pretty fast.”

“Good for Gwen and Bailey,” Knox muttered.

Jesse, who had sagged with visible relief, nodded. “That’s when you found Sawyer?”

“No.” She didn’t know why they wanted to know this, but she didn’t mind sharing. “We talked about maybe a swingers club.”

Jesse frowned. “Are there any swingers clubs in Braxton?”

“No, but there’s one in Kenning.”

“Michigan?”

Chloe nodded. “But it felt weird to cross state lines for sex.”

“I’ve crossed state lines for sex,” Jesse mused.

“Then what, Chloe?”

She turned back to Knox, relieved that he looked a little less feral now. “That’s when Bailey found Sawyer. He seemed safer than apps or swingers.”

“Considerably,” Knox agreed.

“I can’t really afford his fee,” Chloe went on, “but Bailey and Gwen offered to chip in.”

Jesse’s grin flashed. “That’s a pal for you.”

“Who was going to be the third?” Knox wanted to know.

“Oh. I was going to ask Sawyer if he had a colleague he could recommend for that.”

Knox closed his eyes, looking pained.

“He seemed fine with it,” Chloe said, anxiety creeping in. “Was that not okay?”

“It’s fine,” Jesse assured her and shot an elbow into Knox’s ribs. “Let’s go back to how we’re sexy.”

Cheeks flushing anew, Chloe fought not to squirm. “You know you are.”

The dimple was out in full force. “Yeah, but I like to hear it.”

She blushed harder. “You’re sexy.”

“That’s my girl. I noticed you, you know, the first time we came into the pub.”

Pleasure spiked. “Really?”

Jesse’s eyes were hot, his voice low. “Those big blue eyes, that pretty mouth. I flirted my ass off to get you to notice me.”

She bit her lip. “You flirt with everybody.”

“A little, sure,” Jesse allowed. “It’s the way I’m built. You flirt, too.”

“A little,” she echoed. “It’s part of the job.”

“Bartenders flirt,” he agreed. “But it was different with me, wasn’t it?”

Her chest felt tight, her face hot. “Yes.”

“And it was different with Knox.”

She looked at him, at those sharp eyes in that sculpted face. He was watching her with such naked need that it stole what was left of her breath. “Yes.”

“Chloe, do you still want to have a threesome with us?”

Oh God, oh shit, oh God. “Yes.”

“Tell us what that looks like.”

What did that mean? “I don’t understand.”

“Do you want us to take turns fucking you?” Jesse asked bluntly, pulling her attention from Knox. God, he was looking at her so intensely, with this wild heat in his eyes that made her thighs tremble. “Double team you?”

She wondered how she didn’t just spontaneously combust. “Yes.”

“Both?” Satisfaction glimmered in his melted chocolate gaze for a moment. “How? Spit roast? DP?”

The terms, ones she’d only heard in porn, should’ve sounded crude. They should’ve made her cringe. They only made her hotter. “Yes.”

“You ever done that? Anal sex?”

“No,” she admitted, her voice hoarse, her body vibrating. “But I want to.”

Jesse groaned. “Baby, you’re killing me.”

Knox made a sound, a rumble deep in his throat, and pushed to his feet. “Stand up, Chloe.”

Heart in her throat, pounding in her ears, she locked her wobbly knees and stood.

He held out a hand. “Come here.”

She stared at his hand, dimly aware that Jesse had also gotten to his feet to stand beside Knox. But that hand was all she could see. The lines criss-crossing his palm, the blunt, neat fingernails. He wore a simple wedding band in silver or white gold—hell, maybe it was platinum, she couldn’t tell—and it was cool against her heated flesh when she slid her hand in his.

“Are we doing this now?” Jesse asked, incredulous, and she looked up to see Knox shake his head.

“No,” he said, and she battled twin reactions of disappointment and relief. “We’re not doing this now.”

“Then what?”

Knox smiled into Chloe’s wide eyes. “He’s impatient.”

“I know the feeling,” she muttered and watched Knox’s smile widen.

“We have to get to know each other,” Knox said and, taking a step back, drew Chloe with him. “Figure out what you want, what you need.” Another step back, another step forward. “So we can make sure to give it to you.”

She knew she was walking, following Knox to the living area, but she couldn’t feel her legs. “You’re doing fine so far.”

He shook his head as Jesse fell into step behind her. “Fine isn’t good enough.”

“He’s right,” Jesse rumbled behind her, so close she all but felt the words. “We don’t want to mess this up.”

Knox stopped at one of the sofas, drew her down to sit beside him while Jesse perched on the coffee table in front of them. 

“I don’t think you can mess this up.”

Jesse shook his head. “Not taking a chance, beautiful.”

“So you’ll have to tell us what you want.”

She looked at Knox. “Tell you?”

“How you want us to touch you, how you don’t.” He lifted the hand he still held to his mouth, brushing his lips across the tender skin of her wrist. “How you want us to kiss you.”

“How you want us to hold you,” Jesse added, taking her other hand. He lifted it to his mouth, and sank his teeth into the pad of flesh at the base of her thumb.

Her breath caught at the small pain, then again when his tongue slid out to soothe. The bite throbbed faintly, a pulse that echoed deep between her thighs. “Oh, God.”

Jesse’s smile was wide and wicked. “She likes that.”

Chloe’s head bobbed in eager agreement. “I do.”

“What else do you like?” Knox asked.

“I don’t know how you expect me to answer that,” she told him, blinking to bring him in focus. He was watching her, the sharp edge of his gaze softened slightly, but the glitter of lust was bright and unmistakable.

“Honestly,” he answered and licked her wrist.

She jolted at the contact and clenched her thighs at the flood of moisture between them. “You’re killing me.”

“Darling,” Knox murmured against her damp wrist, “we haven’t even started.”

 

 




Chapter Nine

Knox clamped down on his rising lust, and shot a sharp look at Jesse over Chloe’s shoulder to ensure he did the same. They’d fuck the hell out of each other later, but this moment was about Chloe.

As he’d expected, disappointment made Jesse’s expressive mouth droop, but then he nodded in agreement and shifted her hand to cradle it against his cheek. “Chloe.”

She turned to look at him, giving Knox the back of her head, and the long, delicate line of her neck.

He wanted to sink his teeth into it and devour.

“Is it all right with you if we play a little?” Jesse was asking.

“Play?” Chloe echoed.

Jesse nodded, dragging the stubble on his jaw against the soft skin of her palm. It was a small caress, a subtle one, but Knox noted the way she shivered.

“Play,” Jesse repeated, his voice lowered to a soft rumble. “So we can find out what you like.”

“Um.” Chloe’s head swiveled back to Knox, her pretty blue eyes hazy with lust and confusion. “Does that mean sex?”

“No,” Knox said and bit back a smile at the disappointment that darkened her expression. “No intercourse, anyway.”

“But…other stuff?”

“Yeah,” Jesse said, pulling her attention back to him. “Lots of other stuff.”

“We want to make you feel good, Chloe,” Knox chimed in softly, wanting those big blue eyes back on him. “But only if that’s what you want, too.”

She let out a fluttering laugh. “Are you kidding? I’ve been wanting that for months.”

Jesse’s grin could’ve lit Cincinnati at midnight, but Knox sent him a quelling look. They needed to stay in control for this, and tread carefully. “Then kiss me, Chloe. Like you’ve wanted for months.”

Delight lit her gaze even as the pink in her cheeks deepened, and without taking her hand from Jesse’s face, she leaned in to brush her mouth over his.

She was so soft he almost couldn’t stand it. The urge to take, to plunder, was a weight inside him, a force that took concentrated effort to hold back. She sighed against his lips, wine and red sauce on her breath, and kissed him again, and the stroke of her tongue over his bottom lip nearly broke him.

Instead he parted his lips in invitation, and with a little hum of pleasure, she accepted.

Tentative at first, then boldly, she explored his mouth, tongue flicking, teeth testing. He let himself enjoy it, let the need and the pleasure twine through him in a dizzying swirl of sensation until he couldn’t wait any longer.

She squeaked when he sucked on her tongue, moaned when he scraped it with his teeth. And when he slid his free hand up her back to cradle her head, to angle it and take the kiss deeper, she melted against him like candy in the sun.

“Oh, shit,” Jesse muttered, the sound reaching Knox’s ears as though from a great distance, and it broke through.

He eased back, tightening his grip on her skull when she tried to follow his mouth. “I think Jesse’s feeling a little left out, darling.”

Her eyes blinked open, the blue so hazy with need that only his great love and affection for his husband stopped him from dragging her back. “Oh,” she breathed. Licking her lips, humming with pleasure, she turned to Jesse.

Who wasted no time.

He slid off the coffee table to kneel on the floor in front of her, still holding her hand to his face, and kissed her like he was dying of thirst and she was the only puddle of water in the desert. Watching, wanting, Knox let his hand slide from the back of her head to her waist, under the flannel shirt. The tank under it had ridden up, baring a strip of the soft, warm skin of her back, and he savored it while Jesse savored her mouth.

Jesse broke away, breathing heavily. “God damn, you can kiss.”

“Really?” she asked, her voice bright with pleasure.

His head bobbed. “Nobody ever told you that before?”

“No.”

“Men are such assholes,” Jesse griped.

She giggled, a bright, happy sound. “Will you kiss me again?”

“Baby, I’ll kiss you whenever, wherever you want,” Jesse told her, flicking his gaze to Knox. “We both will. But can I take these off first?”

She glanced down the flannel, the tank underneath. “Oh.”

“It’s okay if the answer is no,” Knox told her gently, his hand resting on her back. Her skin had popped out in goosebumps, and she wasn’t nearly as relaxed as she’d been a moment ago.

“It’s just…” Her gaze flicked between them, her plump lower lip caught between her teeth. “Can you take your shirts off, too?”

Surprised, Knox nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

“I’ll feel less weird if I’m not the only one who’s half naked,” she explained, then jerked back, startled, when Jesse started wrestling his way out of his Henley.

“Christ, Jess,” Knox began, wincing when Jesse cracked an elbow against the coffee table. “Slow down. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

“Why won’t this come off— Ow!” Jesse exclaimed from inside the shirt. “What the fuck is my hair caught on?”

Since Chloe had collapsed into giggles, Knox got up to assist. “It’s wrapped around one of the buttons. Hold still.”

“Why does this thing have buttons, anyway?” Jesse asked, his voice muffled by the cotton. “Ow! Dammit, Knox!”

“I told you to hold still,” Knox said without sympathy and worked the hair free of the button. “There.”

Jesse tossed the shirt away, his eyes wild, his hair wilder. He raised a hand to rub at his scalp. “Shit, that hurt.”

“Poor baby,” Chloe crooned through her giggles.

Jesse grinned, then pinned a pout on his pretty face. “A kiss would make it feel better.”

Knox rolled his eyes, but he was smiling when Chloe leaned forward to press her lips to Jesse’s scalp. “There. All better.”

“Thanks, sweetheart.” He aimed a smug look at Knox. “And that’s how it’s done.”

Knox’s chuckle mixed with Chloe’s laugh. “You’re shameless.”

“Who needs shame?” Jesse jerked his chin at Knox. “Go on, get that sweater off so Chloe feels more comfortable.”

Smiling, and enjoying the way Chloe went from cheerful giggles to wide-eyed stillness at the order, Knox reached for the hem of his sweater.

 

Oh, my.

Chloe swallowed as Knox peeled the sweater over his head. She’d been distracted by the humor of the moment when Jesse had taken off his shirt, so the impact of his smooth, muscled chest and thick abs had been mitigated somewhat. But there was no lessening the impact of Knox.

He was swimmer lean, with hair fanning over his pectoral muscles. It was thick, a mix of silver and the dark brown that she assumed was his natural, pre-gray color. It trailed down to bisect his abs, fanning out again around his belly button before disappearing into the waist of his jeans.

Happy trail, she thought, her dry mouth beginning to water, and was jolted out of her fascinated stare when she felt a tug at her flannel.

Jesse was looking at her expectantly, one hand on the sleeve. “Your turn.”

It was a question still, giving her a chance to back out or slow down, and gave her the courage to peel the shirt off.

Knox murmured in approval as her shoulders were bared. The shirt off and away, she grasped the hem of the tank and lifted it over her head, dropping it into Jesse’s waiting hands. The room was warm, but still she shivered—not from cold, but awareness. They were looking at her, as she’d looked at them, only the thin spandex of her bralette shielding her now.

“What do you call this thing?” Jesse wondered.

She looked at him, kneeling in front of her. “A bralette.”

He stroked one blunt fingertip down the thin strap over her shoulder. “It’s pretty.”

She’d had no idea she’d end up half naked tonight, so pretty was just the luck of the draw. The soft pink color complimented her skin, and the lace trim lent a little romance to the utilitarian garment.

“Very pretty,” Knox agreed, his eyes on hers. “Take it off.”

Her breath caught in her throat. The words were soft, with an edge of pleading, but there was a demand in his eyes.

She’d never been one for orders when it came to sex. Egalitarian, that was her style in bed. Everyone was equal, everyone got what they needed. But the command in those smokey eyes was compelling, the need even more so, and with her eyes locked on his, obeyed. She dropped the garment, then held her breath as Jesse skimmed a finger over the upper curve of her right breast.

“Look at you.” His face was a mask of concentration, his touch impossibly light, desperately gentle. “God, you’re so pretty.”

“I’m small,” she said, the apology for her petite curves automatic.

“Dainty,” he corrected her in a voice rich with awe. “You’ve got fairy boobs.”

Her startled laugh made the boobs in question bounce. “Fairy boobs?”

“Tinkerbell tits?” he ventured, brown eyes twinkling into hers.

“This is getting weird,” Knox announced.

“I bet they taste like cotton candy,” Jesse said, ignoring his husband. “Can I?”

Her breath caught in her throat. “Um. Yeah, if you want.”

“Baby, there’s only one thing I want to taste more,” Jesse said and, grinning outrageously, dipped his head to her breast.

She held her breath, heart thundering, as his tongue circled her already puckered nipple. She’d expected him to plunder and take, to devour her breast as he had her mouth, so the soft caress took her by surprise. She sighed into it, relaxing muscles she hadn’t realized she’d tensed, and felt more than heard his answering rumble of approval.

“Well?” Knox asked.

Lost in the sweet pleasure, Chloe wondered fuzzily what he was talking about.

“Better than candy,” Jesse declared, smacking his lips, and raised his head long enough to grin at Knox. “You should taste for yourself.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Knox drawled and bent his head.

Chloe jerked at the touch of his lips, fast where Jesse had gone slow, voracious where Jesse had been restrained. His mouth closed over her nipple and sucked strongly, tongue stroking, teeth nipping, and sent her arousal spiking.

“Shh, shh,” Jesse crooned in her ear. She was dimly aware that he’d risen to sit beside her on the couch, stroking her hair, her face to soothe while sensation spread, little lightning strikes under the skin. She heard her own whimpers, the desperate cries for less, for more spilling from her lips.

Knox lifted his head, eyes sharp, to stare into hers. “Do you want more, Chloe?”

She stared at him, at the color that had bloomed on his cheekbones, the wet that slicked his mouth. Her hand was tangled in his hair, and she wondered when that had happened.

“Chloe?” Jesse prompted and she remembered they’d asked her a question.

“More?” she repeated, swallowing hard. She didn’t know what that meant. They’d said no sex, and that was both a relief and a disappointment. But if they weren’t going to fuck her, then what did more mean?

“Do you want us to make you come, honey?” Jesse asked.

She’d never, ever had anyone ask her that, and she had the dim, faint thought that that was a damn shame, because it was hot as hell. “Yes.”

Knox bent his head and lapped at her nipple, then rubbed his chin over it. His beard was soft and thick—it was like being petted with a luxurious pelt. “You sure, darling?”

She used her grip on his hair to bring his face back to hers. “I’m sure.”

Jesse’s laugh was soft in her ear. “I think she’s sure, Knox.”

“Well, then.” Placing one broad hand on her belly, he gave her a gentle nudge. “Lie back, love.”

Warmth spreading through her at the endearment, she eased back. Jesse moved as she did, scooting back on the couch and bringing her with him so she lay with her back against his chest, her ass cradled by his thighs. With Jesse’s hands resting on her rib cage, Knox grasped her knees, gently nudged them apart, then knelt between them. “We’re going to take your pants off, Chloe. Is that okay?”

She couldn’t make her voice work, so she just nodded, and Jesse’s hands skimmed down.

She watched, rapt, as those long, strong fingers hooked the waist of her leggings and tugged.

“Fuck,” Jesse groaned when her panties came into view. “White cotton panties.”

Chloe blushed, and Knox smiled.

“He loves white cotton panties,” Knox told her, his voice lowered as though he was sharing a secret. “Lift up, sweetheart.”

She dug in her heels and obeyed, and he slid the leggings down to her knees. He worked them off one foot, then the other, setting them on the coffee table before returning to kneel between her now bare legs.

“Jesus, Chloe,” Jesse said, his voice a rumble in her ear, at her back. “Jesus, look at you.”

She was looking. Between Jesse’s jean-clad legs, her bare ones were pale, and her panties were so bright they all but glowed. Her belly was quivering under Jesse’s hands, her breasts shimmying with every beat of her heart. His chest was hot against her back, the skin growing slick with sweat, and poking her in the lower back was the unmistakable jut of an erection.

And it wasn’t the only one. Kneeling between her knees, Knox grimaced and reached down to adjust himself.

“You can take your pants off,” she blurted out suddenly.

Knox sent her a wry smile. “No, we can’t.”

She eyed his erection dubiously. “But—”

“Baby, if we get naked, this is going to go a lot faster and a lot further than we want it to,” Jesse told her. “Tonight’s about you.”

She twisted to look up at him, frowning. “That’s hardly fair.”

“Too bad,” Knox said, and she swiveled back to look at him. “Majority rules, and it’s two against one.”

“You lose,” Jesse said cheerfully. “Or win, depending on how you look at it.”

She shook her head, ready to protest, when Jesse slid his hands up her belly to cup her breasts. Her breath caught in her throat as he hefted their slight weight, squeezing gently, and scraped his thumbs, rough with callouses, over her nipples.

“What were you saying?” he prompted.

“You don’t play fair,” she choked out.

Jesse chuckled, warm and wicked. “Nope. Lucky you.”

“While you’re doing that,” Knox drawled. “I believe I’ll busy myself with these pretty panties.”

Chloe blinked hazy eyes at Knox, watching his fingers toy with the waistband of her panties. Her belly quivered, nerves and anticipation, but her focus was scattered by the magic Jesse was weaving on her nipples, and Knox slipped the panties from her hips with ease.

Jesse groaned behind her, the sound harsh and ragged, and Knox hissed, his gaze locked between her bare thighs. The panties fell unheeded to the floor, and caught between embarrassment and pleasure, Chloe instinctively brought her thighs together.

“Oh, hell no,” Jesse said even as Knox caught her by the calves and spread her legs apart, draping her thighs over Jesse’s. He shifted his legs higher and wider, forcing hers to do the same, and cool air washed over the wet, hot flesh of her pussy.

Her face hot, her body hotter, Chloe squirmed in Jesse’s hold, her hands clutching his thighs. “Knox,” she pleaded.

“What?” he asked absently, his entire focus on her pussy, spread wide in front of him.

She didn’t know how to answer him, how to tell him that this was embarrassing and arousing and just too much to handle, but Jesse spoke before she could figure it out.

“You’re so beautiful, Chloe,” he murmured, dipping his head down so he spoke directly in her ear, his hands firm on her breasts, his erection like a brand against her back. “Let him look. He needs to look.”

She squirmed, rubbing against Jesse’s back, his hands. God, the room felt like an inferno. And Knox’s eyes didn’t shift even an inch from her pussy. “Why?”

“Because it’s hot,” Jesse said baldly. “Isn’t it?”

Hot wasn’t the word. Inflammatory was closer. Incendiary closer still. She was going to catch fire and burn to ash any second.

“Look at him, Chloe,” Jesse whispered. “He’s so aroused, so focused. Like nothing exists for him right now but your pussy.”

“Does he always do this?” she managed.

Jesse hummed in his throat. “He’s a focused kind of guy. Never seem him like this, though. Hey, Knox?”

Knox lifted his head. “Yeah?”

Chloe stared. His eyes were heavy and dark, his cheeks flushed. His mouth was wet, as though he’d been licking his lips in anticipation of a particularly delicious meal.

“You’re freaking Chloe out a little bit,” Jesse told him.

Knox’s gaze flicked to her, a hint of a smile softening the savage hunger for a moment. “Sorry, darling. I got a little distracted.”

Jesse’s soft laugh made her shiver. “An understatement.”

Knox’s hands, heavy and warm on her calves, began to slide up. “You still okay with me touching you?”

“Yes, I’m just…” She stopped to wet her lips, her heart picking up speed when his eyes followed the motion. When his hands clenched briefly on her knees before continuing up.

“Just what, darling?”

“Nervous,” she finished.

Knox’s rumbling purr was somehow both soothing and amused. “I don’t think you’re nervous.”

Could’ve fooled her. “I’m not?”

He shook his head slowly, hair dancing over his bare shoulders. “Nope.”

“How…can you tell?”

“If you were nervous,” he said conversationally, “I don’t think you’d be doing that.”

He inclined his head, dropping his eyes to her pussy once again, and she followed his gaze to see her hips, with no conscious direction from her, arching up in an unmistakable search for touch.

“That’s not a nervous pussy,” Knox went on while her mouth dropped open in shock. “That’s an eager pussy.”

“A needy pussy,” Jesse put in, stroking his thumbs over her nipples.

“A pretty-please-make-me-come pussy,” Knox finished.

“I had no idea my pussy was so polite,” Chloe croaked out.

Male laughter rang out, but she was too far gone to laugh along. Knox’s hands were at the tops of her thighs now, his thumbs right in that tender crease where leg meets hip. She was wet there, she knew—hell, she was probably leaving a puddle on the couch underneath her, and wondered wildly if someone ought to grab a towel—which he could not only see now, but feel.

And smell, she realized when he leaned down and with his nose mere inches away, inhaled deeply. “Fuck, you smell good,” he muttered and she didn’t know whether to be aroused or embarrassed—no one had ever commented on how she smelled before.

“What’s she smell like, babe?” Jesse asked, his voice hoarse while he plucked and stroked and rubbed her nipples.

“Like the ocean and cotton candy,” Knox replied and inhaled again.

“Is that good?” she managed, blushing to the roots of her hair and wondering if she could excuse herself to take a quick shower.

“I fucking love it,” Knox growled, staring up at her from between her thighs. “I want a taste.”

She didn’t know what she was supposed to say to that. Okay? Be my guest? Hurry the fuck up?

“Can he, Chloe?” Jesse pushed his hands down, down, over her belly and beyond, to lay them on her spread thighs, his long fingers just teasing the edges of her labia. “Can he taste you?”

Holy shit, this was the hottest moment of her life. It was the hottest moment of anyone’s life. “Yes.”

Knox’s rumble of—relief? Approval?—was nearly drowned out by Jesse’s next words. “Can I help him, Chloe?”

She didn’t know how that was supposed to work—and really, Knox didn’t look like he needed help. But saying yes had gotten her this far, and if it ain’t broke… “Yes.”

“That’s my girl,” Jesse said softly. “Reach up, sweetheart, and wrap your arms around my neck.”

She obeyed instantly, uncurling her hands from his thighs and reaching back, linked them behind his neck. The position lifted her slightly, pushing her breasts out, making her hips arch. Both men murmured in approval, in desire, and though her body flushed with heat there was no embarrassment this time.

It was pure power.

“That’s it,” Jesse encouraged and dropped his head so his cheek rubbed against hers. “Now, I want you to watch Knox, okay? No matter what happens, watch him. Can you do that?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“That’s my girl. Keep watching. And remember, anytime you need to slow down, or stop, or you get uncomfortable, you just let us know, okay, sweetheart?”

She turned her head to stare into his eyes, so close to hers. They were full of heat and need and promise, and the last of her lingering nerves faded away. “Okay.”

He smiled and rubbed his nose against hers in a surprisingly tender caress. “Watch.”

She turned to look into Knox’s eyes, so sharp, so fierce. The same promise that lived in Jesse’s eyes lived in his, solid and sure and, wanting to give him some of what he was giving her, she sent him a wicked smile.

“Are you waiting for an engraved invitation?” she asked and sent her hips in a slow, lazy roll.

He blinked, startled, then laughed, smooth as sin. “Sassy girl.”

“Lonely girl,” she said with a pout and added another hip wiggle.

“Can’t have that, can we, Jesse?” Knox drawled.

“No, sir,” Jesse said, laughter and lust rich in his voice.

“Do it,” Knox ordered.

Jesse moved his hands, sliding them inward along her thighs so he was touching her pussy. She caught her breath at the touch even as she blinked in confusion. She thought Knox was going to go down on her, so why was Jesse…?

Then her mouth dropped open in a surprised O, for she had her answer when Jesse peeled her labia back to lay her open for Knox’s mouth.

Who spared her one sly, wicked grin before diving in face first.

 

 




Chapter Ten

It was like being struck by lightning. Every muscle in her body went taut, vibrating like the plucked strings of a bow, and her mind, so delighted to be able to join in the clever byplay only moments before, was full of only one thought: oh, my God.

Jesse’s breathless laugh danced over her ear. “Watch Knox, Chloe. Remember, you have to watch him. If you don’t, he’ll stop.”

Stop? No, he couldn’t stop. She forced her eyes open, forced her head down, forced herself to focus on the man now feasting on her pussy like…shit, like a man who really loved eating pussy.

And he did. He loved it. There was simply no other explanation for the way he was moaning and groaning and tonguing her cunt, his eyes half closed in delirious joy and his cheeks shiny with her juices. She’d never had her pussy eaten like this, like it was the most important thing in the world and nothing short of a nuclear bomb could make him stop.

And it felt fucking amazing.

His tongue was everywhere, stabbing inside her and curling around her clit, stroking her labia and licking at the sensitive skin between pussy and anus. She squeaked when he did that, her hips shooting up off the couch at the shock of it, and he growled with feral delight and did it again, dipping down even lower to jab his tongue at the sensitive pucker of her asshole.

“Ohmigod,” she breathed, her eyes all but crossing at the sensation. Nobody had ever done that either, and it was unexpectedly, shockingly, spectacular.

“Is he licking your asshole, Chloe?” Jesse asked.

She thought it was kind of a superfluous question, since Knox’s face was so far down her crotch his nose was nearly in her pussy, but she answered anyway. “Fuck. Yes. Nobody…nobody…”

“Nobody’s ever done that for you before?” Jesse guessed, and she shook her head in answer. “Do you like it?”

Another superfluous question—could he not see how she was trying to hump Knox’s face off? “It feels amazing.”

Jesse shifted one of his hands to the top of her mound and was playing with her clit while Knox continued to make a meal out of her ass. “You’re going to love having your ass fucked.”

The thought made her head spin, pushed her harder toward the waiting orgasm, but it wasn’t enough. She wanted to reach down and grab Knox’s hair, drag him back up to her pussy. As good as his tongue in her ass felt, she needed more in order to come. Jesse was still working her clit, and that was good, but he was just toying with it, and she needed focus.

Jesse pressed a kiss to her cheek. “You getting close, sweetheart?”

“Yes.” She was breathing heavily, her body sheened with sweat. “Need more.”

“More what, baby?” He kissed her again, skimmed her ear with his tongue. “Tell me.”

“Pussy,” she managed. “Mouth there.”

“I got you,” Jesse assured her. “Hey, Knox. She wants you back at her pussy.”

Knox grunted, the sound vibrating against her taint. “Can’t,” he mumbled.

“Shit, I forgot. He can’t, baby.”

“Nooo,” she moaned, her arms tightening around Jesse’s neck.

“Seriously.” Jesse sounded genuinely apologetic. “Going ass to pussy is a bad idea.”

“Then finger me,” she demanded in a near wail. “Do something. I need to come.”

“Hold on, sweetheart.” Reaching up to untangle her arms from around his neck, Jesse lifted her up, shifted under her, and slid away, laying her back on the couch.

She tried to sit up, but Knox shoved her legs up and back, keeping her flat. “Where are you going?”

“Not far,” Jesse promised, then his face was between her legs, his mouth latching onto her clit, his fingers stroking down to her opening. He slid two fingers in, rough and fast, and sucked her clit, and she came screaming.

 

* * * *

 

They drove her home.

She’d planned to call Bailey to come get her—that was the plan they’d made when Bailey had agreed to leave her there—but they insisted. So she texted Bailey and climbed into the cab of Jesse’s old work truck, tucked between them on the bench seat.

“You warm enough?” Knox asked, adjusting the heating vents.

“Toasty,” she assured him. Snuggled between the two of them, the blanket Knox had insisted on draped over her lap, she couldn’t be anything but.

Behind the wheel, Jesse peered through the windshield. “Stars are out. No more snow tonight.”

“It’s pretty,” she murmured, watching the bright lights against the inky black through drooping eyes.

“You’re half asleep,” Knox observed.

She hummed in agreement. “Hard not to be. Good food, good wine. Good orgasm.”

Knox chuckled. “Happy to be of service.”

She turned to look at him, laying her head against the seat. “You didn’t let me be of service.”

He glanced at her, the lights of oncoming traffic turning his silvery hair white. “Tonight was about you.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he said simply. “You need to be able to trust that we’ll give you what you need.”

“Oh, I do.”

His smile was satisfied. “Good.”

“You didn’t want to…” She trailed off, looking for the right word.

“Come?”

Well, that was the right word. “Yeah.”

“Sure. But I wanted you to come more. And so did Jesse.”

“True,” Jesse said cheerfully. “But I’m jumping Knox the minute we get back home.”

“Hey,” she complained, only half kidding. “I don’t get to watch?”

Jesse chuckled and patted her blanket-draped leg. “Sorry, maybe next time.”

“Something to look forward to,” she quipped, and tried to ignore the twinge of renewed desire.

Jesse pulled into the lot behind the pub and switched off the engine. “Lots to look forward to.”

Knox opened the passenger door and slid out, then turned to lift her to the ground. Touched, and not knowing quite what to do with all this solicitous chivalry, she smiled. “Thanks.”

The security light on the back of the building lit his smiling face. “You’re welcome.”

Jesse got out of the driver’s side and came around the front of the truck, and she frowned at him. “What are you doing?”

“Walking you to your door,” Jesse said and, stepping up beside her, offered his arm.

She stared at it, then at Knox on her other side, his arm similarly extended. “Guys, I can walk up the steps.”

“We know.” Knox picked up her hand and tucked it in the curve of his elbow. “We’re just going to walk with you.”

With a baffled laugh, she hooked her other hand through Jesse’s arm. “Okay, then.”

They started up the steps, though Chloe could’ve sworn she was floating, because she thought this might just be the most romantic date she’d been on in…well, ever. They cooked her dinner, made her laugh, made her come, and now they were walking her to her door.

All that was left was a goodnight kiss. Two goodnight kisses.

They topped the steps and walked across the short landing to her door. Since Bailey had driven she didn’t have her keys, but thankfully the door had a keyless entry option and could be opened with a code, so she punched it in, heard the quiet snick of the locks releasing, and turned to say goodnight.

And Knox smiled that soft, sexy, smile, lifted his hands to her face, and kissed her.

He smelled like soap and tasted like toothpaste and mouthwash—standard cleanup protocol after eating ass, she’d been told—and the kiss was soft and sweet. She sighed into it, murmuring a protest when he pulled away.

His quiet laugh puffed warm air on her face. “Well, if you insist,” he said and kissed her again.

“Hey, when can I get in on the smooches?” Jesse complained behind her.

“In a minute,” Knox told him, and kept kissing her.

This time when he lifted his head, he gently turned her around and through hazy, kiss-drunk eyes she saw Jesse’s face. His cheeks were pink with cold, his pretty mouth curved in a smile. She smiled back. “Hiya.”

“Hi, yourself,” he said, dimple flashing, and yanked her in.

Where Knox’s kiss had had her floating toward arousal, this one shot her straight into heat. Hard and fast, hot and wet, she was clinging within seconds, her heart pounding. Desperate, eager, she curled her tongue around his, sucking on it, and he groaned into her mouth.

His hands clamped on her ass, hoisting her up to jam the thick ridge of his erection against her pussy, and for a brief, delirious and grateful moment she thought he might pin her against the wall and fuck her right there. Then Knox said, “Jesse,” in a warning tone and Jesse said, “Fuck,” against her mouth, and she was back on her feet, Jesse’s forehead pressed to hers as she tried to suck in enough oxygen to not pass out.

“Sorry,” Jesse panted, his breath fogging the air between them. “Forgot.”

“Me too,” she said, her breath mingling with his. Her head felt like it was floating about six inches above her body. “What did we forget?”

His answer was a half laugh, half moan. “That I can’t fuck you on your front porch.”

“Oh.” She thought about that for a second. “Why can’t you?”

“Because Knox said no.”

“Why is he in charge?” she wondered, though now that she was cooling off and remembering that it was twenty degrees out, she thought it was probably a good thing that he was.

“He’s the oldest.”

Knox snorted.

Jesse’s eyes glinted. “Also, he’s right. The first time I get inside you, sweetheart, I want to be on a big, soft bed where I can take my time.”

Oh, my. “And when do you think that will be?”

He grinned. “When’s your next night off?”

She tried to think. “Um. Sunday, I think. I have to check.”

“You do that.” He kissed her nose. “Let us know, okay?”

Oh my, my, my. “Okay.”

“Say goodnight, Jesse,” Knox directed.

“Goodnight, Jesse,” Jesse parroted with a wink. “And goodnight, Chloe.”

“Night,” she said faintly, bracing a hand against the wall when he stepped back.

Knox stepped into his place, his eyes dark in the shadow of the security light. “I’m not in charge.”

She blinked. “Um. Okay.”

“You know who is?”

Entranced, she shook her head.

“You are.” He lifted a hand, tapped her sternum with one finger. She couldn’t feel it through the coat, but the impact sang all the way to her toes. “What happens between us, doesn’t happen, when, how…it’s all up to you. We’re yours for the taking, Chloe,” he continued quietly while she stared up at him with wide eyes. “You crook that little finger and we’ll come running.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she said the first thing that came to mind. “Wow.”

Jesse laughed, the sound strained but joyful, and Knox smiled. “Whatever you want,” he repeated. “Check your calendar, beautiful, and let us know.”

“Okay.”

He lowered his head, brushed a kiss across her mouth. “Good night.”

“Okay,” she said again, this time with a dreamy little sigh.

“Go inside, Chloe,” Knox said, giving her a gentle push. “Lock your door.”

“Right. Inside.” With the care of the very drunk or very befuddled, she turned, planting a hand on the knob. It turned smoothly, the door opening with a soft creak. She stepped inside and turned to close the door. They stood there, bathed in the glow of the security light. “Night,” she said, and with a little wave that made her feel ridiculous, closed the door.

She flipped the deadbolt, then stood on her toes to peer through the peep hole. Knox had turned and started down the stairs, but Jesse stood there for a moment, watching her door with a look on his face that made her knees wobble. Then he too turned and walked down the stairs, and out of sight.

“Well, it’s about time,” Bailey said from behind her, and Chloe muffled a shriek of surprise. “I heard the lock open like, five minutes ago. What were you doing out there so long?”

Bailey stood in the yoga pants and oversized sweatshirt that Chloe knew made up the emergency outfit Bailey kept in her car, her hair scooped up in a messy ponytail. She had a bag of potato chips in one hand, the television remote in the other, and now that her ears weren’t ringing, Chloe could hear the muffled sounds of the television in the living room.

“Oh,” Bailey said, her eyes going wide. “That’s what you were doing.”

“Where’s Gwen?” Chloe asked in a weak attempt at evasion.

“She went home to sleep, and don’t change the subject. Nice beard burn.”

“I do not have beard burn.” Oh crap, do I?

“Do, too,” Bailey said gleefully, all but dancing in her yoga pants. “I’m so glad I decided to stay over. How was it?”

Chloe toed off her boots and unbuttoned her coat. “I need a shower.”

“Hot damn.” Bailey trailed after Chloe into the living room. “Tell me everything, and don’t skimp on the details.”

Chloe walked through the living room and into the bathroom. “Knox made spaghetti.”

“You can skip those details,” Bailey amended, following Chloe into the bathroom and perching on the toilet lid. “Get to the things like why you’re not wearing the bra you had on when you left?”

“I didn’t want to wrestle it back on,” Chleo admitted with a sigh.

Bailey grinned. “I’m so proud.”

Chloe stripped off her leggings, and the panties she was glad she’d put back on under them. “I’m happy to live up to your expectations.”

“That has not yet been determined,” Bailey gestured with a chip. “Start at the beginning.”

Naked, Chloe climbed into the tub, jerked the curtain closed, and turned on the water. Ice cold, it would take a second to warm up, so she tugged back the curtain to look at Bailey. “I guess that would be when I just flat out asked them if Sawyer had told them about the threesome thing.”

Bailey laughed so hard she almost dropped her chips. “Oh, shit.”

“I know.” Chloe grimaced, remembering. “Talk about humiliating.”

“Had he? Told them, I mean?”

“No, which is why it was humiliating. Then Jesse kissed me.”

Bailey wiggled with delight. “Yes, baby, yes. Then what happened?”

“Knox kissed me,” Chloe remembered.

“Which one was better?” Bailey wanted to know.

“I’m not answering that.”

“Spoilsport.”

Chloe ducked back to check the water. It was hot now, so she tugged the curtain closed again and turned the knob to direct the water to the showerhead. Stepping back to avoid the initial icy blast, she lifted her voice to be heard over the spray. “Where was I?”

“Knox kissed you,” Bailey answered helpfully.

Chloe ducked under the now warm water. “Right. That’s when I told you and Gwen I was staying.”

“Okay.”

“We ate dinner,” Chloe continued, tipping her head back to soak her hair. “And Knox started asking questions.”

“Sexy questions?”

“More practical ones, like what I wanted, how, that kind of thing,” Chloe recalled, then admitted, “But it sure felt sexy.”

“I bet. What’s on the threesome menu?”

“Spit roasting and double penetration.”

“Yeah, baby. Did you do all that tonight?”

“We didn’t do any of it tonight.”

“Bullshit,” Bailey protested. “I know an orgasm haze when I see one.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t come,” Chloe argued. “We just didn’t fuck.”

“Spill it, sister,” Bailey ordered over the crinkle of the potato chip bag.

Chloe grabbed her shampoo and spilled.

By the time she got out of the shower, Bailey was sitting on the toilet open mouthed, the potato chips bag forgotten in her hand. “They both ate you out?”

Chloe rubbed at her hair with the towel, then wrapped it around her body. “Yep.”

“And neither one of them got off?”

Chloe grabbed her moisturizer off the shelf next to the sink. “Nope.”

“Well, that’s… I don’t know what that is,” Bailey decided.

Pouring cream into her hand, Chloe propped a foot on the edge of the tub to slather it on. “Knox said this time, this first time, was about me.”

“Aw. He’s a romantic.”

Chloe let out a half laugh. “I know. He was really sweet.”

“Yeah, that’s the word I think of for a man who eats your ass like it’s a buffet,” Bailey said drily and blew out a breath. “I’m so jealous.”

Chloe switched to the other leg. “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m really not.”

“Bitch,” Bailey accused mildly. “So, how do you feel?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, casual arrangements like this aren’t your usual,” Bailey elaborated. “You’re a relationship girly, not a fling girly. You going to be able to handle it?”

Chloe straightened to slather cream on her shoulders. “Sure.”

“Okay,” Bailey said agreeably, but Chloe heard the skepticism.

“I’m not going to fall in love with them, Bailey,” Chloe said, annoyed. “They’re married, and I’m not an idiot.”

“I never said you were,” Bailey said.

“Yeah, but you were thinking it.”

“I was thinking that in high-octane sexual situations, it’s easy to get caught up in feelings,” Bailey corrected. “And you should be careful.”

Chloe shifted to stroke cream down her arms and rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”

“Fine, I’ll shut up. When are you seeing them again?”

Chloe struggled to set her annoyance aside. Bailey was just looking out for her, after all. “My next night off, which I think is Sunday.”

Bailey dug back into the potato chips. “I’m going to need more details.”

Chloe smiled, annoyance gone. “I’ll take notes.”

“Recordings would be better,” Bailey suggested. “Video and audio.”

Chloe refused to laugh. “Absolutely not.”

“Spoilsport.”

 

* * * * 

 

Her next night off was indeed Sunday, which meant she had to wait nearly a week before she could get naked with Knox and Jesse again.

She wasn’t sure she was going to make it.

It would have been easier if she didn’t have to see them on the days in between, and could just put the whole thing out of her mind and concentrate on tending bar and making jewelry, and only think about them at night with a fully charged vibrator. But they were in and out of the pub almost every day, or the apartment next door, and now that the ice had been broken, so to speak, the gloves were off.

If she’d thought Jesse was flirty before, it was nothing compared to now. The winks and the looks and the deliberate brush of his body against hers if they passed each other in the back hall were a maddening distraction, a tortuous game with no winner. And Knox, somehow, was worse.

He didn’t flirt like Jesse, didn’t rachet up the inuendo or invade her personal space. But his eyes glowed when he looked at her, with that hint of a smile curling his lips, and somehow it reminded her, even more than Jesse’s bold winks and sly words, of what it felt like to be spread out on that couch, coming her brains out with his face between her legs.

And Mo noticed.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked on Friday night, her eyes on Chloe’s flushed face.

“Nothing,” Chloe said, polishing a glass that didn’t need polishing.

“You’re all flushed,” Mo pointed out, pitching her voice over the Friday night din. “You’re not getting sick, are you?”

“I was just in the kitchen, that’s all.” Chloe explained. She set the glass down, picked up another. “Carrie had me check the chili, so I was standing over the stove for a few minutes.”

It sounded better than Jesse caught me at the back door when I was taking out the trash and kissed the back of my neck, and now my panties need changing.

Mo’s eyes narrowed the same way Chloe’s mother’s did when she was about to say “I’m not buying that for a hot second, young lady”, but a shout from the end of the bar for another round saved her from having to answer any further awkward questions.

On Friday nights the pub had live music, which meant she stayed busy until closing, and it took an extra hour to make sure the bar was well stocked for the following day. She was half asleep by the time she dragged herself upstairs to her apartment, and it took her a moment to realize the yellow thing stuck to her front door was a piece of paper from a legal pad, folded in half.

She tugged it down, blinking away the gritty fatigue, and unfolded it.

 

Chloe,

We’ll be working next door tomorrow. Stop by and see us if you can?

Xoxo

Knox & Jesse

P.S. your neck is delicious—Jesse

 

She blew out a breath and opened her door. Good thing she’d left her vibrator on the charger.

 

 




Chapter Eleven

In the apartment next to Chloe’s on Saturday morning, Knox was laying flooring. The vinyl plank was an easy install, methodical, monotonous work that let his mind wander while his hands were busy, and his mind was wandering to its usual place—the apartment next door, and the woman in it.

“You think she’ll come over?” Jesse asked from the kitchen, where he was installing the water line for the refrigerator.

“I don’t know.” Knox angled in the next plank, dropped it into place, and used the block and mallet to tap it home. “If she doesn’t, it’s your fault.”

“My fault?” Jesse popped his head out from under the sink to scowl at his husband. “How do you figure?”

“You’ve been panting after her like a lovesick puppy all week.”

“Excuse me. I do not pant.” Jesse reached for a wrench. “I beg, and I sometimes drool, but I never pant.”

Knox snorted out a laugh.

“And what do you call what you’ve been doing?”

“Me?” Knox sat back on his haunches. “I haven’t done anything.”

“Please.” Jesse scoffed, waved the wrench. “You’ve been just as bad as I have. More subtle, maybe—”

“Definitely.”

“But just as bad. If I’m a lovesick puppy, then you’re a lovesick cow.”

“A cow?”

“Mooing all over the place,” Jesse said with relish. “Trevor even asked me what was wrong with you.”

Knox frowned, appalled at the idea. “He did not.”

“Okay, he didn’t,” Jesse admitted with a grin. “But he said you were smiling a lot, and that was weird.”

“You ass,” Knox said, exasperated, and hefted his mallet like he was going to throw it.

“You damage the cabinets, you gotta pay to replace them,” Jesse warned him.

Knox lowered the mallet. “Back to the topic at hand—”

“There was a topic at hand?”

Knox rolled his eyes. “Yes. If she comes over, we’re just going to talk to her.”

Jesse nodded. “About tomorrow night, right.”

“And we’re not going to do anything else.”

Jesse frowned. “Nothing? Not even kissing?”

Knox hesitated. He wanted to say no, but he could no more stick to that agreement than Jesse. “Hello and goodbye kissing.”

“I can work with that,” Jesse decided.

“Okay,” Knox agreed. “You remember the plan for tomorrow.”

“I remember.” Jesse ducked back under the sink, then reemerged. “What if she doesn’t like the plan?”

“Then we’ll come up with a new plan, I guess,” Knox said with a shrug, but he was frowning.

“Maybe we’re going about this wrong,” Jesse said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, double teaming her all the time.” Jesse scratched his nose, nearly bonked himself with the wrench, and tossed it aside. “It’s kind of a lot.”

“That’s what she wants,” Knox reminded him, but he was thinking.

“Yeah, and I’m not saying that shouldn’t be the goal,” Jesse said. “But maybe we should ease her into it with some one on one. Show her that it doesn’t always have to be all three of us at once.”

“You’re thinking too far ahead,” Knox protested.

“I knew you were going to say that. Look, I know we’re leading with the sex because that’s what she wants, and frankly, it’s hot as shit,” Jesse began. “But if our ultimate goal is a relationship, well, then shouldn’t we show her what that would look like?”

“That’s a point,” Knox admitted reluctantly. “I just don’t want to scare her off.”

“We won’t.”

“You’re so sure of that.”

“She wants us, babe. I’m sure of that. And if it doesn’t work, well, then we’ll go back to your plan. But I think it will.”

“Okay,” Knox allowed. “You can try. But if she balks, then back off, all right?”

“Scout’s honor.”

Knox rolled his eyes. “Like that means anything.”

Jesse grinned, then jerked his head around at the knock on the front door. “Showtime.”

“Easy, remember?” Knox climbed to his feet.

“Yeah, yeah.” Following suit, Jesse called out, “Door’s open!”

It creaked open, and Chloe’s blonde head appeared in the crack. “Is this a good time?”

“Sure it is, sweetheart.” Standing hipshot, a cocky grin curling his lips, Jesse beckoned her in. “Come on in.”

She stepped inside, closing the door at her back, and took the half dozen steps to bring her into the living space. She was holding herself stiffly, dressed in a pair of jeans, an oversized black sweatshirt, and fluffy pink socks, and looking around. “Wow. You’ve gotten so much done.”

“This will be done before downstairs is,” Knox told her. “Couple more days and we’ll be punching out.”

She tucked her hands into her jeans and blinked curious eyes at Knox. “Punching out?”

“Down to the final details,” Jesse explained and stepped forward. “Hello, beautiful.”

“Hi, handsome,” she said back, laughing when he scooped her up for a dramatic kiss.

“Something funny?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head, still laughing a little. She’d relaxed when Jesse had kissed her, and now she lifted a hand to fluff at her short cap of hair, shot Knox a flirtatious smile. “Hello.”

He didn’t answer, just took the two steps to bring them together and cupped her face, took her mouth. Soft and sweet, so she’d sigh into it. He could get addicted to the way she sighed into his kiss.

He eased back to smile into her eyes, into those dreamy pools of blue. “Hello, yourself.”

“Better than coffee,” she murmured.

“I’ll say,” Jesse chimed in.

She tipped her head back to look at him. “You’d know.”

“I do,” Jesse said with relish, and no small amount of satisfaction. “I do know.”

“Braggart,” she accused, but she was laughing.

“Hell, yes.” He grinned down at her. “God, I could just eat you up. Too bad there’s not a bed in here.”

Pink bloomed in her cheeks. “There’s one next door.”

Jesse’s eyes lit and had Knox choking on a laugh. “Jesus, you two. Do I have to get the hose?”

“You can come, too,” she offered guilelessly.

“Behave,” Knox admonished, and pointed a finger at Jesse. “You, too.”

“He’s so strict,” Jesse whispered in her ear.

“I know,” she whispered back, her eyes still on Knox. “It’s kind of hot.”

Behind the fly of his work jeans, Knox went stone hard. “Is it, now?”

Her eyes went wide and her lips parted, and she flushed to the roots of her hair. “Oh, my.”

“Word of advice?” Jesse said, a laugh in his voice. “Don’t tug the wolf’s tail unless you’re ready to wrestle.”

“Good note,” she croaked.

“We did have a reason for asking you to come over,” Knox said, enjoying the way her throat bobbed and her tongue swept out to wet her lips.

“Sure.” Her tongue snuck out again. Her lips must be really dry. “What, um, what was it?”

He knew he should take pity on her, but why should he be the only one suffering? He smiled, letting her see the wolf had fangs. “I want to talk about tomorrow night. And anal.”

Her throat bobbed again, and her eyes got impossibly wider. “Oh. Anal. Uh-huh. What about it?”

Shooting Knox a look, Jesse stepped from behind her into her line of sight and leaned back against the kitchen island. “You said you’d never done it.”

Some of the strain in her voice faded when she looked at Jesse. “No.” She darted a glance at Knox, then back to Jesse. “The other night was as far as I’ve ever gone with that.”

“But you liked it?” Jesse asked.

She nodded.

“You said you wanted double penetration,” Knox reminded her. “That’s a lot, especially if you’re not already experienced with anal.”

“I know.” She rubbed her hands on her thighs and blew out a breath. “I was kind of hoping we could practice.”

Jesse’s eyebrows went up, and his eyes darted to Knox before looking back at Chloe. “Practice, how?”

“Well, I bought a butt plug,” she began.

Jesse sagged against the counter. “Oh, Jesus.”

“Are you okay?” Chloe cried out, alarmed, and lurched forward to grab his arm.

Knox was laughing. “He’s fine, darling,” he assured her. “All the blood just rushed to his dick, is all.”

“Oh.” Straightening, she eyed Jesse, who was still doing his best impression of a Victorian maiden having an attack of the vapors, then Knox. “How’s your dick?”

“Also commanding most of my blood supply, but I’m less prone to drama.”

She looked at his crotch, blushed, then looked up again. “Okay. Well, as I was saying—”

“Hang on, let me sit.” Jesse slid down the island to sprawl on the section of floor Knox had already laid. “Safety first. Okay, I’m good. Go ahead.”

“Like I said,” Chloe began, lips twitching, “I bought a butt plug—”

Jesse moaned, clutching his chest dramatically, and Knox booted him in the hip.

“—and I’m hoping that’ll help, you know, prepare me.”

Knox could picture it all too easily. He knew what her asshole looked like, having been up close and personal with it Wednesday night, and the thought of it spread open, her pretty cheeks held apart by the base of a plug, was almost enough to have him blubbering on the floor next to Jesse. Ordering himself to keep it together, he nodded. “It’s a good idea,” he began.

“It’s a great idea,” Jesse interjected.

Knox booted him again. “Can I ask a couple of questions about it?”

She was blushing again, but nodded easily. “Go ahead.”

“What’s it made out of?”

“I think silicone?” she said, brow furrowed in thought. “The lady at the store said I should only use a water-based lube with it.”

He nodded. “That makes sense for silicone. How big is it?”

“I’m not sure. I’d have to check the packaging. But it’s like, this big?” She held up her hand, her thumb and forefinger about three inches apart.

Jesse’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “It’s that thick?”

“No, it’s that long. The insertable part, anyway.” Jesse clapped a hand over his heart, and she looked at Knox. “He’s just being dramatic again, right?”

Knox swallowed a laugh. “Right. So it’s about three inches long?”

She thought for a second. “Yeah, about that.”

“And how thick?”

“Less than an inch, I think.” Her brow furrowed, and she gave a little hip wiggle. “Though it sure feels bigger.”

“You’re wearing it now?” Jesse whispered, and Knox locked his suddenly wobbly knees.

She looked down at him, a sly smile curving her lips. “Yes.”

Knox was staring at her, at the knowledge in her eyes, the glow of power that lit her like a candle. “You little minx.”

She shot him a look from under her lashes. “It took me longer than I thought it would to get it in,” she went on, and there was little quaver in her voice had the wolf baring his fangs again. “I think I used too much lube.”

“Too much?” Jesse echoed hoarsely.

She nodded. “It was so slippery, and the plug wasn’t as firm as I thought it would be. And my ass was really tight.”

“Tight,” Jesse repeated.

She nodded, flicking another glance at Knox, as though daring him to remember.

Oh, he remembered, all right. He remembered exactly. And the little witch knew it.

“What else?” he asked.

She blinked, confused. “What else?”

“What else do you want to do?” He took a step forward, crowding into her space. “You said you wanted to get spit roasted. Is that still true?”

Her mouth fell open, her cheeks flushed. “I…yes.”

“Do you want me to eat your ass again?”

Her eyes went dark and heavy. “Yes.”

“Do you want Jesse to fuck me? Me to fuck him? Him to suck my dick? Me to suck his?”

Her breath was coming fast, little pants that puffed out between her parted lips. “Yes.”

“Which?”

“All of it.” She licked her lips. “I want all of it.”

“What you’re asking for is more than we can do in one night. You know that, right?”

“I know.”

“And you need…practice.” He let the word hang there. “Practice taking dick with something in your ass.”

She swallowed so hard he heard the click. “Yes.”

“Practice taking dick in your mouth with something in your pussy.”

“Fuck, this is hot,” Jesse groaned from the floor.

“Yes,” she answered. “I need to practice.”

He nodded. “Are you aroused right now, Chloe?”

She looked at him with wild eyes, like are you fucking kidding me? But she nodded. “Yes.”

“You say yes a lot,” he said softly, and hoping he wasn’t making a mistake, lifted a hand to stroke her throat. “I like that.”

“Oh, my God,” she breathed.

“If you go back to your apartment right now, alone, are you going to masturbate?”

“Yes,” she croaked.

“No, you’re not. Because you’re not going back there alone.”

“Please, Jesus, let that mean what I think it means,” Jesse breathed.

Knox ignored him. “You’re not ready for both of us,” he told her, shaking his head at the protest that leapt into her eyes. “Not yet.”

“But—”

“Not yet,” he repeated. “Jesse?”

Jesse scrambled to his feet so fast he narrowly avoided rapping his head on the countertop. “Yeah?”

“Can you take Chloe back to her apartment and let her practice taking something in her pussy with something in her ass?”

“I really, really, can.”

“Chloe?” Knox raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t looked away from him for even a second. “Is that all right with you?”

She was silent for so long he was afraid he’d made a mistake.

“It’s okay if the answer is no, Chloe. You’re in charge here, remember?”

“I remember,” she said shakily. “It’s just…what about you?”

Amused, touched, he shook his head. “Don’t you worry, darling. I’ll be getting mine tomorrow.”

Relief and pleasure flooded her expression. “Okay.”

Unable to help himself, he leaned down to take her mouth in a quick kiss, teasing them both. “Go on with Jesse, now,” he whispered. “Let him make you feel good.”

She sighed into his mouth. “Yes.”

 

Chloe had absolutely no idea how they’d gotten from the empty apartment to hers, probably because Jesse was kissing her the whole time. He stopped when they hit the wall just inside her apartment and he accidentally bit her lip.

“Shit. Sorry.”

She licked her lip, tasted the tang of copper. “It’s okay.”

“Are you sure? You’re bleeding.”

“Fine,” she assured him breathlessly and dragged his mouth back to hers.

They slid along the wall, staggering into the living room. She aimed for the couch, but he shook his head. “Bedroom.”

“Okay,” she said agreeably and changed course.

She bumped into the door, bounced off the door frame, and dragged him inside. When her legs hit the end of the bed, she let go of him long enough to get rid of the sweatshirt, then reached for his T-shirt.

He stared at her bare breasts. “No bra?”

She wanted to smile at the croak in his voice, but she was too turned on. “I never bother with one at home.”

He lifted his arms so she could tug his shirt over his head. “You were wearing a pushup bra.”

She tossed the shirt aside and stroked his bare chest, humming with delight. “What?”

“That one time,” he said, then hissed out a breath. She’d found his nipples. “Shit, that feels good. Do it again.”

“Okay,” she agreed and did it again.

His groan was like music. “Fuck, where was I? Right. When Knox and I came over, the day we started construction.”

“What about it?” She wondered what his nipples would taste like, and decided to find out.

“You were— Oh, fuck, Chloe.” His hand fisted in her hair as she lapped at his nipple, scraped it with her teeth. “You were wearing a pushup bra that day.”

“Oh, that.” She switched to his other nipple. His hand tightened in her hair, and the little sting was fuel to the fire. “That was for your benefit.”

“I fucking knew it.” He tugged her head back, triumph glittering in his dark eyes. “I told Knox, but he didn’t believe me. You have to tell him I was right.”

“Later,” she promised and reached for his belt buckle.

“Okay,” he said and filled his hands with her breasts.

Pleasure streaked through her when he thumbed her nipples, and she fumbled his belt. “Don’t do that.”

“Why?”

“It’s distracting.” Concentrating, she managed to work the leather through the buckle. “I’m trying to do shit, here.”

“Me, too,” he murmured and bent to take her breast in his mouth.

She abandoned his pants to clutch at his shoulders. “Fine,” she gasped. “You do it.”

“I’m very good at multitasking,” he mumbled around her nipple. His hands bumped against her belly, and through the roaring in her ears she heard the clank of his buckle, the rasp of his zipper. “Shit.”

“What?”

“I forgot to take my boots off.”

Breathless with laughter, weak with lust, she shoved him back. He looked ridiculous, standing there with his pants around his ankles and his dick trying to punch a hole through his boxer briefs, but she didn’t care.

“You get yours, I’ll get mine,” she told him, and shoved her jeans and panties down.

Bent over trying to work his boots off, he stared. “How’d you do that so fast?”

“Stretchy jeans,” she said, her heart hitching a little at the look in his eyes. “Why did you stop?”

“Sorry.” He went back to work on his boots. “Got distracted by the view.”

“Multitask,” she instructed impatiently, and he grinned.

To keep from jumping him and banging him on the floor, boots be damned, she kicked free of her clothes and hurried around the bed to the nightstand where she’d stashed the condoms she’d picked up yesterday. She fumbled one out of the box, dropped it, and bent down to pick it up.

“It’s purple,” he blurted out behind her, and still bent over, she grinned.

She hadn’t completely forgotten the plug in her ass—really, how could she?—but it hadn’t been foremost on her mind until now.

Keeping her position—legs slightly apart, body bent forward at the waist, she angled her head to look at him. He stood at the foot of her bed in his boxer briefs and socks—and wasn’t that a look—staring at her ass like he’d just seen the promised land.

“Like it?” she asked and gave her ass a little shake.

“Baby,” he said, coming around the side of the bed to stand behind her. “I fucking love it.”

She started to rise, but he planted a hand on her back, holding her down. “Don’t stand up yet, I want to get a closer look.”

Heat stung her cheeks, whether from embarrassment or from her upside-down position, she wasn’t sure. “Why?”

“Because it’s fucking hot.” Hands on her waist, he sat on the bed. The mattress gave under his weight, putting his face at nearly plug level, and he wasted no time bending even lower so he was right…there.

“You got one with a narrow base,” he murmured while she squirmed, so close she could feel his breath on her thighs.

“I thought it would be more comfortable,” she explained, breathless from lung compression and lust. “So I could wear it longer.”

“Smart. And hot.” His hand slid over her ass, down to her thighs and back up again. “Fuck, Chloe, you’re so hot.”

His thumbs dipped between her cheeks and tugged them further apart. Cool air and warm breath danced over her pussy, and the pressure on her already stretched anus sent heat spiraling. “Jesse.”

“Fuck, I want to eat your cunt.”

Her cunt fluttered and pulsed at the words, but she shook her head. “I want you to fuck me.”

“I can do both.”

She stepped away and straightened, then turned to face him. “I don’t want to come empty again.”

“So fucking hot,” he repeated and stood. He kissed her, deep and wet, then raised his head to flash that wicked grin. “Give me the condom and get on the bed.”

She slapped it into his outstretched hand and scooted around him to climb onto the bed. She lay back, arranging herself on the pillows, then looked up when she heard the tearing of foil.

And her eyes went bug-wide.

He was standing beside the bed, rolling on the condom, and his dick was— “Oh, my God.”

“What?” he asked.

“Please tell me that Knox is not that thick,” she said hoarsely. “Or this whole anal thing is off the table.”

He looked down at his dick, then back at her, eyes laughing. “He’s not this thick.”

She closed her eyes in relief. “Thank God.”

“But he’s not exactly skinny.”

Her eyes popped open. “Define ‘not exactly’.”

He finished rolling on the condom and climbed onto the bed. “You’ll see. Got any lube?”

She looked down at the flood of moisture between her thighs, then back up at him. “Do you really think you need any?”

There was that wicked grin again. “Probably not, but I like to be prepared.”

“Night stand drawer,” she told him.

He reached over, yanked open the drawer, and pulled out her lube. He eyed the label, nodded approvingly, and squirted some into his palm. Stroking it over the condom, he knee-walked around until he was between her legs. “Ready?”

“God, yes. But go slow, okay?”

“As slow as you need,” he promised and winked. “After all, it’s your first DP.”

She laughed herself breathless, a sound that abruptly cut off when his cock pressed that first inch into her pussy.

“Easy, sweetheart,” he murmured. “You can take me.”

She wasn’t sure. He felt huge inside her, and with the presence of the plug, the pressure was enormous. But once the first panicked shock had passed, there was also pleasure.

A lot of pleasure. Her asshole was pulsing around the plug, echoing the wild throb of her clit, and the stretch of her pussy around him was a mad thrill. It wasn’t altogether comfortable, but God, it was hot.

“How we doing, sweetheart?” he murmured.

“I’m good,” she gasped, not sure if it was true but not wanting to wait any longer. She reached up to grab the rungs on her headboard, thanking past-Chloe for having the foresight to buy a bed with handles. “You can go further.”

“Stop me if you need to,” he said and pushed ahead.

Oh God, oh God, it was too much. Too much and not enough and she was going to come apart before he even got all the way inside her. She felt so full, like her body couldn’t possibly hold this much, take this much, so how did it feel so good?

Because it did. Despite the discomfort and the insane pressure and the feeling like a piece of meat on a skewer, it felt so goddamn good. Her clit was pulsing, her pussy throbbing around him—even her asshole felt good, like if someone tugged on that plug a few times she could come just from that, and if someone had told her that was possible even five minutes ago she would have told them to go sober up.

And it went on and on, there was so much of him, so much dick tunneling into her, she would have sworn he hadn’t had this much dick when they’d started, and it was on the tip of her tongue to ask him where he’d gotten all that extra dick when she felt his balls nestle up against her and realized he was all the way inside her.

“Oh, thank God,” she moaned.

“Whatcha thankin’ God for, baby?” he asked, and she opened her eyes.

He was leaning over her, his elbows planted on the mattress under her arms. His face was inches from hers, his hair curling down around his face, and he was smiling his wicked, sexy smile.

“That you ran out of dick,” she gasped, and the bed shook when he laughed. “Also, I’m sorry I doubted you about the lube.”

“Not my first rodeo.” He dropped his head to nuzzle her neck. “Doing okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just…” She stopped to swallow. “Really full.”

“Hmm. How’s it feel?”

“Uncomfortable,” she said honestly. “But also really good.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded. “Jesse?”

“What, baby?”

“Will you kiss me?”

He lifted his head from her neck, his smile no longer wicked but soft and dreamy. “Anytime, anywhere, baby.”

She sighed as his mouth met hers, and the kiss was sweet and soothing, just what she needed. Until it wasn’t. But he seemed to sense the change, to know when her need shifted, and shifted with it.

Soothing turned to enticing, gentle to raw. He seduced her with the thrust of his tongue, destroyed her with the nip of his teeth. She kissed him back with desperate need, clutched at him with wild hands. Her body began to move under his, begging for more, but still he held back.

“Jesse,” she moaned into his mouth, arching into his hands. He was plucking at her nipples, twisting and pulling at them, torturing the sensitive little buds until she wanted to scream.

“Yeah, baby?” He licked into her mouth, sucked at her tongue when she tried to follow. “What do you need?”

Pleasure was a dizzying swirl, a treat held tantalizingly out of reach. “I need you to fuck me.”

He lifted his head to give her that wild, wicked grin. “Well, hell, why didn’t you say so?” he drawled and began to move.

A slow drag out, easing the pressure. The slow push in, bringing it back. She thought she was used to it, but it was just as shocking, just as breathtaking as before. And the pleasure—oh, the pleasure.

“Fuck, you feel good,” Jesse groaned.

She arched up into him, wanting the contact, the weight of him. “You…too.”

Slow drag out, slow push in. Slicker now, smoother. No less devastating.

Sweat rolled down his face, dampening his beard, dripping onto her breasts. “Is this okay? Am I going too fast?”

She shook her head, gasped for breath. “No, it’s good. It’s so good.”

He dropped his head, his forehead on her breastbone. “So good. Not gonna last long, baby.”

“Don’t come before me,” she begged. She’d die if he left her hanging.

“I won’t,” he promised, turning his head to lick her nipple. “I swear it on my life.”

That startled a quick laugh out of her. “You don’t have to go that far.”

“Yes, I do.” His hips sped up, just a little. “It’s the rule.”

She gasped when his balls slapped against her taint. Against the plug. “What’s the rule?”

“Ladies first.” He grunted it around her nipple, sucking strongly, using his teeth, sending fire streaking down to her core.

She let go of the headboard to sink her fingers into his hair, to hold him in place as she lifted her hips, fucking him back. “Good rule.”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Oh, yeah, fuck me back, baby. Just like that.”

She planted her feet, pumped her hips. “Like that?”

“Just like that.” He lifted his head, mouth red and wet, brow sweaty, eyes blazing. “You’re getting close.”

“I know.” She stared into his eyes, into their fathomless depths. “You?”

“As soon as you get off,” he promised. “What do you need?”

“Just keep fucking me,” she panted. “Just keep fucking me.”

He kept fucking her, hips rolling, balls slapping. He sped up again, then again, the pressure and the pleasure building to flash point, but she couldn’t quite go over.

She shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Yeah, you can.” He shifted, changing the angle of his thrusts.

“No, I can’t.” Tears of frustration gathered in her eyes.

“Yes, you can,” he repeated, and shifting again, reached down to grab her ass. Squeezing her cheeks hard, he pulled them apart.

“Oh!” She jolted, startled at the way it stretched her out, around the plug, around his cock, and felt the first flutters of orgasm.

“There we go,” he muttered and pulled harder, amplifying the stretch. The flutters built, heat and tension coiling like a snake ready to strike, and she held her breath.

Then he reached in between her cheeks and shoved the plug with the fingers of both hands, and she went off like a rocket.

Her whole body went stone still for one blinding moment, frozen in ecstasy, then she shattered, shaking and crying and pulsing around him, the pleasure going on and on.

Jesse shouted, triumph and pleasure, and held himself deep. His penis grew impossibly thicker inside her, stretching her even more, and set off another round of spasms while he grunted and groaned and came inside her.

 

 




Chapter Twelve

She collapsed, spent, on the mattress, and he collapsed, equally spent, on her. They lay like that for she didn’t know how long, dozing under the weight of him, not caring that she couldn’t breathe very well, until he rolled off her with a ragged groan and staggered to his feet.

“Shit,” he said, weaving like a drunk. “Fuck. Bathroom.”

She waved an arm in the general direction. “That way.”

He stumbled over and opened her closet.

“Out there,” she directed. “Hall.”

“Oh.” He made it to the door, clung to the frame for a moment for balance, then disappeared.

She stared at the ceiling, listening to him bang around in her bathroom, and wondered if she should take the plug out of her ass. She thought probably she should, but she didn’t have the energy to reach down and do it. And anyway, she’d have go to the bathroom to clean it, and she sure didn’t have the energy for that.

Deciding that was a problem for post-nap-Chloe, she turned on her side and closed her eyes.

“Are you going to sleep?” Jesse asked, the mattress bouncing when he climbed on, and she opened her eyes to smile at him.

“Maybe. Did you find the bathroom?”

“Yeah. Brought you a present.”

She eyed the washcloth he held up. “What’s that for?”

“Cleaning up.”

“Oh. Thanks.” But when she reached for the cloth, he held it out of reach.

“Uh-uh. My job.”

Discomfort made her squirm. “Oh, that’s okay. I’ll just take a shower.”

“You’re half asleep,” he pointed out and swiped the cloth gently over her belly.

She couldn’t deny it felt good, soothing and refreshing. But when he dipped the cloth between her thighs, she stiffened.

He dropped a kiss on her belly button. “Just want to get the excess lube, sweetheart, so you can sleep easy.”

After a moment of hesitation, she spread her legs, and he swiped the cloth over her labia. She couldn’t deny it would be nice not to wake up sticky with dried lube, and since he’d used a lot of it, letting him clean it up seemed only right.

She’d nearly relaxed again when he shifted to grip the plug between her cheeks. “Whoa!” She sat up, grabbing his wrist. “What are you doing?”

“Taking the plug out.”

“Why?”

His brown eyes were serious. “Because if it gets too dry, it’s going to feel like sandpaper coming out.”

Okay, she didn’t want that. “I’ll do it. I have to clean it, anyway.”

“I’ll do that, too.”

“But—”

“This isn’t my first butt plug, Chloe,” he told her, amused.

She scowled. “Well, it’s my first. And what if…”

“What if, what?” he asked when she trailed off.

She wanted to bite her tongue off, but he was looking at her, waiting for an answer. “What if it’s, you know…”

“Less than pristine?” he ventured.

Her face was just going to burst into flames. “Yes.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he said with a shrug. “Deep breath now, sweetheart.”

She obeyed automatically, hissing on the exhale when he pulled it out. “All done.” He kissed her again, distracting her while he used the cloth—cooler now—to gently wipe across her now empty asshole, then slipped off the bed. “Be right back.”

She fretted until he came back and lay down beside her. “Well?”

He propped himself up on his elbow. “Well, what?”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “You know very well, well what.”

He laughed. “Just lube, sweetheart.”

“Oh.” Relieved, she sighed. “Good.”

He grinned. “What would you have done if it was covered in shi—”

She jabbed a finger in his face. “Don’t say it.”

He kissed her fingertip, then lay down and gathered her in. “You know, if you’re so worried about it, I can give you some tips for a clean and enjoyable anal experience.”

“Tips would be good,” she decided.

“I’ll send you some links.”

“Okay.” She tilted her head to look up at him. “Do you have to go back next door?”

“Soon. I want some cuddle time first.”

“You do?”

“That surprises you?”

“A little, yeah.” She tucked her cheek against his chest. He was warm, and the heat generated by the orgasm was fading fast. “You don’t strike me as a cuddler.”

“On the contrary, I am a champion cuddler. You cold?”

She nodded, and he sat up to snag the blanket at the foot of the bed. He dragged it over them, tucking it around her, and settled back down. “Better?”

“Much. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Tell me something.”

She turned into him, seeking more of his warmth. “Like what?”

“Anything.” He stroked his hand up her back under the blanket, trailing heat. “Something I don’t know about you.”

“Oh. Um, I had a pet spider in junior high.”

“A pet spider? Like a tarantula in a cage?”

She shook her head. “Like a house spider in my room.”

“What?”

She grinned into his chest. “We didn’t have AC, so I kept my windows open in the summer, and the window screen had a hole. Mosquitos kept getting in, and I’d wake up in the morning with bites everywhere.”

“So you brought in a spider?”

“The spider brought itself in,” she explained. “Built its web right over that hole in the screen, and ate like a king all summer long.”

“So how do you figure it was a pet?”

“I named it Steve and left it little bits of hot dog in case it didn’t get enough mosquitos.”

Jesse was silent for a moment, then asked, “Why Steve?”

She shrugged. “He looked like a Steve.”

“That’s delightfully weird.”

“I’m glad you think so.” She was quiet for a moment. “Jesse?”

“Hmm?”

“Knox wasn’t mad, earlier, was he?”

He shifted against her, and she looked up to see him looking down. “Not even a little bit.”

Relieved, she nodded. “I didn’t think so, but I wanted to be sure.”

“Be sure. He was definitely not mad.”

“Okay. Is he asexual?”

That startled a laugh out of him. “What? Why would you ask that?”

“Well, so far I’ve had sex twice, and you’ve had sex once, and he’s had sex not at all,” she explained and shrugged. “So, I wondered.”

“Okay, first, that’s not how asexuality works,” he told her. “And second, no, Knox is not asexual. He’s very much sexual. Trust me.”

“Then what’s with the not fucking?”

“Well, for one thing,” he mused thoughtfully, “Knox is like, mature and shit. He says he’s too old to think with his dick.”

“Can you be too old to think with your dick?” she wondered.

“I don’t think so,” he said, and she snickered. “But Knox does, so I think that’s part of it. Plus he’s got this thing, I guess you might call it a kink, for delayed gratification.”

“Really?”

“I say it’s a form of self-torture, but he says it’s just anticipation.” He looked at her. “You almost broke him today.”

She blinked. “I did?”

“When you said the plug sure felt bigger, and did that little ass wiggle.” Jesse grinned. “I thought he was going to jizz in his jeans.”

She giggled. “That’s when he got all stern.”

“So he wouldn’t lose it,” Jesse explained. “The closer he is to blowing, the sterner he gets. That goes for both dick and temper, by the way.”

“Ah…good to know.”

He just grinned and tugged her hair. “I should get back to work.”

“Okay.” Laying her head down on the pillow, she smiled. “Thanks for fucking my brains out.”

“It was my very sincere pleasure.” He bent to kiss her. “You going to nap?”

“I think so. I don’t have to be downstairs until four.”

He eyed her bedside clock, one eyebrow raised. “You’re going to sleep for three hours?”

“No, I’m going to sleep for two, then take a shower.”

“Fair enough.” He kissed her again, lingering over it. “I wish I didn’t have to go.”

“Same,” she sighed.

“Stay over tomorrow night.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Stay over,” he repeated. “You don’t have to work on Monday, right?”

“Right,” she said slowly. “But—”

“We’re putting in a full day at the restaurant—well, I am, anyway, and Knox has meetings, so we’ll be up and out early, but you can sleep as long as you like. In our bed.” He smiled. “I like the idea of you sleeping in our bed.”

She licked her lips. The nerves were back in her belly again, and she didn’t know why. “Shouldn’t you check with Knox first, make sure he’s okay with it?”

“Trust me, he’s fine with it,” he said. “What do you say?”

She took a deep breath. In for a penny, in for a pound. “Okay, but only if you let me bring dinner.”

He frowned. “You don’t have to feed us.”

She gave him her steeliest look. “That’s the deal, take it or leave it.”

“Knox will kill me if I agree to this.”

“No, he won’t. He loves you. Come on.”

“Fine. But only if you bring his favorite food.”

“Deal,” she promised. “What is it?”

“Fajitas.”

“Fajitas?”

“Tex-Mex style,” Jesse clarified. “He went to college in Houston.”

“Really? So did Carrie,” she said, then frowned. “There aren’t any Tex-Mex restaurants in Braxton.”

“I know.” Jesse patted her knee, then scrambled out of bed, laughing, when she tried to kick him.

“You set me up,” she accused.

“Yep,” he said cheerfully and picked up his jeans. “Don’t worry, we’ll order pizza.”

She watched him pull on his jeans, amused that he’d never taken off his socks. Neither had she. “Jesse?”

He hitched up his jeans, glanced up at her. “Yeah?”

She shook her head. “Nothing, never mind.”

“You’re tired.” He leaned over, skimmed a finger down her nose. “Get that nap, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She felt strangely near tears, but worked up a smile. “Okay.”

“And you should probably practice with the plug again in the morning,” he advised. “You know, just in case.”

Her brain just wasn’t working right. “Just in case?”

He winked. “Just in case Knox is ready to stop delaying his gratification.”

“Oh.” She absorbed the little shiver of desire, the pulse of arousal that went through her at the thought. “Right.”

He chuckled, dropped a kiss on her forehead, then bent to scoop up his boots. “Sleep well, sweetheart.”

“Bye,” she called softly, and listened to his footsteps through the apartment, the quiet snick and click of the front door opening and closing.

And stared at the ceiling for a good long while before sleep claimed her.

 

* * * *

 

“So you fucked Jesse, but not Knox.”

Chloe bit into her club sandwich. “Right.”

“And Knox was okay with this?”

Chloe shrugged. “Apparently.”

“And tonight you’re fucking both of them.”

“Probably.” Mayo had oozed out onto her hand, so Chloe looked for a napkin. “It wasn’t spelled out in detail. Are there any napkins?”

Gwen peered in the bag the takeout had come in. “There aren’t any in here.”

Bailey got up, snagged a paper towel, and sat back down. “Here.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. How was the sex?”

“On scale of one to ten?”

Bailey waved a hand. “Sure, whatever.”

Chloe thought for a second. “Forty-seven.”

Gwen blinked, the chicken strip in her hand dripping honey mustard sauce on the table. “Wow.”

Bailey got up for another paper towel and handed this one to Gwen. “This is my grandma’s table, you heathen.”

“Sorry, sorry.” Gwen shoved the chicken in her mouth and mopped up the spill.

“Also, I hate you,” Bailey said.

Chloe shook her head sadly. “Jeez, Bails. She said she was sorry.”

“Ha ha. You know I meant you.”

“I don’t know why. You get laid a lot more than I do.”

“Not right now,” Bailey groused. “I’m in a dry spell that makes the Sahara look like Lake Michigan. And I’ve never had a forty-seven.”

Gwen swallowed the chicken. “Not even Nash?”

“He was maybe a forty-five,” Bailey allowed. “A forty-six that one time on my birthday.”

“Is that the time he brought in the sparklers?” Chloe wanted to know.

“Any sexual encounter that ends in a trip to urgent care automatically ranks in the low single digits,” Bailey said firmly.

“They were only second-degree burns,” Gwen said while Chloe snickered.

“What time are you going over there?” Bailey wanted to know.

“Five o’clock. I have to pick up the food from Carrie at four-thirty—by the way, we’re having a sleepover tonight with fajitas.”

“We are?”

“No, but that’s what Carrie thinks,” Chloe elaborated. “She’s making the fajitas, but I couldn’t tell her I was taking them over to Knox and Jesse’s.”

Gwen frowned. “I’m meeting them later to go over menu changes for the restaurant.”

“Which is why I’m telling you,” Chloe said patiently.

“Dammit, now I want fajitas,” Bailey grumbled. “You nervous?”

“A little,” Chloe admitted. “Mostly about maybe doing anal for the first time.”

Bailey nodded. “You know how to prep, right?”

Chloe nodded. “Jesse sent me some good links.”

“Prep?” Gwen frowned.

“Anal douche,” Bailey clarified.

Gwen’s set her soda down with a thunk. “Anal douche? That’s a thing you have to do?”

“Well, you don’t have to,” Bailey drawled. “But it’s the polite thing to do. Don’t you clean your apartment when you invite people over?”

“Yes.”

Bailey shrugged. “Same thing.”

Gwen was silent for a moment, then she said, “That seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through when you’ve got a perfectly good, self-cleaning vagina right there.”

“You’re so distressingly vanilla sometimes,” Bailey said.

“I am deliciously vanilla, and I’m not ashamed of it,” Gwen shot back. “And can we please change the subject?”

Bailey rolled her eyes. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Anything except butt holes.” Scowling, Gwen picked up her can of Vernors and gestured at Bailey. “What’s the deal with your roommate? Is she still moving out next month?”

“Oh, she moved out yesterday,” Bailey said, spreading her arms. “Can’t you tell?”

Chloe looked around Bailey’s kitchen and through the open archway into the living room, both of which looked the same as they had when she’d been there last. “No.”

“That’s because she left all her shit behind.” Bailey scowled. “Didn’t even pack it up. She wants me to let her keep it here for another month until Bruce finds a place to store his amps and drums.”

“Bruce is the boyfriend, I take it?” Gwen asked.

Bailey nodded. “He’s in a punk band. I’m pretty sure they’re Nazis.”

“Ew.”

“Which is only one of the reasons I had the locks changed yesterday, and I’m getting security cameras tomorrow.”

“Are you going to get another roommate?” Gwen wanted to know.

“I don’t know. After Joann, I don’t really want to put up with anyone else’s bullshit—or their Nazi boyfriend.”

“Can’t blame you.”

“But I really do hate living alone.”

“You should get a dog,” Chloe suggested.

Bailey sipped her beer. “Dogs need to be walked.”

“Okay, a cat.”

“Cat’s need litter boxes. I’m not scooping anyone’s shit.”

Gwen pursed her lips. “A ferret?”

“That’s a rodent.”

“Actually, ferrets are weasels,” Chloe corrected.

Bailey snorted into her beer. “Yeah, that’s better. Actually, I was thinking of asking Nash to move in.”

Chloe choked on her grape Faygo, spewing it over the table.

“Why can’t you two eat right?” Bailey complained.

“Sorry,” Chloe wheezed and used the non-mayo end of her paper towel to mop up.

“Nash?” Gwen asked. “Really?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“For one thing, he’s your ex-boyfriend,” Chloe reminded her.

“So?” Bailey shrugged. “That was a million years ago.”

“It was seven years ago,” Gwen corrected her, “and that breakup was…”

“Brutal,” Chloe supplied. “You almost didn’t graduate because of him. And it was, what, two years before you started dating again?”

“Okay, it was a bad breakup,” Bailey admitted. “And yes, it took me a while to get over it.”

“Two years,” Chloe repeated.

“But I’m over it now,” Bailey said pointedly.

Chloe had her own opinion on that, but wisely kept it to herself.

“Isn’t his apartment in that high rise downtown?” Gwen asked. “Would he even want to give it up?”

“His rent’s going up when it renews in June, so he’s looking around to see what else is out there. He could pay half the mortgage and utilities here for a third of what he’ll be paying after the increase.”

Chloe exchanged looks with Gwen. “What’d he say when you offered?”

“I haven’t yet. It’s just something I’m thinking about.”

Chloe resisted the urge to sigh. She’d been friends with Bailey for a dozen years, and knew that by the time her friend got around to discussing an idea, ninety-percent of the time she’d already decided on a course of action. She glanced at Gwen, saw the resignation she felt echoed on her face. “Well, at least you know he’s not going to bring a Nazi boyfriend home.”

“A definite plus,” Gwen agreed. “But I still vote for a ferret.”

“If you say ferret one more time, I’m going to explain anal douching,” Bailey warned. “In detail.”

Gwen’s brown eyes went sad behind her glasses. “Why do you always have to make it weird?”

“Just my little gift to the world,” Bailey said and got up for another beer.

 

* * * *

 

Chloe pulled up at the church house, as she’d affectionately dubbed it, just after five. She had an overnight bag, an insulated carryout bag she’d borrowed from the pub, and a sparkling clean, ready to be fucked and/or vigorously eaten asshole.

She was kind of hoping for some of both.

She climbed out of the car into a blanket of freshy fallen snow, bumped the car door closed with her hip, and started up the walk.

The door opened before she was halfway there, and a smiling Knox stepped out. “Hey, there.”

“Hi.” Topping the steps, she beamed at him. “I have something for you.”

He took the insulated carryout bag with a curious smile. “What’s this?”

“Dinner.”

A frown appeared immediately. “Dinner? I thought we were ordering pizza.”

“Nope. Jesse and I made a deal.” Shifting her overnight bag to her other hand, she rose on her toes to kiss his cheek. “I would stay overnight tonight if you guys let me bring dinner.”

The frown deepened. “I didn’t know about this.”

“Because he thought he tricked me,” Chloe said and aimed a smile at Jesse when he appeared in the doorway. “Didn’t you?”

“Didn’t I what?” he asked, stepping around Knox to greet Chloe with a kiss. “What’s all this?”

“Dinner,” Chloe said cheerfully at the same time Knox said it with considerably less joy.

Jesse looked the bag in Knox’s hands, then at Chloe. “I thought we were ordering pizza.”

“Only because you thought you tricked me,” she told him and slipped between them into the warmth of the house. Stomping the snow from her boots on the tile of the entry way, she walked through the open door into the living space. “But I am not so easily tricked.”

They followed her in, Knox a step behind Jesse, and shut the outer and inner door behind him. Still holding the bag, he pointed a finger at his husband. “What’d you do?”

“She said she’d stay over if she could bring dinner,” Jesse said. “I knew you wouldn’t agree to that—”

“Damn right.”

“—so I told her to bring your favorite meal. Fajitas.”

“There are no Tex-Mex restaurants in Braxton.”

“This is true,” Chloe said, peeling off her coat and toeing off her boots. “But there is an Aunt Carrie.”

Both men turned to stare at her, and, enjoying their looks of confusion, she smiled.

“Carrie?” Knox said.

“Uh-huh. You know, my aunt? The chef?”

“I’m familiar.”

“Well, when I told her I needed steak fajitas for three”—she looked at Jesse—“you didn’t specify steak or chicken, so I made an executive decision.”

Jesse blinked. “Ah…okay.”

“When I told her that, and asked her where I could get such a thing in or around Braxton, Ohio, she offered to make them.”

Knox stared at the bag in his hands. “She made them?”

“With all the fixins’.” Pleased with herself, Chloe rocked back on her heels.

Knox looked at her, awe in his wide hazel eyes. “She made them?”

“She kept them on the rare side, so we can warm them up without overcooking them. Oh, and there’s guac, queso, and homemade tortilla chips.”

Jesse was grinning. “You pulled it off.”

She sent him a narrow look. “You tried to trick me.”

“I’ll never do it again,” he vowed and laughing, scooped her up. He swung her around in a mad circle, then dipped her back and while her head was still spinning, took her mouth in a wild, passionate kiss.

Then he swung her upright and spun her into Knox’s arms.

Breathless from the kiss and laughter, dizzy from the twirling, she clung to his broad shoulders. She had a moment to recognize the heat in his hazel eyes, the hard press of his body against hers, then he was kissing her too, hot and hard and wild.

She’d gotten so used to his soft kisses, the slow build that was so different from Jesse’s playful, eager voraciousness that this untamed heat, almost feral in its intensity, shocked her. But she met that desperate edge with her own, kissing him back with all the yearning, all the pent-up need that had built inside her for him.

“I’ll just put the food in the kitchen, why don’t I?” Jesse suggested, his voice warm with amusement.

Neither of them answered. Knox was too busy devouring her mouth, she was too busy devouring his right back. She’d worked her hands into his hair, that wonderful fall of silvery gray, and was doing her best to climb him like a tree.

“Yeah, we’ll eat later,” Jesse continued, his voice fading as he presumably walked toward the kitchen. She didn’t care. Knox had clamped his hands on her ass, boosting her up so she could wrap her legs around his hips, and finally—finally!—she could feel him against her, hard and thick and right where she wanted him.

She moaned into his mouth. “Knox.”

He bit her lower lip, flicked it with his tongue. “What?”

“Are you going to say no again tonight?”

His breath burst out, a harsh exhalation of air that washed over her heated face. “I’m not saying no.”

“Because I don’t think I could take it,” she continued, raining desperate, pleading kisses over his jaw, down his neck. “I mean, obviously you can say no. You can always say no. But I want you so much, and if you’re going to say no then I think I should just leave. You can keep the fajitas, but I—” She broke off on a gasp when he grabbed her hair and yanked her head back. She blinked up, staring into eyes that had gone a dark and misty gray-green. 

“I’m not saying no.”

She swallowed, staring. “You’re not?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Oh. Good.”

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“No. Are you?”

“No.”

“Okay.” She hung in his arms, starting to slip a little now that he only had one hand under her ass holding her up. Since she didn’t want to rip his hair out, she shifted her grip to his shoulders and boosted up. He grunted, dropping his hand from her hair back to her ass, and they made a collective sound of pleasure when her pussy settled back into place over his hard dick.

“Knox?”

“Yeah?”

“Can you not say no now?”

A glimmer of a smile tickled the corners of his mouth and, tightening his grip on her ass, he started walking. “Yeah. I can do that.”

“Should I put these in the oven on warm, do you think, or put them in the fridge?” Jesse asked as they passed the kitchen.

“Fridge,” Knox said without taking his eyes off Chloe. “We’re gonna be a while.”

“Am I invited?” Jesse called after them.

“Is he invited?” Chloe asked, tightening her grip on his shoulders when they started up a set of stairs.

“Up to you, darling,” Knox said, taking the stairs at a steady pace. “I’m good either way. So’s Jesse.”

“Yes, you’re invited,” Chloe called over Knox’s shoulder, and giggled at Jesse’s shouted, “Woo-hoo!”

“He’s a goof,” she told Knox.

“Just one of the reasons I love him.”

They topped the stairs, and Chloe looked around. They were in an open room that, like the living space below, was mostly defined by its furnishings. A sitting area with bookshelves, an enormous bed. And a partial wall behind which she assumed there was a bath.

“That’s a really big bed,” she observed when Knox stopped next to it and set her on her feet.

“We like a lot of space.” Knox lifted his hands to her shirt. “May I?”

Excitement buzzing, she nodded, and he slipped the buttons on her simple flannel one by one. When he nudged it off her shoulders, one silvery eyebrow went up. “No bra?”

“I wanted to save time,” she confessed.

He chuckled and skimmed a finger down her sternum, between her breasts. “You’re so pretty here. So delicate.”

She shivered at his touch, barely noticing when Jesse joined them to sit on the side of the bed. “Does delicate mean small?”

“It means delicate,” he said.

“Fairy boobies,” Jesse reminded her.

“And sensitive,” Knox added, circling one nipple. Already taut, it tightened further at his touch, the color deepening to a ruddy brown.

Lightning speared from breast to loin, making her quiver. “Are you going to tease me like this all night?”

“Pretty much,” Knox said, shifting his attention to her other breast.

She swallowed. “Just checking.”

Jesse chuckled. “Let’s get these pants off you, sweetheart.”

She let him undo her jeans, obediently lifting one leg, then the other, and he tugged them off while Knox continued to fondle her breasts—stroking, squeezing, pinching just shy of discomfort. It was like he was mapping them, learning their topography, ratcheting up the heat and need until she was all but squirming.

“Hey, Knox?” Jesse said.

Knox, stroking the sensitive undersides of her breasts with the edges of his pinkie fingers, gave an absent “Hmmm?” in reply.

“I think Chloe needs to lie down.”

“Does she?” Knox murmured, his attention still squarely on her breasts.

“She really does,” Chloe chimed in. Her knees were wobbling, her belly quivering.

“Okay,” Knox said agreeably.

His hands dropped away from her breasts to circle her waist, nudging her back and guiding her down, and Chloe found herself lying in the middle of the big bed. Someone—probably Jesse, she hadn’t been paying attention—had pulled down the duvet, so she nestled on soft sheets the color of spring grass, a soft-as-a-cloud pillow under her head.

Naked, she stretched, reaching her arms up toward the headboard, and two pairs of heated eyes followed the motion. Power surging through her, she smiled. “Get naked.”

“Bossy,” Jesse commented and reached for the hem of his shirt. “I like it.”

Knox tugged off his sweater. “Of course, you do.”

“You like it, too,” Jesse accused, shucking jeans and underwear in one quick motion.

“Duh,” Knox replied and peeled off his pants.

Chloe sat up to watch. She’d seen Jesse naked before, and he was just as impressive as she remembered. But she’d only seen Knox shirtless, and she wanted to see the rest.

Long, leanly muscled legs, dusted with the same salt-and-pepper hair that spread over his chest. He had narrow hips, with a clearly defined Adonis belt, and the happy trail that led from his belly button fanned out into a neatly trimmed patch of pubic hair around…

She pointed an accusing finger at Jesse. “You lied.”

Knox, who’d been standing amused under her regard, looked at his husband. “What’s she talking about?”

“She asked me if you were ‘this thick’,” Jesse explained, hefting his own dick. “I said you weren’t.”

“Which was a lie,” Chloe repeated.

“It’s not. Look, see?” He stepped closer to Knox, angled so their dicks were nearly touching. “Not as thick.”

She leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “That’s a difference of centimeters. Millimeters.”

“Actually, there’s five eighths of an inch difference in circumference.”

“You measured?”

Jesse snorted. “We’re guys, of course we measured.”

Chloe just stared at them, then at their dicks. Which looked delightful, as dicks went, and her pussy was certainly game, but… “I’m not sure this is going to work.”

“What?” Knox asked.

“The whole, you know.” She waved her hands in the air. “Anal thing.”

“We don’t have to do that,” Knox reminded her. “Not if you don’t want to.”

“Yeah, but I really wanted to,” she said, still staring at his dick. It was slightly slimmer than Jesse’s, and not so long that it was intimidating. And Knox was the more controlled of the two.

She looked up at him. “Do you promise you’ll go slow?”

“As slow as you need, darling.”

“And use lots of lube?”

“I’ll swim in it,” he vowed.

“And I’ll be right there,” Jesse put in.

She reared back, alarmed. “I’m not ready for that!”

“No, no, that’s not what he meant,” Knox began.

“I meant I’d lick your pussy, play with your tits,” Jesse hurried to explain. “Distract you.”

Heart racing, she collapsed on the bed. “Oh. I thought you meant double penetration.”

“You’re not ready for that,” Jesse told her.

“That’s what I said,” she reminded him, and he grinned.

“We’ll do whatever you want, Chloe,” Knox said. “It’s your show, darling. You’re in charge.”

She eyed his dick again. His very pretty, not-so-intimidating dick. You’re in charge, she reminded herself, and nodded. “Okay, how do we do this?”

 

 




Chapter Thirteen

Knox let out a quiet breath, and beside him he felt Jesse do the same. Relief was almost as heady a feeling as desire, and with both coursing through him, he couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. “I have a plan.”

“He has a plan,” Jesse echoed, grinning. “I fucking love it when he has a plan.”

Knox barked out a laugh of pure joy and, following instinct, leaned over and kissed him. It was rough and deep, a little frantic, but he knew Jesse could take the savage need and give it back to him with equal fervor.

“Oh,” Chloe breathed, the sound so quiet it was nearly lost in Jesse’s wild moan, but Knox heard it.

With trepidation flirting around the edges of desire, he lifted his head.

She was staring at him, at them, cheeks flushed and eyes wide, her lips parted in a silent O. Her nipples were hard, and though it was hard to tell in the soft light of the bedroom, he thought he saw a glimmer of moisture on her thighs.

“Chloe?” Jesse said inquiringly.

“That’s the first time I’ve ever seen you two kiss,” she said, her voice thin and a little faint, like she didn’t have quite enough air to push the words out. “It’s really fucking hot. Do it again.”

“Later,” Knox said before Jesse could do as she asked. “Plan, remember?”

“Plan, right.” Jesse rubbed his hands together in an expression of glee. “What’s my job, big daddy?”

Chloe choked, and Knox grinned. Jesse sometimes called him big daddy in bed, but as a joke, to sass. “Lay down on the bed, on your back, feet at the pillows.”

“You got it.” Dropped onto the mattress on his knees, Jesse reached past a befuddled Chloe to toss the pillows to the floor, then arranged himself so his head was almost hanging off the mattress at the foot of the bed.

“I’m not skull fucking you,” Knox told him with an exasperated laugh. “Scoot up.”

“Sorry.” Jesse lifted his head to wink at Chloe. “Force of habit.”

Knox watched Jesse scoot up until his head was firmly on the mattress. “Okay, that’s good. Chloe, will you get me a pillow, darling?”

“Oh. Um.” She glanced around, looking a little dazed, then scrambled off the bed to grab one of the discarded pillows. “Here.”

“Thank you. Jesse, lift your head.” When he had, Knox tucked the pillow underneath. “Comfortable?”

“As a kitten on a cloud,” Jesse said cheerfully.

“Good. Chloe?”

“Yes?”

Knox smiled. “Sit on his face.”

She blinked, nonplussed, then grinned. “Really?”

“God, yes,” Jesse groaned from the bed. “Please, baby, sit on my face.”

“Really,” Knox assured her and, taking her hand, helped her climb back on the bed. “No, not like that. Face his feet.”

“Oh. Ohhhh.” Delight lighting her face, she planted a knee next to his shoulder, swung a leg over his head to plant the other one. “Like this?”

“Just like that,” Knox said approvingly, and with gentle hands, guided her down. “Jesse, not yet.”

“Why?” he whined.

“Because I said so,” Knox said, trying to inject a note of stern command into his voice. It was hard, because he was laughing, but he tried. “Now, Chloe, lean forward, put your hands by his hips.”

Chloe did as she was bid, putting her eager face in range of Jesse’s bobbing penis. “This is nice.”

“I’m glad you think so. Comfortable?”

“Uh-huh. Knox?”

“Yes?”

She looked up at him with those big blue eyes. “Can I lick him?”

He brushed her hair away from her face and bent down to kiss her while Jesse’s dick bobbed against their chins. “Darling, you can do whatever you want to him.”

“Do I get a vote in this?” Jesse wondered from between her thighs.

“Do you want one?” Knox asked him as Chloe stuck out her tongue to lap at Jesse’s cock.

“No,” Jesse said with a strangled groan and Knox laughed.

Balancing on one hand, she grabbed Jesse’s dick with the other and held it still for another swipe. “Yummy.”

“Oh shit, I’m going to come so fast,” Jesse groaned.

“Poor baby,” Knox teased and, leaving Chloe with her new toy, slid back to peer between Chloe’s legs into his love’s anguished face. “You can lick her pussy now.”

“That’s not going to keep me from coming,” he protested.

“No, but it’ll make her come so I can fuck her ass,” Knox said. “Which you can watch from your front row seat.”

“Fucking love this plan,” Jesse enthused, and buried his face in Chloe’s pussy.

Knox stood back, listening to Chloe squeal and Jesse groan, watching them both wiggle and squirm, searching for more of this, less of that, yes, there, right there, please oh please, God, yes. The room filled with the music of sex, of pleasure and intimacy and loving, and his heart swelled with the joy of it.

He could’ve watched them all day, just basked in their enjoyment of each other. But he’d delayed his own needs long enough, and he had a job to do. So after a moment he stepped to the bottom of the bed, picked up the bottle of lube he’d set out, and grasped the edges of the plug tucked between Chloe’s butt cheeks.

She went still at the touch, and Jesse blinked open hazy eyes to peer up at him from between her thighs.

“Is she close?” Knox asked and tugged gently on the plug, playing, testing.

Jesse nodded, rubbing his chin, his nose, his cheeks over her pussy. His whole face glistened, all but dripped with wet. “Yeah.”

“How about you?”

Jesse’s voice was harsh, his eyes as glazed as his face. “I’m hanging on by a thread.”

“Hang on a little longer,” Knox said, dropping his hand from the plug to stroke his husband’s cheek.

“She’s playing with my balls,” Jesse groaned.

Knox laughed. Jesse’s balls were sensitive, and there was a spot behind them, that if pressed, was basically a trigger—instant orgasm. “She find the spot?”

Jesse shook his head, rubbing his face against her pussy. From the strangled squeal coming from the vicinity of Jesse’s crotch, Chloe liked it. “Not yet, but she’s close.”

“See if you can get her there first.”

Eyes lit with challenge, Jesse nodded and dove back into her pussy. And Knox went back to the plug.

She’d used a generous hand with the lube, he noted approvingly—it glistened around the base, and when he gave it a solid, testing tug, the only resistance he felt was the clench of her muscles. They fluttered and flexed, trying to pull the plug out of his grip. He knew how that flutter and flex would feel around his dick, like a hot buttered kiss, and had to remind himself to go slow.

He let go of the plug, let her asshole suck it back in, and opened the bottle of lube. He rolled on the condom, made sure his dick was thoroughly coated—there was no such thing as too much lube—and reached for the plug again.

This time he pulled with a gentle, insistent pressure, not stopping when her asshole clenched down to try to keep it in place, and it slipped free.

Her cry was strangled—probably because her mouth was full of Jesse’s dick—and her hips jerked.

“Fuck,” Jesse muttered, hands digging into her thighs. “That almost put her over.”

“This’ll probably do it, then,” Knox said and laid the head of his slippery dick against her fluttering asshole. “Chloe, can you hear me?”

She lifted her head, turning to look over her shoulder. Her eyes were heavy, her mouth swollen and wet. “Yes.”

He leaned into her, just a little. “Can you feel me?”

Her back arched, teeth sinking into her lower lip. “Oh, God. Yes.”

“Do you want me in your ass?”

He knew the answer. Her pretty little hole was flowering open, fluttering and pulsing, all but pulling him in. But he wanted the words.

She bit a little harder into her lip, and her eyes took on an edge of anxiety. “I’m scared.”

He stroked a gentle hand over her hip, down her leg. Below them, Jesse made soothing noises into her pussy. “Of what, darling?”

She shivered under his hands, shuddered against Jesse’s mouth. “That it’s going to hurt.”

“It might,” he acknowledged. His dick was throbbing against her asshole, straining, wanting. “It’s going to stretch, and burn, and probably feel like too much. But you can take it, if you want it. Do you want it?”

She sobbed out a breath, a desperate wail. “I want it so much.”

“That’s my girl,” he praised, Jesse growling in approval from below, and pushed.

Her asshole opened like it had been waiting for him, eager and welcoming and smooth as hot silk, the first inch sliding in like a hot knife through butter. Then it clamped down like a vise, her whole body went stiff as a board, and Jesse groaned, “Oh, fuck, she’s coming.”

She was indeed. Shaking and crying and jerking, her pussy spilling onto Jesse’s face and her asshole pulsing around Knox’s dick, the little flutters like a squeezing fist. It felt like glory, a beautiful torture and, taking advantage, he slid deeper.

She wailed when he slipped further inside her and he paused, afraid he was hurting her. But Jesse tapped his leg. “Keep going, it’s making her come harder,” he said, so Knox did, inching forward through the jerks and spasms, the pulsing and throbbing. And when he was nestled up against her thighs, buried to the root in her sweet, sexy ass, she was still coming.

“Oh, Christ, this is so hot,” Jesse muttered. “She’s not even sucking me anymore and I’m going to come.”

“Do it,” Knox encouraged, knowing there was no way to stop it anyway. “Come all over her, Jesse. Mark her, make her yours.”

“Oh shit, that did it,” Jesse groaned. His big body arched under Chloe’s small one, reaching up and around to grab onto Knox’s thighs and dig in. Knox couldn’t see his lover’s cock, but could picture it jerking and twitching, jetting ropes of come onto Chloe’s neck and breasts, his own belly, smearing them both with the evidence of his need, his pleasure.

It made Knox yearn for his own.

“Keep licking her cunt, Jesse,” he ordered and leaned back, pulling his dick out of Chloe’s ass.

He knew from experience that the withdrawal could be as intense—sometimes more so—than the entry, so he moved slowly and carefully, ear tuned and eyes peeled for sounds or signs of distress, of pain. Finding none, he paused with just the head of his dick penetrating, added more lube, and moved forward again.

“Oh, God,” Chloe moaned. She’d lowered her shoulders to rest on Jesse’s thighs, her head turned to the side. There were smears of come on her cheek and neck, and her eyes were wide. “God, Knox, that feels…”

“How?” he demanded, his thighs nudging hers. She wasn’t coming anymore, her asshole soft and supple around him instead of squeezing, and it felt amazing. “Tell me how it feels, Chloe.”

“Full,” she managed. She worked a hand free, extending her arm back toward him, and he let go of her hip to take it. “I feel so full of you.”

“You are full of me,” he told her. “Full of me, covered in Jesse. You’re so fucking beautiful, Chloe.”

Her fingers tightened on his hand, her ass on his dick. “You sweet talker, you.”

He laughed, joy briming up. “But you are. Don’t you know that?”

“Show me,” she said, her eyes cloudy with lust, wearing his husband’s load. She tightened her ass on his cock again, deliberately this time, and smiled when he growled. “Show me.”

He kept hold of her hand and showed her.

Out, then in, slow at first, testing, gauging, then faster when she didn’t flinch away, when she purred and pushed her hips back into him. The slap of flesh echoed in the bedroom, his hips into her ass, his balls into her pussy. Below, Jesse worked her pussy, occasionally lifting his head off the pillow to lap at Knox’s balls. Breathing grew heavier, cries sharper, until Knox wasn’t the only one reaching for pleasure.

“You going to come again, Chloe?” Knox asked. Sweat poured down his face, his chest, to splash onto Chloe’s ass and back. He was hammering into her as fast and hard as he dared, racing for completion. It was there, just out of reach, and he knew he could finish it quickly. But he wanted her with him. “Are you?”

“I think… I don’t know.” Her voice was muffled, her face buried in Jesse’s thigh. She had his dick in her hand, pumping it in time with Knox’s jabs into her asshole, not wanting, she’d said, for him to feel left out. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Jesse?”

“Fuck, I’m trying,” Jesse panted. His face was soaked, all but dripping. “I can’t feel my jaw anymore.”

“Use your fingers,” Knox ordered.

“Fuck, I should’ve gotten out a vibe.” Jesse worked one arm free and shoved two fingers into Chloe’s pussy.

“Oh, God!” Her head came up on a wail, her hand squeezing down on Jesse’s dick. Her other, still caught in Knox’s, all but twisted his hand off at the wrist. “Fuck!”

“That’s working,” Knox panted. Her asshole was starting to flutter, to pulse. “Keep going.”

Jesse grunted, pumping two fingers so fast they were a slick blur. “Fuck, she’s strangling my dick.”

“Chloe, let go,” Knox called, pitching his voice to carry over the curses and wails.

“No, don’t!” Jesse shouted but it was too late. The sudden release of pressure was like a flame to a short fuse and Jesse was coming again, cock pulsing and jerking, sending come flying.

Knox laughed, pure joy pumping through him like Jesse’s come was pumping into the air, then Chloe let out a keening wail and stiffened, squeezing his hand so hard he thought he might have lost blood flow, then she was shaking and crying and coming, her ass pulsing around his dick, and he let himself go.

 

* * * *

 

They ate the fajitas in bed.

“These are amazing,” Knox announced. He was sitting cross-legged against the headboard, a plate in his hand. In front of him on a folded towel sat the aluminum serving pan holding the hot food—beef, flour tortillas, queso and beans. Next to that another pan with cold sides—guacamole, pico de gallo, sour cream and Cheddar cheese—sat on another towel. A paper bag of homemade fried tortilla chips, liberally doused with salt, was wedged between the two pans.

“You can say that again,” Jesse enthused and shoved a chip, loaded with pico and guac, into his mouth.

Knox frowned at him. “You’re eating all the guacamole.”

“You’re eating all the queso.”

“I’m eating all the queso.” Lying across the foot of the bed in Jesse’s robe, Chloe scooped a large spoonful onto a tortilla, piled on strips of beef and grilled onions, then folded it and bit in. “And I’m not sorry.”

“Harsh,” Jesse decided and scooped another chip through the guac. “But since you brought the food, fair.”

“Agreed.” Adding sour cream to his fajita, Knox folded it in half. “Think Carrie will make these for us again?”

Chloe swallowed. “Maybe. Of course, she doesn’t know she made them for you this time.”

Knox lowered his tortilla. “What do you mean?”

“I kind of told her this was for a girls’ night.”

“Girls’ night?” Jesse echoed, a grin playing around his mouth. “Is that code?”

She laughed, licking at a speck of queso on the side of her thumb. “No. I told her I was spending the night with Bailey and Gwen tonight, and we wanted fajitas, and asked her if there was any place in town that served them. She said no, but she could do it. And here we are.”

“Oh.” Jesse exchanged a look with Knox. “So she thinks she made this for them?”

Chloe devoured the last bite of her fajita and started building another. “Uh-huh.”

“You haven’t told them you’re…”

“Seeing us?” Knox filled in when Jesse trailed off.

“No.” Chloe glanced up. “I didn’t think you’d want that. Besides…”

“Besides?” Knox prompted.

Chloe spread queso on a tortilla. “Mo warned me away from you.”

Jesse blinked. “She did?”

“The week before you started demo on the restaurant. She thought I was flirting with you too much.” She piled on meat, onions, and more queso. “So I figured it was best to keep things quiet.”

“Sure, that makes sense.”

“Besides, we don’t talk about it.”

“Don’t talk about what?”

“My sex life.” She wrinkled her nose at Knox. “If Mo knows I’m seeing someone, she’d have to tell my mother.”

“Have to?”

“It’s like a sister code,” Chloe explained. “Besides, Mo is awful at keeping secrets, and Mom is excellent at digging them up. It’s her superpower.”

“You don’t tell your mother when you’re seeing someone?”

She glanced at Jesse. “If things get serious, sure. But right off the bat?” She shook her head. “Not a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Annie—that’s my mom—she’s…well, you know how most people have boundaries?”

Knox reached for the guacamole. “Sure.”

“She doesn’t.”

“Ah.”

“Hey,” Jesse protested, watching Knox scoop guac onto his plate. “That’s half the container.”

“It’s a quarter of the container,” Knox corrected. “You’ve already eaten half.”

“It’s half of what’s left,” Jesse muttered.

Enjoying their byplay, Chloe bit into her fajita. “You guys are so cute.”

“I’m cute,” Jesse corrected, frowning at the container. “He’s a guacamole thief.”

Knox scooped up guac and bit into it with exaggerated yummy noises.

“You’re so mean,” Jesse complained.

“You came twice and I only came once,” Knox reminded him.

“Oh.” Jesse thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Okay, you can have the guac.”

“So cute,” Chloe sighed.

“Nah, that’s you.” Jesse reached out to tousle her hair. “By the way, how was it?”

“How was what?” Polishing off the fajita, she eyed the container. Her mouth was telling her to have one more, but her stomach was telling her she’d regret it, and she’d yet to decide which one to listen to.

“Your first anal,” Jesse said with a wink and a grin.

“Oh. That.” Deciding to listen to her stomach, she nudged her plate aside and rolled to her back. “Well, my butthole is sore.”

“Been there, done that,” Jesse said drily.

Snickering, she stretched her arms above her head. She felt wonderful—warm, a little sleepy, and deeply satisfied, body and soul. “And I spent more time today than I ever thought possible worrying about the things that might come out of me during sex.”

Laughing, Jesse nearly fell into the beans. “Also been there, done that.”

“So I don’t know if I’d want to make it a regular thing,” she continued, then turned her head to smile at Knox. “But I came my brains out.”

His eyes were amused, his smile warm. “Twice.”

“Twice,” she confirmed, and since it was the only part of him she could reach, turned and pressed a soft kiss to the inside of his ankle.

“And it was hot as fuck,” Jesse chimed in. “I had the best view.”

Chloe looked at him, amused. “You’re such a fuckboy.”

He just grinned. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Oh, no.” She sat up to frame his face in her hands, and her lips met his in a laughing kiss. “It’s not a bad thing at all.”

“Mmm, you taste like beef and onions.” He started to take the kiss deeper, gathering her in, but she ducked away.

“Forget it,” she told him. “My pussy has beard burn.”

“Oops.” Grimacing, he rubbed a hand along his jaw. “Sorry. I guess I got a little overzealous there at the end.”

“I loved it,” she assured him. “But I’m done.”

Knox started stacking plates. “How about a movie?”

She turned her head, resting her cheek on Jesse’s bare shoulder, and smiled at him. “Sure, if you don’t mind me falling asleep in the middle of it.”

“It’s like, seven o’clock,” Jesse said.

“Yes, but I’ve been fucked and fed,” she pointed out. “Sleep is next on the agenda.”

“We don’t mind at all,” Knox assured her, and with the plates in one hand and the bag of chips in the other, leaned over and kissed her in his slow, sweet way. “Jesse, get the rest, will you?”

“Work, work, work,” Jesse bitched, but he let her go and gathered up the pans of food, following Knox to the stairs.

And she watched them go, curled up in the center of their bed in Jesse’s robe with Knox’s taste on her tongue, and told herself that this warm, contented, happy feeling was just a byproduct of good food and good sex—nothing more.

 

* * * *

 

“This movie,” she declared an hour later, “is awful.”

Beside her on the couch, Knox snorted. “I told you not to let him pick.”

“This movie,” Jesse said from floor beside the couch, where he had settled himself with a giant bowl of popcorn, “is an underrated classic.”

“The Vampire Happening is an underrated classic,” she repeated.

“The German title is They Only Bite at Night.”

“That’s not better.”

“Okay, so classic is a stretch,” Jesse admitted. “But look, it has boobies.”

Chloe looked at Knox disbelievingly. “Is he kidding?”

“Unfortunately not,” Knox admitted with a sigh. “That’s pretty much all he needs to think a movie is good. Bare breasts. Thank God he has other redeeming qualities.”

Chloe looked back at Jesse, who was staring, rapt, at the screen. “Such as?”

“Well,” Knox said thoughtfully. “He’s a talented carpenter. Brilliant, really.”

Jesse grabbed a handful of popcorn. “Thanks, babe.”

“You’re welcome, love. He’s a loving and caring partner,” Knox went on. “Always supports my goals and ambitions.”

Chloe smiled. “That’s nice.”

“And,” Knox added, “he gives great head.”

“I do,” Jesse said proudly. “I do give great head.”

“And I’ve got the beard burn to prove it,” she said between giggles.

Jesse winked. “I’ll shave next time.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet.” Touched, she leaned down to give him a smacking kiss, then settled back against Knox. “I feel like I should apologize for not giving you great head.”

“Are you kidding? That was the hottest blow job I’ve ever had. No offense, babe.”

Knox chuckled. “None taken.”

“I don’t see how,” Chloe protested. “I was too distracted to do a good job of it.”

“Hottest blow job ever,” Jesse repeated.

She laughed. “Okay, okay. But I’m going to want another chance to prove myself.”

A gleam came into Jesse’s eyes. “No time like the present.”

“You can’t want to come again,” she said, astonished. “What kind of vitamins do you take?”

“Not me,” Jesse said and waggled his eyebrows.

“Oh,” she said, as understanding dawned, and twisted around to look up at Knox.

He was looking at Jesse with amused resignation. “Not necessary.”

“You only came once,” Jesse reminded him, an impish grin making his dimples pop. “I know you’ve got another one in you.”

Knox just shook his head. “We’re watching a movie.”

“You hate this movie,” Jesse reminded him.

“So pick something else,” Knox suggested.

“I’d rather watch Chloe suck your dick.”

“Jesse,” Knox began, a note of warning in his voice.

“Can I?” Chloe interrupted.

Jesse grinned. “Yeah, can she?”

Knox shot his husband a glare, then dropped his gaze to Chloe. “I don’t need a blow job.”

“Of course, you don’t,” she scoffed, scrambling around to face him. “No one ever needs a blow job.”

“Speak for yourself,” Jesse muttered.

“But if you wouldn’t mind,” she continued, “I’d like to give you one.”

He looked at her, confusion in those misty eyes. “You don’t have to.”

“I know.” She shrugged. “That’s why I want to.”

The confusion faded, desire edging in to take its place, and his mouth curved in that slow, sexy smile. “Then I’d be honored.”

Delighted—and oddly moved—she smiled. “Really?”

He nodded, and Jesse crowed, “Hot damn! I’ll get a towel.”

He leapt up from the floor and dashed to the bath. On the couch, Knox lifted a hand to her cheek. “You’re not doing this just because he brought it up, are you? Because—”

She shook her head. “No, no. I really do want to.”

“Then I’ll let you. But I have a request.”

She nodded, eager to please. “What?”

“Kiss me first.”

“Okay,” she agreed and leaned forward.

He took her mouth slowly, deeply, and she lost herself in the kiss. All but drowning in it, she only surfaced when Jesse cleared his throat.

“Do you guys want to be alone?” he asked, and she thought hazily it might have actually been a serious question.

“No,” she managed and, with a last look into the misty depths of Knox’s eyes, turned to smile at Jesse. “I need you to tell me what he likes.”

“I’ve always wanted to direct,” Jesse quipped, though that oddly solemn note remained in his voice.”

Knox’s chuckle was ragged. “Shut up, Jesse.”

“Get your pants off, Knox,” Jesse replied.

“Oh, yes.” Grateful for the straw to grasp, because the emotion in the room had grown thick and raw, Chloe reached for the waistband of the gray sweats Knox had put on. “Lift up, please.”

He lifted his hips, and she tugged the soft material down to mid-thigh. He hadn’t bothered with underwear, so bare flesh greeted her. Lean muscle, happy trail, and a penis already rising to the occasion.

With a little hum of delight, she stroked him with one finger. Silk over steel, the romance novels liked to say, and it was true. He pulsed against her touch, lengthening, thickening, and wanting to feel it, she wrapped her hand around him as she slid to her knees on the floor.

“He likes rough handling,” Jesse told her.

“Rough how?” she asked.

Jesse lowered himself to sit next to her. “Give it a squeeze. Not too hard, just steady pressure.”

She tightened her fist, slowly, carefully. Knox grunted, thighs shifting restlessly, and he hardened in her hand. “Like that?”

“Just like that. Now, give the head a lick.”

She flicked her gaze up to Knox’s face as she bent her head. He was watching her, those misty eyes heavy and dark. Emboldened, she held his gaze, stuck out her tongue, and licked.

Salt and musk hit her tongue as his groan hit her ears. Encouraged, she licked again, swirling around the head like she was catching drips off an ice cream cone, and a very satisfying shudder went through him.

Licking her lips to savor the flavor, she glanced at Jesse. “Now what?”

His eyes were dark, his cheeks flushed. “Go to work, girl.”

Taking that as permission to do whatever she wanted, she did just that. Keeping that solid grip, she licked, lapped, nibbled and sipped. When she ran out of real estate, she shifted her hand and slid her tongue down, following the ridge running along the underside of his length. She skimmed with her teeth on the way back up, testing, teasing, and giggled when he cursed her in a choked roar.

“Fuck, you’re good at this,” Jesse marveled. “I never get him to say that word.”

“Teeth,” she told him, shifting Knox’s dick out of the way to send him a wink. “You gotta use your teeth.”

“Noted.” Eyes wide, he watched her slip her mouth over the top of and suck it in. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

Recognizing the gleam in his eye, she shook a finger at him. “Not your turn,” she mumbled around her mouthful of dick, and sucked Knox to the back of her throat.

Closing her eyes, blocking out Jesse’s muttered groans of encouragement, she concentrated on relaxing her jaw. She wanted him deep, as deep as she could take him. Spit dripped out of her open mouth to trickle down his shaft, coating her hand, his balls as she worked, up and down, going a little deeper each time. She gurgled and gagged on the down stroke, caught her breath on the up. His dick was hard as a rock now, hot silk over marble in her hand, her mouth, and his hips were pumping to meet her halfway.

She added a hum to the gurgle and gag, just to see what would happen, and crowed with erotic triumph when his hands came up to clench in her hair. She braced herself to be guided, directed, but he simply held on and let her do what she wanted.

His dick was slick with her spit, with the pre-come that was dribbling out of him in a steady, sticky stream. His balls were soaked, all but sitting in a puddle in her cupped palm. She petted them, trying to coordinate with her other hand, but the angle was awkward, the rhythm off.

“Pull them,” Jesse said.

Coming up for air, she turned to him, panting.

“His balls,” he elaborated in response to her unspoken question. “Gentle tugs. Easier than stroking.”

“Oh, shit,” Knox groaned, his dick twitching in her hand, against her mouth. “Jesse, stop helping.”

“No,” Jesse said and Chloe dipped her head back down, swallowing Knox again, and tugged on his balls.

The effect was electric.

One tug, two. On the third slow, gentle pull he went stiff, his dick dipping in her hand like a divining rod.

“Hold it,” Jesse all but shouted. “Hold him there.”

She obeyed, keeping the tension on his testicles, pushing her throat down on his cock. He was shaking under her, hands tight in her hair, garbled curses spilling in a rambling stream from his lips.

“When you let go, he’s gonna come,” Jesse warned.

She gave him the smallest of nods, tried to communicate with her eyes that she understood. Jesse’s face was so close, his eyes filled with a frantic, almost desperate excitement.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded again, swallowing around Knox’s cock. His shout made her ears ring.

Jesse laid his fingers on the wrist of the hand holding Knox’s balls tautly away from his body. “Let go, Chloe.”

She took a deep breath through her nose and opened her hand, releasing the tension. And Knox came.

He flooded her mouth in hard, heavy spurts. She swallowed, fast and frantic, but she couldn’t keep up, and it spilled past her lips to dribble down his shaft, over her hand. He shook and shouted, grunted and groaned, then collapsed in limp sprawl on the sofa, panting for breath with his hands still tangled in her hair.

“Holy shit,” Jesse said hoarsely and, with a hand on the back of her neck, dragged her off Knox’s still pulsing dick and swooped in to take her mouth. His tongue swept deep, once, twice, then he pulled back to swipe his tongue over her chin, and she dimly realized he was licking the spilled come off her face.

“You can just hand me the towel,” she told him when he swiped his tongue down her neck.

“Uh-huh. Jesus, Knox, you came buckets.”

“Glargh,” Knox said.

Chloe opened her eyes—when had she closed those?—to look at him. He was flat on the sofa—the pillows had, at some point, wound up on the floor—and his eyes were closed. He might have looked half dead if not for the smile on his face.

“I changed my mind,” Jesse announced, sucking come off Chloe’s fingers one by one. “That was the hottest blow job ever.”

Knox opened his eyes, the misty hazel steeped in satisfaction. “Oh,” he said sincerely, “yeah.”

He sat up, lifted her face, and kissed her.

And she wondered how it was, with Jesse between them enthusiastically lapping at puddles and Knox’s sweats around his thighs and the front of her borrowed shirt soaked with spit, that this was the most romantic moment of her life.

 

 




Chapter Fourteen

She woke the next morning alone.

She had a vague recollection of Jesse kissing her goodbye in the early morning dark, and Knox doing the same, but apparently she’d had no trouble falling back asleep in the big bed without them.

With the winter sunlight streaming through the skylights, she rolled over and stretched. The bed was enormously comfortable, much more so than hers, and though she’d wondered if she’d have trouble sleeping with two other people in the bed, that hadn’t been the case. She’d also worried she’d get too warm, tucked between those two big bodies all night, but they kept the bedroom cool, and she hadn’t been uncomfortable at all.

She wondered idly what time it was, then decided it didn’t matter. It was her day off, and she could stay in bed as long as she liked. And if she stayed there long enough, maybe one or both of the owners of said bed would come back and join her.

She smiled at the beam that ran down the center of the ceiling. Yesterday had been so fun—not just the sex, although on the fun scale, that certainly rated high—but the rest of it was, too. Eating dinner in bed and laughing over Jesse’s ridiculous movie choices. The Vampire Happening had ended sometime during the blow job, so Jesse had suggested Barbarella as their next watch. Only Knox’s threat to withhold sex for a month had convinced him to change it, grudgingly, to Death at a Funeral.

She’d fallen asleep before Peter Dinklage made his blackmail request, waking when Jesse carried her into the bathroom upstairs. She’d kept her eyes open long enough to pee and brush her teeth, then they’d tucked her in, Jesse climbing into bed on one side and Knox on the other, before drifting off again.

And now she was faced with a dilemma—take advantage of the big, gorgeous bed and her day off to go back to sleep, or get up to pee and find something to eat.

Going back to sleep was appealing, but her bladder knew she was awake now and wouldn’t stop nagging her. So with a sigh, she tossed aside the covers and circled the wall behind the bed to the bathroom.

She’d used the bathroom yesterday, both after the initial bout of sex and to prepare for bed. But it was no less amazing looking in the light of day.

The bath was only separated from the bedroom by that wall at the head of the bed, leaving it open at both sides. On one side was a small alcove that held the toilet, on the other the biggest shower Chloe had ever seen. A long counter with double sinks ran the length of that room dividing wall, above it mirrored to the ceiling. The shower was tiled in a soft spring green all the way to the ceiling, and that same tile extended along the wall behind the toilet. A window, either original or made to look so, was nestled in the wall between toilet and shower, the pretty stained glass affording privacy and light.

“This place just gets cooler and cooler,” she decided and went to heed nature’s call.

Her bladder no longer nagging, she washed her hands and thought about going back to bed. But the shower was right there, and though she’d tidied up after both bouts of sex yesterday, she hadn’t bathed. And she really wanted to.

She was staring at the shower, weighing more sleep against feeling clean, when Knox poked his head around the wall and said, “Good morning, sleepy head.”

“Jesus, Knox!” She jumped, one hand pressed to her chest. Her naked chest, because she hadn’t bothered to put any clothes on for her trip to the bathroom. “Don’t do that!”

“Sorry.” He stepped into the bathroom, a small smile on his lips. He wore a pair of worn jeans and a simple gray sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed to the elbows, his feet bare and his hair tied back. “I thought you’d hear me.”

“I didn’t.” Very aware that she was naked and he was not, she ignored the urge to cross her arms over her breasts. “What are you doing here?”

Amusement lit his misty eyes. “I live here.”

“No, I know that.” Heat climbing her neck, she cleared her throat. “I mean, Jesse told me you had meetings this morning.”

“I did, over Zoom.” He leaned against the wall. “They’re done now.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she went with, “Oh.”

His smile grew. “I came to see if you were awake, and if maybe you want to go get some breakfast.”

“Go? Like, go out?”

“It was just a thought.” The light in his pretty eyes dimmed, just a little. “If you’d rather not, it’s fine.”

“I’d love to go out,” she told him. “I just really want a shower first. If, um, that’s okay?”

“Of course, it’s okay,” he said, his eyes brightening again. “I’ll get you a towel.”

“Thanks.” She waited while he opened a cabinet and took out a fluffy towel the same pretty green as the tiles. “I won’t be long.”

“Take as long as you want.” He handed her the towel with a smile. “I’ll be downstairs when you’re ready.”

“Okay,” she said and he turned to go. “Unless…”

He paused, one hand on the wall, and looked back expectantly.

The nerves were bouncing in her belly again, but she liked it. She liked it a lot. “I don’t suppose you’d want to join me?”

Surprise flared in his eyes, then pleasure. “I’d love to.”

“Good,” she said, and hanging her towel on the hook on the wall, stepped inside the shower.

She was standing there, staring at the knobs on the wall, when he stepped in behind her. “You didn’t have to wait for me.”

“I wasn’t going to, but—” She waved at the series of knobs, buttons and nozzles that glittered bronze against the tile. “I have no idea how to work all that.”

He chuckled, the warm, rich sound echoing off the tiles. “Yeah, there’s a learning curve. Do you want to get your hair wet?”

“Depends,” she replied with a glance over her shoulder. “Can I use your shampoo and conditioner?”

“Sure.”

“Okay, awkward question—is it actual shampoo and conditioner, or some kind of two-in-one abomination—I mean, situation?”

He nodded toward the niche built into the tile. “We’re men, not Neanderthals.”

She turned to look, angled her head to read the label on the tall bottle. “Um, Knox? That’s lube.”

“Not that niche, the one next to it.”

“Oh.” She shifted her gaze. “Oh, nice. Yes, I would like to get my hair wet.”

“Okay, then.” He reached past her, fiddled with some knobs, pushed some buttons, and warm water came streaming out of the nozzle overhead.

“Oh,” she sighed, turning her face up to the spray. “That’s nice.”

“Hang on,” he said, still fiddling, and water began to pump out of the wall jets.

“Well, God.” Shoving her wet hair out of her face, she looked up at him. “How do you not spend all your time in here?”

“I get hungry and tired,” he explained and ducked his head under the spray.

She watched the water pour over him, arousal working its way idly, almost lazily through her system. He was so beautiful, with that sculped face and swimmer’s body, that arousal seemed almost inevitable, but it wasn’t the prospect of sex that had a lump rising in her throat.

Jesse was all bold, brash sexuality and in-your-face hedonism, but Knox was surprisingly, appealingly tender. A little stern, yes, and that remarkable self-control was a little intimidating, but there was a softness to Knox, an inner core of mush that both surprised and seduced. This was a man who cared, and he wasn’t afraid to show it.

He opened his eyes, water streaming down his face, and smiled. “You’re staring at me.”

“Sorry.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and smiled back. “I was just thinking.”

“About?”

“You and Jesse,” she said, giving him part of the truth. “How different you are.”

“Five eighths of an inch isn’t all that much.”

Laughing, she poked him in the belly. “Not that. I meant personality wise.”

Stepping out of the overhead spray, he reached up for the bottle of shampoo. “You mean he’s the fun one and I’m the stick in the mud.”

“Well, he is pretty goofy,” she conceded. “But I don’t think you’re a stick in the mud.”

He poured shampoo in his palm, replaced the bottle, and began to work it into her hair. “No?”

Sighing with pleasure as his strong fingers massaged her scalp, she shook her head. “You’re just more thoughtful,” she said, and tucking her tongue in her cheek, added, “I guess with age comes wisdom.”

He shoved her head under the water.

Sputtering, she fought her way clear. “Hey!”

“Brat,” he accused, smiling.

“I’m doing the conditioner myself,” she warned him.

“Fine.” He grabbed the shampoo again, this time working it into his own hair. “How are you feeling?”

“I got soap in my eye.” Rubbing at it, she stuck her tongue out at him.

“I meant after last night. Still tender?”

“Oh.” She paused to take inventory. “A little bit, but not bad.”

“Good.”

She rubbed her thighs together experimentally. “The beard burn isn’t bothering me, either. In case that information might be useful to you.”

He smiled that slow, sexy smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good. Where are we going for breakfast?”

“Depends on how soon we get out of here, I guess.” He ducked his head back under the spray, soap streaming down his shoulders.

“What time is it?” she wondered.

“Just after nine.”

“Hmm.” Chloe let her gaze drift down, following the trail of shampoo bubbles over his chest, down his abdomen. His penis lay thick between his thighs, not quite hard but not exactly soft, either. “Lots of places serve breakfast until like, ten-thirty.”

“Some places serve breakfast all day,” he replied. “Denny’s. IHOP. The diner.”

“The diner?” She met his eyes, noted the heat simmering in their gray-green depths. “The last time we were there, you got kind of pissy.”

“Because I thought Sawyer was going home with you, and I didn’t want him to.”

“Jealous, were you?” she teased.

He stepped toward her, out of the overhead spray. “Yes,” he said unsmiling. “I was.”

“Oh,” she breathed. Oh, my.

“I didn’t have any right to be,” he continued, his voice low, his face serious. “Still don’t. But I didn’t want you to want him. I wanted you to want me. Us.”

That idle, lazy arousal was rapidly becoming more urgent. “I did. I did want you. I just didn’t think I could have you, or Jesse.”

“You can have me. You can have us.” He cupped her face, water beading on his lashes, dripping off his face. “You’ve got us. However you want, whenever you want. You’ve got us.”

Oh my, oh my. “Knox.”

“What, baby?” His thumbs stroked over her cheeks, her mouth. “What do you need? Tell me, and I’ll give it to you.”

She couldn’t think, could barely breathe. Steam had filled the shower, great clouds of mist rising up, wrapping them in a hot, wet cocoon where nothing existed but the two of them. Following her gut, her heart, she opened her mouth and gave him the truth. “You. I need you.”

“You’ve got me,” he promised and kissed her.

It was soft and sweet and hot and deep, and everything inside her rose up to meet it. There was no flash of heat, no spike of sensation, but a slow rise, a steady climb. Her head felt light, her limbs heavy, and desire flowed like thick, sweet honey.

His mouth left hers, trailing down her jaw to her neck, and her head fell back. Her hands rested on his ribs, but she had no memory of putting them there. “Knox,” she murmured.

“I’m here.” He sipped at her throat, lapped at her pulse. “I’m here.”

“Touch me,” she begged, hearing the plea in her voice but not caring. It didn’t matter if she begged, because he’d never deny her. “Knox, please.”

“Where, darling? Here?” he murmured, stroking his hands over her breasts. Her nipples were hard little nubs, tight and swollen in the steam, pulsing with sensation when he plucked and stroked and rubbed.

She sighed. “Yes.”

He slid his hands down her belly, sluicing water. “Here?”

Her muscles quivered under his hand, and she dropped her head forward to rest on his shoulder. “More.”

“Here, then,” he said softly, one hand delving between her legs while the other slid around to brace on her lower back. Her pussy was soft and wet, slick under his fingers.

“More,” she said again and shifted her thighs apart to drive the point home.

“God, you feel good,” he whispered, his voice weaving through the drumming of the water, the pounding of her heart. “So hot, so wet. So soft. God, Chloe, you’re so soft.”

She shuddered when he slid a finger inside her, shivered when he stroked gently in and out. Sensation piled on top of sensation, building layer by layer until her knees threatened to buckle. Overcome, yearning for more, she turned her face to his neck, opened her mouth to taste him there. “Knox. Please.”

“Tell me,” he urged, stroking faster, harder. The hand at her back urged her closer. “Tell me.”

“Inside me.” She fumbled one hand down to wrap around him. His hitching groan was music, was joy. “Here, now. Please.”

“I’ve got you,” he promised, turning her, shifting her. She followed without hesitation, trusting him to lead.

He carried them out of the spray of water and sat on the low bench that ran along the shower wall. She might have shivered a little, but there was too much steam, too much heat to worry about being cold. She stood while he rolled on a condom—no idea where that had come from, but who cared—then climbed into his lap and with a happy hum, grasped his penis by the root.

“Easy,” he warned, bracing his hands on her waist, fingers clenching when she wedged him into place.

She looked up, into his misty eyes, and took him in.

She sank down slowly, moving her hand when she bumped into it, looking into his eyes, the pleasure she felt reflected there. Felt her body spread to take him in, clasp him tight to hold him. He shuddered with pleasure, his big body shaking under hers, and the power of it was heady as a shot of whiskey. Right now, in the still and the steam, this beautiful man was hers, a gift of unimaginable worth, and she knew if she lived a hundred years, she’d never forget this moment.

“Chloe,” he sighed, and there was such yearning in his voice, an ache that called to her to soothe, to comfort. Following instinct, following need, she kissed him, giving him all she could, all she had, and began to move.

Slow, because she couldn’t bear to rush, she lifted herself up, lowered herself down. The air was thick, the steam and the heat wrapping around them, a cocoon of want and need. His arms wrapped around her, big hands stroking, soothing and enticing in equal measure. Her blood quickened, urgency built, but still she moved languidly, unhurried, wanting to wring out every last drop of pleasure she could.

But eventually need overrode the desire to linger, and she started to move faster. But Knox tightened his hands on her waist, held her back. Panting, she tore her mouth away from his.

“Knox.” She strained against his hold, but it was implacable. “What are you doing?”

He shook his head, hair dripping, eyes piercing. “I want to come like this,” he insisted, using his grip to keep her to the same low pace.

She shook her head, scattering water. “But I can’t,” she protested.

“Yes, you can.” Up and down, the pace that had once felt languorous and tender now torturously slow. “I can feel your pussy squeezing me. You’re close.”

“But I can’t go over.” Her voice was a whine, a plea. “You have to go faster.”

“Uh-uh. Like this.”

Steam gave way to sweat, ease to desperation. She clung to his shoulders, fingernails digging in as she fought to regain control. But her strength was no match for his, and the orgasm remained frustratingly out of reach.

“Please,” she begged, the tension in her belly so heavy, so much, it felt as though she might burst. “Please.”

“You can do it, baby,” he murmured, nuzzling her temple, licking at the sweat that trickled. “I feel your pussy clutching at me, rippling, wanting to come. You feel so fucking good, you know that? So hot and wet and tight. Your ass felt amazing last night, like a fist around my dick, but your pussy is fucking heaven. I could spend hours fucking you like this.”

Hours? She’d never survive. “No.”

His laugh was soft and wicked. “No, baby, not now. But someday. Someday I’m going to spread you out on that big bed and fuck you, slow and easy like this, until you’re begging me to come.”

“You’re a sadist,” she breathed even as her pussy clutched at the thought.

“No, baby, not a sadist. I just want to make you feel good.” His teeth scraped her earlobe, her jaw. “Then when I’m done making you feel good, Jesse can have a turn.”

She jerked in his arms. “Oh, God.”

“He doesn’t have as much control as I do,” he went on, “so that’ll probably go fast. But then I’ll be back, fucking you slow and deep, so deep you’ll feel it everywhere, for days, and when you finally come it’ll be so hard, so good, your pretty pussy squeezing and pounding my dick, and then I’ll come—”

She cried out as the flutters started. “Knox.”

“—and it’ll be so fucking good, Chloe, coming inside you, the best thing I’ve ever felt—”

“I’m coming,” she gasped, tensing in his arms, shaking and jerking while her pussy clutched and squeezed.

“—I’ll never want to fucking stop,” he finished on a tearing groan, his big body jerking under hers, and they were both coming, together.

And when the pleasure was done, they sat there on the bench in the shower, wrapped around each other in a cloud of steam, and held on.

 

* * * *

 

Chloe smiled at Knox across the booth. She knew it was a dreamy, dopey smile, but she couldn’t seem to help it. She felt good, relaxed and loose and almost ridiculously happy, a state she had decided to attribute to sleeping late and a spectacular orgasm, ignoring the nagging thought that something had happened back there in that shower.

Because something had, something important, but she didn’t know what, and she didn’t know what to do about it. So she buried it under the smile and said, “That’s the biggest omelet I’ve ever seen.”

“I know.” Knox eyed it dubiously. “I may have overestimated myself.”

She picked up her fork and stabbed one of the fat sausages on her plate. “Looks good, though.”

“It does.” Evidently deciding to give it a go, Knox picked up his knife and fork. “Fuck, I’m hungry.”

“Me, too,” she mumbled around the sausage. “And tired. I’m taking a nap after this.”

“Wish I could, but I promised Jesse I’d help at the restaurant.” Knox took a bite of omelet and closed his eyes in pleasure.

“Good?” she asked.

“Very.” He cut another bite. “What are your plans after your nap?”

“Work,” she admitted. “I need to put some new pieces up on my Etsy site, it’s almost sold out.”

“How’d you get into that?” he asked. “The jewelry making.”

“I’ve always been interested in it,” she said with a shrug and continued to eat. “Played around with beads and bracelets as a kid, you know how you do. Never thought I’d do anything with it, really.” She picked up her water. “Then in college, I needed a science credit to graduate. Why you need a science credit to get a marketing degree is beyond me, but that was the requirement. There was a gemology class, and I thought, well, that’s better than having to dissect something.”

He stopped chewing to grimace. “I had to do that. It was gross.”

“Right? Anyway, I thought it was fascinating. After I graduated, I got a job and did the whole eight-to-five office thing.”

“You weren’t working at the bar?”

She shook her head. “Not then. I’d spent all that money and time on my degree, I was going to use it.”

He nodded in understanding.

“So anyway, I’d come home after these long, stressful days, and I’d sketch jewelry designs. Earrings, rings, necklaces, even diadems and tiaras, just fun stuff. And it was soothing, and satisfying. Much more satisfying than being a junior marketing executive.”

She stabbed another sausage. “One day Bailey told me she’d heard about a class at the community college she wanted to take, Jewelry Making 101. But she didn’t want to take it alone.” She looked up at him. “Which was, of course, a big fat lie.”

“She tricked you into taking the class.”

“She burned herself twice and stabbed herself once the first night we used tools.” Smiling at the memory, Chloe chewed sausage. “She’s great with a pair of scissors, but with anything else she’s a disaster.”

“How long did it take you to quit your job?” he wanted to know.

“Eight months. It would’ve been less, but I’m stubborn,” she admitted. “And I was getting some Mom-guilt about not using that degree.”

“But you are, aren’t you?” He gestured with his fork. “You’re just marketing yourself now instead of someone else.”

“Took me a while to come up with that argument,” she admitted. “And Mom came around. She wants me to be happy, she was just worried I wouldn’t be able to feed myself.”

“Mothers do worry about that kind of thing.”

“Mmm.” She took a long drink of her water. “Anyway, Mo and Carrie offered to let me work in the bar and live above for cheap, so Mom stopped worrying about me starving to death.”

“Good. Do you mind if I ask how the jewelry business is doing?”

“I don’t mind.” Deciding she was full, she set her napkin on her plate. “It pays for itself, which at this point is enough. I’m funneling most of the profit back into it, buying better stones and materials.”

He jerked his chin. “Are those yours?”

She reached up to finger the earrings she was wearing. Long columns of rose gold, twisted around rough-cut rose quarts stones. “Yes.”

“They’re pretty. And they suit you.”

She smiled. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, then set down his fork with a sigh. “I can’t eat any more of this.”

Half the omelet sat on his plate, oozing ham and cheese, onions and mushrooms. “Can I try a bite?”

He nudged the plate over. “Help yourself.”

She cut into it, forked up a bite. “Okay, that’s really good.”

“I know.” Knox raised a hand to signal the server. “Jesse’s going to be really happy when I bring it to him for lunch.”

Chloe toyed with her fork while Knox got his to-go box and a refill on his coffee. When he was sliding the omelet into the container, she asked, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” he said absently, angling the plate to keep the omelet from hitting the table. “Dammit, get in there.”

“Need a hand?”

“No, I’ve got it.” He set the plate aside and closed the lid. “You were saying?”

“Right.” She fiddled with her fork. “Have you guys done this before?”

“Done what?”

“You know.” Feeling foolish for asking, she waved a hand. “Me.”

“Oh.” Understanding dawning, he picked up his freshened coffee. “We have, before.”

“Are you…” she had to search for the word. “Polyamorous?”

“Not how you’re thinking,” he said and put the coffee down. “It’s not something we seek out. We’re committed to each other, Jesse and I. We love each other.”

“I know that.” Forcing herself to relax, to breathe, she worked up a smile. “I can see that.”

“But I guess you could say we’re…open,” he decided. “To the possibility of more. With someone else.”

Her heart was pounding in her chest, echoing in her ears. “Complicated.”

He nodded, the movement slow and thoughtful. “But worth it, with the right person.”

Her breath caught in her throat. There was something in his eyes, something that reminded her of that moment in the shower, in the still and the quiet when she’d felt so whole, so at peace.

“You want anything else, hon?” the server barked, her nasally voice tearing through the moment like claws through tissue paper.

“I’m good,” Chloe managed.

“Just the check, thanks,” Knox said, his eyes still on Chloe.

The server slapped the ticket onto the table and hurried off, and Knox picked it up. “Chloe? You okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” Forcing a smile, Chloe reached for the check. “I’ll get that.”

“No, you won’t.” Check in hand, Knox slid out of the booth, his expression amused. He picked up his to-go box while she scowled at him. “You brought dinner last night, remember?”

“Does that mean you’ll let me get the next one?” she asked.

“No,” he said and strolled up to the register to pay, leaving her scowling after him.

And wondering.

 




Chapter Fifteen

She drove home by rote, parking in the back lot and climbing the stairs without really thinking about it. The quiet of her apartment was welcoming, the controlled chaos of her worktable a soothing distraction. She buried herself in it, finishing several works in progress and starting new ones, switching on the lamps when the light dimmed, ignoring the cramps in her hands and shoulders. When her eyes grew gritty and her fingers began to fumble with the tools, she shut of her lights and tumbled into bed.

The phone woke her the next morning.

She was tempted to ignore it, but it was Bailey, and ignoring Bailey never led to peace, so she answered it on speaker and set it on the pillow next to her. “What?”

“Well, that’s a silly question,” Bailey replied, sounding ridiculously chipper for—Chloe peeled one eye open to look at the clock—seven-thirty-two in the morning.

“Bailey, it’s seven-thirty-two in the morning,” Chloe complained. “You know I can’t do riddles this early.”

“If you’re too befuddled to figure out why I might be calling you at this ungodly hour, then I have to assume the answer to my question is ‘amazing’.”

Chloe thought about hanging up and blaming it on crappy cellular service. “What was the question again?”

“How was Sunday night?”

“Oh.” Shit. “That.”

“Yes, that. Well?”

“It was amazing,” Chloe mumbled. “Can I go back to sleep now?”

Bailey was silent for a moment. “What happened?”

Chloe silently cursed. She should’ve known better. “Nothing happened. Fajitas were eaten, orgasms were had, all is right with the world.”

“I see we’re playing two truths and a lie this morning,” Bailey drawled.

Fuck. “Bailey—”

“Let’s see. Fajitas were eaten—that’s true. Orgasms were had—I’m going to say that’s true, too.”

“Bails—”

“But all is right with the world?” Bailey continued, and made a harsh buzzing sound. “Lie.”

“Jesus, you’re a pain in my ass.”

“Back atcha, baby. Do I need to come over?”

Since it didn’t look like she was going to get back to sleep any time soon, Chloe rolled over and opened her eyes. “No.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“Did they hurt you?”

“No,” Chloe said firmly. “No, that’s not…no. Nobody hurt me.”

“But you are hurt.”

“I don’t know what I am,” Chloe admitted.

“I’m coming over.”

Resigned, Chloe sighed. “Don’t you have better things to do than to fix my life?”

“Right now? No. Do you want coffee?”

“And breakfast,” Chloe decided. She hadn’t eaten anything since the diner, and her stomach wasn’t happy about it.

“Healthy or greasy and disgusting?”

“My love life is a mess,” Chloe pointed out.

“Greasy and disgusting it is,” Bailey decided. “Half an hour.”

“Let yourself in,” Chloe told her, then hung up and went to take a shower.

 

* * * *

 

“I hate to say I told you so,” Bailey said. She was curled up on Chloe’s couch, her blue-streaked hair pulled back in braids, her University of Indiana sweatshirt covered in crumbs from the breakfast biscuit she’d just devoured.

“But you’ll manage, I’m sure,” Chloe said drily from the other end of the sofa.

Bailey picked up her coffee. “This is why the sex worker was a better idea.”

“I’m not in love with them or anything,” Chloe protested.

“But you do have feelings for them.”

“Is that so bad?” Chloe contended. “I mean, shouldn’t you have feelings for the people you have sex with?”

“Ideally, sure,” Bailey conceded. “But there’s feelings and then there’s feelings, and my guess is we’re not talking about the first kind, here.”

Chloe plucked at her breakfast sandwich, breaking off a piece of bacon. “I feel so good when I’m with them, you know? Like, really good. Safe and solid and just, I don’t know, right. Then I come back to the real world and remember how impossible it all is.”

“Why”

Chloe frowned. “Why, what?”

“Why is it impossible? Assuming they have feelings for you, too, that is.”

For her own sanity, Chloe shut that thought firmly out of her mind. “They’re married, Bailey.”

“To each other,” Bailey reminded her. “Nobody’s cheating on anybody.”

“I know, but…” Chloe shook her head. “Three people in a relationship? God, that just feels so complicated.”

“All relationships are complicated,” Bailey countered. “And you, me and Gwen are three people in a relationship.”

Chloe waved a dismissive hand. “That’s friendship, it’s different.”

“A little yeah, but not much. We still have to navigate needs and feelings, priorities and time.”

“But not sex,” Chloe pointed out.

“Doesn’t sound to me like sex is a problem with Knox and Jesse.”

“No,” Chloe admitted. “That part has never felt strange.”

“Do the non-sex parts feel strange?”

Chloe picked up her coffee, then set it down without drinking. “None of it feels strange.”

“Then why are you all twisted up in your underwear?”

Chloe fell back against the sofa cushions and closed her eyes. “Because I don’t know what to do.”

“Okay, let’s go over your options. One, stop having the sex in order to cut off the development of deeper feelings.”

Eyes still closed, Chloe frowned. “I don’t like that one.”

“Can’t blame you. Option two, decide that nothing can come from the feelings and any further sex will remain casual and non-feelings-related.”

Chloe wasn’t sure that was possible, but knew better than to say it out loud. “Okay.”

“And option three, tell Knox and Jesse you have feelings for them and want to keep having sex while exploring a romantic relationship with both of them.”

Chloe opened one eye to peer at her friend. “No offense, Bails, but all those options suck.”

“Pretty much,” Bailey agreed.

“What do you think I should do?”

“Oh, I’m not telling you that.”

Chloe opened the other eye. “What? You have to!”

“So you have someone to blame when it doesn’t go how you want it to? Sorry, pal. No get-out-of-jail-free card on this one.”

“Well, thank you very much,” Chloe said, exasperated, and closed her eyes again. “You can go now.”

“Besides,” Bailey continued as though Chloe hadn’t spoken. “You already know which one you want. You’re just scared.”

“Well, of course I’m scared,” Chloe blurted out and sat up. “Do you have any idea what my mother would say if I started dating two married men?”

“Way to go?” Bailey offered.

“That’s what your mother would say.”

“So, Annie has one of her fits.” Bailey shrugged. “It’s nothing you haven’t been through before. She threw a fit when you quit your job to make jewelry.”

“Yes, but—”

“And now look at her. She’s your biggest fan, always trying to sell your earrings to the ladies at her job and at church.”

“This is different, Bails, and you know it. She’ll seriously wig out, and the rest of the family will follow. It could be worse than the time my cousin Marcie gave all her money to that preacher, then bought him a ticket to Peru when the FBI tried to arrest him for fraud and money laundering.”

“Hey, they forgave her. When she got out of jail, they threw her a big party with cake and everything. Besides,” Bailey continued, “your mom loves you and wants you to be happy.”

“I don’t know if she wants me to be this happy,” Chloe muttered. “And what if…”

“What if, what?” Bailey prompted.

“What if it doesn’t work?” Chloe blurted out, giving voice to her biggest fear. “What if they don’t feel the same way I do? I could end up with nothing.”

“What if it does?” Bailey countered. “What if they do? You could end up with everything.”

 

* * * * 

 

Chloe went downstairs for her shift with the insulated food bag she’d borrowed. Mo was in the office, muttering over payroll and scheduling, and barely glanced up when Chloe ducked in to grab an apron. Grateful to avoid interaction, Chloe walked down the hall toward the kitchen. Carrie was already at the stove in a white chef’s coat, her blonde hair tied back in her habitual blue bandana, stirring something in the big stock pot.

Hoping to return the bag and duck back out, Chloe moved quietly to the shelf. But Carrie glanced over her shoulder and spotted her. “Hey, come taste this.”

Resigned, Chloe tucked the insulated bag away, then obediently crossed to the stove and took the spoon Carrie held out. The soup was creamy and rich, with fat chunks of ham and potato. “That’s really good.”

“Ham and potato with cheddar,” Carrie said, giving the pot another stir. “Put it on the specials board, will you?”

“Sure,” Chloe said and turned away to do just that.

“How’d the fajitas go over?”

Chloe stopped at the door to glance back. “They were great. Thumbs up all around.”

“Glad to hear it. Tell Knox anytime he wants more, I’m happy to whip ’em up.”

For a moment Chloe just stared. “What?”

Carrie put the lid on the pot and turned, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel. “Jesse too, but I figure they were Knox’s request, seeing as he’s the Texas boy.”

Panic threatened to close her throat, so she had to force the laugh through. “What are you talking about? I had the fajitas with Bailey and Gwen.”

“No, you didn’t.” Carrie set the kitchen rag aside. “You had them with Knox and Jesse, and spent the night at their house.”

“I…I…”

“Bailey’s allergic to avocados,” Carrie reminded her. “And Gwen, who came in on Sunday afternoon to go over the menu for the restaurant, is a terrible liar. And I, my girl, am not blind.”

With her heart in her throat and panic making her head light, Chloe leaned against the wall. “Does Mo know?”

“Don’t think so. She’d tell me if she did.”

“Are you going to tell her?”

“Why would I? You’re an adult, what you do on your own time is your business.”

Chloe sagged with relief.

“But she’s not blind either, so she’ll eventually figure it out,” Carrie went on. “Especially if this is going to be an ongoing thing.” She waited a beat, then raised an eyebrow. “Is this going to be an ongoing thing?”

Chloe took a deep breath. “I hope so.”

Carrie nodded. “Well, like I said, that’s your business. But if my opinion counts for anything, I like them.”

It took Chloe a moment to realize that Carrie was, in her hands-off way, giving her blessing. “You do?”

“They’re doing good work here, and they like my food. They treat you good?”

“Yeah.” Chloe swallowed the lump of emotion in her throat. “Yeah, they do.”

“Well, then that’s enough for me. Other people might have other concerns, of course,” Carrie said. “But that’s their problem.”

Anxiety was a hot, tight ball in her gut. “Right.”

“You’re a good kid, Chloe, and you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. You’ll be just fine.” Carrie walked over and pulled her in for a brief, hard hug, patted her twice on the back, then stepped back. “Now, go put the soup on the specials board.”

“Okay.” Chloe turned to go, then stopped. “Aunt Carrie? Thanks.”

Already back at her stove, Carrie just shrugged. “No sweat, kiddo. Go on, now. Oh, Katie said she did some bar prep, left you a list of what needs replacing or refilling.”

“I’m going to be so sad when she graduates and leaves us,” Chloe mused.

“You and me both,” Carrie muttered.

Chloe went to the bar and found Katie’s list, which kept her busy until opening. Customers trickled in at first, then flooded, and she was grateful that between making drinks and running back and forth to the kitchen—the soup was a big hit—she didn’t have much time to dwell on anything else.

It was during the lull after the first wave of diners and drinkers that Jesse and Knox strolled in.

They’d been working next door all day—she’d heard the bumps and thumps from upstairs, and through the still closed-off pub wall—but had cleaned up from their work day. Both wore jeans, Jesse with his habitual flannel, Knox with a sweater in a deep, forest green. It made the green flecks in his hazel his eyes brighter, gave them a dreamy glow. Jesse’s dimple was winking at her from his thicker-than-usual beard, his brown eyes already dancing when he hitched onto a stool.

“There she is,” he said easily, warmth and a hint of something richer, deeper in the rumbled words. “How’s it going, beautiful?”

“Busy,” she replied, trying to keep her smile professional and pretend she didn’t want to cuddle him and kiss him and tell him how much she’d missed seeing him the last couple of days. “You?”

“We’re busy, too. Clicking right along next door.”

Knox hummed in agreement, settling on the stool next to Jesse. He was more subtle than his husband, the warmth and affection in his gaze more subdued. But it was there nonetheless, and she wanted to cuddle and kiss him, too.

But she couldn’t because then everyone would know she was sleeping with two married men, and she wasn’t ready to let that cat out of the bag. And that just sucked.

“You okay?” Knox asked, concern wrinkling his brow.

No, she thought. Not okay. But all she said was, “Fine. You guys want something to eat?”

They exchanged a glance, that non-spoken communication of long-term couples passing between them, and she felt a pang of envy. She wanted that with them, she realized, that level of knowing and understanding that came from years together.

She wanted years together.

“The soup’s really good,” she blurted out, burying the envy and the twinge of pain. “It’s creamy ham and potato with cheddar.”

“That sounds good to me.” Jesse was watching her carefully now, dimple nowhere to be seen. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Just a little tired,” she improvised. “I stayed up too late working on some new pieces.”

“Those?” Knox asked with a nod to her earrings.

“No, these are old favorites.” Hammered copper discs on thin wires, they were one of the first pairs she’d ever made.

“Your sister would like those,” Jesse told Knox. “You get her anything for her birthday yet?”

“Not yet, and she would,” Knox agreed.

“Do you replicate designs, or are they all like, exclusive, one-of-a-kind deals?” Jesse wanted to know.

“I could make another pair.” Chloe looked at Knox. “When is your sister’s birthday?”

“March fifteenth.”

“Beware the ides of March,” Jesse said dramatically.

Knox just chuckled. “Is that enough time to make another pair?”

“Sure.” Elbows on the bar, Chloe leaned forward and angled her head. “Do you want them just like this, or a different size?”

Knox leaned in, eyes narrowed. “I think that size works, but she tends to wear bigger pieces. What do you think, Jess?”

“Definitely bigger.” Like Knox, he inched closer to peer at the earrings. “These are what, about the size of a dime?”

“Close to that, yeah,” Chloe said.

Jesse lifted a hand to finger the copper disk dangling from her left earlobe. “Yeah, I’d definitely go bigger.”

Chloe tried to ignore the scent of him, basil and fabric softener and Jesse. “How big? Nickle? Quarter?”

“Quarter, for sure.” Jesse dropped his hand so it lay on the bar next to hers, close enough she could feel the warmth radiating off his skin. “Maybe even bigger. Knox?”

On her right side, Knox glided his knuckles along her jaw, nudging her toward the light. The contact brought his scent, the faint hint of basil that came from Jesse, the spice of his shampoo.

“Yeah, bigger than a quarter,” Knox was saying, his face so close to hers as he examined the earring that she had no trouble at all imagining turning her head to kiss him. “A quarter is, what, an inch in diameter?”

“Just shy of,” Jesse confirmed.

“I think you can go double that,” Knox said. “Would that be doable?”

God, they were so close. Knox on one side, touching her, Jesse the other, not touching but right there, with his scent and his smile and his dark brown eyes so full of shared secrets. Need rose up, and though she expected the spark of arousal and the tingle of desire, she wasn’t prepared for the emotion, the longing that had nothing to do with sex. It clogged her throat and flooded her eyes, and before she could pull back and blink it away, a single tear spilled free, rolling down her cheek to splash against the back of Knox’s hand.

He froze, his eyes darting first to the salty splotch on his skin and then to her face, concern and something akin to horror flashing in his misty eyes. “Chloe?”

Jesse straightened, altered by the sharp note in Knox’s voice. “What’s wrong?”

“She’s crying,” Knox said, and she could only be grateful that his voice didn’t carry over the din of diners and music.

“Shit.” Jesse pushed his face next to Knox’s to peer into hers, his eyes wild, his hand groping for hers on the bar. “Chloe? What’s wrong?”

She shook her head, fighting to keep more tears from falling. She didn’t know why she was crying, except that there was too much emotion inside her and she couldn’t seem to keep it there. “I’m fine,” she insisted and tried to step back.

But Knox turned his hand to cradle her cheek, holding her in place, and his touch was so tender and so sweet she thought she might just start bawling. “No, darling, I don’t think you are.”

“Whatever’s wrong, we’ll fix it,” Jesse promised, his voice so sure, so strong, while panic flared in his eyes and his hand gripped hers like he was ready to yank her to safety.

Overcome, overwhelmed, she leaned forward to press her forehead to his. “I didn’t mean to do this. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“What wasn’t?” Knox asked quietly.

I wasn’t supposed to feel all of this, she thought, and was working up the nerve to say it out loud when Mo said, “What the hell is going on here?”

Chloe leapt back, jerking her hand out of Jesse’s. Mo stood at the end of the bar, hands fisted on her hips, her face grim and her eyes hot. Oh, shit. “Nothing. Knox was, um, looking at my earrings.”

Mo, not an idiot, narrowed her eyes. “Your earrings.”

“For his sister. Her birthday’s coming up, and he thought she’d like them,” Chloe explained, choking back the panic that wanted to bubble free. “He wondered if I could make another pair, but with bigger discs.”

“And you were, what, kissing him out of gratitude?”

Chloe blinked. “I wasn’t kissing him.”

“Dammit, Chloe, I warned you about this.”

“Warned her?” Knox asked.

Mo didn’t so much as spare him a glance. “You’re fucking them, aren’t you?”

“Hang on a minute,” Jesse said, getting to his feet.

Mo shot him a sulfuric look. “You stay out of this.”

“The fuck I will,” Jesse said, temper flashing.

“Easy,” Knox murmured, laying a restraining hand on his husband’s arm. “You’re out of line, Mo.”

Mo’s sturdy body stiffened with outrage. “I’m out of line?”

Knox’s reply was calm, measured. “Yes. Chloe’s a grown woman—”

“Who’s fucking two married men,” Mo shot back. “Apparently Jesse isn’t the only fuckboy on the team.”

Knox’s face went hard as stone. “Watch it.”

Her stomach in her knees, Chloe stepped forward. “Aunt Mo, stop it.”

Mo turned back to Chloe. “God, Chloe, what were you thinking? What is your mother going to say?”

Chloe couldn’t stop the flinch. “Just…back off, okay? This isn’t your business.”

“Of course, it is! You’re my niece. You’re my employee. How do you think this makes the bar look? The new restaurant? We’ve put everything into this, Chloe, and you, this… God, it could wreck everything.”

Knox came off his stool as shock sent Chloe stumbling back. “Mo, come on.”

“Are you firing me?” Chloe asked through lips gone numb.

Mo’s eyes flickered, unease rippling over her face. “I didn’t say that.”

The numbness was spreading. Chloe couldn’t feel her hands, her feet. “That’s what you’re implying.”

The unease on Mo’s face grew. “You have to understand the impact something like this could have on our reputation, Chloe.”

“Jesus, Mo, listen to yourself,” Jesse urged. “You don’t hear how fucked up that sounds?”

“You want to talk about fucked up?” Mo countered. “You two are married. What the hell are you’re doing with my niece?”

“We’re consenting adults, and so is she, and it’s none of your damn business,” Jesse countered, walking around Knox to get in Mo’s face.

Chloe fought with the ties on her apron, finally dragging it off to lay it on the counter. The raised voices were starting to draw the attention of the other bar patrons, conversations quieting and heads turning to watching and listen, the humiliation of that had her hurrying out from behind the bar.

Mo stopped shouting at Jesse to frown at her. “Chloe? Where are you going?”

She shook her head and kept going.

“Chloe?” Knox called.

“Shit,” Jesse muttered.

The kitchen door swung open to reveal a sweaty and irritated Carrie. “What the hell is going on out here? I can hear you over Mike’s shitty punk music in the kitchen.”

Chloe just kept going.

She grabbed a coat off a hook in the office and walked out the back door into the falling snow.

 

 




Chapter Sixteen

She walked aimlessly, Carrie’s wool pea coat wrapped around her, while fat, thick flakes of snow fell onto her hair. Streetlights cast puddles of light, turning the snowfall into magic, but she didn’t notice. Her canvas shoes grew damp, but she didn’t notice that, either.

Her thoughts were in knots, her emotions a tangle. She didn’t know what to do with any of it, so she just walked, the cold biting at her face and sucking the breath from her lungs, until she didn’t feel like screaming anymore. And then she walked some more.

When she finally stopped to look around she was in the center of old downtown, quaint and quirky shops and restaurants tucked away in the brick buildings and the old gas lamps, long converted to electric, giving the street an old world charm. A coffee shop beckoned, its brightly lit window promising warmth and comfort, but she’d walked out of the pub without any money. So she found a bench, brushed the snow off the seat, and sat to contemplate her life.

Maybe Bailey was right and she just wasn’t cut out for no-strings affairs, because she’d certainly made a mess of this one. She’d thought she could keep her emotional boundaries clear—it should have been easy, because, hey, married men. But they’d gotten so blurred so fast, she couldn’t even pinpoint when they’d fallen apart. And now here she was, half in love with both men, possibly about to lose her job and her family, with no idea what to do about any of it.

And she was so mad—at Mo for being a dick, at herself for falling in love with two men and causing the whole mess to begin with. At Jesse and Knox for being loveable. And at that foolish, foolish birthday wish.

“Dopey birthday wish,” she said out loud and tipped her face up to the sky.

It was really starting to snow, she realized, blinking away the flakes that fell on her lashes. She was going to have to go back soon. Her feet were wet, the shoes she had on no match for the weather, and snow fell into the collar of the too-big coat no matter how tightly she wrapped herself in it. She imagined her phone was going wild with missed calls and messages, but she’d left it behind in the apron, so she’d worry about that later.

She sighed, watching her breath puff out in the cold air, then blinked when someone said, “Chloe?”

Resigned, she dropped her head, prepared to face the music. Then blinked. “Sawyer?”

“I thought that was you,” Sawyer said, his peridot eyes twinkling with his smile. He had a knit cap over his dark hair nearly the same color as his eyes. “What are you doing sitting out here in the snow?”

“Oh, just contemplating the wreck of my life,” she said cheerfully. “You?”

“Ah…I’m headed in for some hot chocolate,” he replied, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the coffee shop. He eyed her warily. “You okay?”

“No,” she said frankly. “My life is a wreck.”

“Okay,” he said, still wary. “Anything I can do?”

“Do you have a time machine?” So I can travel back to my birthday and not make that dopey wish.

“Sorry, no.”

“Then no. But thanks. I like your hat.”

“Ah, thanks.” He hesitated for a moment, like he was weighing the wisdom of his next words. “Maybe you should come inside. You look pretty cold.”

“Actually, the cold is giving me clarity,” she told him, then shivered when more snow drifted down the neck of the coat. “And possibly hypothermia.”

“Hey.” A woman with a riot of red curls tumbling out of a black knit hat walked up to Sawyer and poked him in the side. “I thought you were getting hot chocolate.”

“I got distracted,” Sawyer explained while Chloe eyed the newcomer with interest. She was short, gorgeous, enormously pregnant, and at Sawyer’s words, turned avid eyes on Chloe.

“So I see.” Full lips curved into a curious smile. “Aren’t you cold?”

“Freezing, thanks for asking,” Chloe said, and tried not to think about how the woman’s dark eyes reminded her of Jesse’s.

“You’re welcome.” The redhead turned back to Sawyer. “She drunk?”

“I didn’t ask,” Sawyer said.

“You drunk?” the redhead asked Chloe.

“No, but I kind of wish I was,” Chloe admitted. “Maybe my life wouldn’t look like such a disaster if I was drunk.”

“This is Chloe,” Sawyer put in. “Chloe, this is my wife Lou.”

“Nice to meet you,” Chloe said politely and held out a hand, only feeling a little awkward about meeting the wife of the man she’d almost hired to fuck her.

Lou took it. “Knox and Jesse’s Chloe?”

Chloe hitched in a breath. “Not anymore.”

“Uh-oh. What’d they do?”

“Nothing.”

Lou snorted. “I doubt that.”

“No, it was me, I did it. I did it all. Wrecked it all.”

Lou looked at Sawyer. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”

“No clue.”

“Uh-huh. Okay, sugar, first things first. You need to get warm. How about some hot chocolate?”

Chloe sighed. “That sounds nice, but I forgot to bring my wallet.”

“Our treat.” Lou tugged on Chloe’s hand. “Give me a hand here, babe.”

Sawyer reached down for Chloe’s other hand. “You want whipped cream or marshmallows on your hot chocolate?”

Chloe allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. “Both.”

“I like her,” Lou decided and in what was somehow a sexy waddle, led the way to the café. “Hurry up, I have to pee.”

“Your wife is nice,” Chloe told Sawyer.

“She is.” Sawyer reached the café door a step behind Lou and reached over her head to pull it open. “She’s also a ball buster.”

“I heard that,” Lou said, making a beeline for the restroom.

“I know you did, love,” Sawyer said, and the affection in his voice made Chloe want to cry all over again.

The air inside the café felt like a sauna after so long outside, and Chloe began undoing the buttons on the oversized coat. But her fingers felt stiff and numb, and she couldn’t quite manage it.

“Here, let me.” Sawyer brushed her hands aside and quickly dispatched them, drawing the coat over her shoulders and hanging it on the rack on the wall. “You want to grab a seat, and I’ll get your drink?”

“Okay.” She looked around and spotted an empty table by the front window. “Over there?”

Sawyer nodded and turned for the counter. “Back in a minute.”

Chloe walked to the table, her socks squishing in her shoes, and took the bench seat along the window. There was a napkin dispenser on the table, so she grabbed a couple to swipe at the melted snow in her hair. They were wholly inadequate for the job, and her hair was still shower-wet when she was done, but at least it wasn’t dripping down her neck anymore.

Wadding up the soaked napkins, she set them aside and looked up. Lou was walking toward the table, her coat and hat gone, belly leading the way draped in a deep green sweater that made her skin glow and her hair shine like copper.

She pulled out a chair, eased herself into it belly-up the way pregnant women did, and smiled. “I like your earrings.”

Chloe let out a half laugh. These damn earrings. “Thanks.”

“Where’d you get ’em?”

“I made them.”

Lou’s dark brown eyes went sharp, and she leaned forward as much as her belly would allow. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.” Chloe glanced up with a grateful smile as Sawyer approached, three steaming mugs cradled in his hands. He set them down, slid one in front of her and one in front of Lou. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Be careful, it’s hot.”

“Did you get me peppermint?” Lou asked.

Sawyer pulled out the chair next to his wife. “Yes.”

“You’re the best,” Lou enthused, picking up her mug.

“I know.” Sawyer lifted his cup, gestured to Chloe. “You want to talk about it?”

She wrapped her hands around the mug, savoring the heat that seeped into her chilled hands. “Not really.”

“God, that’s good.” Licking whipped cream off her lip, Lou looked at Chloe. “Why not?”

Chloe shrugged, watching the whipped cream in her mug melt into the chocolate. “What’s the point?”

“Maybe we can help,” Sawyer said, then added gently, “It can’t be that bad.”

“Oh,” Chloe said with feeling, “it can.”

“We’ve known Knox and Jesse a long time,” Lou chimed in. “They’re occasionally clueless and often morons, but they’re not assholes.”

Sawyer aimed a look at his wife. “I’m not sure that’s helpful, love.”

“Like she doesn’t already know,” Lou said and slurped her hot chocolate.

“They haven’t been clueless or morons,” Chloe said, annoyed that this ridiculously beautiful woman would be talking shit about her men. “They’ve been kind and generous and patient and loving and I don’t think I like your tone.”

Silence settled over the table, tension humming while Lou stared at her over the rim of her mug, whipped cream smeared on her upper lip and her eyes narrowed in what seemed like a dangerous manner, but Chloe didn’t care. Her feet were cold and wet and her heart was broken, and that was enough shit for one day and she wasn’t putting up with any more.

“Well,” Lou finally said, setting down her mug. “I guess you told me.”

Beside her, Sawyer let out a careful breath. “You’re in love with them.”

“Yes,” Chloe said, and saying it out loud was both a desperate relief and a crushing ache. “Yes, I am. Welcome to my fucked-up life.”

“Um.” Lou raised her hand like a kid in class. “Why is your life fucked up, exactly?”

“Because it’s hopeless, that’s why,” Chloe said and chugged her hot chocolate like it was whiskey.

Lou and Sawyer exchanged a look. “Because they don’t love you?” Lou ventured.

“Yeah, that’s not it,” Sawyer muttered.

Chloe swallowed the chunk of marshmallow she’d sucked up in the last gulp and shook her head. “I don’t know how they feel.”

“You didn’t ask?”

Chloe looked at Lou in disbelief. “Would you ask?”

“Yes.”

“She would,” Sawyer confirmed. “Ball buster, remember?”

“Well, I’m not that brave,” Chloe claimed. “And anyway, I didn’t get the chance.”

“What happened?”

She looked at Sawyer. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

“Wherever you like.”

“Well, I was right in the middle of my oh shit, I might be in love epiphany and trying to figure out how to tell Knox and Jesse that I screwed up our no-strings arrangement when my aunt—who’s also my boss—came in, put two and two together, and said me dating two men would be a bad look for her business and implied she might have to fire me.”

“That’s a lot,” Sawyer decided as Lou spewed hot chocolate beside him.

“She said what?” Lou shouted.

“Easy, baby.” Sawyer patted her shoulder, his gaze steady on Chloe. “Then what happened?”

“Knox and Jesse got mad,” Chloe recalled. “And things got kind of loud.”

“I bet,” Lou muttered, yanking napkins out of the holder to mop the table.

“I walked out.”

Lou tossed the sodden napkins aside. “Good for you.”

“It doesn’t feel good,” Chloe confessed. “I probably am fired, and I don’t make enough from jewelry sales to pay my bills.”

Lou’s eyes narrowed. “You sell the earrings you make?”

Chloe looked at her. “Yeah.”

“Online?”

“Yeah.”

Lou tapped Sawyer on the arm. “Babe, phone. What’s your website?”

“Ah…” Confused, Chloe rattled it off, watching Lou’s fingers fly over the screen. “What are you doing?”

“I’m looking at your stuff,” Lou said, buried in the phone. “Is this inventory up to date?”

“Yes.” Baffled, Chloe glanced at Sawyer.

He shook his head. “Don’t worry about her. Chloe, you need to talk to Knox and Jesse.”

She sighed. “I know. I just don’t know what to say to them.”

“The truth is usually best.”

She stared morosely at the marshmallows floating in her hot chocolate. “Okay, but the truth makes me look like an asshole.”

A smile quirked his beautiful mouth. “No, it doesn’t.”

She snorted. “Yes, it does. ‘Hey, I know we had a no-strings agreement, but sorry, I went and fell in love with you, is that okay’ is totally an asshole thing to say.”

“It really isn’t,” Sawyer said. “Not least of which because they’re in love with you, too.”

She stared at him for a full five seconds. “They are not.”

“Oh, they really are.” Calmly, he raised his cup for a sip. “Lou?”

She didn’t look up from the phone. “Hmm? What?”

“Are Jesse and Knox in love with Chloe?”

“Yeah. Can you do these malachite twists in different stones, different metals?”

Chloe blinked. “Ah, yeah.”

“What about the hoops with the amethysts? Different stones?”

“I can pretty much do any stone you want,” Chloe said. “Did you mean it?”

“Mean what?” Lou said absently, then gasped. “Oh, I love what you’ve done with these seed pearls and the hammered silver. Funky.”

“Lou,” Sawyer said.

“What? I’m busy.”

“Put down the phone for two seconds and tell Chloe that Jesse and Knox are in love with her.”

Lou lowered the phone, her brow wrinkled in confusion. “Of course, they’re in love with you. They tried to beat Sawyer up.”

Chloe gaped. “They what?”

“They didn’t try to beat me up,” Sawyer corrected.

“They wanted to,” Lou said. “If I hadn’t been there, they might have.”

“Why?” Chloe asked, baffled.

“Because they’re in love with you,” Sawyer said.

“Because they thought Sawyer was banging you, and they were jealous,” Lou said at the same time, and shrugged at Sawyer’s exasperated look. “What? It’s true.”

“I was trying to be discreet,” Sawyer told her.

“Why? We all know the deal,” Lou said and looked at Chloe. “You know I know he had a date with you, right?”

“I assumed,” Chloe said faintly, head spinning.

“See? It’s fine. Shit, I have to pee again.” Putting the phone down, Lou hauled herself up. “Don’t leave until I get back,” she told Chloe and waddled off.

Chloe looked at Sawyer. “Is she always like this?”

Sawyer laughed softly. “Pretty much. Lou’s a bit of a whirlwind.”

Understatement of the year, Chloe thought.

“Anyway,” Sawyer said. “We were talking about Knox and Jesse being in love with you.”

Chloe shook her head and ignored the wild leap of hope. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m not,” Sawyer said, and his voice was so firm and sure that she stopped to stare at him. “I’ve known them a long time, in Knox’s case longer than I’ve known my wife, and I can honestly say I’ve never seen them this way with anyone but each other.”

That hope wanted to leap again, forcing Chloe to ruthlessly tamp it down. “It doesn’t matter. It could never work.”

Sawyer’s gaze was steady, those peridot eyes watchful. “Why not?”

Chloe stared at him, anger rising at his oh-so-reasonable tone. Couldn’t he see, didn’t he know how much this hurt?

His gaze gentled. “Let me rephrase that. Do you want it to work?”

The yes was there on the tip of her tongue, ready to spill out. She bit it back. “I don’t know.”

He nodded. “Well, then I guess that’s what you have to figure out.”

Lou came hurrying back, face flushed. “What did I miss?”

“Not much,” Sawyer said easily.

Lou rolled her eyes. “Right. Is she going to talk to them?”

Sawyer glanced at Chloe. “Undecided.”

“Uh-huh. Well, for the record, I think you should.”

Chloe looked at her, this woman who’d married a sex worker and was fine with it—more than fine, from all appearances. “Can I ask you a question?”

Lou’s eyebrows went up, her only indication of surprise. “Sure.”

“You know what your husband does for a living, right?”

Amusement sparked in Lou’s eyes now, curved her lush mouth. “Yes, I do.”

“So you have what most people might call an…unconventional relationship.”

The smile deepened. “I suppose that’s true.”

Chloe lifted her hands, let them fall. “How do you do it?”

“I remember that what matters is here.” Lou pointed at Sawyer and then at herself. “Between us. The rest isn’t my problem.”

Chloe waited a beat. “That’s it?”

“Pretty much. You gotta decide if it’s worth it. Once you do?” She shrugged. “Other people’s opinions are just noise.”

“It’s not quite the same situation, Chloe,” Sawyer said quietly. “Not everyone sees my job, the way they will the three of you. You’ll have public speculation, public disapproval. There’s no avoiding that.”

“Noise,” Lou repeated with a sneer, then sighed. “But it’s not that simple.”

Chloe closed her eyes. “My head hurts.”

“I’d offer you drugs, but I don’t have any.”

Chloe opened her eyes to smile at Lou. “I appreciate the thought.”

“We’ll give you a lift home,” Sawyer offered.

Chloe started to thank him, then hesitated. “Actually, I think I’d rather go somewhere else, if it’s not too much trouble. It’s not far.”

“Happy to play taxi driver.” Sawyer looked at his wife. “Do you want to pee again before we go?”

“Shut up. Chloe, I want to talk to you about earrings.”

“Okay,” Chloe said as Lou pushed to her feet. “Did you find a pair you want?”

“Yes. All of them.”

Chloe blinked. “Pardon me?”

“I want all of them, and more besides. Dammit, I do have to pee. I’ll be right back, we’ll talk in the car.”

Chloe stared at a grinning Sawyer. “Did she say she wants all of them?”

Sawyer gathered up the mugs and carried them to the counter. “Yep, that’s what she said.”

“There’s fifty pairs of earrings in my shop right now,” Chloe said, baffled. “Why would she want fifty pairs of earrings?”

He pulled her coat from the hook by the door. “Probably for the store.”

Chloe took the coat he handed her. “The store?”

“Lou is short for Tallulah,” Sawyer explained.

“Tallulah,” Chloe echoed blankly, not understanding, then her eyes went wide. “Wait, Tallulah as in Tallulah’s? The boutique in Chicago?”

Sawyer shrugged into his coat and pulled his cap out of his pocket. “She wants to expand the accessories lines. Been looking at designers for months.”

“There’s a Tallulah’s in New York,” Chloe said, numb with shock. “And San Francisco.”

“And in Baton Rouge,” Sawyer added. “She gets pissy when people forget that one.”

Chloe just stared at him. “She wants my earrings for Tallulah’s?”

“Seems like. You should put your coat on, it’s still snowing.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“No, it’s really coming down. We’re going to end up with half a foot at this rate.”

“I didn’t mean—” Chloe broke off to shrug into the coat. “Sawyer. Is this for real?”

“I don’t know exactly what she has in mind, but if Lou says it, she means it.”

Chloe gaped at him while the implications swirled through her head. “Holy shit.”

Lou waddled up, belly leading the way. “Holy shit, what? What’d I miss?”

“You want my earrings for Tallulah’s?” Chloe all but shouted.

“Yes, but we’re going to have to up your prices. You’re seriously underselling yourself.”

Chloe stared at her for a moment. “I swear to God, if you’re fucking with me right now…”

Lou hooted out a hearty laugh while her husband helped her into her coat. “I never fuck around about money.”

Sawyer pushed open the café door and stepped out, holding it open. “She doesn’t.”

Chloe nodded. She was tempted to pinch herself, to make sure she was awake, but between the blast of cold air and her soaking wet feet, she was too uncomfortable to be asleep. “Just checking.”

“Well, now that that’s settled, let’s talk turkey.” Lou hooked her arm through Chloe’s and ushered them out into the cold. “The fifty pieces you’ve got in your store, consider them sold. How soon can you make more, and what have you got besides earrings?”

 

* * * *

 

“You keep clenching your jaw like that, you’re gonna crack a tooth,” Jesse warned.

From the driver’s seat, Knox shot him a look.

“I know you’re worried. I’m worried, too. But a root canal isn’t going to make things better, so maybe take a deep breath, babe.”

Knox made a conscious effort to relax, and was marginally successful. “We should be at her place, waiting for her.”

“We are not lying in wait like a couple of psychopathic stalkers,” Jesse snapped back, and the bite in his tone had Knox biting back a snarl. “Sawyer texted half an hour ago that he was giving her a ride home, so we know she’s safe, and that’s enough for now.”

Knox stared through the windshield at the fat snowflakes that continued to fall. “It doesn’t feel right, leaving while she’s upset.”

“She’s the one who left,” Jesse reminded him.

“Because she was upset,” Knox repeated, and since his jaw was sore, clenched his hands on the steering wheel instead. “Mo in her face like that, threatening to fire her. I mean, what the fuck?”

“I know.” Jesse dragged a hand through his hair, the way he often did when frustrated or annoyed. “It was a shit show.”

“Call her again.”

“She’s probably not even back yet—”

“Just fucking call her, all right?” Knox shouted, the truck fishtailing as he took the turn into their driveway too fast, then jerking to a stop when he stomped on the brakes.

“Do not fucking yell at me,” Jesse growled, straining against the seatbelt to shove his face into Knox’s. “And calm the fuck down.”

Knox wanted to shout, to scream, but knew Jesse’s response to that would be to get out of the truck and walk away, and then he’d have two apologies to make. So he sucked in a breath, then another, repeating the process until he no longer felt like his head was going to explode.

“I’m sorry,” he said finally, in a voice that if not exactly calm, was at least restrained. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

Jesse eased back against his seat with a nod. “Thank you.”

“Can you call her? Please, Jess. I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

Jesse sighed and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Fine.”

He put it on speaker, and they listened to the rings. When voicemail picked up, Jesse cut the call.

“We’ve already left three messages,” Jesse said when Knox began to protest. “That’s edging into creepy-stalker territory.”

Drained, heartsick, Knox dropped his head back and closed his eyes. “What if she’s done with us, Jess?”

“She’s not,” Jesse said, and the absolute confidence in his voice opened Knox’s eyes.

“How can you be so sure?”

“I guess I’m not,” Jesse admitted, a flicker of doubt glinting in his dark eyes. “But I know she doesn’t want to be. You saw her face, her eyes, before Mo came in.”

“Yeah, I did,” Knox murmured, remembering. Everything he’d ever wanted had been in those soft blue eyes. But then… “Mo scared her.”

“She did,” Jesse agreed, and a touch of the anger Knox felt shimmered in Jesse’s voice. “Fuck, I never would’ve expected that from Mo.”

“I think she was scared, too, for Chloe.” Knox rolled his head on the seat to look at his husband. “She’s not wrong that people will be shitty about this.”

Jesse grimaced. “I know. I just didn’t think Mo would be one of them.”

“Me neither.” They sat quietly for a moment, then Knox’s lips twitched. “Carrie was something, wasn’t she?”

“Oh, man.” Jesse let out a soft laugh. “She was like a hurricane in a chef’s coat.”

“With the mouth of a sailor,” Knox agreed. “By the time she was done, Mo looked like a puppy who’d left a puddle on the floor.”

“At least we know we have one family member in our corner.”

“That’s something, I guess,” Knox murmured. He looked up at the house, looming dark in the falling snow. “You hungry?”

“Yeah, but I’m not cooking.”

“Pizza,” Knox decided and turned off the ignition.

They trudged up the walk through the freshly fallen snow and let themselves into the house. They shed coats and boots, and Knox switched on lights as he walked through, wanting to banish the gloom.

“The usual?” Jesse asked, pulling out his phone.

“Yeah.” Moving to the stairs, Knox started up. “I want a shower first, though. Order it for an hour from now.”

“It’ll be at least that with the snow,” Jesse said, following him up the stairs. “And you had a shower earlier.”

“Yes, but that was for grooming.” Topping the stairs, Knox reached for the hem of his sweater. “This is for brooding.”

“Want company?” Jesse asked.

“The more the broodier,” Knox quipped, dragging his sweater over his head, then stopped dead.

Jesse slammed into his back, knocking him forward. “What the fuck, Knox?”

“She’s here,” Knox whispered, pointing, and Jesse looked at the bed. In the center, curled into a ball under the duvet, was Chloe, fast asleep.

“Shit.” Eyes wide, Jesse stared. “What’s she doing here?”

“I don’t know. Sawyer said he was taking her home.”

Beside him, Jesse fumbled for his phone. “I don’t have anything more from him.”

“He must have brought her here,” Knox said.

“Did she want to come here?”

“She must have,” Knox said, his heart lifting at the thought. “She probably wouldn’t be asleep in our bed otherwise.”

“I’m not asleep,” she mumbled, not moving. “I was, but you guys whisper really loud.”

“Shit,” Jesse muttered, and Knox winced.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Yeah, sorry,” Jesse said, and gave Knox a what do we do now? look.

He answered it with a beats me shrug.

“It’s okay,” Chloe said and sat up, letting the duvet fall away. She wore a dark sweatshirt Knox recognized as Jesse’s, and her hair was mussed, her cheeks flushed. She didn’t look like she’d been crying, but she didn’t exactly look happy, either.

Knox took a step forward, then stopped, unsure of his welcome. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I’m fine. Sawyer and Lou dropped me off.”

“He told us he was going to take you home,” Jesse began.

“He was going to, but I asked him to bring me here.” Unease clouded her gaze for a moment. “He had a key, and let me in. I hope that was okay.”

“It’s fine,” Knox assured her. He’d never been happier that Sawyer had an emergency key.

“We’re sorry,” Jesse blurted out, dropping down to sit on the end of the bed. “About before, at the pub.”

“Not your fault,” she said, and though her smile was shaky, it was there. “I knew Mo wouldn’t be thrilled if she found out that, well, that the three of us…”

“Still,” Jesse said when she trailed off. “We probably could’ve handled it better.”

“Me, too,” she murmured and lifted her eyes to Knox. “I’m sorry I took off like that.”

He shook his head. “It’s okay, Chloe.”

“We get it,” Jesse chimed in. “Really.”

“I appreciate that.” Her gaze flicked to Jesse, then back to Knox. “See, I’d had this kind of, epiphany I guess, and I was caught up in that, and when Mo came in and started talking about image and consequences I got so overwhelmed so fast, I just couldn’t think.”

“It’s understandable,” Jesse soothed.

“Epiphany?” Knox repeated.

“Yeah.” She swallowed, her throat bobbing. “About us.”

“The three of us?” Jesse asked.

She nodded, that uneasy look coming into her eyes again. “I was trying to figure out how to tell you when everything…”

“Went to shit?” Jesse offered.

A smile ghosted over her lips. “Yeah.”

Lowering himself to sit on the end of the bed next to Jesse, Knox kept his eyes on Chloe’s face. “What were you going to tell us, Chloe?”

She took a deep breath, her hands twisting together in her lap. “That I’m sorry.”

“For what, darling?”

“I screwed up.” Pulling her hands apart, she lifted them, then let them fall. “I ruined everything.”

Jesse’s gaze flicked to Knox, then back to Chloe. “I don’t think you ruined anything, sweetheart.”

“That’s because you don’t know that…”

“Don’t know what?” Jesse prompted.

Her head fell forward, shielding her face for a moment, then she looked back up. “That I’m in love with you.”

The breath Knox had been holding burst from his lungs with a woosh. “What?”

Cheeks blazing, eyes dark with regret, she said it again. “I’m in love with you. With both of you. And I know it screws everything up, that this was supposed to be just you guys helping me with my birthday wish, which we haven’t even really gotten to yet, and this is way more than you bargained for, especially with Mo being such a dick about it, and you probably don’t want anything more to do with me after this—”

“Chloe,” Jesse tried to interrupt, but she kept going.

“And I wouldn’t blame you, because it’s all such a mess, and Mo’s right, people will be assholes if we were all together, like together together, and you might lose business because of it, and I don’t want to be responsible for that, so I’m going to call a ride share, but I wanted to tell you how sorry I am, and that I’ll stay out of your way at the pub until the restaurant is finished, and you don’t have to worry about me telling anyone anything about this—”

Knox tried to get her attention. “Chloe.”

“Trust me, I’d just look like an ass, the idiot who fell in love with not one, but two married men, who wants to be known as that girl, right? Well, Bailey and Gwen, they’ll know, because they already know and I tell them everything, but they’ll keep it between us, because they’re my best friends—”

“Fuck this,” Jesse decided and, rising up, knee walked across the mattress, put his hands on her face and cut off the stream of babble with a hard, fierce kiss.

When he lifted his head, her eyes were wide, her mouth in a shocked O. “What was that for?”

“To shut you up,” Jesse said, and kissed her again, longer and sweeter and with a lot more tongue. “That,” he said when he stopped, breathing hard, “was because I’m in love with you, too.”

She blinked, her eyes going wider. “You are not.”

Jesse just grinned, the dimple popping in his cheek, and Knox choked back a laugh of pure joy. “Am so. So’s he.”

Chloe swiveled her head around to stare at Knox. “You are?”

“I really fucking am,” he said and snatched her out of Jesse’s arms for his own kiss.

When he’d finished, she looked up at him with wide, hazy eyes. “But…it was supposed to be no strings.”

“I never said no strings,” Knox said. “Jess, did you say no strings?”

“Uh-uh.” Jesse nuzzled the nape of her neck. “I like strings. I want strings.”

“Oh. You’re not mad, then?”

Knox shook his head. “Nope.”

“The opposite of mad,” Jesse assured her.

“That’s good,” she said and let out a shaky sigh. “So what happens now?”

Knox cocked an eyebrow at Jesse over Chloe’s head. “Makeup sex?”

Jesse grinned. “Makeup sex.”

“I’m good with that,” Chloe decided.

 

* * * *

 

After makeup sex, there was a makeup shower, and then makeup pizza, which they devoured in the middle of the big bed. And Chloe asked the question that had been turning around in her head ever since the makeup orgasms had faded.

“Um, question.”

Knox bit into his second slice. “Shoot.”

“What happens now?”

Jesse groaned. “Jesus, woman. Haven’t you ever heard of a refractory period?”

“That’s not what I meant,” she scolded and plucked a slice of pepperoni off his pizza as punishment. “I mean, how do we do this?”

“You mean, the three of us, in a relationship?” Knox asked. “That is what we all want, right?”

Jesse stole his pepperoni back. “That’s what I want.”

“Me, too,” Chloe said, ignoring Jesse’s unrepentant grin. “I just don’t know how to do it.”

“Why don’t we start with a date?”

She blinked at Knox. “A date?”

“I like dates.” Jesse popped the pepperoni into his mouth. “Especially if there’s cuddling.”

“I was thinking more an outside date,” Knox told Jesse, his watchful gaze trained on Chloe. “Something traditional. Dinner, maybe a concert.”

“We could go dancing,” Jesse pointed out. “That’s traditional.”

“You just want to show off,” Knox accused.

“Well, yeah. I’m an excellent dancer,” Jesse informed her with a grin. “He’s not.”

“I can dance,” Knox protested.

“You stand and sway,” Jesse said with a snort. “That’s not dancing, it’s…”

Knox’s smile turned smug. “Publicly acceptable cuddling.”

Jesse’s jaw dropped, then he grinned. “Well, you sneaky shit.”

“A date,” Chloe repeated.

Knox’s gaze settle back on her. “How do you feel about that?”

“Nervous,” she admitted, one hand pressed to the butterflies in her stomach. “People will see us together.”

Knox nodded. “They will.”

“They’ll make assumptions. Judgments.”

“They’ll do that, too.” Knox’s voice was quiet. “I wish we could shield you from that, but if we want to be together…it’s something you’ll have to handle.”

“I know. I know that.” She blew out a breath. “Lou said something to me tonight.”

Jesse groaned and closed his eyes. “Oh, God.”

“No, it was good. I asked her how she handled being married to a sex worker—”

Knox’s eyebrows shot up. “You did?”

“Well, not in so many words,” Chloe admitted. “I just said how they had an unconventional relationship, and how did she manage that.”

“And what did she say?”

She looked at Knox. “She said she remembers what matters is what’s between the two of them, and the rest isn’t her problem. That other people’s opinions are just noise.”

Jesse blinked his eyes open. “Huh. That is good.”

“It is,” Knox agreed. “Though their situation is a little different. Most people don’t know what Sawyer does for a living, and the ones who do are loving and supportive. Public perception doesn’t matter as much, because the public doesn’t see that.”

“Sawyer said the same thing.” Chloe bit her lip. “It matters to me what my family thinks. I know it shouldn’t, but it does.”

“Of course, it does,” Knox said as Jesse leaned over to take her hand.

“We get that, Chloe,” Jesse said. “We’ve both had that fear, that our parents, our families wouldn’t accept us for who we are, who we love.”

Chloe curled her fingers around Jesse’s. “They did though, right?”

“Yeah, they did.”

“It was a little bumpy in the beginning for me,” Knox confessed. “I come from a Southern military family, and my dad was as old school as they come. But he loved me, and that always came through. He was my best man at our wedding.”

“I don’t think my family will be like that,” she said, voicing her biggest fear. “My mom…she has really specific ideas about how my life is supposed to go. She was so mad when I quit my job to make jewelry.”

“You don’t talk?” Jesse asked.

“We talk all the time,” Chloe said, then shrugged. “She came around.”

“So maybe she’ll come around again.”

“Maybe,” Chloe allowed, then sighed. “But there’s gonna be drama first.”

“We can handle drama,” Knox promised. “And if it makes you feel any better, I think Mo’s already come around.”

Hope bloomed in Chloe’s heart. “Really?”

Jesse squeezed her fingers. “After you left, Carrie kind of went off. Reminded her that the crap she was feeding you was the same crap other people laid on them when they fell in love thirty years ago.”

Chloe’s eyes widened. “Oh, shit.”

“It got heated,” Knox admitted. “But Mo was looking pretty shame faced by the time Carrie wound down.”

“Did you let them know you’re safe?”

Chloe winced. “I didn’t even think of it. I left my phone in my apron.”

“Well, at least you weren’t ignoring our calls on purpose,” Knox said dryly and picked up his phone from the nightstand. “Here. Call the pub, let them know where you are.”

“Okay.” She took the phone. “We’re doing this, right?”

“You, me, and the old man?” Jesse asked. “Oh, hell yes, we’re doing this.”

“We’re going to fuck up.”

“Probably,” Knox allowed.

“Definitely,” Jesse declared.

“It’s going to be complicated.”

Jesse plucked another slice from the pizza box. “Yep.”

“And sometimes hard,” Knox warned.

“Hard as balls,” Jesse agreed.

Chloe looked at them, Jesse devouring pizza like it was about to be banned and Knox watching her so patiently, that soft smile on his lips. “I think it’ll be worth it.”

Knox’s smiled deepened, his eyes twinkling. “I know it will.”

“Make your call,” Jesse urged, tossing his crust back in the box, “so we can show you just how worth it it’s gonna be.”

She did, and they did. And it was.

 

 




Epilogue

“What time are you meeting Bailey and Gwen at the hotel?”

Chloe tilted her head back to give Jesse more room and savored his subtle basil scent. “Not until late. Nine or so.”

Nibbling his way along her collarbones, Jesse grunted. “Plenty of time. You do your pre-game workout?”

She groaned in annoyance even as his mouth on her neck made her shiver. “I hate it when you use sports metaphors in bed.”

“Sorry. I thought it sounded better than ‘did you clean out your ass so Knox can fuck it?’.”

“Yeah, that’s not sexy,” she decided. “Say something sexy.”

He dipped down to circle his tongue around her nipple, already swollen and ruddy from his hands. “Like what?”

“I don’t know.” God, she loved his mouth on her breasts. He knew just how to nibble and lick and scrape to make her head spin and her pussy wet. “You’re the fuckboy. Come up with something.”

“How about, ‘is there any chocolate left?’”

“Jesse!” she wailed. “That’s awful!”

His shoulders were shaking with laughter. “What?”

“I said sexy, not disgusting!” She bucked under him, shoving until he rolled to his back, and climbed on top of him. She looked down into his laughing face and tried to scowl disapprovingly. “You’re terrible.”

“You love it.” Grinning, he danced his fingers down her ribs.

“No tickling!” she howled and pinched his nipple in retaliation.

“Ow!” He looked down at his nipple, then at her, outrage mixing with laughter. “Want to play rough, do you?”

“You know the rules,” she accused, trying to hold on to her scowl. “No tickling in bed.”

“No tickling Knox in bed,” he corrected her. “You never said no tickling you in bed.”

“That’s not…” Oh shit, it was true. “Well, it’s a rule now.”

He heaved a sigh. “You’re no fun.”

“Excuse me?” she said, affronted. “Who sucked honey off your balls last night?”

“Okay, that was fun,” he admitted. “And sticky.”

“Tell me,” she muttered. “I got it in my ears.”

He grinned at her. “I told you it was going to drip.”

“I didn’t hear you complaining,” she said archly, remembering his cries and groans of ecstasy when she was trying to get all the honey off his taint.

“Of course not, you had honey in your ears.”

She laughed.

“So, did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Do your pre-game workout? What?” he asked when she sighed. “You said you didn’t like the chocolate thing.”

“Yes,” she told him. “And we’re finding another way to ask that question.”

“Another way to ask what?” Knox asked, coming up the stairs in his bathrobe, a package in his hand.

“If she’s cleared for landing,” Jesse said, then brightened. “Hey, that’s a good one.”

“It’s better than the sports thing,” she admitted, sliding off his chest to lie beside him on the cool sheets. It was June, and even with the air conditioning running full blast, heat gathered at the top of the converted church at mid-day, and she already felt sweaty.

“Cleared for landing?” Knox asked, switching on the oscillating fan next to the bed.

“We’re trying to find a sexy way to ask if she’s prepped for anal. Hey, how about this, ‘Is the Anal Express cleared for landing?’”

She grimaced. “That’s almost worse than the chocolate thing.”

Knox tossed the package on the bed and untied his robe. “Why can’t you just ask if she’s prepped for anal?”

“Because that’s not sexy.”

Knox tossed his robe aside. “And ‘Anal Express’ is?”

Jesse pursed his lips. “Well, it’s funny.”

“Is it?” Chloe asked.

“Brat.”

“Fuckboy.”

Knox picked up the package. “Are you two finished?”

“Yes, Daddy,” Jesse said.

“Please don’t call him that when we’re about to fuck,” Chloe pleaded.

Jesse stuck his tongue out at her. “Payback is hell, sweetheart.”

“See if I suck honey off your balls again,” she muttered.

“You’ll do it,” Jesse said confidently. “You liked it too much not to.”

Since he was right, damn him, she ignored him to smile at Knox. “What’s that?”

“New lube,” he said, pulling a bottle out of the wrapping. “We’re almost out, so I went ahead and ordered more.”

Jesse sat up to reach for it. “I’ll take that. Roll over, sweetheart.”

Though her pulse picked up speed, she raised an arrogant eyebrow. “For what?”

“So I can lube up that sweet little asshole,” he told her with a wink.

She eyed his penis, which definitely still looked more than five eighths of an inch bigger than Knox’s. “You’re still not getting in there, big boy.”

“I know,” he said with a laugh. “I’m lubing you up for Knox.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Hmm.”

“Don’t you trust me?” he asked with a wounded look that didn’t quite hide the grin.

“I do,” she said, and she did. “But you’re sneaky.”

“I would never do anything you didn’t enthusiastically consent to,” he swore.

“And I’d never let him,” Knox added, stretching out on her other side.

“I know that.” She sat up to kiss Jesse in mute apology, then rolled to her stomach and pillowed her head on her hands.

“But one of these days,” Jesse said, leaning down to whisper in her ear. “You’re gonna spread those sweet cheeks and let me in.”

She ignored the way her pussy clenched at the idea. He was probably right, damn him. “But not today.”

“No, not today,” he agreed and popped the cap on the lube. “Give me a hand here, Knox?”

“With pleasure.”

Chloe closed her eyes on a sigh. After nearly six months of dating, she was familiar enough with the routine to relax into it, but it was no less exciting, no less arousing when Knox stroked his hands up the backs of her thighs to grip her buttocks and tug them apart. Cool air washed over the warm skin between, and the wet, hot flesh of her pussy below. She could picture in her mind’s eye what the three of them must look like, her lying on the bed with the two men crouched over her, Knox holding her still and spread as Jesse prepared to apply the lube.

The first drop hit and the shock of the cold liquid made her flinch. Knox tightened his grip, murmuring softly to soothe and reassure, and more cold followed, the dribble turning into a stream. Once she would’ve fretted about there being too much, about puddles and sheets needing to be washed, but Jesse and Knox had accustomed her to both the frequent washing of bedding and the idea that there was no such thing as too much lube. Especially when it came to anal.

Then there was a finger—Jesse’s, since Knox’s hands were still firm on her butt—poking and prodding at her asshole. The lube eased the way, as did the practice she’d had in the last several months. Anal wasn’t an every time—or even every other time—occurrence for her, but she liked it enough to indulge about once a month, and she’d learned how to relax her muscles, to invite rather than reject, and Jesse’s finger slipped easily inside.

Her breath caught, as it always did at the initial penetration. His finger felt huge, and for those first few moments distressingly foreign, and she had to overcome her body’s natural urge to resist. But the stretch of muscle and tender, delicate tissues brought pleasure, too, the kind that made her clit pulse and her pussy grow wetter and, seeking more, she slid her legs apart.

“That’s our girl,” Jesse murmured encouragingly. More lube dribbled over his finger and into her asshole, slipping down to coat her already dripping pussy, and he added another finger.

The stretch was delicious pain, agonizing pleasure. He added more lube, scissoring his fingers to stretch her even further, then gently glided them out and back in again.

He fucked her ass slowly at first, then with more speed, more force. Words of encouragement and praise, sweet words, filthy words, drifted through the air, pushing lust higher, desire hotter. When the heat and tension and need became too much and she pushed back on Jesse’s invading fingers, his low, delighted laugh danced through the room.

“I think she’s ready, babe.”

“So am I,” Knox said and lifted his hands from her ass.

The mattress shifted as they moved and Chloe moved too, sliding her hands under her shoulders to push up eagerly onto her hands and knees. Then she squeaked with surprise when hard hands lifted her into the air.

She looked up into Jesse’s smiling face, her hands clutching at his shoulders. “What’s going on?”

“We want to do things a little differently this time,” he told her. “You game?”

She eyed him warily. She hadn’t been kidding when she’d said he was sneaky. “Differently how?”

His smile widened into a grin, dimple popping. “Don’t worry, I’m not fucking your ass. That’s still Knox. But I’m going to fuck your pussy, if that’s okay with you.”

Her mouth formed a silent O. They hadn’t done this yet, surprisingly, despite it having been on her original threesome wish list. The list had taken a back seat to dating, and well, they’d done most of the stuff on it already by the time they’d decided to pursue a romantic relationship. So they hadn’t gotten around to it, and while it had come up a couple of times, she hadn’t been a big hurry to cross it off.

But it looked like it was getting crossed off now.

“Chloe?” Jesse prompted. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah, it’s okay,” she told him even as part of her thought, oh my God, they’re going to split me in two. “You still have the lube, right?”

“Ready and waiting,” he assured her. “And if it’s too much, we’ll stop. Cross my heart.”

“Mine too,” Knox said, and she looked down to see him sitting on the bed, adding lube to his already condom-covered cock.

Reminding herself that she loved that cock in her ass, and she loved Jesse’s in her pussy, and that they’d never once in the six months that they’d been sleeping together failed to make her come screaming, she nodded. “Let’s do it.”

“You’re so fucking hot,” Jesse said and kissed her.

She kissed him back, clinging to him, then tore her mouth clear when her feet, dangling off the floor, hit the edge of the mattress. “What’re you doing?”

“Getting you into position. Put your feet on the bed.”

“Okay,” she said, putting her right foot up first, then her left, but her left foot hit something other than mattress.

“Ow,” Knox said.

“Shit, sorry.” She craned her neck to see behind her. “Did I step on you?”

“Just my thigh,” he told her and guided her foot to the outside of his leg.

“Steady?” Jesse asked.

“I guess so,” she answered, not understanding the logistics of what was happening. If Jesse was going in her pussy and Knox in her ass, shouldn’t Jesse lie down so she could get on top of him?

“Okay, good. Now, hang onto my neck, and squat down.”

“Squat down?” she repeated, confused then Knox grabbed her hips from behind and she realized what he’d meant by differently. “Oh!”

“Easy, baby,” Jesse murmured, hands sure on her waist, Knox’s firm on her hips. “We’ve got you.”

“This feels really weird,” she confessed, inching down. “Like I’m going to fall.”

“We won’t let you.” Knox’s voice was steady, his breath warm against her back. “Bend your knees, love, or you’re going to sit on my chest.”

“Sorry,” she said and managed to unlock her knees enough to bend them. They lowered her slowly down—and good thing, because her trembling legs would’ve given right out—until the blunt, wet head of Knox’s dick brushed her now spread ass cheeks.

“Hang on a sec, Jesse,” Knox said, shifting one of his hands from her hip. “Let me get lined up.”

“I’ve got her,” Jesse said, smiling into Chloe’s eyes. “How’re you doing, sweetheart?”

“I’m good.” She licked her lips, watching his eyes follow the motion. “Nervous.”

“Scared nervous or excited nervous?”

“Excited,” she said, and it was true. Her breasts ached, her pussy throbbed. And her asshole, with Knox’s dick now nestled right up against it, pulsed in anticipation.

“Okay,” Knox said. “I’m set.”

“Ready?” Jesse asked.

She nodded.

“Deep breath,” Jesse reminded her, and with her arms wrapped tight around his neck, eased her down.

Knox slid into her ass, the lube and Jesse’s fingers having eased the way. He was thicker than she remembered, always thicker than she remembered, sucking the breath out of her lungs and seizing her muscles as she fought the instinct to wrench free even as her pussy wept and her clit pulsed.

“Easy, love,” Knox murmured in her ear, his hand sliding across her stomach to grip the opposite hip, his other hand no doubt still holding his dick in place. “Hold her there, Jess, let her adjust.”

“I’ve got her,” Jesse repeated, his eyes on hers, still smiling while she panted and puffed through the riot of sensation. “She’s doing great.”

“How…would you know?” she gasped, a little annoyed that he thought he could read her so well.

“Because I can see your pussy, baby,” he told her, his voice dropping an intimate octave. “And you’re not gonna need extra lube.”

“Use it anyway,” she said and wiggled on Knox’s dick.

“Fuck, she’s squeezing me,” Knox groaned.

“Told you she was doing great,” Jesse said with a laugh. “Gonna keep going, okay, baby?”

She didn’t have any breath to answer him so she just nodded, burying her face in his neck while she slid down, stopping twice more to breathe, just breathe, until her buttocks were nestled in Knox’s groin and his dick was all the way up her ass and she was having her first orgasm.

“Fuck, that’s so goddamn hot,” Jesse groaned, watching, one hand wrapped around his dick as he watched her wriggle and writhe on top of Knox. “I can see her pussy fluttering, like it’s trying to suck on something.”

“Is that right, love?” Knox asked, his arms wrapped around her waist and his dick flexing in her ass while the spasms, the pleasure, went on and on. “You want something in that lonely pussy?”

She honestly didn’t know. She already felt like every inch of her was packed full of dick, and though her pussy wanted something, she wasn’t sure it was more inches.

“Yeah, she does,” Jesse rumbled and the click of plastic made her look up. They’d all been tested, and she was comfortable relying on her IUD for birth control, so his dick was bare, the lube making it shiny and slick, obscene art, and suddenly all she wanted in the world was both of them inside her.

So she spread her legs, already draped over Knox’s thighs, as wide as they could go, propping her heels Knox’s legs to get her knees higher, so he could see everything, her pussy and Knox’s dick in her ass and Knox’s balls hanging between his spread legs.

“Oh, she really fucking does,” Jesse said, gripping his dick so hard his knuckles, shiny with lube, turned white. “Please tell me you’re ready for me, baby.”

“I’m ready,” Knox groaned beneath her.

“Other baby,” Jesse said and Chloe laughed.

“I’m ready.” Her voice was breathless and her heart was pounding in her ears and she had no idea if she could do this or not, but they were about to find out. “Please.”

“Knox, lie back,” Jesse instructed, and Knox did, sprawling out on his back on the bed and taking her with him so she was draped across his chest. He shifted in her ass, tugging and sliding against sensitive nerves, and the movement set off a fresh wave of spasms.

“Jesus, I will never get tired of seeing that,” Jesse said and climbed on the bed, dick in hand, to kneel between Knox’s legs.

Chloe grabbed for the hand Knox had on her belly, wanting the anchor. He spread his fingers, letting her twine hers with them. “Come feel it,” she invited Jesse, and hung on.

They all held their breath when he nudged her pussy and slipped the first few millimeters inside her. And it felt good, not too much at all, so she nodded, letting her knees fall apart in encouragement. But then he pushed a little more, and a little more, and oh, my holy God.

“Holy shit,” she choked, digging her nails into Knox’s hand. “Wait, stop. Stop.”

“I’m stopped,” Jesse promised, sweat dripping off his forehead, trembling with the effort to hold himself still. “I’m stopped. I won’t go any further, I swear. Fuck, you’re strangling my dick.”

“And mine,” Knox said, his voice strained, clinging to Chloe’s hand as hard as she was to his. “Chloe, you’re okay?”

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” she chanted, not sure if it was true or if she just wanted it to be true. God, she was so full! Stretched and spread and fucking speared with dick, so much dick. “How is there this much dick?”

Knox laughed, making her bounce on his chest. “There’s no more than usual.”

“No, there is,” she argued. “I’d swear, you both just got so much bigger.”

“There’s not as much room as usual,” Jesse told her. He was gripping her thighs so tight there were going to be bruises, but really, that was the least of her problems.

“No shit. God, I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Take your time, breathe,” Knox urged.

“I am breathing,” she informed him tartly and Jesse laughed. And slid forward another inch. “Oh!”

“Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry,” Jesse said, panic flaring in his eyes.

“No, it’s good,” she realized. She didn’t hurt, didn’t feel as overwhelmed as she had a few moments ago. Either snarking at Knox had distracted her enough to relax, or she was getting used to being packed full of dick. Experimenting, she wiggled her hips, and a bright flare of pleasure—pure pleasure, no pain or discomfort—shot through her.

“Oh fuck, don’t do that,” Jesse moaned, and Knox’s echoing groan sounded in her ear. “I’m dying here.”

“No dying,” she told him. “Go deeper.”

His eyes popped wide. “Yeah?”

“Slowly,” she cautioned. “But yeah.”

“Okay.” Biting his lip, he inched forward. “Okay?”

“Yeah.” It felt good—really good. “Keep going.”

He did, pausing every few seconds to check in, make sure she was still doing okay. And when he was all the way in, his balls nestled against the base of Knox’s dick in her ass, all three of them groaned.

“I’m going to die if someone doesn’t move soon,” Knox groaned.

“Me, too, but I can’t move,” Chloe complained. “I’m like, double impaled, here.”

“It’s on you, Jesse,” Knox said.

Jesse, his eyes closed and his fingers digging holes in Chloe’s thighs, didn’t answer. But his lips were moving.

“Jesse?” Chloe asked.

“What?”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m reciting the preamble to the Constitution.”

Knox cursed, and despite her desperate need to come—or maybe because of it—Chloe frowned. “Why?”

“I’m distracting myself so I don’t come too fast. Your pussy is really fucking tight.”

“Okay, but I’d really like to come,” Chloe said and tried a little hip wiggle. His hands tightened on her thighs. “I think Knox would too.”

“I really fucking would,” Knox confirmed hoarsely. “Jess, you’ve got to move.”

Jesse opened his eyes. “It’s okay?”

“It’s okay,” Chloe assured him. “Just go slow at first, okay?”

“Okay,” he agreed and pulled out.

It felt fucking amazing, all that thick dick sliding out of her slow and slick while the other thick dick stayed where it was, keeping her full and stretched and stimulated. Then he pushed back in, and she was full again and that felt even better.

“It’s good?” Jesse asked, panting.

She couldn’t talk so she just nodded, bobbing her head so hard she nearly gave herself whiplash, and he did it again, a little faster, a little harder.

“Again,” she choked, light starting to spark at the edge of her vision. “Keep going. Don’t stop.”

“’Kay,” he said, and he kept going and didn’t stop.

The orgasm rolled over her like a freight train, slow and heavy and absolutely inexorable, and all she could do was lie there and feel it. Waves of pleasure so thick she felt battered, jolts so sharp they were like stabs, and it just kept rolling.

Under her Knox went taut, his hand clenching on hers, and the swelling and stiffening of his dick in her ass and the knowledge that he was coming set off another long, slow roll. She felt Jesse speed up, the Constitution forgotten in the race for pleasure, then he was jerking and shouting, the splash of his release inside her wringing one last spasm out of her exhausted body.

When Jesse slumped over her, holding himself up on shaking arms, she reached up to curl a hand around his neck. “I’d hug you,” she murmured to him, the words slurred with pleasure and exhaustion, “but I think we’d crush Knox.”

“No crushing,” Knox croaked beneath her.

“Roll,” Jesse wheezed. “To the right.”

“My right or yours?” Knox wanted to know. Since they’d be doing the rolling, Chloe just concentrated on breathing.

“Yours,” Jesse said. “On the count of three.”

They counted it out, then rolled, somewhat ungainly, Jesse’s softening dick slipping out of her on the way.

“Oops,” he said and flopped to the mattress. “I’ll get that in a minute.”

She waved a hand, then let it fall to the bed and just lay there, dripping sweat, dripping lube. Dripping come. “Whatever.”

“I have to deal with the condom,” Knox said.

“Right.” She wasn’t so fond of this part, when the heat of lust had cooled and things felt way less sexy, but like the prep, it was part of the price of doing business. “I’m ready.”

He eased out of her, using voice and hands to soothe, and rolled off the bed. “I’ll bring back a washcloth.”

“Bring two,” Jesse mumbled, his eyes already closed.

“Don’t fall asleep,” she warned him. “It’s your turn to change the sheets.”

He yawned. “You’re not even sleeping over tonight, so what do you care?”

“I’m going to take a nap, and I don’t want to sleep in the wet spot.”

“I’m taking a nap too, and I don’t mind the wet spot.”

“You’re weird,” she decided.

“He is,” Knox agreed, the mattress giving when he settled back in behind her. He passed a cloth over her to Jesse, then warned, “It’s going to be cool.”

She hummed with pleasure as he cleaned her up. “Feels great.”

“Why aren’t you sleeping over tonight again?” Knox wanted to know.

She rolled over onto her back to smile at him. “Because it’s Bailey’s birthday tomorrow.”

“Oh, right.” Amused, he turned the cloth over and swiped it down her chest, between her breasts. “The birthday wish tradition.”

“Hey, don’t knock it.” Swiping the damp cloth over his groin, Jesse flashed them a grin. “It got us here, didn’t it?”

“I guess it did, though I think we’d have ended up here anyway.” Knox set the cloth aside, then lay down beside Chloe.

“Do you believe that?” she asked him.

He smiled. “Absolutely. Jesse?”

“What?”

“Do you think we’d have gotten here without Chloe’s birthday wish?”

“Sure.” Jesse set his cloth aside and flopped down. “Might not have been as fun, though.”

“It has been fun,” Chloe agreed, then winced. “Well, most of it.”

“Your mom’s come a long way,” Knox said soothingly.

Chloe rolled her eyes. “If you consider not calling you ‘those two gigolos’ at Memorial Day the way she did at Easter a long way, then I guess she has.”

“At this rate, she might actually call us by name at Thanksgiving,” Jesse mused.

“Your dad likes us,” Knox offered.

Chloe snorted. “You gave him a thirty percent discount on redoing the back deck.”

“Whatever works,” Jesse said cheerfully. “So, do you want to move in?”

Chloe started. “What?”

“Jesse,” Knox groaned, dropping a hand over his eyes. “We were going to wait for the right time, remember?”

“Hey, we all just came, and the post-coital glow is excellent,” Jesse argued. “What time could be better?”

“Jesus Christ,” Knox muttered.

“Hang on a minute.” Struggling to a sitting position, Chloe scooted back against the headboard so she could look at both of them. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

Jesse rolled onto his belly and propped his chin on his hands. “Yeah. What do you think?”

She stared at him, then at Knox, whose hand still covered his eyes. “I think…it’s soon.”

“A little, yeah,” Jesse acknowledged. “But we love you, and you love us, so what’s the point in waiting?”

Knox sighed so loud she thought the fan had kicked into high gear, then dropped his hand. “I’m sorry about him. He has no impulse control.”

“It’s part of my charm,” Jesse said defensively.

Knox just glowered at him. “Right. Charm.”

“It is part of your charm,” Chloe said, lips twitching when Jesse sent Knox a smug look. “But…it’s really soon, Jesse. We’ve only been seeing each other for six months. And there’s a lot we haven’t talked about.”

“Like what?”

“Like…” She floundered in the face of his wide-eyed earnestness, and in desperation looked at Knox.

Reading her perfectly, he jumped into the breach. “Like kids.”

“Okay, let’s talk about kids,” Jesse said equably. “Do you want ’em?”

Chloe tossed up her hands. “I don’t know. I always thought I did, so maybe. But I also really like where I am now, without them, so maybe not.”

“Jesse, it’s not a one-time, yes or no talk,” Knox said gently. “Things like kids, the future…these are long term conversations. Remember we had these before we got married?”

“Oh, yeah.” Jesse scratched the side of his nose. “I didn’t love those.”

Knox was amused. “I remember.”

“Plus, you guys are married,” Chloe said, jumping back in. “How I fit into that, long term? That’s complicated.”

Jesse sighed. “So what you’re saying is it’s too soon.”

“Yeah.” His sad puppy dog expression had her reaching out to cup his face in her hands. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry enough that you’ll change the sheets?” he asked hopefully.

She raised an eyebrow. “What happened to ‘I don’t mind the wet spot’?”

He grimaced. “I lied. Wet spots are gross.”

Knox barked out a laugh, and she grinned. “No, I’m not changing the sheets.”

“Fine,” he muttered and heaved himself off the bed, tugging at the top sheet. “Get up.”

“Jeez.” Chloe scooted off the bed, grimacing when a trickle of something—spunk or lube—oozed down her leg. “Be right back.”

“Get the pillowcases, too,” Knox instructed Jesse as she duck-walked to the bathroom.

“Why? Nobody jizzed on the pillows,” Jesse replied.

Laughing, listening to them bicker, she finished cleaning up. She gave serious thought to a quick spin in the shower, then rejected it. She’d get one after her nap, before she joined Gwen and Bailey at the hotel suite for Bailey’s birthday celebration.

Wondering what Bailey would choose as her thirtieth birthday wish, she walked back into the bedroom.

Jesse was fluffing the duvet, Knox stuffing the last of the pillows into a case. “Perfect timing,” she sighed and slid between cool sheets. “Hey, guys?”

Jesse flopped down beside her. “Uh-huh?”

“When you ask again? You know, when the time is right?”

Her eyes were already starting to droop, but she saw Jesse’s brown eyes, so warm, so rich, meet hers. “What about it?”

“I’m going to say yes.”

His dimple flashed, joy dancing in his eyes. “Yeah?”

She nodded and let her eyes slide all the way closed. “Yeah.”

Behind her, Knox brushed a kiss across her bare shoulder. “Go to sleep, Chloe. We’ll be here when you wake up.”

“’Kay. Love you,” she said and yawned, her ears popping and blocking out anything they might have said in return. But Jesse’s hand groped for hers under the sheet and Knox kissed her shoulder again before curling around her, and she knew they loved her, too.

And with some luck and hard work and remembering what mattered, they just might live happily ever after.
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Excerpt

 

A dirty mind is a terrible thing to waste.

~ Ouiser Boudreaux, Steel Magnolias 

 

James Douglass walked through the front door of his home and sighed with relief. “Thank Christ that’s over.”

Behind him, his wife let out a snorting laugh and shut the door. “You say that every year.”

“I mean it every year.” He turned to watch her slip out of her coat, the soft faux fur he’d given her for Christmas gleaming under the light of the foyer chandelier. “Tell me you don’t feel the same.”

Amanda smiled as she hung up her coat, then held out a hand for his. “I like your mother.”

He dropped the bags he held and shrugged out of his overcoat. “It’d just be nice to be able to spend one New Year’s somewhere else.”

“Well, that’s your fault for being born one minute past midnight on January first.” Laughter colored her voice, deepening the Texas accent that still lingered more than a decade after she’d left the Lone Star State. “If you’d stayed put for another week like you were supposed to…”

“Oh, so now it’s my fault for being born early?” He raised an eyebrow, wondering if his wife of twelve years would respond with sass or respect. He figured the odds were about seventy-thirty in favor of sass.

She took his coat with a wink. “Pretty much.”

“Insolent wench,” he muttered, and stifled a grin when she rolled her eyes. Sass it is, then.

“You could always tell your mom no when she invites us,” she pointed out.

He sighed and bent to pick up the bags. “No, I can’t.”

“I know.” She closed the closet with a snap and crossed to him, her bootheels clicking on the tile, and rose on her toes to plant a smacking kiss on his chin. “That’s because you’re a big old softie.”

The eyebrow went up again, almost of its own volition this time. “What was that?”

“Sorry,” she said, not looking sorry at all, her dimples popping out even as she lowered her eyes respectfully. “You’re a big old softie, sir.”

“Better,” he allowed, fighting a smile of his own. “But you’re lucky my hands are full.”

She glanced down at the bags he still held, then back up at him, her brown eyes dancing. “Oh, yes. Thank goodness for those two duffel bags, otherwise I’d be in so much trouble.”

James gave a bark of laughter. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one tired of being on his best behavior for the last couple of days. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were looking for trouble.”

She walked past him, her dimples still winking. “Well, then it’s a good thing you know better, isn’t it? Besides,” she continued, her voice drifting back to him as she moved toward the curved staircase. “Even if I was, it’s not like you could do anything about it.”

She paused on the first stair, her hand resting lightly on the banister, and looked back at him. They’d been together fourteen years, and still she took his breath away. Soft dark hair, a little tousled from the nap she’d taken on the drive home. Sparkling dark eyes, full of mischief and promise and affection. Her dimples flashed again, pulling his attention to her soft, full lips, curved in the faintest of smiles. That mouth had given him a jolt at their first meeting all those years ago, and its impact hadn’t lessened over time. If anything, it had only grown stronger, because now he knew just what those lush lips were capable of. He knew just how swollen and red they grew from his kisses, how they looked wrapped around his cock. And how she bit them when she was in pain, or in pleasure.

Then those lips spread in an impish grin, bringing him back to the present, and the game she was trying to tempt him into playing. “It’s not like you could chase me up these stairs or catch me even if you did. You’re fifty-one now. An old man.”

He growled because he knew she wanted him to, and with a rollicking laugh, she ran up the stairs.

He stayed where he was, enjoying the view. The yoga pants she’d worn for comfort on the drive home curved over rounded hips and a rounder ass, the soft sweater in misty green—another Christmas gift—covering bouncing breasts. He’d seen her dress that morning in a pretty lacy bra, the kind built for maximum visual effect rather than physical activity, so there was a lot of bounce.

It was pretty fucking hot.

He stayed where he was until she hit the top of the stairs and turned to look down at him. Even from this distance, he could see she was surprised he hadn’t taken the bait. They’d been at his parents’ house for three days, unable to play or even fuck the way they liked with his mom and stepdad sleeping down the hall, and only a few thin walls between them. A flash of uncertainty crossed her face, then it was gone, replaced by smirking confidence.

“Not up for a chase, old man?” she called, the mocking and teasing in her tone calling to him so strongly that he had to force himself to stay put. “That’s fine. Why don’t you go ahead and take those bags of dirty clothes to the laundry? Feel free to start a load. I’ll just have a little reunion with my vibrator.”

That nearly got his feet moving, but he was enjoying the anticipation too much. “You know the rules, little girl,” he warned.

“Rules?” She smirked, leaning over the banister so her sweater gaped, giving him a tantalizing view of soft breasts and white lace. “Rules only count if you can enforce them.”

Anticipation sang in his blood. “You’re taking big chances.”

A flicker of unease crossed her face before she smoothed it away. “You don’t worry me,” she called back, and only he would’ve heard the nerves in it.

“Oh, yes I do.” He let his grin turn feral, loving the way her body tensed even as she sneered. “Because you know if I get up there and find you touching what’s mine without permission, there will be consequences.”

Her laugh was full of anticipation and apprehension, a heady mix that had him going rock hard in his jeans. “By the time you manage to drag your old bones up here, I’ll have had two orgasms, a shower, and will already be asleep.”

She gave a little toss of her head, sending her short sweep of dark hair flying. “Don’t forget to start the laundry,” she said, then disappeared down the hall.

James waited until the bedroom door slammed before he started up the stairs. He took his time, going first to the second-floor laundry room to drop off the bags. He set them on top of the washing machine where she couldn’t miss them, then continued on to his home office. He’d told his clients he was taking the week off for the holidays, so there was nothing pressing waiting for him. Still, he checked his voicemail, and glanced at a set of blueprints that had been delivered just before Christmas. He frowned over them for a moment, jotting down a few ideas for his meeting with the engineer next week and making a note to ask his assistant to check that the soil testing at the site had been completed.

Then he set down his pen, shut off the lights, and walked down the hall to the bedroom.

The double doors were shut, the room beyond silent. He thought about giving her a few more minutes, to make sure she’d had enough time to get started, then shrugged. If she hadn’t already begun to masturbate—strictly prohibited without permission, as she well knew—then he’d punish her for the threat of it.

Though their D/s dynamic was fairly flexible, and almost everything was open to negotiation, rules were rules. She liked to push from time to time, as though testing to make sure those rules were ironclad, and he liked to remind her that they were. He didn’t mind her pushing—in fact, he’d be disappointed if she didn’t. Just as she’d be disappointed if he didn’t hold to the line they’d agreed on and punish her appropriately for crossing it.

He did so hate to disappoint his wife.

He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck, loosening muscles that had grown tight on the long drive. There was always a chance he’d have to wrestle her down, and Amanda was much stronger than she looked. After three days of enforced celibacy, he was almost hoping she’d run.

He pushed open the doors.

The room was brightly lit, both bedside lamps and the chandelier above the bed glowing, banishing the shadows of twilight to the far corners of the room and spotlighting the woman on the king-sized bed.

She’d propped herself up, a pile of pillows at her back so she sat almost upright. Her clothes were scattered across the foot of the bed and the floor beside it, leaving her bare against the bright blue of the duvet beneath her.

He took a moment to drink in the sight of her, his beloved. Soft breasts, their weight resting gently on her ribcage, her reclining position widening the space between them so he could clearly see the small scar over her breastbone. Her nipples were still soft, pale brown puffs that would pucker and tighten as her arousal grew, and looked their best, in his opinion, when they were pinched in a set of clamps and glowing bright red.

Her belly was a soft curve, round hips flowing to firm thighs that he loved to dig his fingers into when he fucked her. The harder the better, so she’d see the bruises left behind the next day and preen a little in the mirror.

She spread her legs, revealing the soft skin of her inner thighs with their pale stretch marks and the tuft of dark hair at the top of her sex. She would have preferred to completely wax her pubis, but he liked having something to get his fingers into, so they compromised. She left the hair on her mound alone, the dark curls a wild tangle for him to play with, but her pussy below was stripped bare of hair. The soft pink flesh glistened in the bright lights, already slick with her own arousal and probably some lube, because she likely wouldn’t have been able to get the huge purple dildo wedged all the way inside her cunt so quickly without it.

He stared at the offending object for a moment, to increase both her unease and his control, then raised his gaze to hers. She was biting her lip, nibbling at it the way she did when she was unsure but was trying hard not to be, and her nipples were already hardening.

Aroused, and a little scared. Perfect.

“I thought I told you not to touch what’s mine without permission.”

She shrugged, a smirk on her pretty face despite the growing anxiety in her eyes. “Oops.”

He had to fight to keep his lips from twitching. “Oops? You’re going with oops?”

“Oopsie-daisy?”

He forced himself to frown. “Being cute won’t save you.”

“No?” She shrugged again, her tits bouncing enticingly with the movement. “I might as well enjoy myself, then.”

She lifted her hands to her breasts, her short red fingernails gleaming against her skin. Her breasts were delightfully responsive, the nipples puckering and lengthening at her touch. She pulled them with her fingertips, her breath hitching at the contact, and he grew even harder.

“This might take a while,” she said, her voice thin and tight with arousal. “I used the Velvet Swing.”

His gaze darted to the bedside table, and the distinctive bottle that sat there. Velvet Swing—or the good lube, as they sometimes called it—was a cannabis-based lubricant sold by their local pot shop. Infused with both THC and CBD, it increased blood flow and intensified arousal, and often triggered Amanda into multiple orgasms. They tended to save it for those times when they wanted a long play session, as it required about forty minutes after application to reach full potency.

Apparently, Amanda wanted to play hard tonight.

“You have until the count of three to stop touching my property, Amanda,” he warned her. “One.”

She brought one hand to her mouth, sucking two fingers inside with a noisy pop that had him grinding his teeth against the surge of desire. “Two.”

She pulled her fingers away from her mouth, sliding them down her throat and between her breasts, leaving a damp trail behind. She skimmed them across her belly, drifted past the thatch of pubic hair, to hover over her clit, out of its hood and clearly visible. He held his breath as she kept them there for a moment, teasing both of them, before she grabbed the wide base of the protruding dildo.

“Three,” he growled, the word mingling with her reflexive moan as she shoved the dildo deeper into her pussy, and he was moving before the sound faded.

He was beside the bed in a heartbeat, and surprise lit her eyes when he lifted her into the air. She flailed in his arms, the dildo falling to the bed, and her laughing squeal was cut off abruptly when he sat on the side of the bed and pushed her face down over his lap. He planted a hand on the back of her neck to counter her instinctive attempt to right herself.

“You asked for this,” he reminded her, and brought his hand down on her ass.

She squealed again, bucking against his hold, and he barely avoided a foot to the face. Fighting back a laugh, he shifted to wedge her legs between his, clenching his thighs to keep her in place, then shoved her face towards the floor. She grabbed his leg, digging her short nails in through his jeans as she pushed herself up.

He smacked her ass again, a short, sharp blow right on her sit spot. “Stay put,” he ordered, and grabbed the dildo off the bed to unceremoniously shove it back into her cunt.

Her choked “Oh, shit!” was accompanied by a hard buck of her hips that would have resulted in her getting free if he hadn’t had her legs trapped. He kept one hand firmly between her shoulder blades, holding her down, and worked the dildo with the other. Her pussy was tight, the way her legs were clamped together making for an even snugger fit than usual, so he took his time, pulling it out slightly, wiggling it a bit, pushing it back in. He thought about stopping for more lube, something slicker and more viscous than the cannabis cream she’d already applied, but he didn’t want to let go of her long enough to dig into the nightstand drawer. Instead he slowed down the process, drawing it out so that by the time he had the dildo fully seated in her cunt, her thighs were slick, and she was panting.

“That’s pretty,” he observed, and gave the wide base of the toy a firm pat that made her hips jerk. He grinned at her upturned ass and did it again, her strangled moan delighting him.

“Tell me what you’re getting a spanking for, Amanda.”

“Because you’re old?”

He tsked in mock disappointment and smacked the base of the toy again just to listen to her moan. “Try again.”

“Because you have no sense of humor?”

Smack. “You’re going to find out just where my sense of humor lives if you keep playing games. Last chance. Why are you getting a spanking?”

Her body tensed as she hesitated, and he knew she was weighing her options. She undoubtedly had another smart-ass remark dancing on the tip of her tongue, ready to launch, but she was also starting to realize the precariousness of her situation. They both enjoyed the punishment games that made up so much of their kink, but there were limits, and she knew it. She wanted to come, and knew that if she pushed him too far, he’d make his point by not letting her.

He waited for her to make her choice. If she chose obedience, he’d fuck her until they both came screaming. If she chose insolence, he’d put her smart mouth to good use for his own pleasure, then send her to bed, aching and wanting.

Either way would be fun for him, but he hoped she’d choose obedience. After three sexless days, he missed her, and he’d love nothing more than to give her as many orgasms as she could take before curling up to sleep with her wrapped around him, limp and satisfied.

But the choice was hers.

The seconds ticked by, and he was on the verge of reminding her there was a question on the table—via the forceful application of hand to ass—when she let out a resigned sigh. “Because I was masturbating without permission.”

Relief and desire flooded him in equal measure. “And why do you need permission to masturbate?”

“Because my orgasms belong to you.”

“That’s right,” he replied, and rewarded her by giving the base of the dildo a solid wiggle. “You put the lube on just before I came in?”

“A couple of minutes before, yes, Sir.”

“Hmmm.” He glanced at the clock on the fireplace mantel across the room. “Then we’ve got about half an hour before it really starts to kick in, don’t we? Let’s see if we can spend our time wisely. Count.”

He lifted his hand, waited for her breathless “Yes, Sir,” then let it fall on the fullest part of her upturned ass, making sure to catch the edge of the protruding dildo.

She jerked, moaned out “One,” and he stroked his hand approvingly over the pink that had bloomed beneath his hand.

“Good girl,” he praised, and, seeing that the dildo had begun to slip out, nudged it back into place. She was even wetter, the column of silicone sliding back in much more easily than it had even just a few moments ago.

Excellent.

He glanced at the clock, calculating how many swats she could take and still be in the right head space for what he had in mind. One smack every two minutes should do it, he figured, and, drawn out over half an hour, wouldn’t be too taxing. And while he was counting down the seconds to the next spank, he could play.
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